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 Chapter 1 
 
    My life was darkness. Emptiness. A void of nothing.  
 
    Trapped in this dungeon for all eternity by those who feared me. 
 
    Despite my infinite power, it was impossible to know how long I stayed in this state. Perhaps I would have never awoken, but awaken I did to a familiar sound. 
 
    The sound of footsteps.  
 
    The sound of heroes entering my dungeon. 
 
    Centuries of slumber had left a thick soup of fog over my mind, but I still snapped awake and focused on listening for any new sounds. I could scarcely believe my luck. The thought that someone else was actually here was pure lunacy. And yet, the feeling of solitude I had grown so accustomed to was absent. I could feel something. I could feel another presence. No. Not just one. Multiple presences. I was certain.  
 
    For the first time in almost three hundred years, adventurers had finally entered my dungeon. 
 
    And I was ready for some excitement.  
 
    As I moved my presence throughout the massive shadow-plagued caverns, I inhaled the scent of the damp moss that clung to the walls. This had become my home after I’d been cast from Heaven like so many others. We fallen gods had been exiled to earth and scattered across the realm of mortals, and our sudden collisions had resulted in the formation of countless subterranean dungeons.  
 
     News quickly spread of the sudden appearance of mysterious dungeons, and humans, elves, and sorcerers alike set out to explore them and see what they held. Those that lived to share their adventures returned with stories of eternal caverns, horrific monstrosities, and deadly traps, but they also returned with tales of great treasures. 
 
     Little did these adventurers know that we fallen gods were the ones hurling obstacles at them left and right. Some dungeons granted treasures to those who conquered them. Others bestowed immense power, but either way, the adventurers learned a simple truth. Conquering a dungeon could increase social status, fame, and fortune. Few succeeded or survived. The young and the old, the innocent and the wicked, all seemed to covet the dungeons’ treasures. The poor chased dreams of wealth. The rich sought to become richer. Some merely desired a title, while others were after legendary and unspeakable power.  
 
    Which of these rewards would these newcomers seek? And how hard would I push my new playthings as they endeavored to obtain them? 
 
    As I continued my descent, the wind whistled through the tunnels and brought the familiar smells of mushrooms and stale water to my nose, but that wasn’t all they brought. Oh no. This time it was different. I could taste the new scents on the air. Lilacs, chocolate, ravens, and cream. It was so tantalizing I could barely stand it, and as I paused momentarily to savor the new flavors, to let them roll over my senses, I realized something that nearly made me cry out for joy.  
 
    Now that I was closer, I could determine the exact number of people presently in my dungeon. There were four, and I couldn’t remember the last time I had encountered a group of that size. 
 
    My dungeon was a delightfully dismal blend of ghastly illusions, horrendous monsters, undead creatures, and other such things one would expect of an underdark deity. I had once been one of the most powerful gods of the underworld that the universe had ever known. I often thought that I must have been the most powerful underdark deity in existence because the entire Holy Band of Mages had united to trap me and keep me from expanding across the continent.  
 
    My dungeon in all its gruesome glory had proved to be insurmountable, and the steady flow of valiant adventurers began to trickle to an occasional few desperate souls. Over time, explorers stopped coming to my dungeon altogether. Days became months. Years became centuries.  
 
    There was only one way that I could leave this place, and I had given up on wishing that would come to pass long ago. It was possible for me to create a physical body for myself and that body would be free to roam, but I was trapped here and I couldn’t simply send my avatar out into the world on its own. And so here I had remained, confined to these suffocating catacombs beneath the surface with no adventurers to torture, main, and murder.  
 
    Until now, anyway. 
 
    I was getting closer, and I could scarcely contain my excitement. Who would they be? And, more importantly, how would I kill them? Would I make it quick? Would I savor it slowly? Were they the first of many or nothing more than a blip barely worth waking for? 
 
    I could hear voices now, and the sound of them shocked me to my core. The voices were… female. That was… odd. Women had never entered my dungeon before. As I approached, I saw their quivering shadows along the rough stone walls in the dancing light of their torches. I rounded the last damp corner and hovered near the roof of the tunnel to quietly observe my new visitors. 
 
    The light from the torches revealed four women as they walked single file through the blackened tunnel. The group was led by a tall human female with a torch in one hand and an impressive sword in the other. The light reflected off her immaculately polished weapon and her chestnut braids that twisted around her head. She must have been the leader and was probably equipped to handle frontal assaults. Did that mean their next mightiest warrior would be in the back to protect the rear? 
 
    Turning my attention toward the last woman, I saw she was shrouded in a black cloak and hood that allowed her to melt into the surrounding darkness. A raven sat perched on each of her shoulders, and as I peered closer, I realized, much to my shock, that her skin was exceptionally pale. And her hair, which cascaded from beneath her hood and reached down to her middle, was a striking white. Could she be an elf? 
 
    Interesting, especially since she had the markings of a mage on her forehead. Typically, ravens were not the chosen familiars of mages or elves.  It was curious, but I’d no doubt discover the full extent of her abilities soon enough. 
 
    That left the women in the middle, and as I extended my senses toward them, my very being was overcome by both curiosity and astonishment. I had never seen anything like them before. 
 
    The middle two were some sort of strange animal-human hybrids, their bodies a blend of both human skin and soft looking fur. The one closest to the front appeared to have a human face and body, but the rest of her features were fox-like. Two orange, black tipped fox ears stood on either side of her head. They twitched, clearly alert, and her fluffy orange tail swished defiantly behind her. As her bare fox feet moved noiselessly across the stony floor, her paws gripped a flickering torch that illuminated her ginger fur. 
 
    The third woman carried no torch and instead nervously clutched her long black tail. Even as her tufted obsidian ears lay flat against her head, her large jade cat eyes darted from side to side and glowed with an intensity that seemed to pierce through the thick darkness. In all my years I had never seen such creatures as the two women in the middle. It seemed that while I had been asleep, the gods had created new races.  
 
    I couldn’t wait to test them. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to destroy them.   
 
    “Do you even know where you’re going?” the one with the fox ears asked with an annoyed twitch of her tail. “It honestly seems like you’re randomly picking tunnels.” 
 
    “I know what I’m doing,” the human hissed over her shoulder, but as she turned back to the oncoming darkness, her face twisted into a mix of frustration and confusion. 
 
    “Are you sure?” The fox raised a ginger eyebrow. “You just charged in here before we even came up with a plan, and it’s not like you have a map or anything.” She let out an annoyed sigh. “And now we’re blindly trudging into an endless maze of smelly caverns that’s probably filled with demons or something.” 
 
    “There are demons in here?” the cat-woman asked as she clutched her onyx tail to her chest. 
 
    “Probably,” the auburn-haired fox said as she gave the cat a sly grin. “Hideous demons and goblins and spirits.” She wiggled her fingers like a spider’s legs. As she spoke, I held back a chuckle. Those things actually were in my dungeon. The question was, which would I use first? 
 
    “Really?” the cat squeaked, eyes wide with fright. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the fox continued after she heard the cat gasp. “If something attacks us, Annalíse will hack it to pieces with her sword.” She gestured to the human in front of her. “And if that doesn’t work, then Morrigan’s crows will peck out their eyeballs and eat them.” She pointed to the last woman. The emerald-eyed cat nodded slowly though she didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “Fea and Macha are not crows, they are ravens,” the ivory-skinned elf said. Not a hint of emotion dripped from her voice. “And they do not eat eyeballs, they feed on the souls of the damned,” she added as she stroked the beak of the bird on her right shoulder. 
 
    “What?” the feline’s squeal echoed throughout the dungeon. 
 
    “Rana, stop teasing Carmedy,” the one called Annalíse said without looking back. 
 
    “Hey, she decided she wanted to go on an adventure so she should know what kinds of things could be in here,” Rana the fox said with a shrug. 
 
    “Somehow, I don’t think that’s why you’re doing it, Rana,” Annalíse said as she spared a quick glance back toward her companions. “And Morrigan, you’re not helping matters. That business about eating souls wasn’t funny. This is no time for jokes.” She nodded back toward the tunnel ahead. “We need to be ready for anything.” 
 
    “I do not make jokes,” the elf said flatly. “My ravens do eat souls.” 
 
    “Of course they do,” Rana sighed. 
 
    I followed them as they trekked deeper into the caverns. These women seemed inexperienced, but interesting nonetheless. I would start them off easy since they seemed a little out of their depth. Besides, I wanted to enjoy my fun for as long as I could make it last. I’d conjure up a few monsters and then sit back and revel in the entertainment. 
 
    As the women entered into an expansive cavern, so I sealed off all the other tunnels that stemmed from it except for the one from which they had come and watched as the women spread out in search of their next route. The human and the fox had torches, and the cat’s luminescent eyes seemed to be capable weapons against the inky cavern. But the elf… how was it that she was able to maneuver through the darkness with such ease? 
 
    “I don’t see any other tunnels,” Rana called out to the others after she examined one of the walls. The others in the party echoed similar responses. “Maybe we missed something?” 
 
    “Either that or we took a wrong turn,” the elf said, and though Annalíse bristled at the comment, I doubted she’d meant it as an insult. 
 
    Not that it mattered because it was showtime.  With an effort of will, I summoned my chosen monsters and sat back to watch as a chorus of blood-curdling shrieks pierced the uneasy silence.  
 
    “Umm, what was that?” Carmedy asked as she wrung her tail in her hands. 
 
    Before anyone could respond, four goblins burst from the darkness. The gangly creatures’ talons scraped against the stony surfaces as they crawled along the cave’s moist walls and floor.  
 
    “Goblins!” Rana cried as the snarling monsters crept closer. They licked their lips hungrily and spread out so that each one crawled toward one of the women. 
 
    It had been a long time since they had been fed, and their ribs poked through their sickly gray skin. 
 
    “Carmedy, we’re going to need some light,” Annalíse called out. Her freckled face was scrunched up with determination as she circled her voracious opponent. 
 
    “You got it!” the cat-girl said brightly. The fear vanished from her olive-toned face as she fiddled with a series of small pouches tied to a belt around her narrow waist. “Let’s see,” she mumbled. “Rash ointment, chamomile, arsenic, ah here we go!” She quickly untied two of the pouches, poured the contents of one pouch into the other, gave it a shake, and flung it into the air. Suddenly the shadowy cave was filled with a brilliant blue light.  
 
    As the luminescent presence extinguished the darkness and bathed the cavern’s surfaces in a radiant sea of blue, I gazed at the impressive and oddly hypnotic glow.  What an unusual trick. Was it magic or something else?  Either way, one thing was certain. This battle would be very interesting indeed.  
 
    The goblins reeled back and screeched in protest as their spindly arms came up to block their eyes from the abrupt flash of sapphire.  
 
    “Perfect!” Annalíse called as a smile filled her features.  
 
    “It’s only going to last a few minutes, so please hurry!” Carmedy called to the others, but her attention was already back on her pouches. 
 
    “I’ll only need one,” Annalíse said with a twisted grin. The brown-haired warrior hurled her torch at the goblin in front of her. The creature leapt back in surprise, but that must have been what the woman wanted because as it moved, she sidestepped and swung her greatsword in an arc that caught the retreating goblin in the side of the head. Her efforts were met with a resounding crack that flung the goblin across the room in a spray of blood and thicker bits. Not the most impressive display of swordsmanship that I’d seen, but effective. 
 
    I set my sights on the she-elf with the pet ravens. To my surprise, her attacker’s limp body was suspended in the air before her with its mouth agape, and its eyes rolled back into its ugly head. The mage marking on the elf’s forehead glowed with blood-hued ferocity. The whites of her eyes were drowned in unmerciful blackness, and she gripped the air as though she had the goblin’s neck within her grasp. Her face was expressionless. The markings on her hand grew brighter as she closed her hand into a fist. Suddenly, the glowing ceased, and the tortured creature fell to the ground in a bony gray heap.  
 
    Dark magic... could this elf possibly be one who could free me? 
 
    The white-haired elf whispered something to her pets, and the ravens flew from her shoulders and landed on the body. Wisps of white soul energy began to leak from the elf’s victim as the birds eagerly opened their beaks to receive their sustenance. How curious. This woman whom they had called Morrigan was an elf skilled in death magic, and she really had been telling the truth about her birds’ eating habits. I had never heard of such a being. These women were proving to be more adept than I had thought.  
 
    But then again, these were merely goblins. 
 
    I turned my attention to the fox woman called Rana. She seemed to be about finished with her adversary, who was now a bloody swollen mess. The goblin staggered back as its chest heaved in distress, but the red-headed woman showed no mercy. With unexpected swiftness, she unleashed a series of perfectly executed punches at the miserable creature’s broken nose, bruised jaw, and finally its fleshy gray throat. The last punch caused a choking gasp to erupt from the tormented beast’s mouth. But the fox-tailed female didn’t stop there. 
 
    With alarming speed, her bare fox foot slammed into the creature’s stomach. As the creature bent over in pain, she flipped over its head with surprising ease and grabbed the creature’s jaw with one paw and its head with the other. The feeblest of whimpers emerged from the doomed goblin’s ashen lips right before Rana executed the sharp twist. Her eyes showed no trace of remorse, and I observed her white-tipped tail swishing through the air. She actually seemed to be enjoying herself. 
 
    The creature slumped down at her feet as she tossed her curly red ponytail over her shoulder with a satisfied sigh. She didn’t appear to have magical abilities like the elf, but she was quick and skilled in hand to hand combat.  
 
    That left the feline woman with the strange pouches. 
 
    I looked around the blue-lit room searching for the cat called Carmedy and found one of my goblins had her trapped in a craggy corner far from the other women. 
 
    “Please go away,” the black cat whispered as she backed more into the corner.  
 
    The goblin bared its jagged teeth and slunk across the ground as it hissed and gurgled. When the cat’s hands met with the rigid wall behind her, fear filled her face as she realized she had been cornered.  
 
    The goblin narrowed its yellow eyes before hurling its body at the cowering cat woman. Only as its feet left the ground, Carmedy plucked one of the small pouches from her belt, pinched her eyes shut, and threw it at the dreadful creature. As the bundle collided with the beast’s face, it exploded in a blazing cloud of crimson that engulfed the creature in scarlet flames and caused the scent of burning flesh to fill the air. 
 
    “Ah! I did it!” Carmedy squealed with delight. She jumped up and down and clapped her hands as the creature roared with anguish before it finally collapsed to the ground in silence. “I’m sorry.” She looked down at the corpse. “I don’t like violence, but you were probably going to eat me.” She closed her eyes and pressed her palms together. “I hope that your soul finds peace, so it doesn’t get eaten by Morrigan’s ravens.” She opened her eyes, nodded to the body with a kind smile, and jogged off to rejoin the others. By the time she had reunited with her companions, the intense cobalt-hued light that she had created had begun to dim. 
 
    How fascinating. What was in that bundle that she had used on my goblin? Each of these women had made short work of my goblins in a way I hadn’t ever encountered before. I was surprised and intrigued, but far from impressed. After all, this was only the opening gambit, something to let me know how to best come at them. If they’d lost to these monsters, it would have been truly pathetic. 
 
    I silently watched the women discuss their next move.  
 
    “So no one saw any other tunnels, is that correct?” Annalíse asked the other women. Her companions shook their heads no in reply. “Alright then.” The female warrior sighed as she placed her hands on her hips. She frowned at the goblin blood that had splattered onto her once pristine cream tunic and fitted black pants, and she grimaced at the stains on her shined boots. “The only other tunnel that I can see is the one that we came out of. Let’s just camp here for the night and figure out what to do in the morning.”  
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Rana said and walked toward the center of the cave. The other women voiced their agreement and followed suit. They formed a circle in the middle of the cave and began to unload the small packs from their shoulders. The satchels were filled with provisions, small blankets, and other necessities. They lit a fire using another one of Carmedy’s bundles and then began to cook their meals and talk amongst themselves. 
 
    I hovered closer so that I could hear their conversation. As my invisible presence settled near them, I was met with the long-forgotten scent of a campfire and cooked meat. The smoke rose throughout the cave and mingled with the sweet smell of the women’s perfume. It was… pleasant. 
 
    “Well, that was fun,” the fox woman said with a chuckle. Her long and unruly curly hair matched the color of her fur, and the burning campfire gave it the appearance of a mass of glowing embers. 
 
    “I agree.” The cat woman giggled, and her eyes gleamed with excitement. “I mean, I didn’t want to kill that guy, but it was really something when he caught on fire. Did you see it?” She made an explosion sound with her mouth and spread her figures to mimic the burst of flames that she had caused. 
 
    “We’re not here to have fun, ladies,” Annalíse said with a small smile as she turned her meat over in the fire. 
 
    “Right!” Carmedy said through a mouthful of roasted meat. “You said we’re here to prove to all those narrow-minded jerks that women can be adventurers too.” 
 
    “Exactly.” The russet-haired swordswoman nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Well, I still think it was fun, and it’s been a while since I had any fun,” Rana said as she lay on her back with her arms beneath her head. I drifted by her as she laid down and brushed past her red curls. They were so soft, and the touch brought back ancient memories that I both wanted to forget and wanted more than anything to remember. 
 
    “Fun meaning stealing?” Annalíse asked with a wide grin that sent freckles in every direction. 
 
    “No, I didn’t mean stealing,” Rana said while lowering her voice to mimic the sword wielder’s raspy tone. “I meant the kind of fun that regular people have. You know, the ‘drinking loads of ale and singing songs’ kind of fun, but yes, stealing is fun too.” 
 
    “You’re only making things worse you know,” the tall freckle-faced warrior remarked. “You’re enforcing the stereotype.” 
 
    “Well, everyone assumes I’m a thief anyway, so I might as well be,” Rana said as she narrowed her blue eyes at the human woman. “No one trusts fox folk. Everyone thinks we’re thieves, liars, and con artists so I figured I might as well play the part. Carmedy knows what I’m talking about, cat folk are treated just as bad.” She nodded in the direction of the midnight-furred woman across from her.  
 
    Carmedy gave no reply and instead quietly pawed through her bundles while muttering to herself. 
 
    As I listened silently, I felt a pang of compassion for the women. No one could control what they were born as, and these adventurers had had the misfortune to be born women in a disdainful world. The fox and the cat’s struggles seemed even greater. The universe could be so unkind. I knew this firsthand. 
 
    “Hey, Morrigan, care to join our little chat?” Rana said as she craned her neck toward the black-eyed elf who had been whispering to her winged companions. The elf had paid no attention to the discussion that the other three women had been having and had instead been conversing with her ravens. 
 
    It could have been my imagination, but I could have sworn that I’d seen the birds’ beaks move… as though they were responding to the elf’s hushed words. The elf and her pets turned their heads in unison to look at Rana.  
 
    “Fea, Macha, and I were having a private conversation,” Morrigan said calmly. Both her face and voice were devoid of any emotion, and I was starting to think that was normal for her. “I will pardon your rudeness as we are traveling companions, but please refrain from interrupting us again.” With that, the woman turned back to her ravens and resumed her verbal exchange. 
 
    “Ha!” Rana laughed, and she shook her untamed bangs from her right eye. “Alright, queen of darkness. Go ahead and chat it up with your soul munching birds.” 
 
    “Did Fea and Macha really eat those goblins’ souls? Did you see it?” Carmedy gasped. 
 
    “Oh yeah, sucked them right out like worms from the ground,” the fox said with a loud slurp. 
 
    “Rana--” Annalíse groaned and shook her head.  
 
    “Well, that’s what happened.” The fox grinned mischievously.   
 
    “Anyway,” Annalíse continued. “Carmedy, I recall you expressing concern over the brigand territory we passed.” 
 
    “That was one of the things we were talking about before you threw yourself into a pitch-black dungeon,” Rana said under her breath. Annalíse gave her a brief narrow-eyed glance before turning back to Carmedy.  
 
    “Yes,” the black cat said quietly, her green eyes filled with concern. “Well, I was thinking… After we get all the treasure and goodies in here, won’t we be easy targets? I mean, we’ll be four women walking through a forest with a donkey and a cart full of enough riches to buy a small continent. Or at least a kingdom.”  
 
    I held back a chuckle. These women were indeed bold. Not only had they ventured into my dungeon, they expected to conquer it and leave with a hoard of treasure. Tens of thousands had tried, and none had survived.   
 
    Rana responded to the cat’s words with a grin. “I like the way you think. I think I’ll buy myself a kingdom or two and maybe five… no, seven castles. One for every day of the week.” She winked a blue eye at the cat. “But seriously, relax, pussycat. We can easily handle a couple of brainless thugs.” The fox carelessly waved her paw as she spoke. “And even if some lowlife creep somehow managed to steal our hard-earned treasure, I’ll simply steal it all back. Then Morrigan can do her soul-sucking thing, and her birds can have a snack.”  
 
    “Yes.” The elf spoke with her usual lack of enthusiasm and carefully brushed aside a few white strands of hair. Evidently, she had deemed this conversation topic worthy of her attention. “It would be most unwise for these… lowlifes to attack us. Should they be foolish enough to do so, Fea and Macha shall devour every fragment of their souls.”  
 
    I admired the women’s tenacity. Even though they were all clearly inexperienced, they didn’t seem to have any doubts that they would succeed in their mission. Their words seemed to put Carmedy at ease, and the cat-girl’s slender shoulders relaxed as she released a relieved sigh and gave her companions a small smile. Even if they were a little foolish, my female guests held more confidence than many of the adventurers who had ventured into my dungeon. I listened to the women laugh and talk for a few hours until they began to fall asleep. Once the last of them drifted off, their campfire began to die, and its flames trembled and flickered until it gave its last breath.  
 
    I felt for them. These women lived in an unsympathetic world. Against all odds, they had set out to conquer an unconquerable dungeon to prove that they were worthy of the title “adventurer.” And they had surprised me in their fight against my goblins. Between the four of them, they had displayed a fairly decent range of skills and had more or less tortured the yellow-eyed wretches. Not only that, the women had seemed to enjoy it. I decided to let them rest and resume their trial in the morning. After all, I could only attack them while they slept once, and assuming they survived, they would be on guard. No, that wasn’t how this game was played.  
 
    Not when I had such intriguing prey, anyway.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    By the time the women had awoken the next morning, I had unsealed the vast cavern’s tunnels. I had plans for the group of female adventurers, and I couldn’t wait to see how my new playthings would fare. As the women re-packed their belongings, they studied the newfound tunnels with confusion.  
 
    “What in the…?” the fox called Rana whispered, and she furrowed her red brows at the tunnels. “Where did those come from?” 
 
    “That’s a very good question. They certainly weren’t here before,” Annalíse, the human warrior muttered suspiciously. 
 
    “Maybe they’re magic tunnels.” Carmedy giggled and swished her black cat tail.  
 
    “Magic tunnels? Carmedy, what does that even mean?” Rana chuckled. The other women responded with blank looks and raised eyebrows.  
 
    “Maybe they can disappear and then reappear. Or… or maybe every time they disappear, they pop up somewhere else,” the green-eyed cat said with a wide grin. “Round and round the tunnels go, where they stop, nobody knows!” Carmedy sang and waved her fingers back and forth as if she were directing a choir.  
 
    “Whatever you say, pussycat,” Rana said before she burst into laughter. She laughed so hard that her shoulders shook, and her messy curls bounced into a ginger frenzy. Annalíse covered her mouth to suppress a raspy giggle, but Morrigan, the pale elf, simply tilted her hooded head to the side. Her dark eyes darted to each of her glee-stricken companions. Clearly, the amusement had eluded her. 
 
    Once the women had cleaned up their camp, they walked toward the unventilated tunnels and glanced at each one curiously. Then the human and the fox held up their torches in an effort to illuminate each of the inky black passageways that lay before them. 
 
    “Okay, it looks like there are four different tunnels. Now which one to take?” Annalíse mused as she bit her lip. 
 
    “Ooh, I know!” Carmedy said excitedly. “Eenie meanie--” 
 
    “Uh, Carmedy, I think this situation calls for a little more deliberation than that,” Rana said with a chuckle. “We’re in a pitch-black dungeon filled with crazy disgusting monsters. Plus, there’s treasure at stake here, not to mention our lives. So let’s be a bit choosier, huh?” 
 
    “Well, what should we do then?” the cat asked as she cocked her head to the side and peered at each of the tunnels in turn. 
 
    “Perhaps Fea and Macha can be of some use,” Morrigan said with her usual nonchalance. The women turned to the pale elf and then each glanced briefly at Morrigan’s pets in disbelief. I too was surprised. Not only by her suggestion, but also by the fact that the white-haired woman had actually joined the conversation. 
 
    “How?” Annalíse asked, and her freckled face scrunched into confusion. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t get it,” Carmedy chimed in. Rana nodded slowly in agreement. 
 
    “I can send them ahead to survey the tunnels. Fea and Macha are able to see in the darkness. I share their vision, and thus their ability to see through the shadows.” The other women blinked rapidly, and I was as shocked as they were. I had come across many elves in my time, and none of the pale pointy-eared beings I had met had possessed such an ability. 
 
    “But-but why didn’t you tell me this before?” Annalíse sputtered as she threw up her hands in annoyance. “That would have saved us a ton of time earlier.” 
 
    “You did not ask for my assistance,” the obsidian-eyed elf said simply. “When you entered this cave, you did so without forming a plan or consulting us.” She gestured at her two ravens before swinging her hand around to indicate the fox and cat. “You made it quite clear that you had dubbed yourself the leader of our group, and your hastiness once again proved to be--” 
 
    “Alright, Morrigan, you proved your point.” The swordswoman sighed as she pinched the bridge of her freckled nose. “Can you please just send your ravens?” 
 
    “Certainly.” The elf nodded, turned to each of her ravens, and whispered something to them. The birds immediately rose from her shoulders and plunged into the first two tunnels. As soon as her black feathered companions had entered, the red mage marking on the elf’s forehead began to glow and pulse in a steady, ruby-stained rhythm. I watched intently as the woman’s eyes were enveloped in blackness while she stared blankly in the direction of the tunnels that her ravens had chosen. She stood completely still and totally silent.  
 
    As I soundlessly observed the she-elf, I recalled the little trick that she had used on my goblin. It was known as soul exorcism. As a deity skilled in the ways of necromancy, I was not only familiar with the technique but had made frequent use of it once upon a time. I had also heard of this shared sight. Both this and soul exorcism were skills known only to those who practiced dark magic. 
 
    “Wow, that’s so neat,” Carmedy purred with amusement. She moved closer to the black-hooded elf, and she glanced in fascination back and forth between the elf’s wholly black eyes and glowing red tattoo. 
 
    Rana shrugged. “Not to mention creepy, but hey, that’s Morrigan for you. The girl lives and breathes creepy. But I have to admit it is pretty--” 
 
    “Shh,” Annalíse interrupted with a hiss. The two ravens returned within minutes and swooped into the remaining two tunnels without hesitation. After a few more moments, the elf’s mage marking stopped glowing, and she closed her eyes. When she opened them, the whites of her eyes had returned. The woman slowly raised one hand and pointed to the third tunnel, and as she did, I realized that her pale hand was covered in markings similar to the one on her forehead. 
 
    “This one,” Morrigan said without any explanation. “Let us proceed into the tunnel, Fea and Macha will be able to find me.”  
 
    How had Morrigan come to possess these abilities? Beings versed in dark magic were typically underdark deities such as myself or mages. For whatever reason, she did have the markings of a mage, but she couldn’t possibly be one. To my recollection, elves were not permitted to practice dark magic, but perhaps this had changed since I had last been aware. After all, I had been asleep for a few hundred years and had awoken to a fox woman and a cat-human hybrid. And yet, Morrigan had those markings. They were obviously real, and she had displayed skill in dark magic. I didn’t know why, but this strange white-haired woman seemed to possess what I needed. I had no use for the other female adventurers, but this woman... maybe, just maybe she could be the one to free me. 
 
    The women began to make their way quietly to the tunnel that the elf had indicated. Annalíse and Rana lit their torches before disappearing into the darkness. Carmedy followed with Morrigan close behind her. 
 
    The strange elf was full of surprises. This unexpected ability had actually saved them as the other tunnels were filled with various traps. I’d watched countless adventurers charge into the tunnels only to fall prey to monsters, pits of poison-dipped spikes, and inescapable labyrinths. My newest guests were unlike any group that had graced my dungeon’s walls. That was good because the fun was only getting started. 
 
    As the ultimate underdark deity, I possessed an impressive list of abilities, and one of my favorites was conjuring illusions. While the women had slept, I had come to a decision on how my perilous game would progress and had finally decided to pit them against each other by creating illusions. This visual deception would cause them to believe that the others were each one of the many hideous creatures at my disposal. I had the perfect beast in mind for this particular challenge. 
 
    I hovered eagerly over the women’s heads and watched with anticipation as the party made its way down the tunnel. As they reached the tunnel’s exit, Annalíse abruptly halted the group. The path went no further and below them stood a deep cavern filled with masses of rocky, jagged protrusions that jutted out from the floor and ceiling. Water droplets fell from several of the ceiling’s formations and landed in stagnant pools of water that sent soft and lazy echoes off the walls. 
 
    “Carmedy, can you give us some light?” Annalíse asked before extinguishing her torch.  
 
    Rana followed suit with her own torch. Then the cat woman slipped past them and picked at her various pouches. Within moments, she had tossed another of her small bundles into the open air, and the cave was filled with that now-familiar blue light. One after another, the women carefully picked their way down the cave’s sloped side. After they had each landed on the cavern’s floor, they spread out to explore.  
 
    Now would be perfect. 
 
    As I conjured up my illusion, and thick gray smoke descended into the atmosphere above the women, I could scarcely contain my excitement. The fun was about to begin.  
 
    “What in the--” Rana breathed, horror and disgust dripped from her voice. 
 
    “Ugh! What is that thing?” Carmedy screamed. Now that my illusion had been cast, the female adventurers could no longer see one another. Instead, each woman saw her companions as enormous one-eyed serpents. 
 
    “Guys? Where are you?” Carmedy cried out as she whirled her head around in every which direction in search of the others. The other women voiced similar words, but none of them could hear each other call out. All they could hear were the serpent screeches and hisses that my illusion had created. Many times had I amused myself by watching groups of adventurers attack each other while under the spell of my cloud of turmoil. It was quite a sight to behold, and I wondered if they would fall victim to my attack or figure out a way through it. Both were exciting possibilities, but if I had to choose, I almost hoped they broke through it. If they did not, the game would be over much too soon. 
 
    I looked on as Annalíse faced Carmedy and hastily lunged toward the green-eyed cat with her sword poised to attack. Carmedy yelped and began to frantically rummage through her many pouches. She hesitated for a moment and then hurriedly plucked one from her belt and threw it at the ground in front of the swordswoman. Upon impact, the pouch exploded in a thick yellow fog, and the cat sprinted toward the other end of the cavern. Annalíse, who was now surrounded by the lemon-colored fog, reeled back with a raspy shriek and desperately rubbed at her eyes as she coughed and gasped. 
 
    “Carmedy, where are you?” Annalíse said between coughs. “Watch where you’re throwing those things!” It seemed as though some sort of harmful gas had erupted from the cat’s bundle. Her tiny cloth sacks had once again proven useful, but I got the impression that she had gotten lucky with her choice. As for Annalíse, it was clear that her rash decisions were a behavioral pattern, and such hasty decisions seemed to get her and the other women into trouble. 
 
    “Stay right where you are, don’t even think about moving.” Rana’s sudden outburst broke through my thoughts, and I turned to focus my attention on the other two women. Rana was cautiously circling the pale elf who was still unadorned by her winged, soul-eating pets. Morrigan gazed at the fox, seemingly unbothered by the horrendous serpentine illusion that lay before her. Her eyes began to drown in pitch black, and her mage marking began to glow with crimson brilliance. 
 
    “I don’t know what you are, but if you don’t give me some answers right now ...” The fox paused, and her ears twitched as she raised her head to look in the direction of the tunnel the women had emerged from. Two ravens burst from the passageway and their squawks reverberated throughout the cavern. They fluttered their obsidian wings before returning to their perches on their keeper’s shoulders. 
 
    “Wait, those ravens,” Rana whispered to herself. Her blue eyes squinted, and I could feel the cogs in her brain spinning wildly. Suddenly her eyes bulged with realization. “Morrigan, is that--”  
 
    The elf abruptly stifled the fox’s words with a raise of her hand. The fox woman’s body rose from the ground and hung suspended in the air like a stringless marionette. It was clear that Rana was no match for the alabaster-skinned elf, but I found it curious that Morrigan had used the same tactic that she had used on her goblin adversary. Had she not mastered any other dark magic spells? 
 
    It was true that these women had proven to be more impressive than I had anticipated, but they each had various weaknesses that could easily cost them their lives should they encounter a less merciful adversary. They lacked experience, but their potential was attractive. They all needed a little… polishing.  
 
    Then an idea began to form in my head.  
 
    It was a deliciously brilliant idea, and as it started to take shape, I proceeded to break the illusion. The heavy gray smoke had gradually spread throughout the cavern until the women and their surroundings had been overcome by the haze. But now, the smoke promptly aborted its expansion in obedience to my command. 
 
    As the smoke began to clear, the chaos around the cavern ground to a halt and the women all ceased their attacks. Each of the women seemed frozen in place like delicate figurines. On one side of the cavern, Annalíse stood with her sword poised over a very frightened Carmedy. On the opposite side, Rana was still suspended in the air before a frigid Morrigan, but thanks to my quick and benevolent action, she had been spared from the elf’s soul exorcism before it had even begun. The fox’s head was tilted back, and her face was stuck in a petrified expression. She was lucky. While her soul may not have become a snack for Morrigan’s ravens, her soulless body would have become a meal for the many ravenous monsters within my domain. 
 
    But the game was over now. I decided that I needed these women for a far better purpose than my own amusement. I needed them alive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    I looked over the women as the illusion continued to break, and the thick gray smoke receded to wisps before it disappeared altogether. These women needed guidance. Yes, they had valuable skills and showed promise, but they were inexperienced and needed basic training and organization. Their strategies had flaws, and their mistakes had proven to be costly. 
 
    Annalíse was foolhardy and clearly lacked training in battle strategy while Carmedy appeared to be very disorganized and reluctant to fight. She relied heavily on the use of her pouches to make up for her lack of combat skills, and she never tried to make the first move. It seemed that Carmedy preferred to flee instead of fight and only used her pouches when she ran out of options.  
 
    Rana, while agile and skilled in hand to hand combat, seemed to have no other defensive tactics in her arsenal and carried no weapons. Should she come across a skilled and well-armed opponent or magic wielder, she would find herself in trouble. And as for Morrigan, well, after watching her in defensive mode, it was quite clear that she was only a novice in dark magic. Even so, the fact that she was able to use it was exactly why I needed her. She would be the one to free me. It was the magic of the mages that bound me to this lightless prison. So only someone with the magic of mages could further my plans and allow me to escape. 
 
    And once I escaped, I could exponentially increase my power by consuming the other fallen gods that inhabited the various dungeons of this world. 
 
    Once I exponentially increased my power, I could challenge the heavens again. 
 
    But like every powerful being with designs on conquering the universe, I needed minions.  
 
    These female adventurers needed a capable master who would graciously take them under his wing. With the right training, they could become quite a force to be reckoned with … and who better to train them than the world’s mightiest underdark deity?  
 
    As the last of the fog lifted from their minds, the women finally began to stir. Morrigan blinked her dark eyes rapidly, and as she lowered her hand, Rana dropped to the ground in a heap of fiery fox fur and curly hair. The fox woman yelped when she collided with the stone floor. 
 
    “Thanks a lot, Morrigan.” The fox woman glared at the elf, and she moaned as she rubbed at her presumably sore backside. 
 
    “It was unintentional,” the white-haired elf said as she ran a pale finger across one of her pet’s heads.  
 
    “How sincere,” Rana mumbled and blew her curly bangs from her eye. 
 
    Across the cavern, Annalíse stood with her sword raised over her head with Carmedy on the ground at her feet. It looked as though the black cat had tripped over one of the ground’s rocky protrusions and had shielded her eyes in anticipation of her demise. The feline cautiously uncovered a green eye and gasped at the sight of the tall female warrior in front of her. 
 
    “Annalíse?” Carmedy’s voice was drenched in both fear and confusion. 
 
    Annalíse gaped at the small woman and slowly lowered her sword. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Carmedy, I didn’t mean to. I-I- A second ago I thought you were one of those snakes.” The warrior’s freckled face was wrought with concern and remorse for what she had almost done. She offered her hand to the cat and when Carmedy took it, she pulled the cat to her feet.  
 
    “It’s alright,” Carmedy said as she laid a hand on Annalíse’s shoulder. “I thought you were one too. When I tripped, I thought I was a goner, but when I opened my eyes, the snake was gone, and I saw you,” the cat said as the two women walked across the cave to join the others. “Thanks for not killing me. I bet it would have hurt a lot.” 
 
    “Uhh, yeah,” the warrior woman sighed, and then she quickly helped the cat-girl to her feet. 
 
    “Wh- what do you guys think happened?” Carmedy stammered when the group had reunited in the center of the underground chamber. The small black cat was shaking, her ears pressed flat against her head, and the black fur that covered them stood on end. “One second I saw you all, the next I saw these giant snake things.” 
 
    “They were illusions and very good ones. It appears that there is someone in this dungeon that likes to play games.” Annalíse seethed with her sword poised and her brown eyes darted around the cave in search of any other unpleasant surprises. 
 
    “Yeah, mind games. Twisted mind games. Did you see what Morrigan almost did to me?” Rana frantically gestured at the black-shrouded elf. 
 
    “You appeared to be an adversary,” the hooded elf replied. “I would not have attacked had I known it was you. But rest assured, your soul would not have been consumed by Fea and Macha. Your soul is pure.” Morrigan had probably meant for her words to be of some comfort to the fox, but Rana’s groan and slight shiver indicated that they’d had the opposite effect. 
 
    “Um... thanks, I’ll take that as an apology.” Rana gave the elf a wry grin. 
 
    “As you wish,” Morrigan said with a slight nod. Rana shook her head and released a sigh. 
 
    “But why did they stop? Why didn’t they let us all kill each other?” Carmedy asked as she glanced nervously around the massive cavern. 
 
    “Maybe they’re not done with us. Maybe they have some other sick way of toying with us.” Rana’s words were glum and absent of her usual lighthearted sarcasm. 
 
    The fox’s words weren’t entirely untrue. I wasn’t done with them. But they were no longer my playthings, and though they did not know it yet, they were now my minions. Or at least they soon would be. Yes. They would make fine minions, and with them at my side, I would finally be able to leave this place and expand across the continent as I had set out to do all those years ago. 
 
    If I could craft a physical body for myself, these women could accompany my avatar, thus enabling me to escape my cavernous prison. With my new body and the help of my minions, I’d finally be able to invade the other dungeons that spanned the earth and take their masters’ power for myself. Then I would truly be a god amongst gods, an unstoppable being with unfathomable strength. Only one question remained now. How could I get these women to join me on my crusade for power and glory? 
 
    My contemplation was abruptly interrupted when the women began to speculate over who or what had been the source of the illusions. I found their conjecture amusing, to say the least. Particularly Carmedy’s. 
 
    “Do you think there’s a wizard or something living in here?” Carmedy asked with wide jade colored eyes.  
 
    “Now why would a wizard choose to live in a place like this?” Rana smirked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the black cat mused and crossed her arms. “Maybe hundreds of years ago, he came here looking for the treasure and then he got trapped here and never escaped. Wouldn’t that be interesting?” She purred with excitement.  
 
    How amusing. I was far more powerful than a wizard, but Carmedy’s comment was ironic, nonetheless. 
 
    “Yes, Carmedy, that would be very interesting.” Rana rolled her eyes.  
 
    “There’s no wizard in here, but there is something very strange going on,” Annalíse mumbled with another quick glance around the cavern. 
 
    How could I get these women to join me on my crusade for power and glory? Should I threaten them, or appeal to them as their savior? I mulled this over for a few moments before I finally came to a decision. I’d capture them. After all, it would be much easier to negotiate with my future minions if they knew what I was truly capable of. I needed to speak with them, but not yet, and certainly not here. I needed to corral them into a part of the dungeon that was void of traps and monsters. 
 
    I would have to take the women to my nexus… it was my dwelling space and the place where I had slept away the last few hundred years. I didn’t want to hurt them, but I needed to show them who their new master truly was. Satisfied with my new plan, I set it into motion and turned my attention back to the women’s discussion.  
 
    “No way, it’s not a mage either,” Rana sighed in response to another one of Carmedy’s theories. “It’s not a wizard or a mage or a cursed goblin or anything like that.” 
 
    “Well, who do you think--” Carmedy’s words were suddenly cut short when her swishing tail was yanked by some unseen force. She slowly turned her head but before any of the women could speak, the cat’s arms were suddenly hoisted into the air, and her body jerked backward. 
 
    “Carmedy!” Rana squealed as she grabbed for the cat, but her paw grasped only air. Carmedy shrieked in terror as her ghostly assailants quickly hauled her away toward the dark, dank tunnel behind her. I resisted the urge to chuckle as I began to swell with pride. My shadow slaves were quick, quiet, and above all else, efficient. I had issued the order only moments ago, and they had already begun to do their master’s bidding. Their alacrity would be deserving of a reward when I next spoke to them. 
 
    Carmedy’s feet dragged across the stone floor as she screamed in protest. She kicked at the air and twisted and writhed against her invisible kidnappers but to no avail. The other three women stood in a horror-stricken stupor before coming to their senses and rushing to Carmedy’s aid, but it was too late. Even if they’d had the right sort of spells and gear to deal with my shadow slaves, they had waited far too long to react.  
 
    Carmedy’s screams struck the silent air one final time. Then the pitch-black tunnel swallowed both her and her shrill cries. One down, three to go. 
 
    The remaining women dashed toward the tunnel where Carmedy had been taken.  
 
    “What do we do?” Rana asked, her eyes flicking from the tunnel to the other women. 
 
    “Maybe send the crows?” Annalíse asked, turning to look at Morrigan. 
 
    “They’re not crows, they’re rav--” The elf’s words were cut off as she stumbled, and she collided with the damp ground. As she lifted herself up with one hand, she whirled around to grasp at her ankle. 
 
    “Something just--” Her words caught in her throat when she was abruptly flung in the opposite direction by her elbows. 
 
    “Rana! Annalíse!” the elf cried out. I could actually hear the fear in her voice, and the other two women’s eyes filled with horror when they turned to see their friend being dragged away exactly as Carmedy had been. They were right to be scared. There were few things more terrifying than the unknown. Even worse, this was something that they couldn’t see and something that they had no control over. I could sense their feelings of powerlessness and fear begin to well up inside of them. I could see it on their faces. The panic. The bewilderment. 
 
    The cries of Morrigan’s ravens filled the cave, and they flew around her in a black feathery flurry of confusion, unsure of where to strike. Morrigan’s fear seemed to have turned to anger, and as she was dragged away, the dark-eyed elf did not scream, but grunted and spat out what I assumed to be a string of curses in her native language at her imperceptible attackers. Perhaps she had begun to realize that her soul exorcism was useless against her captors. She could not suck out a soul from a soulless shadow slave. 
 
    “You go after Morrigan. I’ll get Carmedy,” Annalíse shouted before resuming her sprint. Rana nodded and took off in Morrigan’s direction, but the pale elf and her phantom-like captors were too far ahead. Before Rana made it even half a dozen steps, the elf along with her pets were thrust into another tunnel and consumed by its darkness.  
 
    “I’m almost there, Morrigan!” Rana called as she darted into the tunnel and raced through a large but shallow pool of water just before the tunnels. 
 
    Perfect.  
 
    Every footstep sent splashes of water flying into the air and moistened her fur. She had just reached the end of the pool when a diseased arm the color of rancid salmon burst out of the water and grabbed her ankle. Several large chunks of skin and tissue were missing from the limb, and it looked as though it had been ravaged by some flesh-eating disease.  
 
    “Ahhhh!” Rana cried as her leg went out from under her, and she toppled forward off balance. Her body crashed into the water and sent waves of fetid water spraying into the air.  
 
    She broke her fall with her paws and looked over her shoulder to see what had caught hold of her. The moment her blue eyes met with the disembodied arm, an identical hand burst from the water and latched its decayed fingers onto her other ankle. The arms began to pull her deeper and deeper into the murky water. The shallow water was no longer so shallow. I had seen to that. Rana let out a spine-chilling scream that caused Annalíse, who was in mid-sprint in another tunnel, to jolt to a stop. 
 
    “Rana!” the tall warrior called out. She paused as a look of helplessness began to creep onto her freckled face. She quickly looked back and forth between the tunnel that Carmedy had disappeared into and the rapidly sinking Rana. Time was not on her side. “Hold on, Rana!” Annalíse cried in a combination of frustration and fear as she raced toward her redheaded companion. “I’m coming!” 
 
    Rana flailed and clawed at the water helplessly. There was nothing for her to grab hold of to keep herself from being dragged beneath the surface. Once my water demons got ahold of their prey, there was no way to escape them. The fox’s body descended further and further into the water until only her head and arms were left above the surface. Her hands snatched wildly at the air in a final desperate attempt to save herself before she was dragged under entirely. The surface of the water began to bubble like an unattended pot. Then one by one, the bubbles burst and vanished until the murky water was still. The last thing I saw was the tips of Rana’s red curls before they disappeared beneath the water. 
 
    That left Annalíse as the last. 
 
    The brown-haired swordswoman had only arrived at the pool when Rana’s head had gone under. Then the valiant warrior leapt into the water and searched for the fox in a fit of manic confusion. The water was once again shallow, and both Rana and my water demons were gone. 
 
    “No…” Annalíse breathed. “They can’t be. I just… I just… aggh!” she screamed in frustration. She began to slice at the water furiously with her sword, and torrents of spray flew into the air. As I watched her futile attacks, I felt a slight pang of guilt. I could tell that she blamed herself for the loss of her friends. She had named herself the leader of their group, and she clearly felt responsible for them. She had honor and the makings of a good leader. She soon would be, with my help. 
 
    It seemed a bit ruthless to send more of my monstrosities immediately after the human woman witnessed her friends being kidnapped, but I had no choice. We had business to take care of. 
 
    By now, Annalíse had fallen to her knees in the cloudy water with her arms limp by her sides. Her sword lay loosely in one hand. A single tear trickled from her brown eye and rolled down her cheek. She sniffed and hurriedly rubbed the tear away with her tunic sleeve. After she stared down at the water for a few moments, she swiped at the murky liquid angrily with her free hand. Her irate gesture caused droplets to pepper her face and braided hair. 
 
    “What good am I if I can’t even--” She paused at the sound of movement in one of the tunnels. She turned to look over her shoulder and gripped her sword hilt tightly. A soft chorus of slow and steady scratching was coming from one of the side tunnels.  
 
    They were right on time.  
 
    The sound grew louder and swelled to an echo that vibrated throughout the inky black passageway. Somewhere in the tunnel beyond was a massive horde of creatures, dragging and clawing and scraping its way across the stony surface in a sinister cadence. And it was getting closer by the second. Annalíse suddenly whipped her head around in the opposite direction. The exact same scratching was coming from the opposite tunnel in an incessant and ominous march. 
 
    Without hesitation, the female warrior rose to her knees, and her long legs carried her from the pool to the center of the cavern within moments. She had chosen to position herself in equidistance between the two tunnels. This was a wise choice. It would do her no good, but it was the best decision that she could have made in a situation such as this. 
 
     Annalíse squared her shoulders, planted her feet firmly, and held her sword out in front of her in preparation for her next adversaries. Her eyes darted back and forth between the two tunnels on either side of her. The scratching grew louder and louder. The woman sucked in her breath and released it slowly. I couldn’t wait to see how she’d handle this. I could almost hear the rapid heartbeat pounding within her chest.  
 
    The scratching grew louder still. 
 
    Suddenly, legions of skeletons poured out of the two tunnels like a swarm of ants fleeing from a disturbed anthill. One after another, they emerged from the darkness and streamed from the tunnels until they formed two swaying seas of bones within the cavern. 
 
    Annalíse gawked at the decayed and faceless creatures, clearly taken aback by the unexpected infestation. The creatures were voiceless, but their very presence was unsettling enough. My skeleton army was quite a sight to behold. The skinless corpses belonged to the countless adventurers who had met their demise during failed attempts to conquer my dungeon. Every fallen warrior became a new addition to my horde, and over the centuries, I had accumulated quite the collection. Each skeleton wore the remains of ancient armor from forgotten times. As men had journeyed far and wide to explore my dungeon, the equipment of my skeleton infantry was somewhat mismatched since each soldier’s garb was fashioned in a style unique to their time and continent. 
 
    Annalíse shook her head in a clear effort to compose herself. She swung her sword overhead and let out a guttural yell before she charged the group to her left. A mob of the fleshless warriors shuffled toward her and grabbed at her with eager decrepit hands. Some of the skeletons lacked arms or exhibited a cracked skull. Others crawled along the ground having long been robbed of their lower limbs. They clutched at the stone floor and dragged their broken bodies toward the woman. The sound of their bony torsos against the stone only added to the ominous feeling in the air. 
 
    When she reached the left group, she slashed at the first wave of skeletons relentlessly. She swung her sword with furious speed and precision, and each strike hit its mark. Each iron blow sent time-ravaged skulls, ribs, and vertebrae into the air. Dislodged bones flew wildly and struck some of the nearby skeleton warriors, while the stricken warriors clattered to the ground. 
 
    As Annalíse repeatedly attacked the bony throng, her face began to twist into a haughty grin. Her opponents were far too easy for her… or so it seemed. My skeleton army carried no weapons, nor did they possess the swiftness of my shadow slaves. They were slow to move too, but they possessed one skill that caused even the mightiest of warriors to crumble. They were relentless, in more ways than one. 
 
    As Annalíse battled her way deeper into the droves of soldiers, the group that she had left unattended drew closer, but she ignored them and continued to hack her way through the mob with agile ferocity. Her boots kicked and crunched the countless bony bits that littered the floor. She had managed to clear a space for herself, but she was nowhere close to putting a dent in my forces. As she paused to take a breath, something on the ground caught her eye, and she looked down. Her gaze quickly shifted from puzzled to horror-stricken. 
 
    The bony pieces of the soldiers that she had already slain had begun to move. 
 
    This had always been my favorite part. 
 
    The bones began to shiver and shake. They bumped and dragged across the floor until they found their matching pieces and began to reassemble themselves. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Annalíse breathed angrily. Hundreds upon hundreds of disassembled parts began to retake their familiar human shape, and the previously slaughtered skeletons were animated once more. Yes, my army was indeed relentless. 
 
    The reformed bodies rejoined their cohorts and stumbled toward the woman, their slack jaws hung at various angles to reveal sparse sets of rotten teeth. Annalíse began to back away, and as she backpedaled, she crashed into another skinless attacker. She had been so focused on the group in front of her that she hadn’t noticed that the other group of soldiers had started to surround her. She was trapped, and she knew it. She looked back and forth at the two waves of assailants as they joined and began to form a circle around her. There was nowhere for her to run. 
 
    She wouldn’t give up, this much I knew. It wasn’t in her nature. She released a raspy bellow and sliced through the skeletons that surrounded her. But her efforts were in vain, and the soldiers repeatedly put themselves back together again. The circle around her grew tighter and tighter until I could barely see her braided head amidst the sea of bone.  
 
    Within moments, she was stripped of her sword and hoisted into the air. She struggled against her captors, but several fleshless hands held her firmly in place. She screamed and cursed at the mob of fleshless warriors, but her cries were swallowed by the sounds of the skeletons marching. My long-dead servants formed a massive group and limped along as they carried the woman away into one of the tunnels. Annalíse thrashed and protested until she vanished into one of the dark passages. 
 
    I stayed for a moment to revel in sight of my army as it filtered into the tunnel. But only for a moment, I had guests waiting for me, after all.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    I exited the vast cavern and moved my presence through the tunnel to where Carmedy had been taken. By now the other three women would have arrived at my nexus and Annalíse would soon be there as well. 
 
    I wondered how they would react to me. I had never spoken to any of my visitors before, but I was sure that having a discussion with a disembodied presence would be a lot to take in. I wasn’t even sure of how my voice sounded anymore. Over the years I had grown accustomed to my own silence and had been entertained by the verbal exchanges of the adventurers who had come to call. I couldn’t remember the last time that I’d held a conversation. 
 
    I quickly pushed the thoughts aside. None of these things mattered. What mattered was that the women agreed to my terms, and given what I had put them all through, I was sure that they would readily agree to be my minions. 
 
    As I neared my nexus, I heard the women’s voices. My dwelling was at the center of my domain, and no one besides myself had ever entered it, so these women should be honored. As I hovered into the room, I observed each of them. They were all here, and my subordinates had done as I’d instructed. The women were pinned to one wall side by side. First Carmedy, then Rana, followed by Morrigan, and finally Annalíse. Their arms and legs were spread out but bound by no visible restraints. They were in fact constrained by my dark magic and paralyzed from the neck down though they wouldn’t know that. I settled before them and decided to let them continue to talk amongst themselves for a while before I revealed myself. 
 
    “Like I said, where are we?” a very damp Rana asked furiously. “And why can’t I move?” 
 
    “Oh-my-god-oh-my-god-we’re-gonna-die-and-we-didn’t-even-get-to-find- the-treasure-or-anything-and-we’re-gonna-get-eaten-by-goblins-and-they’re-gonna-make-a-coat-out-of-my-fur-and-” Carmedy’s words tumbled out of her mouth one after another like a frenzied waterfall. 
 
    “Carmedy, calm down,” Annalíse spoke to the cat calmly, but it was clear that she was still angered by their current situation. “Whoever it is, if they wanted to kill us, we’d already be dead.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rana chimed in. “Besides, you’re much too small to make a coat. Maybe a matching hat and scarf ensemble.” Carmedy yelped in response. 
 
    “Cut it out, Rana,” Annalíse hissed. “Why would you even say that?” 
 
    “I believe that she does it to relieve otherwise tense or frightful situations,” Morrigan observed unfeelingly. “Both for those around her as well as for herself.”  
 
    “How very perceptive of you.” Rana smirked at the elf. 
 
    “If this was intended to be a compliment, I accept it,” Morrigan said simply. 
 
    “No, I… never mind.” Rana sighed. “Anyway, anyone know what happened?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Carmedy whispered. Her green eyes were wide with fear. “I was talking to you guys, and the next thing I knew, I was getting carried off by invisible people. They lifted me up to this wall, and I haven’t been able to move since.” 
 
    “I too experienced this.” Morrigan nodded as her ravens nestled against her hooded head. 
 
    “I’d have called you both crazy if I hadn’t seen it for myself,” Rana said with a frown. “As for me, I was running across the water to try to get to Morrigan and then these… these things grabbed me. The water was shallow at first, but then when they started to pull at me, it was like the water became deeper all of a sudden. I thought I was going to drown. I must have passed out. When I woke up, I was here with Carmedy. What about you, Annalíse?” 
 
    “I was attacked by an army of skeletons,” Annalíse said simply. Carmedy and Rana gaped at her while Morrigan raised a white eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds about right.” Rana nodded her head in acceptance.  
 
    I sensed a momentary break in the conversation. Now would be the perfect time. 
 
    “Pardon me,” I said after clearing my throat. The women’s heads snapped to attention, and they turned frantically in every possible direction in search of the owner of the voice. 
 
    “Did you guys hear something?” Annalíse asked as her brown eyes carefully scanned the room. 
 
    “I th-think I did,” Carmedy said with a shiver. Morrigan silently nodded in agreement and squinted her onyx eyes at the empty space before them. 
 
    “Well, there’s no one else here,” Rana said. “Maybe it was the wind in the tunnels or something.” 
 
    “Maybe…” Annalíse said slowly. “But I could have sworn that I heard someone speak.” 
 
    “Yes, you did indeed,” I began again. My voice sounded so strange and gravelly, but then again, I hadn’t spoken in centuries. “Now, I hate to intrude, but there are matters which we must discuss. Allow me to introduce myself, I am--” My introduction was abruptly interrupted by a series of Carmedy’s eardrum-piercing screams. 
 
     “Oh my god, there’s another one of those invisible things in here!” Carmedy wailed. “Oh-my-god-oh-my-god-oh-my-god!” The other three women whirled around in a state of panic. Even Morrigan looked uneasy, and her birds cawed and beat their wings nervously. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Annalíse called out in her distinctive raspy voice. 
 
    “If you would allow me to speak, I shall tell you--” 
 
    “Where are you?” Rana snarled. “Why can’t we see you?” 
 
    “If you would stop interrupting me, I will explain, Rana,” I said with an impatient sigh. “And Carmedy, please stop screaming. I mean you no harm. I only wish to speak with you all.”  
 
    Carmedy’s cries were abruptly cut off at the mention of her name, and her ears lay flat against her short black hair. The cat’s olive-toned face suddenly took on a sickly hue, while the red-headed fox looked repulsed. 
 
    “Wait, how do you know our names?” Rana raised a red eyebrow suspiciously. 
 
    “I have been observing you from the moment you entered my dungeon.” 
 
    “Okay, so you’ve been lurking around all invisible-like and watching us this whole time?” Rana said in disbelief. 
 
    “Not lurking, observing,” I corrected. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not creepy at all...” the fox mumbled. “And what’s this business about meaning us no harm?” Rana raised her voice in agitation. “You sent goblins to attack us, and then you sent a whole bunch of who-knows-what to kidnap us.” 
 
    “And yet here you are, uninjured. Partially due to your own skill, but mostly due to my mercy.” 
 
    “Mercy? Listen, you--” 
 
    “Rana, hold on,” Annalíse interjected. “Let’s hear what he has to say.” As she spoke, she gazed around the room curiously, and I knew I had piqued her interest. “Anyway, we’re unable to move, so we might as well listen.”  
 
    The fox gaped at the human woman in disbelief. Then she finally released a groan, and the inaudible words that she mumbled were accompanied by a massive eye roll. 
 
    “Thank you, Annalíse.” I sighed in relief. Now we were getting somewhere. 
 
    “We’ve all heard the rumors that dungeons are actually living beings,” the freckled warrior said with a nod to her companions. “But I never imagined that it was actually true.” 
 
    “The dungeon is not alive exactly…  I am an underdark deity, or rather I used to be.” A hint of anguish dripped from my voice. “I was once an all-powerful god, but I was cast out of the heavenly realms and banished to earth.” Since the women could not see me, they gazed in the general direction from which my voice was coming from. “Many other gods were exiled to earth as I was. As you know, there are numerous other dungeons scattered across the various continents.” Annalíse and Carmedy nodded in response while Morrigan simply gave me her usual stoic expression. Rana looked off to the side to feign disinterest, but the twitch of her ears told me otherwise. “When we collided with the earth,” I continued, “Dungeons erupted from the ground as a result. Each dungeon is home to a fallen god such as I, though they are not nearly as powerful as I am.” I felt a swell of pride when I uttered these words. At the same time, I wondered if the women before me believed my words. I paused for a moment to study my captives’ reactions. I received a variety of responses.  
 
    Carmedy’s mouth hung open in awe. Annalíse’s expression was serious, and she seemed to be carefully considering each word. Morrigan’s pale face looked puzzled, but she listened quietly and respectfully, while Rana, on the other hand, scoffed and grunted at words. 
 
    “You really expect us to believe that?” Rana sneered. “You would have to be a complete idiot to--” 
 
    “Shh!” Annalíse hissed at the fox. She nodded for me to continue. 
 
    “As I was saying, my power is great. However, I am confined to these walls. You see, hundreds of years ago, I attempted to overtake the other dungeons and absorb their masters’ power. But evidently the Holy Band of Mages felt that nothing good could come of one being having so much power, and they banded together to imprison me here in my own dungeon.” 
 
    “I see. The mages are known to be quite powerful.” Morrigan narrowed her eyes, and one of her ravens rubbed its head against her cheek. She had bristled at the mention of the mages, and I detected a note of bitterness in her voice when she spoke, but the pale elf offered no explanation. 
 
    “Aww you poor thing,” Carmedy said with a sympathetic pout. “See, guys? I was right, there was someone trapped here after all! Well, he’s not a wizard but still! Oh, not that I’m happy that you’re stuck here,” the petite cat said with an apologetic smile. 
 
    “Thank you for your kind words, Carmedy,” I said politely. I found her temperament to be amiable and sweet, unlike a certain hot-headed fox who interrupted me every few seconds. 
 
     “Hundreds of years, huh?” Rana said as if on cue. “No wonder we can’t see him, he’s probably turned to dust. Just how old are you?” the fox-eared woman said with a huge smirk plastered across her face. Carmedy’s lips curled into a smile, and she stifled a giggle. 
 
    “My age is of no consequence,” I said with a slight groan. “We are straying from the topic. Now then, on to the reason why I have brought you all here. I have a proposition for you.” 
 
    “A proposition? That’s rich,” Rana said with a smirk. “I’m all ears, mister… mister… what’s your name, anyway? I’d at least like to know the name of the great and all-powerful deity that kidnapped us.” I could see that Rana’s fiery personality was going to a challenge, but I returned the words that she spat at me without hostility and instead responded with an air of composure. 
 
    “My name is unimportant. You may call me Master.” 
 
    “Master?” Rana snorted and tossed her damp bangs to the side. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You are joking, right? You know what, this isn’t really happening. I hit my head on something in the caves, and I got knocked out, and I’m dreaming. There isn’t some invisible man in front of me claiming to be a fallen god and telling me to call him m--” 
 
    “I am not joking,” I interrupted. “And this is not a dream. All of what I have told you is true and very much real. I have shown you my power. You have seen what I am capable of. You should be honored to call me Master. You will accept this in time.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Rana grumbled. 
 
    “As I said, I have a proposition. I believe that we can be of some use to each other.” 
 
    “How so?” Annalíse and Morrigan said in unison. 
 
    “As you can see, I have no physical body at present, but I am capable of creating one. If you agree to accompany my avatar to the other dungeons that are scattered across the realms, you will have a powerful being to help guide you through the dungeons’ obstacles. I will take you on as my minions and train you and help you to overcome your various weaknesses and shortcomings. I will claim each of the dungeon masters’ powers, and you will have all the fame, glory, and riches that your hearts desire. Does this arrangement appeal to you?” 
 
    “I’m still stuck on the bit about weaknesses and shortcomings.” Rana narrowed her eyes. “And this minion stuff, not gonna happen. I’m not agreeing to be someone’s lackey.” 
 
    “I think it sounds cool,” Carmedy purred excitedly. “I get to be a minion! Hi, I’m Carmedy, minion to the master of darkness.” The cat deepened her voice for dramatic effect. “No, wait. Behold, I am Carmedy, minion to the master of darkness.” She was making light of a rather serious matter, but I couldn’t help but chuckle at the introduction that the cat had invented for herself. 
 
    Annalíse had been silent for the majority of the conversation as had Morrigan. The dark-eyed elf’s face was blank as usual, but Annalíse’s freckled face was twisted into an expression that betrayed that she was deep in thought. She was quiet for a few more moments while Rana and Carmedy went back and forth about their new status as minions. Finally, Annalíse cleared her throat, and the women stopped their chatter. 
 
    “I think that we should do it,” she said confidently. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Rana screeched. “Are we just supposed to ignore all the stuff that he did to us?” 
 
    “But he didn’t kill us,” the tall warrior said firmly. “He could have. He obviously has the power to, and he chose not to. He has given us a reasonable offer, and I think we should accept it. Look how easily we were captured, we could use the help.” 
 
    “Morrigan, Carmedy, talk some sense into her,” the fox said as she turned her head to each of the other two women. 
 
    “I agree with Annalíse, which I admit is indeed a rare occurrence,” the elf said flatly. “It does appear as though we would benefit from such an alliance.”  
 
    “I think it sounds like fun,” Carmedy said brightly. “Traveling from continent to continent conquering dungeons and finding treasure, we’ll be famous! They’ll probably write songs about us. Oh, and we’ll be able to eat all sorts of great food in all these different cities! Hooray!”  
 
    “I can’t believe this.” Rana shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    “Well, Rana, what’s it going to be?” Annalíse asked. 
 
    “It’s not like I have much of a choice,” the fox huffed. “I’ve been outvoted, I can’t leave, and I need to get my hands on that treasure.” As she uttered the last few words, her blue eyes flickered with both defiance and determination. Her frustration was clear, and I could see that it would take quite a bit of effort to get the fox-tailed woman to trust me. She would see in time that I was both a trustworthy and valuable ally. 
 
    “Fine,” she finally said with a sigh. “I’ll go along with this. But if he goes insane with power and takes over all the realms, I want you all to remember that I. Told. You. So.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Annalíse nodded at the fox before she turned to face my direction. “It’s settled then.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. Rana was stubborn and strong-willed, but overall the women had been easier to speak with than expected. “Now, please wait for a moment.” 
 
    “Wait? Hold on, where are you going?” Rana called out. “Aren’t you going to let us go? You can’t leave us up here!” The fox woman’s face twisted into an angry expression as she groaned in exasperation. But now was not the time for arguments, so I ignored her and floated from the room. After all, she was my minion. She would wait as she had been told. Call it an object lesson. 
 
    I moved my presence along the dark passageways until I found the room where I kept all of the possessions from the ill-fated visitors who had ever graced my dungeon. I entered the musty room and looked around. It was filled with chests overflowing with gold and silver currency from various continents and precious jewels of every hue. Cobweb-covered weapons and piles of rusting armor were scattered across the stone floor. But there was one particular suit of armor that had never shown signs of age. This was the object of my search.  
 
    I hovered closer to observe the sinister black armor. It had once belonged to a great king. His suit had been crafted by the mages themselves and was said to be woven together with unbelievably strong magic. The king had also carried a rather impressive black polearm, the likes of which I had never seen. He’d called it the God Slayer, and while I’d had some doubt whether it could actually do what its namesake implied it could, the magic hovering around it made me think that maybe, just maybe, it would be possible. The long halberd was bathed in swirling obsidian-and-red symbols were carved into the sharp metal head, which was formed from three distinct blades. A large, barbed spear formed the core as it sprouted from the shaft, while a jagged crescent blade jutted out one side. Backing it was a wickedly sharp dagger-like blade with a downward curve that would prove perfect for punching through heavy plate armor. 
 
    This would serve me well. 
 
     Much like the armor, the weapon had never rusted or faded. Unfortunately for the sovereign owner, he had fallen prey to my water demons and was quickly stripped of his magic implements. He was unworthy of such precious gifts, but in the hands of a being such as myself, these items would yield great power. 
 
    I quickly summoned my shadow slaves to me, and I began to conjure up a human form. A dusty swirl of matter began to materialize, and it stretched and spiraled until it reached the height I desired. A few chunks of the grainy material began to piece together a skeleton from the feet up. The remaining matter twisted and snaked around the bones and combined to form muscle and patches of tanned skin that stuck to the bony frame. My new body was taking shape. When the last piece of skin had adhered, I ordered my shadow slaves to outfit my human form with my necessary undergarments and chosen armor. 
 
    As soon as the helmet was placed on the head, I hovered above the freshly formed body and slowly settled into the bones. I cautiously wiggled my fingers and shook each of my feet. It felt… strange. But everything seemed to be in working order. I took a deep breath of the stale air and almost jumped. I could feel my heartbeat. I could feel its strong and steady thud as it pumped blood throughout my body. It was a magnificent feeling. Part of me wanted to take a few more moments to marvel at my new fleshy physique, but my minions were waiting for me. 
 
    I took one step, and then another. The first few were shaky, but this was to be expected. I bent over to pick up the God Slayer and balanced its weight in my hands. It was cool, smooth, and unexpectedly light. I gripped the weapon and made my way out of the room. As I re-entered the blackened tunnel and drew closer to my nexus, my ears were met with the women’s voices. 
 
    Without warning them, I set foot in the room and abruptly removed the women’s invisible bonds. One by one, they dropped to the floor in heaps of hair and limbs, and their hasty descent was accompanied by gasps and squeals. The groaning women rubbed at their limbs and backsides. 
 
    “You could’ve at least warned… holy…” Rana’s voice trailed off as her blue eyes panned up my newly acquired form. “Uhh, you’re not going outside looking like that are you?” She raised a red eyebrow. 
 
    “What is the problem?” I furrowed my brow. “I have crafted this body to command respect and adorned it in the armor of a fallen king.” 
 
    “You look like some kind of armor-coated demon,” the fox said as she annoyedly threw her paws into the air. 
 
    “I think what Rana means is, you look kinda… really… okay… very… scary,” Carmedy said with a wince. “I mean, you’re wearing evil-looking full plate armor, and you’ve got glowing red eyes staring through your helmet, and then there’s that thing.” She pointed to my weapon and shivered. “Is there any way you could be a little bit more… discreet?” 
 
    “I see no issue with his manner of dress,” Morrigan said blankly. 
 
    “Of course you don’t.” Rana rolled her eyes. “It’s right up your alley.” 
 
    “Carmedy and Rana are right,” Annalíse said. “Both the armor and the weapon will draw far too much attention.” 
 
    “I see,” I mused as I bit my lip. My appearance didn’t much matter to me, but I supposed that my current state would cause some sort of disturbance once we were amongst civilization. “One moment.” 
 
    I leaned my weapon against a wall and turned to leave the room. I returned a few moments later wearing a hooded long brown robe that concealed my armor. I then removed my helmet and placed it on the ground behind me. I picked up the God Slayer and firmly grasped it with one hand and gave it a hard tap on the stone floor. The echo resounded throughout the room and bounced through the adjacent tunnels. It was as though the God Slayer commanded the respect of its onlookers. 
 
    I had seen the king who had owned the weapon do this many times, and as soon as the butt of the weapon met the ground, the three deadly metal faces began to retract into the pole until they disappeared completely. The intimidating weapon now had the appearance of a mere staff. Each of the women looked surprised at my weapon’s sudden transformation. Even Rana and Morrigan seemed slightly impressed, or at the very least amused. 
 
    “Is this suitable?” I raised my arms and turned in a circle to give them a full view. 
 
    “Yes, but something still isn’t quite right.” The cat tapped her chin. “I’m not quite sure what it is though.” 
 
    “It is his face,” Morrigan said callously. The women all blinked at the elf in surprise. Over my time observing her, I had grown accustomed to the pale woman’s terse bluntness, but this was a bit frank even for her. 
 
    “His nose, I do not care for it,” the elf said as she shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “I see what you mean,” Carmedy said as she walked toward me with her hands behind her back. She stopped in front of me and squinted up at my face as her tail swished behind her. “It’s too… pointy. Can you, I don’t know, round it out a bit?” 
 
    “Is this really necessary?” I said as I folded my arms over my chest. 
 
    “Oh, most definitely.” The cat gleefully clasped her hands. 
 
    “Very well.” I sighed and began to adjust the shape of my nose. 
 
    “A little more, little more, just a tiny bit… there! Perfect,” Carmedy said with a grin. “Morrigan?” the cat called over her shoulder. 
 
    “This is an improvement,” the elf said with a slight nod. 
 
    “Okay,” Carmedy said as she turned back to me. “Now the eyes. Sorry, but red isn’t going to work. Too creepy. How about… green? Like mine?” As requested, I shifted the color of my eyes to match hers. The cat cocked her head to the side and carefully studied my face. 
 
    “I don’t think green suits him,” Annalíse said as she took a step toward me. “How about… hazel?” 
 
    “Ooh, I love it,” Carmedy purred. “Hazel please, mister master.” I didn’t see the point of all this, but I silently obliged them. “Much better,” Carmedy said with a satisfied nod. 
 
    “How about giving him some hair?” Rana grumbled as she leaned against a wall. “His head looks like a fresh-laid egg.” I had neglected to give myself hair, but only because I hadn’t seen a need for it. After all, many a bald adventurer had entered my dungeon. 
 
    “Good idea!” Carmedy clapped her hands excitedly. “What color?” 
 
    “I don’t know, brown, curly, it doesn’t matter,” the fox muttered in reply as she twitched her tail in annoyance. 
 
    “Brown and curly it is,” the cat said with a smile. After I honored the request, Carmedy took a step back to admire her work. “There you go, you’re a lot less scary looking now!” She beamed up at me. “Handsome, even.” 
 
    “He looks alright,” Rana sniffed after she stole a long glance at my face. “Can we go now?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a nod. “Let’s be on our way.” While I wasn’t too fond of the fox’s tone, we had spent a fair amount of time on my facial changes, and I was anxious to get out of this dungeon. “But first, Morrigan must remove the binding that the mages have used to seal me away within this dungeon.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    I carried my weapon as though it were a mere walking stick, turned on my heels, and exited the room. 
 
    Exactly as I’d thought they would, the women filed behind me one by one. First Annalíse, then a very reluctant Rana, then Carmedy, and finally Morrigan. Save for Rana’s occasional indecipherable grumbles, the women were silent as I led them effortlessly through the tunnel of mazes. There was no need for torches, and I turned each corner and chose each tunnel without hesitation. This had been my home for many centuries, and I knew every stony surface, every rocky protrusion, and every lightless tunnel. But now, after all this time, I was finally able to escape these damp and airless caverns. I would never be bound here again. Never. 
 
    As I turned the last corner and stared at the runes etched into the stone near the dungeon’s exit, I couldn’t help but smile. These runes wouldn’t be visible to the normal eye, but I could see them as glowing monoliths of power. Each one had been carefully crafted to keep me trapped within, and though I’d tried various ways to destroy them over the years, I’d never succeeded before. 
 
    Then again, I had never had a mortal mage at my disposal before, either. 
 
    “Morrigan,” I said as I turned to the elf. “Can you see the runes etched into the ceiling, walls, and floor?” I swept my hand toward them by way of example.  
 
    “Yes,” she said as her gaze flicked over them. “Though I am unfamiliar with what they actually do.”  
 
    That was unsurprising. These were powerful runes indeed and had been crafted many centuries ago. It was entirely possible that the novice had not learned them or that they had been lost to time. Not that it much mattered. 
 
    “They are the runes placed by a group of the most powerful mortal mages that ever lived. They feared the growing expanse of my dungeon and formed a magical barrier to keep my monster minions and I bound within the dungeon. As long as they pulse with magic, I cannot leave.” I took a long breath as I let that information sink in. “You must destroy them.” 
 
    “Are we sure we should do that?” Rana asked as she glanced at her party members. “The exit is right past it. We could make a run for it--” 
 
    “I will do no such thing.” Morrigan’s narrowed eyes blazed as she stared at the fox. “I have given my word to the entity who lives within this dungeon, and I will not break it.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying that because I’m a fox, I’d just go and break my word?” Rana crossed her arms over her chest and harrumphed. “Because that’s the important thing. Keeping our word when we’re about to release an underdark deity into the world.” 
 
    “I agree with Morrigan,” Annalíse said as she moved closer to try and see the runes. “We made an agreement, and we should keep it.” 
 
    “And besides, I don’t think he’s so bad,” Carmedy said as she moved closer to me and gave me a quick hug. “He did spare us after all.” 
 
    “It’s like I’m surrounded by idiots,” Rana said with a sigh. “Lovable idiots, but idiots all the same.” She rolled her eyes before she met my gaze. “What do we need to do?” 
 
    “The only one who can do this is Morrigan. She must break the seals, and it is a complicated procedure since the mages who placed them imbued them with pieces of their soul.”  
 
    “You mean like the same stuff Morrigan’s birds snack on all the time?” Carmedy asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said as I smiled at the cat. “I’d just had a similar thought.” 
 
    “Well, can you clue the rest of us in then?” Annalíse asked as her gaze flicked between us. “Why does that matter?” 
 
    “Because it should be no issue for Fea and Macha to consume the soul magic within the runes and render them useless.” Morrigan raised one hand as she spoke and pointed at the glowing runes.  
 
    Without another word, the ravens launched themselves forward and settled near the runes. They opened their tiny mouths, and as they did, white magic began to flow from the enchantments and into the birds. 
 
    I watched with growing excitement as the runes dimmed moment by moment, and with each passing breath, I felt the binds latching me to this place grow weaker. 
 
    When they’d finally finished and the etchings had become little more than scratches in the stone, I took a cautious step forward, half expecting to be repulsed once more. Only that didn’t happen, and I found myself moving forward until the dungeon’s exit came into view, I paused at the sight of the sunlight that reached into the mouth of the passageway. I could scarcely believe my eyes. Actual sunlight. Not a campfire or an adventurer’s torch, but real sunlight. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Annalíse said from behind me. 
 
    “No,” I said as a smile begin to creep onto my face. “Not at all.” I could scarcely contain my excitement. I saw no need to explain my feelings to them, they probably wouldn’t have understood anyhow. All I knew was that I wanted to get outside as quickly as possible. 
 
    I stepped out of the tunnel and was immediately blinded by the sun’s warm and radiant rays. It was beautiful. As my eyes adjusted, I took in my surroundings. My mouth fell open, and my heart beat rapidly in my chest. My breath began to quicken, and my hands started to tremble. The world outside was truly magnificent.  
 
    Before me stood a sprawling forest of enormous trees laden with crisp green leaves. The grass was equally green and lush. Wildflowers in various shades of violet, blue, yellow, and orange sprouted up from the ground in scattered bunches. To finally be outside, and to experience it a human body… it felt like a dream. I heard a series of bird twitters and looked up to see two red birds weave through the treetops before they settled down onto a leafy branch. A cool breeze brushed across my cheek, and I touched my fingers to my face in surprise. It was such a wonderful sensation. 
 
    “Hey,” Rana called out to me impatiently. “You coming or what?” 
 
    I broke out of my elated daze and turned to see that all of the women save for an absent Annalíse were now several yards away from me. Then I watched as they proceeded to load their packs onto a very dilapidated donkey cart. The donkey that was hitched to the cart didn’t appear to be in the best shape either. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” Annalíse called out. I turned to see the tall woman emerge from the trees with the reins to something in each of her hands. I expected to see horses or some similar beast at the end of the leads but instead, to my surprise, I saw two great saddled lizards. Their tongues flicked and flitted as they approached with their bellies against the ground. 
 
    “What are these creatures?” I asked when Annalíse reached the rest of us. I slowly walked toward the strange animals. Their yellow eyes blinked at me curiously as I laid my palms across their scaly heads. 
 
    “They’re riding lizards,” Carmedy said as she bounced up to me. “Haven’t you ever seen one before?” 
 
    “No, I have never seen beasts such as these,” I whispered in awe of the massive reptiles. Their physique appeared to be identical to that of their more familiar, smaller counterparts, but they were roughly the size of a full-grown horse if shorter in stature. 
 
    “Oh, well, their names are Scylla and Xerxes. This one is Scylla, and that one is Xerxes,” Carmedy said as she pointed first to the green lizard and then to the cream colored one with brown markings. 
 
    “Extraordinary,” I breathed as I petted them. 
 
    “Yeah, they are pretty… uh, what is that?” Carmedy said as she nervously pointed in the direction of the dungeon behind me. I turned to see four treasure chests float out of the tunnel from which we had come and set down in the back of the cart. 
 
    “I had my shadow slaves bring out my helmet and some of the treasure stored within my dungeon so that we can buy supplies,” I said as I turned back to the cat. “I can acquire more if we need it, but for now, I think I’d prefer to earn it the old fashion way, by conquering my rivals.” 
 
    “Ooh,” the feline said as her jade-colored eyes bulged at the chests. “You brought so much!” Her mouth practically fell open as she stared. “This will be more than enough to get started! You really are the best master a minion could ask for.” She gave me a sweet smile that I couldn’t help but return. 
 
    “Treasure?” Rana said with sudden interest, and her fox ears began to twitch as she moved toward the chests, eyes locked on them with single-minded intensity. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded slowly. “I have collected many items of value over the years.” 
 
    “I’ll be taking a look if you don’t mind.” The fact that the fox began to rifle through the goods without waiting for my response indicated that she didn’t much care if I gave my consent or not. 
 
    “As you wish.” I nodded. I had briefly considered making a comment on Rana’s lack of respect but decided against it. Having an argument with the stubborn fox over something such as this would not make matters any easier. I hoped that my allowance would help to convince her of my trustworthiness. 
 
    The fox sat in the cart and picked up item after item so she could carefully hold each one up to the light. Her paws suddenly brushed against something, she paused, and then her shoulders shook as she picked up a golden talisman. The tarnished metal formed a flat circle, and an opalescent gem was nestled in the center. I couldn’t make out the markings that were etched across the surface. Rana gazed at the talisman for several moments and repeatedly turned it around to inspect it. She finally gripped the gold piece tightly and released a small sigh, one of relief I thought. With that, she placed the talisman around her neck and tucked it beneath her long-sleeved shirt. 
 
    “This ought to fetch a fair price. I’ll hang on to this one,” she said quietly without so much as a look in my direction. Without another word, the fox woman continued to root through the valuables and inspected each item in the same manner as before. 
 
    “As you wish.” I was not offended by her action. It didn’t matter to me if she kept it. It appeared to be no different from any other trinket that had come into my possession, but then, I wasn’t a mortal being. Such things were of no use to me. I sought greater things than gold and silver. 
 
    I sought the power of the gods and my rightful place in the heavens. 
 
    “Hey,” Carmedy said as she walked past the back of the cart, “What’s in the bag?” The feline pointed to a black velvet pouch with a drawstring that was nestled amongst some gold and silver trinkets in one of the chests. I looked at the bag curiously. I myself was unsure of the contents of the bag. In fact, I had never before noticed it, there were so many items that had been left in my dungeon over the years, and I had never bothered to take any sort of inventory. 
 
    Rana turned her head, and excitement filled her blue eyes as she beheld the sack. The fox woman carefully removed the velvet bag from the chest. It was small and easily fit in the center of her paw. Rana eagerly loosened the drawstring and overturned the pouch so that the contents would spill into her furry clutch. As she did so, Carmedy leaned forward on her tiptoes to see, and I too moved closer out of curiosity. What tumbled out was a tiny sapphire colored sphere that was roughly the size of a marble. The surface of it was perfectly polished and smooth, and the various shades of blue swirled in such a way to resemble the sea that glittered from the sun’s rays.  
 
    Despite the sphere’s beauty, Rana’s elated expression shifted to a look of disappointment when the small blue ball tumbled out. 
 
    “It’s just a bead or something,” the fox-tailed woman mumbled.  
 
    “Ooh, it’s pretty.” Carmedy’s eyes widened at the little object. “Can I see?” she asked as she held out her hand. 
 
    “Sure.” Rana shrugged. The red-haired woman placed the little sea-colored ball in Carmedy’s palm, and the cat held it up close to her face. She turned the smooth object in her hand as she marveled at it. 
 
    “I wonder what it is?” Carmedy said softly. Her jade eyes were filled with wonder, and her furry black tail swished back and forth only further displaying her enthusiasm. 
 
    I had no idea what this strange object was, but the fact that it had been inside of that velvet bag made me think it held some importance. 
 
    Just then, Annalíse and Morrigan walked past me, and as they placed their satchels into the back of the cart, Morrigan’s gaze met with the tiny sphere in Carmedy’s hand. 
 
    “What you hold in your grasp is Dragnasí,” the white-haired elf said nonchalantly as she nodded at the azure-colored orb.  
 
    “Drag-whaty?” Carmedy cocked her head to one side. 
 
    “Dragnasí,” Morrigan repeated. 
 
    “What’s that?” Rana crossed her arms. “Is it a jewel or something? Is it worth much?” 
 
    “This is far more valuable than a mere jewel,” Morrigan said unenthusiastically. “More than silver or gold or any precious metal.” 
 
    “Really?” Annalíse, Rana, and Carmedy breathed in unison. 
 
    “Indeed,” Morrigan said calmly. “As you are all well aware, dragons have ceased to exist. They have been extinct for thousands of years.”  
 
    “Yes,” I said solemnly. “The rest of you, of course, have never seen one, they were far before your time, but I was around when there were still some left. They were such powerful and exquisite creatures. Such a tragedy. They were hunted into extinction.” I shook my head sadly. “Dragon teeth and scales were seen as priceless objects, and before long, there were no dragons left. Such magnificent beasts.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Rana wrinkled her nose. “Everyone knows that, so what?” 
 
    “Yes, this is common knowledge,” Morrigan said calmly, “but what many do not know is that a few hundred years ago, a group of sorcerers attempted to craft a substance that could turn lizards into dragons.” 
 
    “No way,” Carmedy whispered. 
 
    “That’s impossible.” Annalíse shook her head, and then her eyes slowly moved to the marble-like object in Carmedy’s hand. “Isn’t it?” she asked with a wince. 
 
    “No,” Morrigan said. “The sorcerers’ efforts were successful. It is said that if a lizard swallows Dragnasí, it can turn into a dragon and possess a dragon’s power, but only for short periods of time.” 
 
    “You mean, like, they can fly?” Carmedy glanced at Xerxes quickly. 
 
    “Yes.” Morrigan nodded. “Briefly, but yes.” 
 
    “Is there more of this Dragnasí?” I asked. This magical substance could prove to be quite useful, especially if we could obtain another so that both lizards would have one. It would be excellent for emergencies and quick getaways, should the need arise. 
 
    “There are more, but not many.” Morrigan’s callous tone suddenly had a note of bitterness, and her dark eyes flashed angrily. “When the Holy Band of Mages discovered what the sorcerers had done, they put a stop to it. They claimed it was unnatural, but who are they to deem what is and is not natural?” Morrigan said the last few words under her breath. I too felt a surge of fury at the mention of the Holy Band of Mages, but I was starting to see that I hadn’t been the only one who had been victim to their ludicrous judgments. 
 
    “How many are there?” I asked the elf as I swallowed my rage. I did want to know why the topic angered her, but at the moment it was more important that I learn more about the Dragnasí. 
 
    “To my knowledge, there are only four or five in existence,” Morrigan replied, and her voice gradually reverted back to its usual nonchalance. “Most of them were destroyed by the mages, but a few were saved and hidden away.” 
 
    “Wow,” Carmedy whispered as she gazed at the magical sphere in her hand. “Can we feed it to Scylla or Xerxes right now?” the cat asked excitedly and she started to walk toward Xerxes. “I want to see them fly!” 
 
    “Hold on.” I quickly placed a hand on the feline’s shoulder. “I think that it would be best if we wait to use it. For one thing, it would be better to start using them when we at least have two so that both Scylla and Xerxes will have have the power of dragons.” I nodded to the two lizards. “Secondly, we don’t know how often we would be able to use it. If it has a limited use, we don’t want to waste it.” Carmedy gave me a small pout, but she shook her head in agreement. 
 
    “Morrigan, do you happen to know the limitations of Dragnasí?” I turned to the tattooed elf. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I do not,” Morrigan said unfeelingly. “I do not know how long the effects last, nor do I know of how many times it can be utilized.” 
 
    “Then it would be best then if we waited until we learn more about it to use it,” Annalíse suggested. 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” I said. “I will hold onto it for the time being.” I stretched out my hand to Carmedy.  
 
    “Alright,” Carmedy said, and she stuck her lip out slightly as she placed the Dragnasí in my palm. I retrieved the black velvet pouch from the cart, placed the magical blue orb into it, and pulled the strings to close it before I dropped the sack into my pocket. It would be safe there and remain in my possession until we learned more about how it worked. 
 
    “Alright then that’s settled,” Annalíse said as she and Morrigan walked away toward Scylla. “Are we ready to leave?” the freckled woman asked as she climbed onto Scylla and hoisted Morrigan up to sit behind her. 
 
    “Yes,” I said as I glanced at the lizards. Did they intend for me to ride one of these creatures? Carmedy mounted Xerxes’ back and motioned for me to sit behind her. 
 
    “Come on, you can ride with me,” she said brightly. “Rana was riding with me before, but she can ride in the cart for now so you can get a feel for how to ride them. That okay with you, Rana?” She craned her neck toward the fox who was still seated in the donkey cart as she pawed through the treasure. 
 
    “That suits me just fine.” the fox’s attention remained fixed on the newly acquired horde, and she did little more than wave absently at us. 
 
    “Alrighty then, hop aboard.” Carmedy smiled at me and patted the seat behind her. I blinked at her and then at the great lizard that she was perched on top of. I wasn’t entirely comfortable with my mortal human avatar mounting a beast whose existence I had only been made aware of a few moments before, but it seemed that I had little choice. I doubted that Rana would welcome me as her riding companion, and if I were going to live in this new era, I would have to grow accustomed to the scaly beasts. 
 
    I gripped the God Slayer and approached the animal cautiously. It turned its head lazily in my direction and flicked its forked tongue. It seemed docile enough, so I swung a leg over the saddle and slowly lowered myself down. I half expected the creature to make some sort of sudden movement since I was an unfamiliar rider, but it made no such move. Once I steadied myself in my seat, I nodded to Annalíse that we were ready. Annalíse turned to Rana who was now seated at the front of the donkey cart with the reins in her paws. 
 
    “Okay then, let’s get going,” Annalise said. “We can stop at the nearest town to get supplies.” She clicked her teeth, and Scylla began to move toward the tree line. Rana steered the donkey around to follow and shot me a glare as she passed. Once the fox was in front of us, Carmedy gripped the reins and gently nudged the creature with her heels. We lurched forward as Xerxes came to life, and off we slithered. 
 
    The ride was surprisingly smooth, and as we entered the forest single file, I took the time to once more enjoy my surroundings. I inhaled deeply and took in the fresh, clean air that mingled with the scent of trees, dirt, and flowers. It was glorious. I watched as squirrels skittered around the forest floor in search of nuts, and I closed my eyes as I listened to the wind rustle the leaves of the trees. I lost track of time as I became entranced by the sights, sounds, and smells of the woodland. 
 
    “Something’s not right.” Rana’s voice interrupted my thoughts. I moved to see around Carmedy and saw the fox’s ears repeatedly twitch as she bounced along in the cart. She looked back and forth between the two sides of the woods and sniffed at the air. “Guys there’s some--”  
 
    The fox’s words were cut off when four men with swords and bows suddenly sprang from the trees. The donkey reared up its legs and heehawed at the sudden disturbance, and the women began to shout. These men were brigands, and they had chosen their prey most unwisely. Now my new minions would see a true god at work. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The two men with the bows walked out in front of Scylla and motioned for Annalíse and Morrigan to climb down from the lizard’s back. At the same time, the men with the swords made their way to the rear of our procession and signaled for Rana, Carmedy, and I to dismount. I could have easily disarmed all four of the men within seconds, but I wanted to see how my minions would handle this first. I would give them an opening and let them take care of this.  
 
    The three of us did as we were told, but the human and the elf stayed in their seats. Annalíse attempted to reach for the sword on her hip, but the larger of the archers shouted something at her in a language I couldn’t understand, and the freckled woman slowly pulled her hand away from her weapon. Annalíse’s back was to me so I couldn’t see her face, but I could tell from the way she tensed her shoulders that the tall woman was angry. She and Morrigan cautiously climbed down and raised their hands in the air. One of the men grunted something, and Annalíse grudgingly removed the pristine sword from her side and tossed it forward out of her reach. 
 
    The large man who had spoken earlier began to bellow once more in the foreign language. The man had narrow eyes, a sweaty bald head, and his tanned face and arms were covered with scars in a clear indication that he had been in one too many scuffles. His voice was harsh as he spoke to Annalíse. She appeared to be the only one of our group who could understand him, and she responded in the same unfamiliar dialect. Though I couldn’t understand her words, her fury was unmistakable. After they finished their exchange, she turned to the rest of us with her hands still in the air. 
 
    “He said they’re going to take Scylla and Xerxes and whatever we have in the cart,” Annalíse said through gritted teeth, “but they’re going to let us keep the donkey.” 
 
    “Gee, what a saint,” Rana snarled, and she narrowed her eyes at the men who pointed their swords at us. I observed that the rest of the men looked similar to the large one, but they were shorter and had fewer scars. I figured that they must have been brothers. The big man spoke again and pointed his bow at Rana. 
 
    “He wants you to bring each of the chests to him, Rana,” Annalíse said. 
 
    “Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” the fox growled as she began to lower her arms. One of the swordsmen barked something at her, and she quickly raised them again. 
 
    “Do what he says, Rana,” Carmedy whispered fearfully. “They look pretty dangerous.”  
 
    “Yeah, I can see that, Carmedy.” The fox pursed her lips. “But my guess is that as soon as they get what they want, they won’t simply leave us here to go along our merry way.” 
 
    “You mean they’ll… they’ll...” Carmedy stammered. 
 
    “Yes.” The fox-woman glared at the swordsmen and then slowly walked around to the back of the cart. “Let’s play along for now. Meanwhile, I’ll try to figure a way out of this.” 
 
    Carmedy and I stood a few feet behind the cart and watched as the fox picked up one of the heavy chests with a grunt and proceeded to swing it around. As she turned, she shot the sword wielders an angry glance and then her gaze momentarily rested on Carmedy and I. The fox quickly twitched her ears three times, and then I realized she had a plan. 
 
    Suddenly, Rana gasped as the chest fell from her hands and crashed to the ground, and all four of the brigands turned their eyes on the fox-tailed woman. She looked at the spilled contents on the ground and then gave me a quick glance. It hadn’t been an accident, she had dropped the chest on purpose to cause a distraction. A wise and very clever move. Rana may have had a temper, but she was as quick with her thinking as she was with her feet and paws. I should have known that she was a crafty one, she was, after all, a fox. I was pleasantly surprised by the strategy that my curly-haired minion had used, and I eagerly waited to see how her plan would unfold. 
 
    One of the sword wielders yelled something at the fox woman, probably an order for her to pick up the items. Both swordsmen moved closer and focused their attention on Rana as she knelt on the ground and began to scoop up the contents and replace them. I guessed that they were doing exactly what she wanted them to do.  
 
    It was then that she saw her chance.  
 
    “After I put the last piece of gold in the chest and close the lid, count to five.” The fox held her head down as she whispered, and she tried to move her lips as little as possible. “Then go for the one on the right.” 
 
    Carmedy and I gave no indication that we had heard her, but I was sure that she knew that we had as we weren’t too far from her. Rana was about to place the last coin in the wooden chest when Annalíse suddenly rushed toward her sword without warning. The female warrior’s rashness had struck again. 
 
    The human woman dove for her sword, and once it was back in her hands, she quickly rolled to the side. Her quick movement had been unexpected, and the bowmen gaped at her in surprise. The smaller bowman attempted to fire an arrow at the tall woman, and though his aim was true, Annalíse easily knocked the projectile away with her sword before pivoting to dodge the larger one’s arrow. As the big man hastily reached back to grab a new arrow from his quiver, Annalíse stepped around and allowed her momentum to carry her as she hurled her weapon at the larger man.  He attempted to sidestep, but his hulking frame was far too slow. 
 
    With a bloody squish, the sword pierced the man’s cheap leather armor and plunged into his chest. As a crimson stain began to radiate from the wound and color his filthy tunic, the man froze and looked down at his chest in shock. Blood began to dribble from his mouth, and he clutched at the sword as he staggered a bit before he fell to the ground.  
 
    Annalíse looked at the corpse with a twisted grin. She was proud of herself. She was indeed an impressive swordswoman, and she had made a shot from a distance that would have been a challenge for even the most adept of sword wielders. She was skilled, but I feared that her hastiness would prove costly because now the smaller archer had her pinned down behind a tree. Still, it would be interesting to see how she resolved the situation since she was weaponless and would likely get herself shot should she move. 
 
    As the other three men gazed at their fallen brother in horror, Rana took advantage of the distraction and delivered a well-executed kick to one of the swordsmen’s stomachs before she swept her leg beneath the other’s feet. The first man staggered backward and dropped his sword as he clutched his stomach in agony while the second crashed to the forest floor and hit his head with a wet crunch. 
 
    “Carmedy, get the other one!” she shouted as she leapt toward the man whose stomach she had kicked. 
 
    “No thanks. I’m good,” Carmedy called out. Amidst the chaos, the cat had left my side and rushed to hide behind Xerxes. She now cowered beside one of the lizard’s scaly haunches in a crouched position. 
 
    “Carmedy, I don’t expect him to help, but I need you to get your furry butt over here!” Rana shouted back as she threw a series of blurry red punches at her adversary’s face.  
 
    Her words struck me as odd. Did she not think I would step in if I thought they were in trouble or if I was attacked? They were my minions, and I would save them if need be. Still, they hardly seemed to be in danger now. 
 
    I heard a soft moan, and I saw that the last man was eyeing the cat. Rana was right, this was no time for Carmedy to run and hide. Maybe I would have to step in after all. 
 
    “Stop hiding, woman!” the bowman spat, and I turned to see Annalíse doing her best to keep the tree between her and the bowman while he edged sideways to get a clearer shot. I would have thought that he would have attacked me or one of our companions instead of fixating on her, but maybe he was angry at the loss of his comrade? 
 
    Either way, her attacker had her at a serious disadvantage, and I wondered if I should assist her. The female warrior had foolishly thrown her sword at the first assailant, and she was now without a weapon, and there was no way she would win without one.  
 
    “Morrigan, now’s your chance. Get him!” Annalíse’s voice made me realize that the elf hadn’t bothered to enter the fray. 
 
    Morrigan stood beside Scylla and made no effort to aid her friend. Her ravens Fea and Macha showed as little interest in the fight as she did and perched quietly on her shoulders. 
 
    “I will not waste my magic on trivial adversaries such as these,” the white-haired elf said with disinterest. 
 
    “I don’t care if you think it’s a waste, just attack him while he’s focused on me!” Annalíse cried out as she sidestepped around the tree right as another arrow whizzed past her ear. 
 
    “Very well,” the elf sighed. The pale woman’s eyes began to turn wholly black as she raised her hand, and her red mage markings began to take on their familiar glow. Why had she stood by while her friend was in peril? I had not joined the fight because I wanted to see how the women would do on their own, but I was ready to step in should they need my help. Morrigan had no such reason for standing idle. As the bowman’s body began to rise into the air, I heard Carmedy scream from behind me. 
 
    I turned to see the black-haired cat sprint away from the last man. He chased after the green-eyed feline with his sword. As Carmedy ran, she began to fiddle with the pouches around her waist. Her task caused her to slow her speed, and the distance between herself and the swordsman began to close. Once again, Carmedy’s pacifist instinct had come into play. She always waited to make her attacks until she ran out of options. The small woman seemed to abhor violence, but she needed to understand that her hesitation frequently put both herself and her friends in danger. 
 
    Rana quickly looked over her shoulder at the cat before she turned back to her bruised opponent. The brigand released a guttural yell and began to charge at her, but the fox-girl just shifted her weight and narrowed her blue eyes at the man. As soon as he was within her range, she delivered a swift kick to his kneecap and another to his head. 
 
    The man’s skull snapped back with a mighty crack. She had expertly used enough force to kill him instantly, and the man toppled over like a felled tree. Rana turned and began to run to Carmedy’s aid, but even with her speed, I knew she wouldn’t make it in time. I would have to step in. The moment before the swordsman reached out to grab the cat-girl’s shoulder, I raised my hand. 
 
    The man abruptly lurched to a halt. His entire body began to shake, and he dropped his weapon as he howled in agony. The man looked down at his hands, his face frozen in horror. Piece by piece his fingers began to disintegrate into ash-colored dust. Within seconds, his entire forearm had disappeared. Then The man fell to the dirt floor writhing with pain as my magic devoured his spasming frame with relentless voracity. It swallowed up body part after body part and spit out sooty particles into the air. 
 
    When his wretched body had been whittled down to a mere torso, I began to walk toward him. I wanted him to know who the cause of his demise had been. As I approached the man, Carmedy and Rana stared at me in awe. I stood over my victim, and my feet brushed against his head, which was, in fact, all that was left of him. Tears had begun to flow from his eyes, and he gulped and shuddered in torment. But I felt no pity for this man. He deserved no mercy. He had made his choice, and he would pay the price. I nudged his lonely head with my foot. I wouldn’t put him out of his misery until he saw my face.  
 
    The man looked up at me with a final desperate whimper, and his eyes bulged when he saw me. I glared down at him with my palm still out in the air in front of me and then ended his suffering with a quick squeeze of my hand. My strength caused his head to burst into a cloud of black matter, and the pieces scattered into the wind like dislodged tree leaves. 
 
    Two swordsmen were now dead, and the third was unconscious. That left the bowman alone. I hoped that Annalíse and Morrigan had managed to take care of him without issue, now that the elf had decided to participate. I turned my head to check the status of the human warrior and elf’s battle. The bandit’s body hung suspended in the air, incapacitated and lifeless. Morrigan’s ravens perched on their master’s shoulders, eagerly flapping their dark wings in anticipation of their meal.  
 
    As Morrigan began to tighten her fist, Annalíse dislodged her sword from her victim’s chest and, without hesitation, ran at the brigand who hovered helplessly in the atmosphere. The freckled woman ran up the side of a nearby boulder and leaped from its highest point.  
 
    As she came down, she sliced her sword through the man’s neck. Her cut was so quick and so clean that for a second, I wondered if she had actually missed, but as soon the woman landed on the ground, the man’s neck began to spurt blood, and his head plummeted to the forest floor. The rest of the man’s body dropped like a rock that had been hurled into the sea. 
 
    “Sorry,” Annalíse said as she wiped the blood from her face with the back of her hand. “I wanted to get going, and we’ve wasted enough time on these idiots.” As she spoke, she wiped the front and back of her sword on the headless man’s tunic. 
 
    Morrigan shrugged her shoulders. She didn’t seem to mind the intrusion. 
 
    I turned to check each of my traveling companions. They were each unharmed, but now they all stared at me with shock and awe. 
 
    “Wooow, that was… kinda scary,” Carmedy whispered. She looked a little sick. “Thank you for saving me, but did you have to, you know…?” She winced as she held out her fingers and pinched them together as though she was squeezing a grape. 
 
    “You were in immediate danger,” I said, and I placed a hand on the cat’s shoulder. “Had I not acted quickly, you would have been greatly injured or worse.” I didn’t want to scare her, but she needed to know the truth. This was no way to fight. “Sometimes, retreating is the best choice, but you can’t run every time, Carmedy. Sometimes, you must strike first.” 
 
    Carmedy gulped in response. 
 
    “Yeah, I hate to admit it, but he’s right,” Rana said as she walked over to join the two of us. Annalíse and Morrigan began to make their way over to us as well. “I wouldn’t have gotten to you in time. Demon man saved your furry butt.” She nodded in my direction. “You’ve gotta get to them before they have a chance to get to you. Don’t leave them any room to attack, understand?” 
 
    Carmedy nodded her head quickly. 
 
     “Good,” the fox said with a reassuring smile. “I know you have it in you.”  
 
    I couldn’t believe my ears. Rana had actually given me a compliment. This was progress. A small smile came to my lips, and Rana wrinkled her nose at the sight of it. 
 
    “Hey, don’t go getting any ideas, big guy,” she said as she folded her arms over her chest. “I appreciate you saving Carmedy, but I still don’t trust you, and I still don’t like you.” With that, she walked away to pick up the treasure that she had dropped earlier. It was still a victory. A small one, but a victory nonetheless. She would grow to trust me. 
 
    “What was that magic that you used?” Morrigan asked as she and Annalíse reached Carmedy and I. The elf’s dark eyes burned with curiosity. 
 
    “Yes,” Annalíse said hurriedly. “I’ve never seen anything like that before.” 
 
    “It is called death projection, one of the many abilities that come with being skilled in the art of necromancy,” I said with a half-smile. It was a pleasure to be able to talk about such things with someone. “With my hand, I can destroy all that lies before me within a certain distance, or I can choose a specific target. I could have destroyed the majority of the surrounding trees and the bandits with them.” I gestured to the massive trees that stood on either side of us. “But you all would have been caught in my projection so, naturally, I chose the latter.” 
 
    “By the gods,” Annalíse whispered. “That’s quite an impressive skill.” 
 
    “Indeed, it is,” I said as my eyes darted to Morrigan, “but using the magic only takes a small fraction of my power, and that power quickly regenerates. Having me as a traveling companion is most beneficial.” 
 
     The tattooed elf stared at me and blinked her eyes several times. She opened her mouth slightly as though she were about to speak but then she closed it again. 
 
    “We should not waste daylight. Let us leave this place,” the pale elf finally said as she turned away and began to walk toward Scylla. 
 
    “Right,” Annalíse said with a shake of her brunette head. “Let’s be on our way.” Carmedy nodded and began to turn toward Xerxes, but Rana suddenly placed a hand on her shoulder to stop her. 
 
    “Hold on just a second, pussycat,” Rana said as she turned to face Annalíse. “How about we take a look through their pockets and see what they’ve got? They won’t need money where they’re going.” The fox grinned mischievously. “I’d be happy to relieve them of any items that are weighing them down. It probably won’t be much, but there’s no reason to leave money lying around in dead men’s pockets.” 
 
    Annalíse smiled and sighed as she shook her head. 
 
    “Alright, but make it quick,” she said over her shoulder as she walked away. 
 
    “Aye, captain.” The fox gave Annalíse a quick salute. “I’ll be done in two shakes of a cat’s tail.” Rana gave Carmedy’s tail a playful yank, and the cat yelped in surprise. Then the red-headed fox chuckled mischievously and dashed toward one of the dead bandits.  
 
    “Hey, cut that out!” Carmedy said with a laugh as she walked in the direction of another corpse. Within a few minutes, the two women had alleviated the would-be thieves of all of their worldly possessions. There hadn't been much. A mere handful of gold coins was in each of their pockets, but Rana insisted that every little bit helped. Once the purloined coins had been stowed in the chests, Carmedy and Rana jogged away to take their seats. 
 
    As I slid into the saddle behind Carmedy and our party began to move through the forest once more, my mind wandered to Morrigan and her strange behavior. During our altercation with the brigands, she had been reluctant to help, but she wasn’t the type to abandon her friends when they needed her. What was the reason for her lack of action? She did come off as aloof, but I was sure it was something else that had caused her to delay, but what? 
 
    I peered over Carmedy’s ears and watched the elf’s hooded figure sway back and forth as Scylla crawled across the ground. Then it came to me. Back in my dungeon, I had suspected that her dark magic was limited because time and time again she resorted to soul exorcism. 
 
    My suspicions had been confirmed when I witnessed her use the same technique on the bowman. She had been hesitant in her attack, and I now knew why. It was her High Elvish pride. I didn’t know much about the mysterious woman, but I did know that she was of High Elvish descent due to her distinct white hair. Had she been a common elf, her hair would have been a shade of brown similar to Annalíse’s. For as long as I could remember, High Elves had always been known for their pride and feelings of superiority. It appeared that even the centuries past had not changed this. It seemed most logical that Morrigan didn’t want her companions to catch on to her lack of experience. 
 
    I had a feeling that before we had departed, she had wanted to ask for my help, but couldn’t bring herself to do it in front of the others. I decided that I would keep her secret, and I would wait until she got over her ego and asked for my guidance. But the white-haired elf wasn’t the only one of my companions who needed to hone her skills. Each of the women had much room for improvement. Luckily for them, I was a patient master and knew I was up to the task.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    We traveled for several hours, but I couldn’t tell for certain how long. My mind was otherwise occupied by my picturesque surroundings and my new traveling companions. The trees began to thin, and a town soon came into view. It was small, but the tranquil sounds of the forest were gradually replaced by the bustle and chatter of townsfolk, traveling livestock, and wooden carts as they rolled and clattered across the cobblestones. As we left the forest and drew closer to the town, the sounds of civilization began to swell.  
 
    When we reached the town’s edge, my senses were overwhelmed in an entirely different way than they had been from the woods. There seemed to be only one road, and either side of it was lined with homes and shops selling various goods. The architecture was by no means grandiose in nature, but it had a certain simplistic charm, and I found it to be satisfactory in a way I couldn’t quite explain.  
 
    None of the structures were very tall, no more than two or three stories, and they were packed tightly together side by side with a narrow alley in between every so often. Each building was made up of dark-colored wood and stones of various hues of gray. Any other passerby would probably have described the town as drab or run down, but in comparison to the confining rocky walls and dark endless tunnels that my solitude had brought me, this was paradise.  
 
    I enjoyed my new surroundings and wanted to appreciate all that was around me. It was clear that this community was not an affluent one. Most of the cobblestones which we rode over were loose or broken or missing altogether. The roof of each building we passed had a pointed shape and appeared to be constructed of overlapping wooden shingles that looked a little worse for wear. This town was poor, but I found it charming, nonetheless. 
 
    The street was filled with people who moved in every direction. Some moved hurriedly, some meandered. Women carried wicker baskets and ducked in and out of stores. Men sat atop riding lizards of varying colors and zigzagged through the throngs of passersby. Children raced and weaved through the crowd and bumped into strangers who gave disapproving frowns. Every few yards, there was a peddler’s cart filled to the brim with everything from fresh fruits, silks of questionable quality, to good luck charms. 
 
    The town even smelled busy with the scents of fresh fish, newly cut flowers, cows, and exotic spices. None of these smells complimented each other, and not all were pleasant, but I still found them a welcome change from the scents of stagnant water and damp moss that had filled my dungeon. 
 
    “Everyone, keep your eyes peeled for a place where we can sell the loot,” Annalíse called to the rest of us over her shoulder as our party navigated through the busy street. In my elation, I had nearly forgotten our reason for being here. To be surrounded by so many people and so much activity after having spent so many years in solitude… it felt strange, yet exciting. 
 
    “How about there?” Rana called out as she pointed toward a shop just ahead. On the left side of the street was a small one-story shop with a dilapidated roof and a large wooden door barely held by rusty, bent hinges. It looked a bit seedy, but I doubted that there were any better places to trade in a town this small. There probably weren’t many to choose from for that matter, and we didn’t need to waste time being picky. 
 
    “We’ll stop here,” Annalíse said with a nod, and our group veered to the left side of the street toward the shop Rana had indicated.  
 
    This building, like most of the others, had hitching posts out in front and enough space for a few riding animals, so we tethered our lizards and the donkey with our cart in front of the place of business. The sign in the dirty window read that valuable goods could be traded for fair prices. The five of us formed a group at the back of the cart and began to discuss our next moves. 
 
    “At least one of us has to stay outside with the lizards and cart while the rest of us go in,” Rana said to the rest of us. “This isn’t a dangerous town, but still, we don’t want to leave them unattended. Someone may think we’re easy marks because we’re not locals and try something cute.” 
 
    “I’ll stay!” Carmedy bounced on her heels and raised her hand in the air. The three other women each raised an eyebrow at her. “I’ll stay right here, I promise.” 
 
    Rana and Annalíse exchanged questioning looks before they glanced back at the cat-girl. Then the fox smoothed her bangs back and scrunched her nose.  
 
    “I don’t know if that’s--” 
 
    “If Carmedy wishes to stay outside, I shall leave Macha here to keep an eye on her,” Morrigan interjected as one of her pets leapt from her shoulder and descended to the back of the cart. “This should be an adequate solution.” A bit of relief came to the other’s faces. 
 
    “Alright then, it’s settled.” Annalíse nodded. She grunted as she bent forward and picked up one of the chests. “Stay right here, this shouldn’t take long.” 
 
    “Okie dokie,” the cat said brightly, and she leaned against the side of the cart while Morrigan, Rana, and I picked up the remaining chests. 
 
    “Stay put, okay?” Rana called to the cat as we filed into the shop. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine,” Carmedy said with a wave of her hand, and with that, we entered the building. 
 
    The inside of the small shop was cluttered and filled with dust which caused it to look grimy, and the fat man behind the counter looked just as grubby. We were the only customers at present, and his ample cheeks spread into a toothy grin when he saw us enter. 
 
    “Please, please come in.” He looked at the chests greedily and motioned for us to place them on the counter. “And what will we be trading today?” His eyes were still fixed on the chests, and he rubbed his greasy palms together.  
 
    “We have a variety of things to sell,” Annalíse said as she opened each wooden box. The man’s eyes bulged at the contents. “We have some chalices made of both gold and silver as well as jewelry and gems.” 
 
    “Well, of course, I’ll have to… inspect the merchandise before I can determine a price,” the fat man said with a wide grin. 
 
    “Of course.” Annalíse gestured for the man to go ahead. The man wiggled his fingers excitedly and began to scoop out the contents of each box before placing it on a counter. He squinted at piece after piece and would occasionally jot down figures on his paper.  
 
    “Such interesting items,” he mumbled as he rotated a clear gem in his dirty fingertips. After about half an hour, he finally wiped his palms on his tunic and cleared his throat. “I’ll give you four hundred gold pieces for the lot of it.”  
 
    I was unsure of whether this was a fair price or not. The value of currency had surely changed a great deal in the time that I had been asleep, and since I’d never had any use for money, I wasn’t well versed in the art of appraising. It would be best if I left the negotiations to the others, but I didn’t want the sleazy looking proprietor to pick up on my ignorance. So, I casually pursed my lips, folded my arms, and turned slightly to the side to feign contemplation. Now I could better see my minions’ reactions. 
 
    I glanced at Annalíse and Morrigan to get an idea of the fairness of the offer. Annalíse chewed on her lip. She too seemed unsure of the validity of the man’s offer. Morrigan wasn’t exactly paying attention to the process because she was keeping an eye on Carmedy via Macha. The elf stared off into space with wholly obsidian eyes. I turned to look at Rana. She twitched her tail in annoyance, and her blue eyes were filled with defiance. It was clear that the fox woman was not at all pleased with the price that the proprietor had set. 
 
    “Look here, butterball.” Rana narrowed her eyes as she leaned over the counter. “I’m not particularly fond of being cheated. One of those gems alone is easily worth two hundred gold pieces.” The fleshy man gulped in surprise. 
 
    “W-well the th-th-thing is, some of the items are a bit f-flawed.” The man’s cheeks jiggled as he stammered. 
 
    “Oh really?” the fox sneered. She picked up a blue gem from the counter and held it up a few centimeters from the man’s face. “Where is the flaw? Show me.” The man’s cheeks began to shake again, and his face started to flush. 
 
    “I… I, uh…”  
 
    “Having some trouble? Why don’t you look a little closer?” Rana yanked at the dingy collar of the man’s tunic until his nose pressed against the gem in her paw. “Go on, take a real good look.” I had expected Rana’s trademark sharp tongue and had already grown accustomed to the fox’s frequent sarcastic remarks, but I was a little surprised by her aggressiveness. Her intimidation of the shop owner was unexpected, but I had to admit, it was effective. 
 
    The pudgy man gulped again. Clearly, he wasn’t used to being challenged by the customers he tried to swindle. He was very unlucky to have Rana as a patron. The man’s breath became labored, and his chest heaved in distress. Rana knew her valuables, which was no surprise. She was a thief. I felt no pity for the flabby man though since he had brought this upon himself. I couldn’t help but chuckle when the plump shopkeeper began to sweat in response to Rana’s not-so-subtle threats.  
 
    “P-perhaps I was mistaken,” the pot-bellied man tried to explain, all flustered. 
 
    “Hmm, yeah, I’d say you were very mistaken,” Rana snarled as she released the man’s tunic. “Care to try again?” 
 
    “I will give you two hundred gold pieces for each of the gems as you asked,” the man said quickly. 
 
    “How about the chalices? And the jewelry?” Rana raised an eyebrow. The man hesitated.  
 
    “Sixty-five for the silver chalices, eighty for the gold,” the large man grumbled. “The jewelry, I will give you one hundred and fifty for the whole lot.” Rana sighed and slowly shook her head as she clicked her teeth. 
 
    “See, now you’re doing it again.” The fox tapped on the counter annoyedly. “Ninety for the silver chalices, one hundred and seventy for the gold, and four hundred for the jewelry.” 
 
    “Two hundred for the jewelry,” the man grimaced. 
 
    “Three hundred. Take it, or we’ll walk out right now.” Rana folded her arms. The man blinked rapidly. He was quiet for a moment and then groaned in defeat. 
 
    “Very well,” the man said with a wince. He turned to his till and began to count out our money into cloth sacks. 
 
    “Hey,” Rana said sharply. The man nearly jumped out of his skin. “I’d count that money carefully if I were you. We wouldn’t want to take up any more of your time should you make any… mistakes.” Rana’s words were calm, but they achieved their effect. The man turned pale and then continued to count the money with quivering hands. 
 
    “Nice going, Rana.” Annalíse smiled and elbowed the fox playfully.  
 
    “Yes, very impressive.” I nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Call me the queen of haggling,” Rana said with a mock bow. “You just have to know how to handle these guys.” She nodded in the direction of the shaken proprietor. “We will have more than enough money to buy food and supplies to last us until we get to the next town. In fact, we have enough for all of us to have our own rooms at an inn if we want.” 
 
    “Sleeping in a bed would be wonderful.” Annalíse sighed blissfully. “I’m tired of sleeping on the ground.”  
 
    “Personally, I don’t much care where I sleep,” I said with a shrug. “I am simply glad to be rid of my dungeon and to be amongst civilization. However, I am pleased that we have gotten a fair price by Rana’s standards.”  
 
    Rana and Annalíse blinked at me in surprise. Rana sniffed and turned her attention back to the agitated shop owner. 
 
    “I understand,” Annalíse said with a kind smile. “Freedom is a precious thing. To be able to roam as you please ... it is a priceless gift.” As she spoke, her eyes drifted away from me and to the empty air beside me. Somehow I got the feeling that she hadn’t only been talking about me. 
 
     As we waited for the man to finish counting the money, I realized that Rana had neglected to sell the talisman that she had placed around her neck. Had she forgotten about it amidst her haggling? I doubted that was the case. For whatever reason, the jewelry must have struck her fancy, and she had decided to keep it. I didn’t really care about selling the trinket, but I found it interesting that she was so attached to it. 
 
    The portly shop owner had nearly finished counting out our money when Morrigan suddenly turned to leave. 
 
    “She’s gone,” the pale elf said flatly, and she abruptly left the shop without another word to the rest of us. Annalíse groaned and walked out of the building in a huff. Rana hissed at the proprietor to hurry and snatched the bundles of money as soon as he had counted out the last coin.  
 
    The two of us quickly left the shop and its very unnerved owner. We joined the other two women outside. It only took a second to see that Carmedy was gone, and so was Morrigan’s raven. 
 
    “What happened? Where is Carmedy?” Rana asked as she looked back and forth between the human and the elf. 
 
    “She ran off again.” Annalíse threw her hands into the air in exasperation. 
 
    “Oh no, not again.” Rana’s voice was filled with annoyance as she looked up and down the street. “I knew we shouldn’t have left her out here. When is she going to learn that she can’t run off whenever she wants to?” 
 
    “Evidently not today.” Annalíse rubbed at her forehead in frustration. “She hasn’t run off for a while, so I thought she had learned her lesson. Morrigan, you were supposed to be watching her.” 
 
    “I was watching her.” Morrigan narrowed her dark eyes. “She disappeared into the crowd.” The elf spoke with a hint of irritation in her voice. “I tried to have Macha follow her, but there were too many people in the street.” 
 
    “Well, she can’t have gotten far,” Annalíse said. “Morrigan, you stay here with our stuff while we try to find her.” The elf nodded silently in return as the rest of us walked down the street and began to search for the missing cat. Countless peddlers shouted out the goods they had for sale and their apparently reasonable prices, but much to their annoyance, we brushed past each one as we searched for Carmedy. 
 
    “I can’t believe she’s doing this again,” Rana said as she scanned the crowd. 
 
    “She has done this before?” I asked as I quickly poked my head into a tiny butcher shop. There were five women inside, all human, so I closed the door and rejoined Rana and Annalíse outside. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” Annalíse mumbled as she stood on her tiptoes to look behind a row of carts that sold shawls and various jewelry. “I’ve lost count of how many times she’s disappeared on us.” 
 
    “I haven’t,” Rana said under her breath as she cupped her hands and peered into the window of a bakery. Suddenly, she let out a gasp. “Why that little… hey! Get a load of this,” she called out to us. Annalíse and I joined her at the window and peeked inside to see what had caught her attention. 
 
    I stifled a chuckle at the sight before me. Inside was Carmedy with her back leaned against the counter, a face covered in chocolate and a thick partially eaten slice of cake in each hand. The man behind the counter, who I assumed to be the baker, said something to the cat and pointed to a display of pies. Carmedy gave the man a wide grin and nodded her head before she returned to her desserts. 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” Annalíse grumbled as she walked toward the door of the bakery. “We don’t have time for this.” She stormed into the shop and slammed the door behind her. 
 
    “That’s Carmedy for you,” Rana said as she burst into laughter.  
 
    Rana and I continued to watch through the window as Annalíse approached Carmedy. The cat looked up from her snack and cheerfully waved at the tall woman, blissfully unaware of the trouble she had caused. A very irritated Annalíse began to speak to the cat, and she gestured for her to put the cake pieces down on the counter. Carmedy looked down at her treats sadly and then looked back at Annalíse. The warrior-woman frowned and placed her hands on her hips, so Carmedy slumped her shoulders and placed the half-eaten desserts on the counter. Then Annalíse grabbed the feline’s wrist and pulled her out of the shop as though she were a child. The baker behind the counter scratched his head in confusion as the women exited. 
 
    “Carmedy, I’m only going to say this one more time,” Annalíse said as she pulled the small cat down the busy street. “No. More. Running. Off.” 
 
    “But I was hungry,” Carmedy whined. “I was only gone for a little bit, I was coming right back.” 
 
    “You looked like you were setting up shop to me,” Rana laughed. 
 
    “Did you see all the stuff they had in there?” Carmedy said, and her green eyes bulged as she recalled the bakery’s offerings. “They had fresh baked bread, chocolate cake, cinnamon buns, apple pie, cherry pie, pecan--” Her list was interrupted by Annalíse who cleared her throat. 
 
    “Oops… um, sorry,” the cat said sheepishly. “Won’t happen again. Promise.”  
 
    Carmedy’s little adventure had taken some time out of our travels, but I found it hard to be upset with her. Her innocence was somewhat charming, and her commentary often amused me. 
 
    “By the way, Annalíse, I’ve been meaning to mention our little… encounter with those thugs in the woods,” Rana said as we weaved through the crowd. “I didn’t expect you to be able to speak those creeps’ language. Very impressive.” She patted the human woman’s shoulder. 
 
     “I am proficient in many languages,” Annalíse said nonchalantly. “Thirteen to be exact.” 
 
    “Thirteen?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes,” Annalíse said. “The mastery of languages is expected of…” She suddenly paused, and her mouth hung open. “Um, of students at the school which I attended.” 
 
    “Geeze, what kind of school makes you learn thirteen languages?” Rana asked with a wince. 
 
    “It was a very… strict school,” Annalíse said with a pained expression. “Now, let’s get going. I’d like to get at least a few hours of travel in before it starts to get dark.”  
 
    There was something about the way that Annalíse had spoken. I got the impression that she was lying or, at the very least, hiding something. She had behaved a bit strangely when she had spoken to me back at the trade shop. It didn’t make sense, she seemed to be a person of honorable character. What possible reason would she have to lie about the reason behind her adept language skills? 
 
    “It’s always rush, rush, rush with you,” Rana moaned and interrupted my thoughts. “But okay, I get it. Places to go, dungeons to conquer.” 
 
    Before long, we reached the shop where Morrigan was waiting with our riding animals. 
 
    “I see that you have found her,” the pale elf said blankly as we approached. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “We found her in the bakery.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Morrigan uttered disapprovingly as she looked at the cat who had only now finished wiping the last of the chocolate from her face. The elf shook her head as she walked away to join Annalíse who had entered a nearby shop to buy supplies. 
 
    “Hey, isn’t that the talisman you took from one of the chests?” Carmedy pointed to the gold piece around Rana’s neck as she climbed onto Xerxes. “I thought you were selling that.” 
 
    “I changed my mind.” The fox shrugged as she took her seat in the donkey cart. “I can change my mind if I want to.” 
 
    “But why? It’s not very pretty looking, and you could probably get a fair price for it. Don’t you always say every little bit helps?” The black cat looked puzzled and tilted her head to one side. 
 
    “I said I don’t want to, okay?” Rana said sharply. 
 
    “Alright, alright.” Carmedy held up her hands in defense. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Rana looked at the green-eyed cat apologetically. “I just… I just like it, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Carmedy said with a small smile. “Sorry I said that it wasn’t pretty.” 
 
    “It’s okay, pussycat,” Rana said with a grin. 
 
    “We’re back,” Annalíse called to us. She and Morrigan had returned from their shopping, and each carried a large stack of bundles wrapped with brown paper and twine. They loaded the provisions and supplies into the cart. Morrigan finished before Annalíse and soon left to prepare to mount Scylla. As Annalíse continued to arrange the items that they had bought, I observed that she had returned with a new weapon. She still had her pristine sword at her waist, but now she had another blade inside of a scabbard that was slung across her back and held by a strap that went over her shoulder.  
 
    “You’ve obtained a new weapon?” I asked as I pointed to the sword on Annalíse’s back. 
 
    “Oh, yes, I did,” Annalíse said awkwardly. She seemed surprised that I had spoken to her. The freckled woman walked toward me to show me what she had purchased. As she approached, I saw that the scabbard itself was a work of art. It appeared to be crafted of high-quality leather of a reddish-brown hue. The top part, as well as the pointed bottom end of the encasement, bore detailed silver carvings of dragons with outstretched wings. The silver quillon of the sword formed a straight line, and the design resembled that of a dragon’s scales. The sword’s hilt had an identical scaly pattern. I already found the weapon remarkable, and it had yet to be unsheathed.  
 
    When Annalíse reached me, she proceeded to remove the sword from its impressive home. I marveled at the weapon as its sharp points and silver faces gleamed in the sunlight. The metal was utterly flawless, and the etching of a long scarlet colored dragon’s tail curled down each side of it from the top down to the sinister pointed end.  
 
    “It’s magnificent,” I breathed.  
 
    “I thought so too.” Annalíse nodded with a pleased expression on her freckled face. “I was worried you might be upset I spent a lot of money on it, but it was one of the few items I saw that seemed worth buying.” She seemed to be waiting for my approval, which struck me as a touch odd. I’d given them the treasure to purchase supplies. Why would I be upset that she spent money to improve herself? 
 
    “I trust you and the others to properly equip yourselves should we come across things that suit you.” I smiled at the swordswoman. “As your master, you are a reflection of me, and I am glad you have found a weapon befitting one of my minions.” 
 
    Rana snorted at my comment as Annalíse’s cheeks colored, but then the tall warrior looked at the weapon thoughtfully. “I am glad you approve then.” She let out a slow breath. “The man in the shop said that it had been forged with dragon’s fire. I’m not sure if that’s actually true, with dragons being gone now, but it’s a beautiful weapon nonetheless.” 
 
    “It certainly is,” I said as my eyes hovered over the sword’s intricately carved details. “Does it have a name?” 
 
    “The shopkeeper said he wasn’t sure of its name,” Annalíse replied as she held her sword up proudly. “Surprising, since it’s such an impressive looking weapon. I’m sure it’s seen its fair share of battles.” 
 
    “You will have to give it one then,” I said with a smile. “Such a prestigious blade deserves a name, a name that is worthy of its splendor.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Annalíse said with a grin. She held her newly acquired weapon flat in her hands and studied it as she pondered a name. “How about Bloodscale?” She looked up at me with an excitement in her brown eyes. 
 
    “I think that sounds perfect.” I nodded. 
 
    “Then Bloodscale it is,” Annalíse said brightly, and she sheathed her sword as she turned to walk away. She paused for a moment and furrowed her brow as she looked into the back of the cart.  
 
    “Is there something wrong?” I asked the freckled woman.  
 
    “It’s the money. Even after I bought Bloodscale and the supplies, we have a lot left.” Annalíse gestured to the bags of money that were leftover from the purchases. “We can’t just leave it out in the open in the back of the cart.” 
 
    “Put the bags up here with me,” Rana called out from the driver’s seat. “I’ll keep them safe.” 
 
    “Yes, but they’d still be out in the open,” Annalíse mused. “I wish we had some sort of hiding place or secret compartment.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can be of some assistance,” I spoke up. The two women turned to look at me curiously. 
 
    “So what? you have a secret compartment or something?” Rana snorted. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” I said with a shrug, “but I can create one.” Rana narrowed her eyes at Annalíse and me raised her eyebrows in disbelief. 
 
    “How can you do that?” Annalíse asked slowly. 
 
    “By creating a void pocket,” I said with a smile. “I can use magic to craft a pocket into which an infinite number of things can be placed. Anything I put into it would be completely concealed and untouchable by would-be thieves, and I can retrieve the items whenever I wish.” As I spoke, I stuffed my hand into the slit of my robe. Once it was inside, I spread my fingers apart to conjure up the void pocket, and I immediately felt the material that formed the bottom of my garment’s compartment fall away into the space that I had created. “Please hand me the bags of money.” I gestured to the sacks of currency.  
 
    Annalíse hesitated for a moment and bit her lip but then she reached into the back of the cart and handed the money over to me. I widened the opening of my pocket with one hand and used the other to drop the bags inside. I felt no additional weight from the sudden presence of the money, as was another benefit of the void pocket. It didn’t matter how many items I added to it, the magic compartment would still be weightless.  
 
    Annalíse and Rana gaped at me in surprise, and Annalíse walked over to peer into my pocket. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” she gasped when she looked inside. 
 
    “That is another reason why the void pocket is so useful,” I explained. “The contents cannot be seen, it always appears to be nothing more than a mere empty pocket.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Annalíse breathed. Rana grunted and turned to look away as though she were unimpressed, but I saw her look back out of the corner of her eye. “Wait, if you can’t see what the contents, how can you find what you need?” Annalíse tilted her head to one side.  
 
    “I don’t need to be able to see them.” I shook my head. “I simply need to think about the object that I’d like to retrieve, form the picture in my mind, and the item will be in my grasp within moments.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” the swordswoman mumbled as glanced at the pocket one more time. “That’ll do just fine.” She nodded as she turned to walk away once again. 
 
     “Alright, everyone ready?” the tall warrior said as she took her place on Scylla’s back in front of Morrigan who was already seated. 
 
    “Yep, all set back here. Minions away!” Carmedy yelled as she thrust her arm into the air. Morrigan turned and raised a white eyebrow while Rana grimaced and released an exaggerated groan. Annalíse chuckled at the cat’s outburst, and I too laughed at Carmedy’s enthusiasm.  
 
    This was going to be a very interesting journey. We had a long trip ahead of us. There were many dungeons scattered across the various continents, and there was no telling how long it would take to reach each of them. Still, I would take advantage of our travel time and use it to begin molding each of the women into formidable warriors.  
 
    My minions would be worthy of their master.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    As we made our way out of the city, the sights, smells, and sounds of civilization began to fade and were replaced by natural surroundings. We rode along in silence for a while, and I decided to take the opportunity to get to know my minions better. As their master, I felt it necessary to learn more about them so I could identify any other weaknesses they possessed. We hadn’t run into any trouble since the brigands back in the forest, but it was crucial that I started their training as soon as possible. 
 
    “Carmedy?” I said to the small woman as we swayed back and forth atop Xerxes’ back. 
 
    “Yes?” the cat turned to smile at me over her shoulder. 
 
    “Would you mind telling me more about yourself? Where you’re from, and why you’re traveling?” 
 
    “Aww gee, you want to know more about me?” she purred happily as her black ears twitched excitedly. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” I nodded. 
 
     “That’s so sweet!” The feline grinned and turned to face the oncoming road again. “Well, I come from a village on one of the smaller island continents. It’s pretty far from this one, about… a month’s journey by ship. It’s called Canarta, ever heard of it?” She turned her head slightly so that she could see me. 
 
    “No, I’m afraid I haven’t.” I shook my head. 
 
    “Don’t feel bad.” She waved her hand as she turned back around. “Most people haven’t. Like I said, it’s pretty small. Anyway, my continent is home to a community of pacifists that has been around for centuries. It might even be older than you,” she said with a giggle. 
 
    “I doubt that,” I chuckled, “but please continue.” 
 
    “As pacifists, we, of course, don’t believe in violence,” Carmedy said in a more serious tone. “Instead, we are influenced by the power of healing. On Canarta, our village is known for its healers and medicinal innovations. My people would rather save a life than take one, and every day we strive to find new ways to help those in need. We have found cures for many things. Everything from nasal congestion to some of the rarest diseases.” 
 
    “I see,” I said softly. I now understood Carmedy’s reluctance to kill. I had thought that perhaps she was too afraid to fight, but that didn’t appear to be the case. She chose not to fight because it was against her beliefs. 
 
    “My parents are two of the best healers in my community,” the cat-girl continued. “Before I was born, they discovered a cure for a disease that almost wiped out the whole village.” 
 
     “That is incredible,” I said. “To have saved an entire village is no small feat.” 
 
    “Yep! They’re pretty amazing,” the feline said cheerfully. “And they taught my two older brothers and me everything they know. Not to brag, but I’m pretty good myself. I’ve come up with a few inventions of my own,” she said proudly as she patted the pouches on the belt around her waist. 
 
    “You have crafted medicines of your own design?” I asked as I studied the bundles. I hadn’t noticed before, but I now saw that the small pouches harbored stains of various colors, probably from medicinal ingredients. Patches of red, orange, yellow, and blue mixed with the fabric. I also noticed that the white peasant dress that she wore along with her green bodice had similar stains. 
 
    “Yes, I have,” Carmedy beamed as she glanced at me quickly. “I improved the most commonly used rash cream, and I also have something to treat serious burns. Oh, and I have an elixir that will combat some pretty nasty poisons.” I could tell from the petite woman’s excited tone and the way that she rambled on that she was passionate about her craft and extremely proud of her achievements. She had good reason to be. 
 
    I was surprised and admittedly impressed. I hadn’t expected the sweet but somewhat scatterbrained cat to be skilled in something such as medicine. 
 
    “That is quite an accomplishment,” I said with a respectful smile. 
 
    “Thanks!” Carmedy said brightly as the wind tousled her short black hair. The breeze had grown cooler, and the sun had begun to set. “I don’t have only medicines in here though,” the cat said in a sing-song voice. “I’ve got other stuff too.” 
 
    “Is that so?” I raised an eyebrow. I recalled the pouches that she had thrown back in my dungeon. The first had been a mixture that had illuminated my dungeon with a brilliant blue light. The second had exploded upon impact, and the third had been some sort of harmful gas. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” The feline nodded her head up and down. “If I were to mix a few of these bundles together, they’d go boom!” She made an explosive sound with her mouth and began to giggle. “The colors are really pretty, it’s dangerous though.” 
 
    “I see,” I muttered. “If you don’t mind my asking, what was the concoction that you used on my goblin back at my dungeon?” I was dying to know. Carmedy’s scientific methods intrigued me. 
 
    “Oh, that?” Carmedy turned slightly in her seat and wiggled her dark eyebrows mischievously. “I call that the crimson inferno. It’s a combination of ammonium nitrate, strontium oxalate, sulfuric acid, and some other fun stuff.” I didn’t know anything about the substances that she had rattled off. In fact, I had never heard of them before. I knew of foxglove, white willow bark, the use of leeches, and other things of that nature. Times had certainly changed. I didn’t understand her modern elements, but her name for the deadly potion made sense. My doomed goblin had been mercilessly swallowed by an eruption of scarlet flames. 
 
    “I don’t like using my creations for violent purposes of course,” Carmedy continued. “I actually didn’t want to make the crimson inferno at all, but the other girls said I had to have something to defend myself. I hate to admit it, but it was kind of exciting when it exploded and burned that goblin. I always like to see my experiments at work. It was… exhilarating.” The cat took a deep breath of the cool air and released it slowly. “It feels wrong, but I still feel proud of my work. Do you think that’s bad?” Her voice had gradually decreased to a whisper. She turned to me with a perplexed look, and she bit her lip in anticipation of my answer. She truly wanted my approval. Better yet, she desired my guidance. 
 
    I was quiet for a moment. I wanted to choose my words carefully. I didn’t want to frighten her, but I had to make her understand that combat was necessary sometimes. 
 
    “You should never regret defending yourself,” I began slowly, “or those for  whom you care about. And you have a right to revel in your triumphs. However, I do understand your feelings. Try to think of it this way, if someone wished to cause your companions harm, and you had to choose between fighting to save them or abstaining from violence, what would you do?” This was a rather difficult question to ask her, but I had no choice. This was the best way I could think of to make her understand the consequences of shying away from combat. 
 
    Carmedy was silent for a moment. The moment turned into a few minutes, and I began to wonder if she would reply at all. But then she finally spoke. 
 
    “I see what you mean.” The cat’s voice was barely audible. “If I had to choose, I’d choose to save them.” She gestured to the three women who rode in front of us. “I want to be the greatest healer the continents have ever seen. I want to help people and save lives, and that includes my friends. It’s just that… I, my people believe that all life is precious.”   
 
    “Life is precious,” I said gently, “but there are those who think that no life is precious except their own. They do not care who their targets are or how many lives they take, and they take pleasure in preying on the helpless and innocent. Should such people be allowed to roam freely?” 
 
    “You’re right.” Carmedy sighed, and her furry black ears drooped a bit. “People like that are dangerous, like those bandits in the woods.” The topic had shifted from the previously pleasant mood, and it was clear that the cat took no pleasure in it, so I decided to change the subject. I had gotten my point across and given her something to think about, this much was an improvement. 
 
    “You forgot to tell me why you’re traveling,” I said pleasantly in an effort to lift her spirits. 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Carmedy’s cheer returned, and her ears perked up once more. “I just thought it would be fun to go on an adventure! I’ve never traveled much, and I’m always on the lookout for new or rare ingredients that will make better medicines. I figured that going dungeon conquering would let me do both at the same time. Many exotic plants and herbs are found only on certain continents. I can experiment as I travel and make my fortune along the way.”  
 
    Hope and optimism dripped from her voice, and it was infectious. She was confident in her abilities, and I admired that. Excitement radiated from her as she chattered away about this herb and that elixir. I could feel her passion for the world of medicine in every word that she spoke.  
 
    “I’m going to find every rare specimen that there is to find,” Carmedy said with determination. “And I’m going to use most of my share of the treasure to fund my research and build my very own hospital back on my continent.” The cat’s voice brimmed with tenacity. There was no doubt in her mind that she would accomplish what she had set out to do. “We’re all going to come away from this rich as kings, right, Rana?” Carmedy raised her voice so that the fox-eared woman that steered the donkey cart ahead of us could hear her. 
 
    “What’s that?” Rana called over her shoulder. Her red curls bounced and swayed as the cart tottered across the uneven dirt road. 
 
    “I said we’re going to be rich after all of this,” Carmedy said in a louder voice. 
 
    “Ah, well, yeah that’s certainly the plan,” Rana said with a chuckle. 
 
    “I was just telling Master about why I’m traveling,” Carmedy continued. Rana’s face soured at the word “Master,” but she made no verbal reference to the term. 
 
    “Oh, you told him about your mission to save the world one herb at a time?” Rana tossed her bangs and gave the cat a wry grin. 
 
    “It’s going to take more than herbs,” Carmedy groaned. “But yes.” 
 
    “See, I’m not out here trying to save the world.” Rana waved her paw. “Too complicated. I’m in it for the treasure, simple as that. I’m going to buy a big house and fill up one of the rooms with gold and silver and dive into it every day,” the fox said as she gazed at the setting sun. “Once I get all that money, everything will be okay,” Rana whispered.  
 
    Carmedy nodded her head. “Money isn’t everything. I know you’ll hate me for saying that.” She giggled “But it sure doesn’t hurt, and I do need it for my hospital.” 
 
    But Rana no longer appeared to be listening to her feline companion. The fox looked off into the distance and seemed to be deep in thought. She almost looked sad. Why would she feel that way? The thought of riches was surely cause for a joyful mood. Instead, she stared at the natural surrounding before us, bathed in the pinks and oranges of the sinking sun. Carmedy looked at Rana for a moment curiously before she shrugged her shoulders and moved on with her conversation. 
 
    “Hey Annalíse, why don’t you tell Master why you’re on this epic quest,” the cat called out cheerfully. Annalíse turned in her saddle to glance back at us for a moment before she turned to face forward again. 
 
    “My sole mission in life is to become a great warrior.” Her tone was serious, and I could feel the determination in her voice. “I am simply here to claim the fame and glory that comes with having successfully conquered a dungeon, nothing more.”  
 
    I waited quietly for the freckled woman to continue, but Annalíse didn’t bother to favor me with an extensive elaboration as Carmedy had. She resumed her ride in silence with her back perfectly straight and her head held high as though she rode atop the noblest of steeds. 
 
    Her mission was an honorable venture. I had no doubts that the human female desired to be a great warrior. She carried her weapon with pride and kept it in pristine condition at all times, but I still didn’t fully believe that was her only reason for being on this journey. Her behavior back in the small town was still fresh in my mind, and it puzzled me. 
 
    “So noble,” Carmedy said with a sigh. “Morrigan, it’s your turn,” the cat sang out. 
 
    “I made a vow, and I must keep it,” the pale elf said while still facing forward. “This is my purpose for taking this journey.”  
 
    She offered no more words, and as she rode along, she whispered something to each of her ravens and stroked their heads. I still found it odd that Morrigan preferred conversation with her pets over people since the conversations were one-sided, and it wasn’t as though they could speak to her. But who was I to judge? Perhaps the elf simply found comfort in confiding in them and didn’t need a verbal response. 
 
    Unlike Annalíse, I had no doubts that the white-haired woman was telling the truth. However, her words had been terse and cryptic. What was the vow that she had made? Did it have something to do with her mage markings? I glanced at the red tattoos on her hand as she continued to pet her winged companions. I still found it strange that an elf possessed such markings. I would have to find time to speak to her privately about this, but I imagined that it would be difficult to get Morrigan to open up since she had only just met me.  
 
    I could understand her caution. Both she and I seemed to share the belief that trust wasn’t something to be given out freely, it had to be earned. Like Rana, I would have to find a way to show that I was worth confiding in. 
 
    I would prove to them that I was worthy of being their master. 
 
    Unfortunately, Morrigan wasn’t the chattiest of persons, so the process of building a rapport would be a bit more difficult. I had guessed correctly that the elf wouldn’t pour out her life story like Carmedy had. It wasn’t her way. I would have to make an effort to initiate a conversation with the elf and make her feel comfortable. After all, I couldn’t properly train her if I didn’t know more about her. I didn’t know much about her, Rana, or Annalíse. They all seemed to have their secrets, but out of the three, I knew the least about Morrigan. 
 
    “Sorry, Morrigan’s so secretive.” Carmedy’s voice broke my thoughts. “Don’t take it personally. To tell you the truth, I don’t know why she’s traveling either. None of us do.” 
 
    “What do you know about her?” I asked the cat as she steered Xerxes around a large rock that lay at the side of the road. 
 
    “Not much. She doesn’t talk to us a lot. I’m sure you’ve already noticed that she talks to Fea and Macha, mostly.” Carmedy gestured to the pale elf’s pets. “She’s pretty private and kinda spooky.” 
 
    “I see,” I mumbled. Even Morrigan’s traveling companions didn’t know much about the strange elf. Where did she come from? How had she come by those mage markings? 
 
    “Your turn,” Carmedy said gleefully. 
 
    “Pardon?” I raised an eyebrow in confusion. 
 
    “We told you all about us, well, I did anyway,” the cat said with a laugh. “I want to know more about you and stuff. It’s not fair if you ask all the questions but don’t share anything about yourself.” Carmedy playfully wagged a finger. “I’m not just your minion, I’m your riding buddy. It’s kinda weird if I don’t know anything about you. So now, I get to ask some questions!” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. She wanted to know more about me? I hadn’t expected any of the women to care enough to ask. I had never been one to talk about myself, but it was pleasing to know that Carmedy was interested in learning about her master. 
 
    “What would you like to know?” I asked my riding partner. 
 
    “Hmm.” Carmedy thought for a moment as she watched the moon begin to take its place in the darkening sky. Shadows began to stretch across the land, and the surrounding trees sent strange shapes across the ground. “Why don’t you tell me more about how you got banished to the continents?” Her words echoed in my head, and I felt a sudden pang of sorrow. I didn’t want to have this discussion, but it was only fair that I share something personal about myself. She had done so for me. 
 
    “I… broke one of the Divine Laws,” I said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Ooh, that sounds bad,” Carmedy said with genuine concern. “What rule did you break? And what are the Divine Laws?” 
 
    “Well, there are certain rules that even gods must abide by to keep balance and order. These are called the Divine Laws.” 
 
    “Okay, gotcha.” The cat motioned for me to continue. 
 
    “As I said, I broke one of these rules. The rule that I broke was… one pertaining to mortals. Gods are not permitted to fraternize with mortal beings.” 
 
    “You mean like you aren’t allowed to talk to mortals?” Carmedy’s green eyes widened. “Or you mean we can’t be friends or something? Are you breaking a rule right now?” Her words tumbled out one after another, and each one was filled with worry. 
 
    “No,” I said with a slight chuckle. “These rules do not apply to me any longer. While I am technically still a deity and have the full use of my abilities, I am no longer formally recognized as a god.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it. Sorry.” The cat turned to me with a wince. 
 
    “No apologies are necessary.” I raised a hand in the air. “In response to your other questions, the rule does not forbid talking to mortals or forming friendships with them. The issue lies with having a more serious relationship with one,” I said softly. This conversation made my heart ache, and yet I felt a little relief in being able to confide in Carmedy. 
 
    “Oh, I get it. Romantic relationships.” The feline nodded with understanding. “So, who was she?” 
 
    “Her name was Isolda,” I said as I sucked in the cool night air. “She was beautiful. Long flowing hair that looked like golden spun silk. The softest, most delicate skin, and the loveliest blue eyes. Even her voice was enchanting. She was brilliant, humorous, caring…” My voice trailed off at the recollection of Isolda’s face and the sound of her airy laughter that had never failed to enchant me. So many events had occurred since I had awoken. The excitement had kept my mind occupied with other things, but now I remembered how much I missed her. 
 
    “What happened to her?” Carmedy asked softly, and my breath caught in my chest. 
 
    “I am not sure what became of her.” My words came out awkwardly as though I was unaccustomed to speech. “She’s long gone now, of that much I am sure. I’ve been asleep for centuries. Elves are the only mortal beings with abnormally long lifespans, and she was a human.” Every word I uttered caused me grief, and each syllable seemed to get caught in my throat before it crawled to my lips. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Carmedy whispered. She turned to me and held my gaze for a moment. Her face was twisted into a sad expression as though she shared my suffering. 
 
    “Thank you for your kindness.” I tried to force my words to sound more cheerful. “I am sure she had a happy life and that she was blessed with much joy. These thoughts give me some peace.” My words were true, but they didn’t erase the pain. 
 
    “That’s a good way to think,” Carmedy said kindly. “I wish there were a way that we could bring our loved ones back, but maybe things are the way that they are for a reason you know?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” I said curiously. 
 
    “Well, let’s say we somehow found a way to live forever.” The cat leaned her head back and stared into the sky. “We probably wouldn’t appreciate the time we have as much because it would be limitless. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Yes, it does actually,” I said quietly, even though I actually could live forever. Carmedy had surprised me yet again. First with her knowledge of medicine and this time with her unexpectedly profound words. 
 
     “Losing someone you love hurts,” Carmedy continued. “We may not be able to bring them back, but we can cherish their memory and keep them alive in our hearts. I think that’s pretty special don’t you think?” The feline turned to give me a soft smile. 
 
    “Yes, it is special.” As I spoke the corners of my mouth turned upwards ever so slightly. Carmedy’s words had been refreshing and had given me a little comfort. 
 
    Carmedy leaned back in her seat and gave me a peck on the cheek that seemed to linger on my skin even after she pulled away. “Alright, no more sad and serious stuff.” The feline grinned carelessly waved her hand. My stomach fluttered at her sudden contact with me. The gesture was unexpected and sweet, and I was touched by her wanting to cheer me up. “I had another question, but I can’t remember…” Carmedy’s voice trailed off as she tapped her chin. “Oh! Were a lot of other gods kicked out too?”  
 
    I closed my eyes and sighed in relief. I knew that Carmedy hadn’t meant any harm when she had asked about the circumstances of my banishment, but the topic caused me great distress, and while she had lifted my spirits a bit, I still didn’t wish to dwell on the subject any longer. 
 
    “Yes, there were many,” I said to the cat. “Each cast out for breaking a divine law.” 
 
    “Wow,” Carmedy breathed in awe. “How many laws are there?” 
 
    “There are three in total,” I said as I raised up the corresponding number of fingers, even though I knew she couldn’t see me at present. “The first rule is that no god shall try to take the life of another god. The second is that no god shall attempt to seize another god’s domain. The third is the one I spoke of earlier, no god shall fraternize with mortal beings.” 
 
    “Gee, I never imagined gods had to follow rules,” Carmedy breathed in surprise. “I figured you guys could, you know, do whatever you wanted. 
 
    “Yes, you would think so,” I said with a smile. “But even gods have rules.” 
 
    “You know, when I was younger, I always imagined gods as these humongous people stomping around in the clouds and watching us from above,” Carmedy said with a snicker. “And that if one of us mortal people did something that they didn’t like, they could zap us or stomp on us or something.” 
 
    “Where did you get such an idea?” I asked as I felt my lips spread into a grin.  
 
    “My older brothers told me that when I was a kid.” Carmedy turned to smile at me. “I guess they were trying to spook me. It sure worked though! I can’t tell you how many times I had nightmares of some giant god jumping out of the sky and trying to squish me. I’m glad you’re not like that. You’re not scary. Well, you were at first, but once we fixed you up, you looked pretty nice.” 
 
    “Thank you, Carmedy,” I said with a grin. The feline was a bit scatterbrained, but now I knew of her unexpected medical prowess. And she was kind, thoughtful, sweet, and lighthearted. The kiss she had given me on my cheek had not only lifted my spirits, but had made my breath catch in my chest in a way that it hadn’t for a very long time.  It was hard not to be in an uplifted mood when in her presence. Just like Isolda. 
 
    Our party traveled for about another hour after the moon had risen and fixed itself in the inky sky before we finally stopped to make camp in a clearing about twenty yards or so from the road. Then the women began to unpack the provisions that Annalíse and Morrigan had purchased in town.  
 
    While Carmedy began to prepare to light a fire using some of her pouches, she motioned for me to sit beside her in the grass. 
 
    “Look, see?” She plucked two bundles from her belt and began to untie them as I sat beside her. The first was filled with a chalky white powder. The second also contained a white substance. However, it was finely milled. “This is potassium chlorate, and this is actually sugar.” Carmedy pointed to the first bundle and then the second. She opened the small sacks a little wider so I could see them more clearly. I couldn’t believe my ears. Had I heard her correctly? Had she really implied that she was going to use sugar to start a fire? 
 
    I nodded even though I had no clue what the first substance she had mentioned was, and I didn’t understand how sugar was going to help start a fire. Then again, I didn’t comprehend this world of modern medicine and advancements. It was all new to me, but Carmedy was an expert in this field of study. If she said that she could use sugar to start a fire, I believed her, even if I didn’t understand how it worked. 
 
    “I’m going to combine them, and then I’m going to add a drop of this,” Carmedy said as she reached for a glass bottle that had been on the other side of her body. I leaned over to study the contents of the translucent container, and as I did so, I noticed that she had a few more bottles beside her that contained liquids of various volumes and colors.  
 
    “This is sulfuric acid.” Carmedy playfully jiggled the bottle in her hand. The clear liquid inside of it sloshed lazily back and forth as though it was some sort of oil. “Watch what happens when I pour a drop of this on top,” the cat said enthusiastically. Her jade-colored eyes glowed in the surrounding darkness, and they burned with excitement. 
 
    The petite feline jogged over a few yards to the area that had been designated for the fire pit. I would have assumed that the women would have started a fire using kindling and stones, but perhaps that was an old-fashioned technique. Or perhaps Carmedy found her methods more fun. The black-tailed woman squatted over the empty fire pit marked by a circle of stones. She measured out a portion of the chalky powder and poured it in the center of the circle, then poured the finely milled one on top. She held the glass bottle and turned to look at me. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked, and I nodded in affirmation.  
 
    I watched with anticipation as Carmedy uncorked the bottle and cautiously poured a drop of the liquid onto the small mound of powder. For a moment, nothing happened, and I wondered if she had made some sort of mistake. But at that moment, the area where the bead of fluid had met with the powder began to bubble after a brilliant orange flame ignited. I rose to my feet and slowly approached the fire pit with my mouth gaped open in surprise. As I drew closer, the heat of the flame reached my skin, and the fire danced and shivered as though it had been crafted from wood. How could this be? I had never seen such a trick. 
 
    Carmedy watched my reaction with a toothy grin and stifled a giggle. “Pretty neat, huh?” 
 
    “It is most interesting,” I replied as I gazed into the fire in awe. The flames shuddered and crackled and sent the occasional spark sailing into the air. I wanted to ask Carmedy how this was possible. How was it that sugar could be used to start a flame? It was baffling. I would ask her later. For now, I simply wanted to enjoy the warmth and glow of the fire and marvel at its creation. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said and smiled at me. “I’ll go help with the meal.” As I moved to join her, she waved a hand and then tapped on her chest. “No. You’re the master. As your minion, it’s definitely part of my job to prepare your meal.”  
 
    “As you wish,” I said as she left me to join the others in the food preparations. 
 
    Before long, my senses were enticed with smells of salted cooked beef and warm bread. My mouth began to water when Annalíse passed me a stick laden with roasted meat and a chunk of bread that had been heated by the lively flames. My hands trembled as I brought the food to my nose and inhaled deeply. The scent of the well-seasoned morsel was tantalizing. It had been so long since I’d had food. The last meal that I had eaten had been a stew that Isolda had prepared for me. That had been right before my banishment, and I hadn’t consumed anything since then. 
 
    I bit into the meat and chewed it slowly. It was delicious, and I savored every bite as though it were my last. As I eagerly devoured my meal, my minions shot me the occasional curious glance, but they said nothing of it. Instead, they talked amongst themselves, save for Morrigan who again chose conversation with her ravens over her humanoid companions. 
 
    “So, I wonder if dungeons have more than treasure and power in them,” Carmedy mused as she ripped off a piece of her meat with her teeth and chewed with her mouth open. “Do any of them have knowledge, like about new medicines or science or anything like that?” 
 
    Annalíse grimaced at the cat’s less than graceful manners and carefully tore off a piece of her beef before placing it delicately in her mouth.  
 
    “Considering the wondrous magic and treasures we have already seen and heard of, it could be possible.” Annalíse swallowed and looked at me. “You would know even better than us, of course. What can you tell us?” 
 
    “I do not have information on all of the dungeons in existence,” I said as I reached for another piece of bread. “I do not know of all of their masters or what treasures they hold. I only know of a few, but to my knowledge, some offer material wealth to those who conquer it, others offer some sort of power, but yes, sometimes that power comes in the form of great knowledge.” 
 
    “That’s great!” Carmedy purred excitedly. “You can be granted wishes if you conquer certain dungeons too, right?”  
 
    “Yes, I am aware of one or two that grant the conquerors wishes,” I confirmed after I had consumed my bread within three bites. “However, to my recollection, those dungeons are not on this continent.” 
 
    “Aw, that’s too bad,” Carmedy said with a slight pout. “Oh well.” She shrugged. “We’ll find them, eventually!”  
 
    I chuckled at the cat and grabbed yet another hunk of bread. My stomach was as endless as my caverns.  
 
    “I also heard that there is some sort of sacred objects in the some of the dungeons,” Carmedy said with wide eyes as she glanced around the circle. It had been long since I had heard mention of the sacred objects, and I waited with anticipation to hear what sorts of rumors Carmedy had heard. 
 
    The cat’s word seemed to have piqued Morrigan’s interest, and she ceased her hushed conversation with her pets and turned to listen to Carmedy. Even her ravens turned their heads as though they too were listening.  
 
    “Sacred objects?” Morrigan asked with her usual lack of expression. “What are these… sacred objects you speak of?” 
 
    “I think they’re supposed to be jewels or something,” Carmedy said enthusiastically. “And if you use them all together, they’re supposed to do something. I think it grants the user power or becomes a weapon… I don’t know, I can’t remember. My brothers told me about it a long time ago.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be surprised,” Rana snorted with agitation. “There are a lot of different dungeons with all sorts of different treasures. That’s why there are so many adventuring teams. Doesn’t mean we’ll find any, though. Let’s not talk about it anymore.” 
 
    “We might find sacred items!” Carmedy giggled, cocked her head to one side, and glanced at me. “We do have Master with us. He is amazing, and powerful, and handsome!” 
 
    “Meh.” The fox-girl frowned as she looked at me. Then she chewed her last bit of meat and tossed her stick into the fire. “I’m not impressed with him so far.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “No,” she said as her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “That is fine,” I replied as I smiled at the fox-girl. “Soon you will appreciate me. I am thankful you have given me this opportunity.” 
 
    “See?” Carmedy wagged her finger at Rana. “Master is very nice to us. He’ll help us find lots of treasure.” 
 
    “And I shall train you four to be incredibly powerful,” I said. 
 
    “Yay!” Carmedy giggled as she clapped her hands. “We are so lucky that we met him.”  
 
    “We’ll see how he ‘helps us’ during our first dungeon,” Rana grumbled, and then her hand moved up to touch the amulet that she had around her neck.  
 
    “I did already help you,” I said as my eyes focused on the piece of jewelry she had taken from my dungeon. 
 
    Rana’s blue eyes flickered angrily when she saw me looking at her, and she tucked the amulet away and then cleared her throat. “I’ll take the first watch. You guys go ahead and sleep.” With that, she walked off toward a nearby tree and settled down in the grass. The fox-tailed woman leaned her back against the tree’s trunk and stretched her legs out in front of her as she folded her arms and looked up at the night sky.  
 
    “Okay, nighty-night.” Carmedy waved at the fox happily as she bid her good night. A small smile came to the red-headed woman’s lips, and she waved her hand once before she returned her gaze to the sky. Carmedy didn’t seem to be bothered by Rana’s words, or her abrupt departure. Very little seemed to dampen the green-eyed woman’s light-hearted spirit. She whistled a sprightly tune as she cooked another piece of meat in the fire. 
 
    While the other women prepared to go to sleep, my eyes remained on the fox-tailed woman. I watched curiously as her expression gradually shifted from annoyed to wistful. Why had Carmedy’s mention of the sacred objects been such a sensitive topic for her? I didn’t see any harm in Carmedy’s words. I too had heard tales of the sacred objects. Every so often, an adventurer who had ventured into my dungeon spoke of them and their desire to possess them. I did not know what they looked like, or what dungeons they could potentially be in. I wasn’t even sure if they actually existed. But as Carmedy said, anything was possible. 
 
     I mulled over Rana’s strange behavior as I lay back in the grass and began to drift off to sleep. I didn’t know why talk of the sacred objects had caused Rana such distress, but I guessed there was some correlation with the amulet she wanted so badly. I would soon find out why she wanted the item so much, and then I would use the information to help her during our travels. After all, making my minions happy was part of my job as their master. 
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    The next morning, we were greeted by a beautiful day blessed with brilliant sunshine and cool breezes. My sleep had been pure bliss. This had been my first time sleeping outside of my dungeon. Falling asleep under the star-peppered sky instead of a claustrophobic dungeon had been divine, and I awoke feeling fresh and well rested. While still on my back, I yawned and stretched out my limbs on the woolen blanket where I slept. As I extended my arms over my head, my hand brushed against the cold dew-coated grass. The tiny droplets seemed to have brought out the fresh smell of nature, and I inhaled the scent. Experiencing such tranquility was marvelous. 
 
    I spent the next several moments enjoying the morning while the rest of my companions woke up, stretched, and went about their various morning routines. Then our party had a quick meal of meat and bread, and once we were done, we set off with all the haste our party could muster. 
 
    “Hey Rana, are we still headed in the right direction?” Annalíse called to the fox woman over her shoulder after a few minutes of travel. Thus far Annalíse had led our group without the aid of a map, so naturally, I had assumed that she knew the way. Apparently, Rana was the one who was familiar with this area. Why was she not leading the way?  
 
    “Yep,” Rana shouted to Annalíse. “If we continue straight along the current road, we should reach the next dungeon within… oh, about three to four hours.  
 
    This timeframe was suitable for me. It would give me more time to enjoy the magnificent beauty of the nature that surrounded us. 
 
    As I rode atop Xerxes’ back with Carmedy, I felt just as alive as I had yesterday. The wind pushed and pulled the tall grass that stood on either side of the road. White puffy clouds hung lazily in the crisp blue sky and showed no sign of rain. Even if it had rained, I wouldn’t have minded. I would have embraced the rain with open arms. Isolda had loved the rain. A sad smile worked its way onto my face as I recalled the sight of her running out into a downpour. Her action had made little sense to me, but she loved the smell of rain and its cool touch on her skin. 
 
         “Hey, we’re almost there!” Carmedy’s shrill voice interrupted my memories as the small cat-woman pointed to the mouth of a tunnel carved into the side of a grassy hill.  
 
    My sadness faded away, and excitement began to well up inside me. This dungeon was outside of my territory, and it would be the first of many that I would conquer. I couldn’t wait. We tethered our riding animals to some trees in the nearby wood and began to make our way to the dungeon’s entrance. 
 
    “So, you said each dungeon is home to a fallen god, right?” Carmedy cocked her head to one side as we walked. 
 
    “Yes, that is correct.” I nodded. 
 
    “Okay, so does that mean they’re, umm… going to be invisible like you were?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” I said with a shrug. “Some of the deities may be mere presences as I was, others may have decided to take a physical form.” 
 
    “Oh alright.” Carmedy grinned. “Well, I hope they have bodies. I want to see what they all look like.” 
 
    “Who cares what they look like?” Rana chuckled. “Just so long as we can get our hands, well, paws in my case, on the treasure. They can be three-eyed goblins with donkey hooves and wolf’s tails for all I care.” 
 
    “Now that I’d like to see.” Carmedy giggled. Rana smiled at the feline and rolled her eyes. When we reached the tunnel’s entrance, Carmedy lit the torches that Annalíse and Rana carried using the same white powders that she had used the night before. 
 
    “Let’s get going, everyone,” Annalíse said as she turned to walk into the dungeon. 
 
    “Wait!” Carmedy raised her hand in the air. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Annalíse asked concernedly. 
 
    “Don’t you think Master should go first?” the cat gestured to me. Rana and Morrigan raised their eyebrows, and their eyes darted to Annalíse. The chestnut-haired woman pursed her lips, and her hand clenched her sword hilt until her fist turned a distinct shade of crimson. She clearly wasn’t thrilled at the idea of someone else taking point. However, after a moment, she released a breath and moved to the side and motioned for me to go first. 
 
    “Of course, please go right ahead.” Annalíse stared down at the grass as she spoke.  
 
    Though she had stepped aside and verbally said that I should lead, her red cheeks betrayed her true feelings on the matter. She was not used to following, but she would have to learn. She had the makings of an excellent warrior, and I was certain that with some training she would in time become a formidable leader, but the greatest of leaders were poised and patient. They knew when to seek counsel and listen to others. Annalíse had yet to learn these skills. Her impulsive nature needed to be reined in.  
 
    I nodded to the freckled woman and moved past her to the dungeon’s entrance. Familiar darkness immediately welcomed me into its shadowy clutches. I had expected to feel a pang of misery upon plunging into the cavern, but as I walked further into the passageway, I felt nothing but elation. Yes, I was once again in a dungeon, but this was different. It wasn’t mine, and now I was free to roam as I pleased. Before long, I would hold the power of the deity who lived here. 
 
    It was the first step toward claiming this world, and eventually the heavens, as my own. 
 
    My eyes didn’t need the aid of a torch as I journeyed through the pitch-black passageways. I glanced back to see Annalíse follow behind me, then Rana, Carmedy, and finally Morrigan. When we reached the end of the passageway, I motioned for my minions to stop. I could feel the deity’s presence. They were somewhere nearby, so I walked out of the tunnel and signaled for the others to follow. Before us stood a vast cavern with an enormous pool of water that almost reached to each of the cave’s walls. I glanced around cautiously in search of the dungeon’s owner, and while I couldn’t see anything, the presence grew stronger. 
 
    “Where do we go now?” Carmedy said from behind me “Are we supposed to--” Her words stopped when I held up my hand and continued to scan the room. 
 
    “Are you looking for me?” a light, female voice called out and echoed off the cavern’s walls. “How lovely to have so many visitors!” She sounded friendly and spoke as though we were dinner guests that she had welcomed into her home.  
 
    All the more reason not to trust her. I knew the minds of deities. We didn’t welcome people into our dungeons to entertain them, we made them the entertainment. 
 
    Carmedy yelped at the sound of the bodiless voice, and the women behind me moved to my side. 
 
    “What was that?” Carmedy said as she glanced nervously around the large cave. “Was that the god who lives here?” 
 
    “Goddess, dear,” the voice corrected. It was sweet and soothing like a mother’s lullaby, lyrical and hypnotic like a siren’s call. 
 
    “Sorry,” Carmedy said as she wrung her furry black tail between her hands. 
 
    “That’s alright, dear… my, my, aren’t you an interesting group,” the goddess crooned. “Do my eyes deceive me or do I see a two-legged cat and fox? And is that an elf as well? Don’t see too many of those around here.” Morrigan’s lips tightened at the reference to her. “Hmm, and a human. Nothing too interesting there. Sorry, dear, I mean no offense. It’s just that I’ve had my fill of humans.” Anger began to creep across Annalíse’s face and her mouth twisted to form a scowl. 
 
    “What do you mean, you’ve had your fill of humans?” Annalíse’s eyes darted in every direction in search of the voice’s owner. 
 
    “Now, you, sir, you are really something special,” the goddess continued as she ignored the tall warrior. “You’re like me, aren’t you?” As she spoke, a soft pink mist began to fill the room and began to surround us. The stuffy air and smell of stagnant water began to dissipate. The atmosphere now held the scent of flowers and a spiced perfume with notes of caramel and vanilla. 
 
    “Yes… I am,” I slurred. My vision began to blur and my minions’ forms, as well as my surroundings, began to sway and swirl. What was this mist, some sort of poison? Was she using methods similar to Carmedy’s? I staggered a bit. I felt so strange. My limbs felt like they each weighed fifty pounds. Even my face was heavy somehow, and my jaw slacked open. The goddess’s airy laugh echoed in my ears as everything around me faded to black. I fell backward, but the movement was slow, as though time was reducing to a crawl. I expected to feel my head and body slam against the rocky cavern floor, but I didn’t. Instead, I was embraced by cool delicate softness. 
 
    I awoke on my back in a field of flowers. Roses, tulips, and poppies swayed in the breeze, and the wind carried their fragrance to me. The air still held the same sweetness, only now it was stronger. The goddess was no longer there, and neither were my minions. How had I gotten to this place, and how long had I been here? We had set out early in the morning, and I had observed the sun change positions as the day progressed. Our party had reached the dungeon in the early afternoon. The sun had been much higher in the sky, but now it seemed as though it was morning again. Had I slept through an entire day? 
 
    I sat up and gazed around the field in search of Rana’s orange fox ears or Morrigan’s black shrouded figure. There was no trace of my traveling companions. Where had they gone? They would never have left my side by choice. Something was wrong. 
 
    The field I sat in seemed to stretch for eternity in every direction, and the land was unblemished by trees or manmade structures. The colorful birds that flew overhead chased each other in the sky and called out to each other in chirps and twitters. It was perfect. Too perfect. 
 
    “It’s lovely, isn’t it?” a female voice said blissfully. The voice didn’t belong to my minions, or to the goddess we had encountered earlier, but it was still very familiar. 
 
    I whirled around to see a beautiful woman with long golden hair. She stared into the sky and smiled as she watched the birds dip up and down through the endless blue. My breath caught in my chest. Isolda. How could this be? She couldn’t possibly have been alive after all these centuries. And yet, here she was right in front of me. 
 
    Isolda turned to me with a large grin and walked in my direction. She looked like an angel. Her long white dress billowed in the breeze, and her hair glistened from the sun’s rays as it flowed behind her. Her tan skin gleamed with an otherworldly glow, and she tiptoed gracefully through the cool grass in bare feet. I gazed at her in unapologetic awe. Isolda was every bit as bewitching as I remembered her. 
 
    She sat down next to me on the grass and touched my hand. Her touch made my heart hammer in my chest, a sensation I hadn’t felt in countless years. This wasn’t right. No matter how much I wanted to believe that Isolda was still alive, I knew that she was gone. Her sudden appearance only confirmed my suspicions. None of this was real. It was all an illusion. 
 
    The goddess of this dungeon was evidently a master of illusions, and the pink mist that had proceeded to surround myself and my minions must have been the cause of my current dreamlike environment. Had she really thought that I would be so easily deceived? Such foolish thinking. This woman had no idea whom she was dealing with. She would regret her audacious mistake and would pay with her power. 
 
    I felt a twinge of anger at her presumptuousness, but even stronger was my curiosity. She had gone to all the trouble of creating this illusion, and I was sure that my traveling companions were in false paradises of their own. For the time being, I would stay here. I wanted to see how good her illusions were, and a few moments with even a fake Isolda would be pleasant.   
 
    “You didn’t answer me,” the golden-haired beauty said to me softly. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what did you ask?” I said as I looked into the woman’s eyes. They were brown. Isolda’s eyes should have been a piercing light blue with a hint of green. It was further proof of my opponent’s incompetence. 
 
    “I said, isn’t it lovely?” The dainty woman tilted her head to the side as she spoke, and her pink lips spread into a wide grin that revealed perfect white teeth. 
 
    “Yes, it is.” I nodded slowly. Here was yet another inaccuracy. The woman I had once loved had had a small gap between her two front teeth. 
 
    “I like it here.” The fake Isolda leaned forward to pick one of the red poppies in front of her. “The air is so fresh, and the sun feels so warm on my skin,” she said as she rubbed her bare shoulders. She held the small red flower to her slender nose and closed her eyes as she inhaled its fragrance. “I love poppies.” She sighed. “Such an enchanting smell, don’t you think?” Isolda hummed a lively tune as she playfully twirled the flower between her fingers and occasionally stroked its petals. 
 
    My blood started to boil, and my hands clenched the tufts of grass around me. My lips began to form a tight line, and I glowered at the woman beside me. I was no longer amused by this artificial Eden. This illusion was growing appalling. Isolda hated poppies. Many a time had I heard her rant about how there were far too many in her village and how nauseating the scent was. 
 
    Isolda snapped off a piece of the flower’s stem and tucked the plant behind one of her ears. 
 
    “Come on,” she said as she stood to her feet. Her expression was sweet as she began to playfully tug on my arm. 
 
    “No,” I said as I removed her hands. “I’ve had enough of this.” Now I was angry. This illusion was not only an insult to me, but it was also an insult to Isolda’s memory, and I wanted no further part of it. It was time to show this insolent goddess what a real illusion looked like. She had played her tricks on the wrong deity, and soon her power would be mine. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
         The fake Isolda blinked rapidly as if she were offended by my words, but I felt no remorse. She was merely an illusion, and not a very good one. The landscape began to distort, and the colors began to shift from vibrant greens, reds, and yellows to a dismal gray. The clear blue sky grew dark, and the phony Isolda began to fade before my very eyes as her shape wiggled and curved before she disappeared into a cloud of shimmering pink dust. The air was no longer fragrant and delicious. Now the atmosphere smelled foul and reeked of death.                    
 
    The illusion suddenly broke, and I was back in the dungeon. In fact, I had never left. The pink mist that had been the cause of my fantastical surroundings was no longer around me. It was however still around my minions. Each of the women laid curled up on the rocky ground a few feet away from me. Their lips occasionally parted as though they were engaged in conversation, and their eyelids shuddered to indicate that they were indeed dreaming.  
 
    I would take care of the impudent goddess and rescue my minions. 
 
    “You broke my illusion,” I heard the female deity call out. “Insolent little worm, no one has ever broken through my magic.” She sneered. “Countless men have ventured into my domain, and not a single one has managed to escape.” The goddess’s voice still had its same lyrical tone, but it was clear that she was angry with me. 
 
    “Sorry.” I smirked. “I would have stayed for a bit longer, but the illusion was so terrible I couldn’t bear it for another second. I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    The goddess screamed in frustration. 
 
    “How dare you,” she hissed. “I’m sure you think you’re quite clever, don’t you? Well, think again, sweetie. You don’t know who you’re dealing with.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I do think I’m rather clever,” I said with a smug look. “I thought we’d already established this. I saw through your illusion pretty quickly. I believe it’s your intelligence that should be called into question, not mine.” I shrugged. 
 
    The goddess released a scream that reminded me of a toddler throwing a tantrum. 
 
    “You vile little man,” she said bitterly. “Go ahead and make your jokes. You won’t be leaving here any time soon. I know what you dreamt of, and I hope you enjoyed it because it’ll be the last dream you ever have,” she hissed. “You’ll die here like all the rest.” I was about to offer a retort when the chunk of the pink mist that surrounded my traveling companions suddenly broke off and began to swirl and stretch. As the smoke twisted round and round, a figure began to take shape. First a pair of bare feet, then a flowing white gown, slender tan arms and finally a mane of silky hair the color of sunshine. When I saw what the goddess had done my anger swelled and surged through my veins. 
 
    “You won’t be going anywhere,” the golden-haired woman said with a wry grin, but the voice that came from the woman’s lips wasn’t Isolda’s, it was the goddess.  
 
    How dare she use Isolda to taunt me. 
 
         “You’ll pay for what you’ve done,” the goddess said haughtily. “You won’t attack me, not while I’m like this.” She gestured to her new body. “Oh, don’t worry, dear. I’m not going to kill you. Not yet anyway. I’m going to have some fun with you first. You’ll wish you were dead by the time I’m finished with you. I’m going to savor your screams.” She licked her lips. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I glared at the disguised deity. Then I took a step back and raised my hand. A cloud of gray dust began to materialize in the air in front of me, and it separated into twenty fragments. The pieces began to swirl and stretch just as when the goddess had taken her new form, but my magic was of a much higher caliber than this ridiculous woman’s. And she called herself a deity, what nonsense. She didn’t know the meaning of the word, at least not yet. 
 
    I would now teach her. 
 
    The twirling matter moved around me, and the goddess’s mouth gaped open as each of the twenty swirls began to form bodies. Each of these figures resembled my own. Every last one of the magically crafted men looked exactly like me down to the last detail. They had the same hazel eyes, curly brown hair, and tall, robed frame. They blinked when I blinked, and even their breathing pattern matched my own. The illusionary men began to form a tight mob around me. We weaved around each other and intermingled as though we were a horde of busy ants. It would be near impossible for the goddess to guess which one was the real me. Finally, we stopped our movements and collectively folded our arms. 
 
    “Now this is an illusion.” My copies spoke at the exact same time as I did, and our voices melded into a choir of identical intonations. My conjured images were flawless. Far better than the nonsense she had slapped together. This was the work of a true deity. 
 
    The enraged goddess’s eyes darted to each of the duplicates. Her mouth twisted into a grimace, and she released a guttural yell before she flung herself at one of my replicas. She had made her mistake. Her anger had gotten the best of her, and her rash act would prove to be costly. The female deity had already lost the battle, she simply didn’t know it yet. 
 
    As she began to frantically claw like a voracious wild beast, I proceeded to draw the pink mist away from my comatose minions. Every time the goddess slashed through one of the copies, they reverted back to gray dust and scattered into the air. The particles floated in the atmosphere and tangled themselves in her hair and dotted her white gown, but she ignored them and continued to cut down my duplicates one after another. 
 
    By the time she had gotten to the sixth illusion, I had nearly removed all of the enchanted fog, and unbeknownst to the furious, distracted deity, I had begun to move the magical mist in her direction. It hovered over her head and began to surround her. She had just extinguished the tenth when she suddenly realized her predicament. Her eyes widened at the sight of her magic being turned against her. 
 
         “No!” she screamed. She tried to run from the thick fog, but it was too late. 
 
    She was enveloped in the delicious smelling haze within seconds, and her screams were soon quieted. Her eyelids began to droop, and she swayed back and forth as if she had consumed one too many ales. She fell to the floor in a heap of wheat-colored hair and white linen.  
 
    Then her eyes blinked lazily before they finally shut. She sighed deeply, and a smile came to her lips as she mumbled something dreamily. Never again would she be able to ensnare someone in a fantasy world. She was now trapped in one of my creation, and my magic was strong enough to keep her there for eternity. 
 
    As soon as the goddess’s eyes closed, a radiant orb of fuchsia light emerged from her body and hung in the air above her. It bobbed and dipped in the atmosphere as it began to float toward me. The glowing orb pressed against my chest, and it slowly pushed until it disappeared inside of me. Power began to course through my body. My skin grew warmer and began to tingle, and my heart thumped wildly as the female deity’s strength melded with mine. It was an indescribably remarkable sensation, unlike anything I had ever experienced. If this was how I felt after harvesting just one deity’s power, and a weak one at that, I couldn’t wait to acquire more. 
 
    As my heartbeat began to return to normal, I extinguished my remaining duplicates with a slight hand gesture. One by one their bodies disintegrated, and as gray particles filled the air, I gazed at the goddess on the stony floor. It bothered me that she still had Isolda’s form, but there was no way that I could reverse it. Unfortunately, she would have to remain this way.  
 
    I jogged over to my minions and tried to rouse them one by one. 
 
    “Carmedy, wake up,” I said as I gently shook the cat’s shoulder. The small woman began to stir, and she slowly moved her head side to side. 
 
    “Hmm, just one more slice for me thanks,” Carmedy mumbled with a smile, and she licked her lips. Apparently, the feline’s dream included food, probably some sort of sweet treat. I might have guessed as much. I chuckled as I recalled the sight of her chocolate covered face through the window of the bakery.  
 
    “Come on, Carmedy,” I said a bit louder as I gently slapped the cat’s cheek. She groaned and scrunched her eyes and smacked her lips together. Her eyes fluttered open, and she looked at me in a daze. 
 
    “Wha-what’s going on?” she asked as I helped her to her feet. “What happened to my chocolate cake?” She looked around the vast cavern as though she expected the fictitious dessert she had spoken of to appear before her. 
 
    “There was no cake,” I said as I bent over Annalíse and tried to bring her around. “It was an illusion. Please see if you can wake Rana.” 
 
    “Huh?” Carmedy said confusedly as she walked toward the sleeping fox woman. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The goddess who lives here uses illusions on those that come to her dungeon.” I nodded to the female deity on the floor as I pulled a very confused Annalíse to a sitting position. The tall warrior rubbed at her eyes sleepily and blinked at her surroundings in confusion. 
 
    “Did you say illusions?” Annalíse asked as she tried to steady herself enough to stand. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “Do you remember the pink mist?” Annalíse bit her lip as she tried to recall. 
 
    “I-I’m not sure,” she said slowly. Her face was troubled. “I remember standing here with you all and hearing a voice. Then the next thing I knew, I was on a battlefield filled with warring soldiers. I had no idea what happened to you all. I was going to try to find you but… I was in command of one of the warring sides, and I--” 
 
    “It’s alright, Annalíse.” I held up my hand. “You don’t have to explain and don’t chide yourself. We were all under the goddess’s spell. I believe that we each saw what we desired the most in this world.” 
 
    “Boy, I’ll say!” Carmedy called out as she gave Rana a hard slap on her rear. 
 
    “Yow!” the fox woman shrieked as her blue eyes flew open. “What in the world do you think you’re doing?” Rana hissed as she rubbed at her bottom. 
 
    “Good morning, sunshine!” Carmedy opened her arms and grinned at the red-headed woman. Rana swatted the cat’s arms away as she wobbly rose to her feet. “I was just trying to help.” Carmedy shrugged. “You slap a baby’s bottom when they’re born, and I thought it might work on you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you think you could have, I don’t know, tried a gentler approach?” Rana moaned. 
 
    “I guess.” Carmedy tilted her head to the side. “But that would have taken too long. Anyway, guess what? An illusion goddess took over our brains!” 
 
    “What?” Rana scrunched her nose. “Is this another one of your crazy stories?” 
 
    “No.” Carmedy folded her arms over her chest. “Master said so, ask him.” The cat nodded in my direction. Rana looked over at me as I helped Morrigan to her feet. 
 
    “It’s true,” I said as I held onto the elf’s arm as she steadied herself. The dark-eyed woman shook her head in an effort to clear away the dreamy haze that had taken over her mind, and she gazed around the room suspiciously. Even her ravens had fallen victim to the goddess’s dream-inducing fog and lay motionless on the damp ground. Morrigan pulled away from me and bent over her slumbering pets to whisper something to each of them. 
 
    “See? Told ya,” Carmedy said as she playfully poked Rana’s shoulder. The fox-eared woman rolled her eyes in response. 
 
    “Okay.” Rana sighed as she placed her paws on her hips. “So, an illusion goddess took over our brains. Yeah, that sounds even crazier the second ti- wait, who’s that?” She jerked a thumb toward the dozing goddess. “Mind explaining what’s going on here, Mr. Demon?” 
 
    “I just told you--” Carmedy began. 
 
    “Yeah yeah.” Rana waved her paw dismissively. “But I’d like a slightly less crazy explanation than a brain-stealing goddess.” 
 
    “She didn’t steal them. She--” 
 
    “Shh,” Annalíse hushed the green-eyed cat. “Please, tell us what happened,” the freckled human requested hurriedly. 
 
    “As I said before, this dungeon is home to an illusion goddess.” I gestured to the woman who had taken Isolda’s form. My minions glanced at the sleeping woman before they returned their gaze to me. “You may not remember,” I went on, “but as we spoke with her, a mist began to form around us.” 
 
    “I don’t remember any mist.” Rana raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Neither do I,” Morrigan said nonchalantly. 
 
    “Well, the goddess used this mist to trap us each individually in an illusion,” I continued. “I assume that when you all awoke, there was no trace of the others in our party, and you were in your ideal paradise? Is that correct?” Realization began to flood to each of the women’s faces, and they slowly nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right,” Carmedy said. “In my dream, I was on an island where everything was made of candy and dessert. The flowers, the trees, even the rocks tasted yummy. And I had my hospital… it was so wonderful,” the cat purred at the recollection. “I even came up with this cure for a rare disease. The cure was a type of chocolate cake! It was unbelievable.” She clasped her hands and sighed dreamily. 
 
    “It sounds unbelievable alright,” Rana said under her breath. 
 
    “As I thought,” I said as I held back a chuckle. “We were each in a dream that was tailored toward us. After speaking with the goddess, it seems that typically her victims are so entranced by the illusion, they never wake up. They stay here for the rest of their days, and without food or water, they waste away.” 
 
    “So, there are other people in here, but they’re all…” Carmedy interrupted her own words with a gulp. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “I sense no presences but our own.” Carmedy’s jade eyes widened, and her furry black ears drooped sadly. 
 
    “Hold on just a second!” Rana raised her hands in the air. “You’re saying you had a little chat with this dream goddess? 
 
    “Illusion goddess,” I corrected, “but yes, that’s right.” 
 
    “And we were all caught in these illusions?” Rana raised an eyebrow suspiciously. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. Where was she going with these questions? 
 
     “Well, if you were in an illusion too, how exactly did you manage to get out of it?” Rana narrowed her eyes. The other women looked at me curiously and waited silently for my response. 
 
    “I am far more powerful than the deity who attempted to deceive us. I am not so easily duped by such shoddy illusions.”  
 
    Rana’s lips tightened as I spoke, and her tail twitched in annoyance.  
 
    “The fantasy was… ill-crafted,” I said slowly. I wasn’t sure if Carmedy had told the others about Isolda. Even if she had, I had no desire to delve into the dream plagued with inaccuracies that I had experienced. “In the very unlikely event that I didn’t realize what was happening, the many mistakes that the goddess made would have given it away.” I shrugged. 
 
    “Mistakes?” Rana squinted her eyes at me. “What mistakes?” 
 
    “The goddess tried to recreate something that was familiar to me,” I said simply. “Certain events transpired that revealed that the re-creation was highly inaccurate.” The fox waited for me to elaborate, but I offered no further explanation. I was growing tired of her questions, and I had indulged her long enough. 
 
     “In any case, I too have used illusions on those who visited my dungeon,” I said as I ignored Rana’s glare. “Do you recall the one-eyed snakes?” 
 
    “How could we forget?” Carmedy shuddered. I gave the cat an apologetic smile. 
 
    “My strength combined with my experience with illusions rendered the goddess’s tactics useless against me.” 
 
    “Did you… um, you know?” Carmedy winced at her own implication. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I did not kill her. I simply turned the mist that she used on us against her. Now she’s trapped in her own fantasies.” I frowned at the goddess as she giggled in her sleep. 
 
    “So that’s what she looks like, huh?” Carmedy walked toward the female deity and peered down at her curiously. 
 
    “No,” I said as I turned toward the mouth of the tunnel from which we had come. “That isn’t her true form. That body doesn’t belong to her,” I whispered. I fought to keep my anguish at bay. Even though the Isolda in my dream hadn’t been real, my feelings had been stirred when I had first laid eyes on her. Now those feelings were returning. 
 
    “Well, she’s really pretty anyway,” Carmedy said from behind me, but I didn’t answer her. I walked into the tunnel, and its darkness swallowed me whole. I heard the women’s footsteps hasten to join me, but I didn’t turn to them. 
 
    “Hey, you are walking toward the exit,” the fox-woman called after me. “What about the treasure?” 
 
    “We can leave now,” I said. “I will summon creatures to haul the treasure out of the dungeon. I do not wish to spend another moment here.” 
 
    “What’s the matter with him?” I heard Rana whisper behind me. 
 
    “Maybe he didn’t want to wake up from his dream, but he did because he had to save us,” Carmedy said softly. 
 
    “He didn’t have to save us.” Rana snorted. “I would have figured it out and stopped her.” 
 
    “Oh? Is that so?” Annalíse said in disbelief. “And how would you have done that?” 
 
    “Well, I… I would have… I don’t know, but I would have figured something out,” Rana stammered. 
 
    “I have reason to doubt this,” Morrigan said unfeelingly. “To my knowledge, you possess no magical abilities. Am I correct in assuming this?” 
 
    “Yes but--” 
 
     “Your defensive tactics rely solely on hand to hand combat,” Morrigan interrupted the fox. “How would such methods have worked on an illusion goddess?” I didn’t have to look at Rana to know that she was probably seething at the elf. 
 
    “Once again, thank you ever so much for your astute observations,” Rana grumbled. 
 
    “I accept your gratitude,” the pale elf said unsympathetically. “I have made mental notes of your other shortcomings as well. If you would care to hear my thoughts on them--” 
 
    “No Morrigan, let’s save the Rana bashing for another day if you don’t mind,” the fox-tailed woman groaned. 
 
    “As you wish,” the white-haired elf said calmly. “But I must advise that it would be best to discuss this matter sooner rather than later. I believe that it is imperative that one be aware of one’s own weaknesses and--” 
 
    “Um, Morrigan? I think you better stop,” Carmedy whispered. “Rana’s face is turning red.” 
 
    A smile slowly crept across my face as the women spoke. It was ironic that Morrigan felt that she had a right to analyze her companion’s skill level. Her limited dark magic would have proven as ineffective as Rana’s efforts. I was certain that the tattooed elf had no experience whatsoever in the art of crafting illusions. In fact, none of the women would have stood a chance had I not been there. 
 
    “Hey, Rana, what was your dream like?” I heard Carmedy say. “I bet you were swimming in piles of money.” The cat giggled. 
 
    “Yeah, something like that.” Rana chuckled. 
 
    “Who else was in your dream?” Carmedy asked the fox woman. Rana was quiet for a moment. 
 
    “There was no one else.” Rana laughed, though it sounded somewhat forced. “Just me and my gold. That’s more than enough to make me happy.” 
 
    “Sounds kind of lonely though,” Carmedy said to her fox companion. “There were lots of people in my dream. My parents, my brothers, and people from my village. You three and Master, too! I love sweets and all, but it wouldn’t have been a perfect dream without my family and friends. Didn’t it bother you to be all by yourself?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Rana said. She tried to sound nonchalant, but I sensed a twinge of sadness in her voice. “We were all in perfect dreams remember? So that means I was happy.” Rana was becoming more and more of a mystery. Once again, I felt as though she was hiding something. 
 
    I could sympathize with the fox woman’s reluctance to share the specifics of the fantasy world that she had experienced. Perhaps, like me, she had encountered someone from her past that was no longer in the land of the living. Even so, it didn’t explain her sensitivity over talk of the sacred objects. I wasn’t yet sure how all the pieces fit together, but I knew that Rana was concealing something.  
 
    Something was causing her distress, and clearly, she felt that it was serious enough for her to lie about it. In the short time that I had known her, I could already tell that she was a straightforward individual. While she was a thief, I believed that that was as far as her dishonesty extended. I didn’t get the impression that lying was inherently a part of her character. Was Rana in some sort of trouble? Was she afraid of something or someone?  
 
     As I exited the tunnel, I was met with glorious daylight, and my body was warmed by the sun’s rays. I took a deep breath of the clean air, happy to no longer be inhaling the foolish goddess’s sickly sweet mist. As the women filed out of the dark passageway, I briefly glanced at Rana. She wouldn’t be able to keep her secrets from me forever. Some way or another, I would find out. She was, after all, my minion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    When the five of us walked outside, I was unsure of how much time had passed. The sun appeared to be in approximately the same position as it had been before. That meant that either hardly any time had passed since we had entered the dungeon, or that we had been inside of our illusions for so long that the sun had made at least one full cycle since our arrival. It was possible that time in the illusions moved at a much slower pace than the real world. If this were the case, it would be impossible to determine how much time had gone by, but it didn’t matter. There was nothing that we could do but move on to the next dungeon. Distressing over time lost would serve us no purpose. 
 
    As the women began to make the necessary preparations for our departure, I summoned my shadow slaves and sent them into the dungeon to see what treasure they could find. When the creatures returned, Carmedy and Rana gasped as piles of gold and jewels floated out of the tunnel. I didn’t know if they were still not used to my shadow slaves or if they were simply pleased with the amount of treasure that was piled into brown sacks on the donkey cart. 
 
    “Oh yeah, that’s what I’m talking about.” Rana rubbed her paws together excitedly. As the last armful of loot was placed in the cart, the fox woman began to rummage through the contents in the same way as I had seen her do outside of my dungeon. She sat cross-legged in the back of the cart and carefully scooped out one pawful after another of the treasure. She frowned as she examined each of the jewels and trinkets that she had removed. Nothing seemed to catch her eye this time, and she replaced the contents before moving on to look through the other two bags. After she had sifted through the last bits of golden goods, she sighed and began to pour what she had taken out back into the third sack. Then she ran a paw through her messy red curls and bit her lip in frustration. 
 
    “Did you not find any of the trinkets pleasing?” I asked the fox as I walked toward the cart. I figured that it was about time I tried to get to know the red-headed woman better. I knew that she wasn’t too fond of me as she had already so boldly informed me. 
 
    “Huh?” Rana turned to me and furrowed her red brows. 
 
    “The last time you looked through the treasure you found that talisman.” I pointed to the jewelry around the fox woman’s neck. “Was there nothing that suited your tastes among this horde?” I gestured to the bulging bags. Rana’s blue eyes blinked rapidly, and she pinched her lips together tightly. 
 
    “No, I didn’t find anything that suited my tastes,” she said mockingly. “What’s it to you? You some sort of jewelry expert or something?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I said calmly. “It was merely an observation. I was trying to make conversation.” 
 
    “Yeah well, I don’t really feel like talking right now,” Rana sneered. “We need to get moving anyhow.” She hopped off the back of the cart and walked past me without another word.  
 
    I knew that she still didn’t trust me. Rana didn’t make a habit of conversing with me, and the few verbal exchanges that had taken place between us always seemed to end badly. It didn’t seem to matter what I said to the red-headed woman. Every word that came from my mouth seemed to offend her in some way. 
 
    Still, I needed to spend more time in conversation with her if I was going to gain her trust. This would also help me to discover what she was trying to keep from the rest of us. The way that she had reacted when Carmedy had spoken of the sacred objects was very peculiar. Her mood had changed so abruptly. The topic seemed to anger her, and I wanted to know why. 
 
    But for now, I would leave her alone. She was clearly upset after her examination of the treasure, and I found it hard to believe that she would have been so troubled merely because there hadn’t been a piece of jewelry that struck her fancy. There was more to it than that, but I didn’t know what. At least, not yet. 
 
    A few minutes later when we were almost ready to leave, I observed Rana speaking to Morrigan beside the cart. The elf had her usual bored and self-righteous expression plastered across her face, and Rana appeared to be the one doing all the talking. Suddenly, the pale elf’s expression changed to a look of curiosity, and she looked over Rana’s shoulder in the direction of the treasure chests. She was no longer listening to the fox-tailed female, though she may not have been, to begin with.  
 
    Morrigan slowly walked around Rana who was in mid-sentence.  
 
    “Um, excuse me, I was talking.” The curly-haired fox wrinkled her nose at Morrigan’s blatant rudeness, but the elf didn’t notice. She made her way to the back of the cart and hoisted herself up into it, then slowly bent down to pick up a small flat brown bundle that hadn’t been replaced into the wooden boxes. I walked a bit closer and saw that the tied-up bundle was made of leather and there were elvish letters etched into the material. Morrigan softly ran a pale hand across the leather. 
 
    “Anything interesting?” I asked as I leaned forward to peer over the cart’s side. Despite her irritation, Rana also walked over to see what the dark-eyed woman had found. 
 
    “Yes,” Morrigan said quietly, and she began to untie the string that bound the item. After she did so, she unfolded the leather piece to reveal an array of eight very impressive-looking daggers of various sizes. Some came to a straight point, others had a very sinister looking curve. Despite those differences, each blade was made from gleaming flawless metal, and I marveled at the craftsmanship. Every weapon bore a twisted silver handle that resembled the body of a serpent. The creature's eyes were two black gems, and its scales had been carved with remarkable skill, it looked incredibly realistic. The quillon curved downward and reminded me of a pair of bat’s wings.  
 
    “They’re incredible.” I nodded to the small weapons.  
 
    “Yeah, they are pretty cool looking.” Rana nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Of course they are,” Morrigan said nonchalantly. “They are elvish daggers. Elves are known for crafting weapons that are not only impressive in appearance but also in combat.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” I said with a slight chuckle. 
 
    “Take them.” Morrigan held them out to Rana. 
 
    “What?” Rana furrowed her brow. “Why? I don’t need them.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Morrigan said as she dropped the leather bundle into Rana’s paws. “Being of High Elvish descent, I, of course, am worthy to wield such weapons. However, seeing as though I am a master of the dark arts, I have no use for them,” the elf said callously. 
 
    I held back a chortle at the word master, Morrigan was nowhere near that title.  
 
    “You, Rana,” Morrigan continued, “may not be worthy of such prestigious weaponry, but you must carry something to defend yourself. You will not find a more capable set of daggers.” The white-haired woman nodded. “Use them and endeavor to deserve them,” Morrigan said plainly, and she walked away.  
 
    “Gee thanks,” Rana snorted, but her eyes lingered over the elvish weapons, and she carefully rewrapped the leather bundle before she placed them next to her seat on the cart. Morrigan’s words may have been offensive, but in her own way, it had been kind that she had bequeathed the daggers to Rana. And Morrigan was right, there were few weapons better than those crafted by the High Elves. 
 
    The women finished their preparations quickly, and after a quick meal, we were soon on our way. We agreed to stop at the next town to sell the treasure from the illusion goddess’s cave so that we could buy more supplies. After a few hours of travel, the edge of a town began to come into view. 
 
    This town was no better off than the last one that we had passed through. However, it was a great deal larger. As we rode through the bustling cobbled streets, I beheld the tall structures of crumbled stone and wood swollen with rainwater which reached up all around us. The tightly packed buildings were at least five or six stories tall, and I could only barely make out the edges of the roofs that sat atop them. Countless clotheslines were strung above our heads in between the buildings. Dingy linens, worn shirts, and socks that had more holes than material flapped in the breeze. As our party dismounted and proceeded to tether our riding animals in front of one of the shops, I looked at the town’s inhabitants more closely. 
 
    The townsfolk that passed by had the look of peasants. Many of their faces were dirty, and their clothes held an array of patches. Men’s trousers were held up by pieces of rope, and most of the children raced through the streets in bare feet. These people reminded me a bit of Rana. Not physically, of course, the townsfolk were primarily human with the occasional elf mixed in. No, it was their manner of dress, something I noted as Rana tied up the donkey and spoke with Carmedy. 
 
    Rana always appeared to be clean. Her face was never smeared with dirt and grime like these people. But her clothes, while tidy, did have patches, and they were ill-fitting. The cream-colored long sleeve shirt that she wore had a yellow tint as though it had been stained by too many hours in the sun. The sleeves were always rolled up to her elbows, and due to the size of the cuff, I suspected that the sleeves were too long. The dark blue vest that she wore over it was faded, and the black trousers that she wore seemed too large for her. She never wore shoes, but I didn’t know if that was because she preferred her fox feet to be free of coverings or because of financial reasons. While I knew nothing of her past, or which of the continents she hailed from, it was clear that she came from a humble background. 
 
    As Rana continued to speak with Carmedy, she became aware of my gaze, and she wrinkled her nose at me. 
 
    “What’s with you?” She smirked. I figured that if I were to tell her the true reason as to why I had been staring at her, it would come across as rude. 
 
    “I was thinking about your talisman.” I pointed to the piece around the fox’s neck. 
 
    “Yeah, what about it?” Rana asked suspiciously. 
 
    “You seem quite pleased with it,” I said as I approached the fox woman. “I thought that perhaps I could help you find something similar to it. May I see it?” 
 
    “No,” Rana said quickly, and she took a step back as she placed a paw over the talisman’s chain protectively. “You don’t need to see it, and I don’t need you to go jewelry shopping for me.” 
 
    “As you wish.” I folded my hands behind my back. She had bought my story, but unfortunately, my lie had upset her even further. I would have to be more careful in my interactions with her or she would never trust me. 
 
    “Alright,” Annalíse said to the rest of us as we formed a group beside the cart. “Who’s going to stay behind while we trade all of this in?” She gestured to the treasure-laden bags in the cart. 
 
    “I’ll stay!” Carmedy said cheerfully. “I promise I’ll--” 
 
    “Don’t even think about it, pussycat.” Rana held up a paw to silence Carmedy. “No adventures for you today, I’m not letting you out of my sight.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Annalíse eyed Carmedy who began to pout. “Morrigan?” Annalíse turned to the elf. 
 
    “Very well.” Morrigan shrugged. “I shall remain here.” 
 
    “Good,” Annalíse said. “The rest of us will be at that shop over there.” The freckled woman pointed to a structure about five buildings down from the one we were currently in front of. There were so many people in this town that naturally most of the hitching posts had been occupied, this was the closest that we could get. While it wasn’t ideal to walk that far with loads of valuables in tow, we had no choice. Besides, there was no cause for fear while I was present. If anyone were feeling particularly foolish and audacious today, they would quickly be put in their place. 
 
    “Send one of your ravens if you need anything, okay?” Annalíse nodded to the winged pets perched on the elf’s shoulders. 
 
    “I doubt that I will require any assistance,” Morrigan said flatly. “Should something occur, I am more than capable of handling the situation.” 
 
    “Fine.” Annalíse rolled her eyes. “Rana, I want you to handle the negotiations.” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure.” The fox bowed her head slightly and grinned. 
 
     “Alright then, let’s get going,” Annalíse said as she picked up one of the bags and turned on her heels. Carmedy followed close behind her as Rana and I grabbed the other two.  As we began to walk down the street, Carmedy’s eyes bulged at the goods that the street vendors were peddling. She paused for a moment to look at a display of golden jewelry whose value I greatly questioned. 
 
    “Ooh,” she muttered as she eyed the various trinkets. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t,” Annalíse said as she grabbed Carmedy’s wrist and yanked her away. “I don’t have time for your disappearing acts today.” 
 
    “But… but I just want to look for a minute,” Carmedy whined as the swordswoman pulled her through the crowd of townsfolk. “You guys could go on ahead while I look for a bit. I won’t be long.” 
 
    “Sure, Carmedy,” Annalíse said as she weaved through the street, “and when we come back, you’d be gone and have hightailed it to another bakery or some other shop that sells shiny things.” 
 
    “There’s a bakery here too?” Carmedy excitedly looked back and forth at the buildings on either side of the street. “Where? Did we already pass it?” 
 
    “Nevermind,” Annalíse groaned. We had nearly reached the trade shop when Annalíse came to an abrupt stop. She stared ahead of her into the crowd for a moment and then quickly leapt into a nearby alley with Carmedy in tow. The cat yelped in response and almost lost her balance as she followed the swordswoman.  
 
    Why had Annalíse stopped all of a sudden? She wasn’t fond of time wasting, she had scolded Carmedy for doing so more than once. And yet she had bolted into this shadowy alleyway when we had nearly arrived at our destination. 
 
    Rana and I exchanged curious looks before our eyes rested on Annalíse, at least the parts of her that we could actually see. After the female warrior dove into the alley, she released her grip on Carmedy and proceeded to crouch behind a large rain barrel. At the moment, we could only see the tops of her chestnut-colored braids. 
 
    “What on earth are you doing?” Rana raised a red eyebrow as she approached the alley. “I don’t think this is the best time to be playing hide and seek. We’ve got stuff to sell.” Annalíse didn’t respond to the fox’s words, and Rana and Carmedy looked at each other in concern. 
 
     I turned my head in the direction that Annalíse had been facing when she stopped. Because of the way that she had hastily concealed herself, I guessed that she had seen someone she knew, and for whatever reason, she obviously didn’t want that someone to see her. I scanned the busy area, but there were far too many people in the street to tell whom exactly she had seen, so I abandoned my efforts and turned my attention back to the alley where Annalíse hid. Rana crossed her arms and tapped her fox feet impatiently. 
 
    “Well? Are you going to tell us why you’re crouching behind a barrel?” Rana asked as she swished her tail. After a few moments, Annalíse cautiously poked her head out from behind the edge, and she squinted at the cobbled road beyond the alley. She slowly rose to her feet and began to slink across the wall. Carmedy and Rana wrinkled their noses in confusion as they watched the tall warrior peer out from the alley and look up and down the street. 
 
    “Okaaay,” Rana said as she looked at Annalíse in disbelief. “You’re acting like you stole something.” The fox chuckled. “Wait, did you steal something?” Rana’s eyes widened. The freckled woman said nothing as she carefully scanned the street. I tried to follow her gaze, but her eyes didn’t seem to focus on anyone for more than a moment. Whoever she had seen was no longer there. “You did steal something, didn’t you?” Rana asked excitedly. 
 
    “Wow, I can’t believe it.” Carmedy’s mouth gaped open. “Annalíse, a thief? It doesn’t seem possible. I never thought she’d do something so… underhanded. Oh, uh, no offense Rana,” the cat said sheepishly. 
 
    “None taken.” The fox casually waved her paw.  
 
    I too was in disbelief. I had found Annalíse’s character to be noble. A woman such as she would never take up thievery, so I concluded that my earlier guess was correct, and she was hiding from someone. 
 
    “I never would have guessed. I’m so proud.” The fox wiped away a fake tear. “So, what was it? Gold? Jewels?” 
 
    “I didn’t steal anything,” Annalíse hissed over her shoulder. 
 
    “Aw, too bad.” Rana slumped her shoulders. “I had high hopes for you, kid. Wait, if you didn’t rob somebody, then why are you acting so sneaky?” The fox tilted her head to one side and placed her paws on her hips, but Annalíse ignored her once again and continued to survey the area. “We’re not going anywhere until you tell us what’s going on,” Rana said impatiently. Annalíse looked out at the street one final time and then she finally sighed, her tense shoulders now relaxed as she turned to Rana. 
 
    “I saw someone I knew, that’s all,” the human woman said simply. 
 
    “Alright, I get that,” Rana said slowly. “But since when do you hide from people? What did you do?” The fox narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “Yes, please tell us,” I said as I took a step toward the female warrior. “If you are in some sort of trouble, perhaps I can--” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” Annalíse said annoyedly as she brushed past me and walked out of the alley. “I just didn’t want to talk to them.” 
 
    “You didn’t want to talk to them?” Rana smirked. “No. When you see people you don’t want to talk to, you walk on the other side of the street. You literally threw yourself into an alley and jumped behind a barrel.” 
 
    “I agree with Rana,” I said, and the fox looked at me in surprise. “That was quite an extreme reaction. Whoever you saw, you must either despise them greatly or fear them.” 
 
    “No, it’s- Look, I saw a man that I used to know, and that’s it,” Annalíse mumbled as we followed behind her. 
 
    “Ohh, I get it now.” Realization began to flood onto Rana’s face. The fox winked at Carmedy who smiled and nodded. I glanced at the two women curiously and then looked back at Annalíse. Clearly, I had missed something, but these two seemed to have figured it out. 
 
    “He must have been pretty awful for you to want to hide from him,” Carmedy said as she and Rana jogged to match Annalíse’s long, determined strides. “Was he mean? Was he not ready to settle down?” Carmedy gasped suddenly. “Did he leave you for another woman?” She and Rana looked at the swordswoman with wide eyes in anticipation of her response. I doubted that any of Carmedy’s theories were reason enough for Annalíse to take such drastic measures to avoid someone, but I shared the cat’s desire to uncover the truth, and I eagerly awaited the female warrior's explanation. 
 
    Annalíse ignored Carmedy’s questions as she opened the heavy wooden door to the trade shop. The shopkeeper behind the counter was already with two other customers, but he nodded to us in greeting. Annalíse returned the gesture, and while I cordially raised a hand in reply, Carmedy and Rana didn’t take their eyes off of Annalíse for even a second. 
 
    “That’s it isn’t it?” Carmedy breathed as we entered the building. “He left you? Oh, you poor thing.” She patted the swordswoman’s back sympathetically. “No wonder you wanted to hide from him. If you had run into him, it would have been so awkward.” Carmedy shook her head sadly. “Wait, you don’t still have feelings for him do you?” She raised a hand to her mouth. Annalíse groaned and rubbed at her temples in frustration. “Oh no, I’m so sorry Annalíse,” the feline wailed as she threw her arms around the freckled woman who seemed uncomfortable with the compassionate gesture. “I know it hurts,” Carmedy added as she squeezed. “But you’ve got to let him go. He doesn’t deserve you.”   
 
    “What a jerk,” Rana grimaced. “Carmedy is right, forget about him. Whoever he is, you can do way better.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Carmedy said with a soft smile. “And we’re here for you if you want to talk about it.” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” Annalíse said under her breath. For some reason, she didn’t seem comforted by her friends’ words. Her expression was rather agitated. 
 
    “That’s alright,” Carmedy said kindly. “We understand, don’t we, Rana?” The fox nodded in affirmation. 
 
    “It’s not your fault that men are pigs,” Rana said with an angry glance in my direction before she turned back to Annalíse. I looked at the fox woman in confusion. Why had she given me such a look? I had done nothing wrong. I was not the cause of Annalíse’s distress. In fact, I had offered to help her. 
 
    As we waited for the shopkeeper to conclude his business with the two men already at the counter, I pondered what Annalíse had said while the other women continued to console her. It was possible that she had actually been hiding from a former lover and didn’t wish to cross paths with him. Carmedy was right, it would have been an awkward encounter. Anyone would have wanted to avoid such an unpleasant meeting. 
 
    And yet, I still felt that something was wrong about her story. Though my knowledge was vast, I would never claim to understand the ins and outs of women. Even as a god, I still found females baffling. Isolda’s actions had confused me on more than one occasion. I recalled a few times when she had been upset and told me she didn’t wish to be bothered. And then when I had obliged her, she had gotten even more upset though I had done as she asked.  
 
    Women were indeed an enigma. 
 
    Somehow, I felt that Annalíse would not have had such a dramatic reaction to a man who had jilted her. She seemed the type to confront her problems head-on, and hiding seemed out of character for her. There had to be another reason for her odd behavior, but what could it possibly be? 
 
    The proprietor finally shook hands with each of the men whom he had been dealing with and handed them two sacks that bulged with coins. He motioned for us to approach the counter as the two male patrons turned to go. The two men walked a few steps and then abruptly stopped as their eyes rested on the three women. They glanced at the large sacks they carried, and their faces twisted into dubious expressions. 
 
    “What you got there?” the taller of the two men asked Annalíse suspiciously. Each of the men had short black hair, hawk-like noses, and cold dark eyes. 
 
    “What’s it look like? A bag of rocks?” Rana snorted. “We have stuff to sell just like you.” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you, half-breed,” the man sneered as he looked Rana up and down disapprovingly. “Knowing your kind, you probably stole it.” The short round man beside him began to snicker. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Rana said angrily. “My kind?” 
 
    “You heard me,” the tall, lanky man said. “Anything found in a fox’s possession was most likely stolen from someone else. Everyone knows that. You simply can’t keep your dirty little paws to yourself, can you?” The thin man spat on the ground right in front of Rana’s fox feet. Rana looked furiously at the puddle of spit that lay before her. She scowled and opened her mouth to retort, but Annalíse held up a hand to stop her. 
 
    “We’re simply trying to sell our belongings.” Annalíse’s voice was calm, but she had a fierce look in her eye. “Please step aside.”  
 
    “You’re actually going to defend this filthy thieving fox?” the slim man snorted. 
 
    The fox woman’s eyes narrowed, and she clenched her paws tightly. “Why you bony little--” 
 
    “She didn’t steal it,” Carmedy said politely as she put her hand out to stop Rana from moving toward the man. “We earned it fair and square. We conquered one of the nearby dungeons, and this is what we took from it.” The cat gestured to the bags. 
 
    “You really expect us to believe that?” the fat man said with a haughty laugh. “A bunch of women conquering a dungeon? Impossible.” 
 
    “We did, honest.” Carmedy nodded her head. “See, there was this illusion goddess, and she--” 
 
    “Look, we’re not interested in your little stories,” the tall man said sharply. Carmedy snapped her mouth shut and released a small whimper. “I don’t believe you any more than I believe that other animal.” He gestured to Rana. The red-headed woman’s tail thrashed at the air, and she gritted her teeth. “Like I said,” he pointed to the fuming fox, “you stole it.” He turned his finger toward a droopy-eared Carmedy.  “And you probably helped her.” The skinny man then shook his head angrily at Annalíse. “And you, you should be should be ashamed of yourself, associating with the likes of them.” 
 
    “They did not steal anything,” I said simply as I stepped forward.  
 
    These men had no right to speak to my minions this way. The shopkeeper nervously glanced back and forth between the two men and me. It was clear that he didn’t want a fight to break out in his place of business. 
 
    “I don’t remember asking for your opinion, mister,” the tall man snarled. “Why don’t you go about your trading and stay out of this? This has nothing to do with you.”  
 
    “That’s telling him, Philip.” The stout man sniggered, and his chubby red cheeks wobbled. “You don’t know who you’re messing with.” 
 
    “It is you who doesn’t know with whom they are dealing,” I said firmly. “Apologize to them this instant and be on your way.” 
 
    “You’re joking right?” The bony man gaped at me in disbelief. “You don’t know who we are, do you?” 
 
    “I do not care who you are,” I snapped. “Apologize to these women and leave here at once.” 
 
    “You must be new around here, mister,” the lanky man said with a smug grin. “You look like some sort of religious man.” He eyed the robe I wore. “I suggest you get out of here and go find some people to pray over before you get yourself into trouble.”  
 
    “I’d listen to him if I were you,” the pudgy man jeered. “We wouldn’t want you to get hurt now would we?”  
 
    “Now that would be a shame now wouldn’t it?” the slim man beside him chuckled wickedly. “Especially since you’re new to our lovely little town. We wouldn’t want you to get a bad impression.” 
 
    I had heard enough of their foolish banter. My frustration began to rise, and my blood boiled. I could strike these two insignificant imbeciles down with a wave of my hand, but I didn’t need to resort to my godly strength to deal with the likes of them. I cleared the distance between myself and the tall man in a single step, and before he could react, I punched him square in the jaw. The man flew backward and crashed into the wooden floor. The plump man looked at his companion in shock and then turned back to face me. 
 
    “Who do you think you are?” the round man shouted at me. “You can’t--” his words caught in his fleshy throat as my fist connected with his fat cheek. Given his girth, he didn’t fly off his feet as the other man had, but he still staggered back and fell to the floor with a mighty thud. The two men shook their heads in an effort to shoo away the pain, and they glared at me as they rubbed at their sore faces. 
 
    “Get out, now,” I demanded angrily. The two men clumsily rose to their feet and tripped over each other’s limbs in the process. They scowled as they finally picked themselves up and brushed past us. 
 
    “You’re gonna regret this, mister.” The thin man pointed a bony finger at me when he was halfway out the door. The flabby man who was already outside glowered at me from behind his companion. “You’ll see. The next time we meet, things are gonna be different.” The tall man whined as though he were a defiant child who had just been disciplined. “You’ll wish you’d never laid eyes on the Barden brothers!” He slammed the heavy door behind them. I heard their retreating footsteps as they walked away from the shop and before long the noise of their steps was swallowed by the sounds of the busy town. 
 
    The proprietor who had waited nervously from behind the counter now breathed a sigh of relief. Annalíse nodded her thanks to me and proceeded to hand her bag over to the shopkeeper. 
 
    “Thank you for stepping in,” Carmedy said softly as Rana and I placed our bags on the counter. “Those men weren’t very nice.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Rana muttered. “You didn’t need to get involved though.” She frowned at me. “I could have handled those two idiots on my own. I don’t need you to fight my battles for me.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure you could have dealt with them,” I said patiently. “But they were being disrespectful. You are my minions. If someone insults you, they are insulting me as well. I will not tolerate it.” 
 
    “Oh… okay,” Rana said slowly. She seemed surprised by my words. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to say thank you, Rana?” Carmedy smiled as she lightly elbowed the fox’s ribs. “He defended our honor, oh, like the knights in the storybooks! How chivalrous,” the cat said with a giggle. 
 
    Rana glanced at me awkwardly. Was she actually going thank me? She opened her mouth slightly for a moment and then she closed it. She gave me a small nod and then mumbled something to herself before she began to speak with the shopkeeper. 
 
    “Sorry,” Carmedy whispered to me. “That’s just her way. I’m sure she’s grateful to you though.” The cat nodded to the red-headed woman. I wondered if Rana had heard what Carmedy said. If she had, she didn’t let on, and the fox-tailed woman continued to negotiate with the proprietor. 
 
    I gave the cat an understanding smile. I didn’t mind that Rana hadn’t thanked me verbally. I understood her desire to handle things on her own. She didn’t like having to depend on others, but she had at least acknowledged what I had done for them, and she had thanked me in her own way. This was a step in the right direction. For once, our interaction hadn’t ended in her glaring at me. 
 
    Satisfied with the progress that I had made, I watched intently as Rana expertly haggled her way through our loot. This was the second time that I had seen her bargaining in action, and I was as impressed as I had been before. She rattled off prices without hesitation, and I imagined that the fox’s mind was filled with jumbles of numbers. I didn’t know how she managed to keep track of the constantly changing value of so many kinds of items. I watched her carefully this time around and began to understand the general monetary value of a few types of jewels and items crafted from precious metals. 
 
    Rana’s negotiations didn’t take up too much of our time. Unlike the greasy proprietor we had dealt with in the last town, this one seemed to be a more honorable man. The fox and the shopkeeper did disagree on the value of a handful of items, but each time they were quickly able to determine a middle ground. This time she didn’t have to resort to threats, and we soon left the shop with a sack filled to the brim with coins. 
 
    “Well done, Rana,” I congratulated the fox as walked down the street. “Your skills in negotiation are quite proficient.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, thanks,” Rana said uneasily. She looked off to the side as she awkwardly scratched one of her fox ears. 
 
    “Perhaps, later on, you could explain to me the finer points of bartering,” I said kindly. “I would like to understand more about the process and the current value of various goods. The worth of gold and jewels has changed much in the centuries that I have been asleep you see.” 
 
    “Uh… y-yeah, I guess,” Rana stammered. “It’s not that hard, but I guess I can explain how it works some time.” 
 
    “I look forward to it,” I said with a friendly nod. The fox woman gave me a curious look and then turned her attention to the street before us. I was sure that Rana was feeling confused at the moment, but she would work through this, and in time, she would see that I was a trustworthy master. Then, if I hadn’t already figured it out, she would share with me her secret. 
 
    We soon rejoined Morrigan at the spot where we had left her with our riding animals. 
 
    “I believe that it would be best if we remain in town for the evening,” Morrigan said simply. “We have yet to purchase additional supplies and doing so will take time. I suggest that we find a suitable inn and depart tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to stay here any longer than we have to.” Annalíse frowned at the sun that had begun to set. “But you’re right. It would take a little while to buy what we need, and we’d end up having to travel at night. I guess we’ll be sleeping in beds tonight everyone.” The freckled woman sighed happily. “It’s been a while since I’ve slept in a bed.” 
 
    “Yay!” Carmedy clapped her hands excitedly. “Let’s stay somewhere pretty with golden chandeliers and fancy desserts,” she purred with delight. 
 
    “That sounds wonderful to me,” Annalíse mumbled dreamily and stared off into space for a moment. “But I don’t think there are any places like that here. Did anyone see an inn on this street?” She looked at the buildings on the other side of the road. “There has to be at least a few in a town this big.” 
 
    “I believe that I saw a tavern that offered lodgings across the street from the trade shop.” I pointed toward one of the far buildings on the opposite side. 
 
    “We’ll try there then.” Annalíse nodded. “Now the only problem is our riding animals. I don’t want to leave them unattended while we’re in there.” 
 
    “What are we going to do then?” Carmedy cocked her head to one side. 
 
    “Well, it’s not fair to have one of us stay out here all night,” Annalíse mused. “We’ll have to take turns keeping watch like we do when we camp. Who wants to take the first watch?” the tall woman asked as she looked around the group. I expected Carmedy to volunteer so that she could go off on another one of her unauthorized adventures, but she made no such offer. Instead, she stood silently, as did Rana and Morrigan. None of the three women seemed particularly eager to undertake the task. Rana and Carmedy grimaced in response to Annalíse’s proposition, and even Morrigan gave a dissatisfied expression. 
 
     “It is my opinion that since I stayed behind today to guard our possessions, I should not take the first watch,” Morrigan said plainly. 
 
    “Alright.” Annalíse nodded. “Fair enough. Rana?” The human warrior turned to the fox. 
 
    “Oh no, don’t look at me.” Rana held her paws in the air. “The rest of you will be in there having a merry old time, and I’ll be out here twiddling my thumbs missing all the fun.” 
 
    “But you don’t have thumbs,” Carmedy pointed out. 
 
    “You know what I mean.” Rana rolled her eyes. “Besides, I pretty much always take the first watch, voluntarily I might add. You guys owe me, and I’m cashing in right now.” The fox crossed her arms. “Now then, I think we all can agree that Carmedy shouldn’t be left out here at all.” The fox gestured to the small cat. 
 
    “Heyy, yeah, that’s right,” Carmedy said cheerfully. “Hooray, fancy desserts here I come!” She clasped her hands excitedly. 
 
    “Annalíse, how about you go first?” Rana said with a sly grin. 
 
    “Oh… well, I…” the chestnut-haired woman replied with a bemused expression. Evidently, she hadn’t expected to be nominated for first watch. “To be honest, I don’t want to go first either,” Annalíse said with slight embarrassment. “I’m really looking forward to those beds.” 
 
    “Well, then who’s going to--” 
 
    “I have a suggestion,” I interrupted Carmedy. The four women turned to me expectantly. “I could leave my shadow slaves here to stand watch throughout the night. I can communicate with them regardless of where they are, and they are swift. If something occurs at any point during the evening, I will know almost immediately. This way, we can all enjoy the tavern’s offerings without interruption and sleep soundly.” Each of the women blinked at me in surprise 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” Carmedy said cheerfully. 
 
    “Indeed, this is an agreeable alternative.” Morrigan nodded once. 
 
    “Hold on now.” Rana raised a red eyebrow. “I like the idea of not having to stay out here at all, but why didn’t you bring this up sooner? We could have used them back in the other town when Carmedy decided to go dessert hunting.” She gestured to the cat. 
 
    “At the time, I didn’t find it necessary.” I shrugged. “I figured that Morrigan was capable of handling the situation. I was unaware of Carmedy’s… escapades.” The fox stared at me, but it wasn’t a look of anger or disgust. It was one of curiosity. 
 
    “Alright then, it’s settled,” Annalíse said happily. 
 
    “Ooh, I can’t wait to see what yummy things they have.” Carmedy licked her lips in anticipation. “Minions hoo!” The petite cat-girl pumped her fist in the air. Then she grabbed Annalíse’s hand and jogged down the street. The freckled woman hadn’t expected Carmedy’s sudden movement and stumbled for a few steps as the green-eyed woman pulled her along. 
 
    “Carmedy, slow down!” Annalíse exclaimed when they narrowly avoided a man pushing a squeaky wheelbarrow. 
 
    Rana shook her head and chuckled as she dashed off to catch up with them. Morrigan followed behind them without any hurry and whispered to her ravens as she walked. I strolled behind the white-haired elf at a moderate pace. Like Morrigan, I was in no hurry, but I was sure that my reason was different from hers. Now that we were staying the night, there was no need to rush, at least I didn’t think so. I could enjoy a casual walk amongst the people that bustled about the street. It was good to be free. 
 
    A couple of children raced past me as they chased a ball, and a dog yawned lazily and curled up underneath one of the vendor’s carts for a nap. Some of the passersby glanced or blatantly stared at the women as they navigated through the busy cobbled road. Perhaps it was because the townsfolk knew that the women were newcomers. Or it could have been because they weren’t used to seeing bipedal foxes and cats and elves with mage markings. Then again, maybe it was because Carmedy and Annalíse kept bumping into people. 
 
    As I watched the four women weave through the crowd, a smile came to my lips. I was pleased that I had been able to come up with a suitable alternative, but not only because none of my minions had wanted to stay outside. I had my own selfish reasons and wasn’t the least bit ashamed of them. 
 
    I myself would not have wanted to keep watch. My desire to indulge in the inn’s delights in their entirety was as great as theirs if not greater. I had experienced a few different environments since I had left behind the dreariness and solitude of my dungeon, and I had relished each one with newfound appreciation. I would not take even the simplest of things for granted.  
 
    As my steps brought me closer to the tavern, I longed to experience its sights, smells, and sounds. While Annalíse’s bliss over sleeping in beds wasn’t something that we shared, there was still a sort of eagerness within me simply because it was new and different. My mind hadn’t been consumed with thoughts of desserts like Carmedy’s had been. However, I did look forward to sampling the tavern’s foods. Hopefully, there would be no trouble during the night that would interrupt the eagerly anticipated delights to come. I wanted to savor this evening. Even gods needed the occasional break. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “Not bad.” Rana looked around the inn with satisfaction.  
 
    After bumping into several people and offering numerous rushed apologies, Carmedy and Annalíse had arrived at the tavern first. Rana had followed, and Morrigan and I approached soon after. The five of us gazed at our new surroundings, and our eyes darted to every last corner of the place. 
 
    The inn was not extravagant in the least. There was no golden chandelier as Carmedy had hoped, but I could tell from the women’s expressions that it was still a welcome change to sleeping outside. The space was large and every surface, from the walls to the ceiling to the floor, was constructed of hearty darkened wood. By the time we had reached our destination, the sun had nearly disappeared altogether, and the candles of the sturdy iron chandelier that hung over the room’s center had already been lit. 
 
    The building housed several long wooden tables with matching benches. Each seating arrangement had several brass candlesticks and collectively, the small flames bathed the spacious room in a warm glow. The atmosphere of the tavern was lively, and several groups of men occupied most of the tables. The men ate, drank, and chattered amongst themselves enthusiastically. The vibrancy of the tavern was exhilarating, and my excitement grew as the fascinating sounds of the tavern swirled around me. 
 
    Loud laughter filled the air as men swapped tales of amusement. Patrons sang their drunken songs while a duo played fiddles beside the great stone hearth’s crackling fire. Ale mugs cheerily clacked together, and occasionally the foamy beverage sloshed over the brims and splattered to the floor. I had never before entered such a place, and that made it all the more thrilling to me. 
 
    Our party approached the counter that stood to one side of the room, and I stared in awe at the fur rug that lay in front of it. The hide was enormous, and although the thick fur was a sinister black, it looked rather soft. Whatever beast this had come from probably hadn’t been taken down easily. It looked to be about twice the size of a bear. The pelt was a good ten feet wide and roughly twenty long. Never before had I seen a creature of this size. Were there more of these magnificent hulking beasts? Were they local to this continent? Whatever the case, I hoped that one day I’d lay eyes on a living one. 
 
    There was a large muscular man behind the counter with his back to us. He busily wiped ale mugs clean, and one by one placed them on a slightly slanted shelf. Hefty barrels were stacked to the right, one atop another. Their spigots dripped lazily, and the drink within gave the air a hoppy smell.  
 
    Rana rapped on the counter to get the man’s attention, and he quickly turned to us as he placed the mug he had been cleaning on the counter. 
 
    “My apologies, I didn’t see you there,” the man’s deep voice boomed. His voice was loud and had a jovial ring to it. “How can I help you, folks?” 
 
    “We’d like some rooms, please,” Annalíse said pleasantly. “How much are they?” 
 
    “Rooms with one bed are ten gold coins, and rooms with two beds are five.” The big man counted the two options on his fingers. 
 
    “Ooh, we could each have our own rooms,” Carmedy whispered to Annalíse as she bounced on her heels excitedly. 
 
    “I would love to have my own room,” Annalíse said blissfully, and she bit her lip at the thought. 
 
    “So would I.” Rana chuckled. “Believe me I would, but I don’t think we should overspend. Some of us could share, and he can have his own.” The fox gestured to me. 
 
    “You’re right,” Annalíse said with a sigh. “We’ll take three rooms.” The swordswoman turned to me, and I stuck my hand into my pocket to retrieve one of the bags of coins. I handed it to Annalíse who proceeded to open the sack and place the specified amount of money on the counter. The bulky man’s eyes widened at the sight of the bag that Annalíse had drawn from, and he looked at our group in surprise. 
 
    “Alright then,” he said with a large smile and scooped the coins into his huge palm. He stooped down to retrieve something from under the counter before he returned to us. “Here are your keys.” He placed three brass keys in front of us. “The rooms are right up there.” He pointed to the wooden stairs across the room. “Yours will be the last three doors on the right.” 
 
    “That’ll be fine,” Annalíse said as she pocketed the keys and handed the bag of remaining coins back to me. 
 
    “Anything else I can help you with?” the big man said as he resumed cleaning the ale mug. 
 
    “What kind of food do you have here?” Carmedy asked excitedly. “Do you have cake?” 
 
    “No, no cake I’m afraid,” the man said with a hearty laugh. “We have beef stew, roast leg of lamb, a nice smoked cod, and pie though.” 
 
    “What kind of pie?” Carmedy leaned forward on the counter in anticipation. 
 
    “Cherry. My wife makes it herself,” the large man said proudly. “Best in town.” 
 
    “That’s all I needed to hear.” Carmedy rubbed her hands together hungrily. “Where do we order?” 
 
    “You can leave your order with me,” the man said with a large grin. “Go ahead and set yourselves down at one of those tables, and it’ll be brought to you directly.” 
 
    “Sounds go to me,” the green-eyed cat purred. “We’ll have some of everything. Tonight, we feast like kings!” 
 
    The man chuckled at Carmedy’s enthusiasm. 
 
    “Why don’t you folks have some drinks in the meantime? On the house. We don’t often have such lovely ladies as customers here,” he said with a playful wink. 
 
    “Mister, you’re speaking my language.” Rana grinned. “I think we’ll take you up on that offer.” The fox linked arms with Carmedy and turned in the direction of the tables.  
 
    “Hold on.” Annalíse stopped them. “Give me your packs. I’ll drop them off upstairs.” The fox and the cat removed the bags they carried on their shoulders and handed them to the female warrior before they walked off toward one of the tables. 
 
    “Thank you, mister…?” Annalíse turned back to the man behind the counter. 
 
    “Just call me Tom,” the big man said with a polite nod. 
 
    “Thank you, Tom,” the freckled woman said, and with that, we walked away from the counter.  
 
    “I’m going to drop these off in one of the rooms.” Annalíse gestured to Carmedy and Rana’s bags and slung them over her shoulder. “You two can give me your packs and go ahead and join the others.” After Annalíse took our bags, she turned from us and quickly made her way toward the wooden stairs. The female warrior’s long strides carried her across the energetic room, and she reached the other side in moments. Annalíse jogged up the stairs, and they creaked and groaned with each hurried step that she took. A few seconds later she reached the landing, and her chestnut braids bobbed out of sight. 
 
    Carmedy and Rana had chosen an empty table near the back of the tavern, and they waved us over to join them. Morrigan and I walked in between the tables, and as we passed, the pale elf got a few curious glances stares. There were a few elves in town, so I was sure that the townsfolk weren’t unaccustomed to seeing them. It was the white-haired elf’s red mage markings that were bringing her so much attention. Either that or her pet ravens. 
 
    Morrigan and I sat down opposite the cat and the fox, and within a few minutes a thin woman wearing an apron who I assumed to be Tom’s wife, brought a tray of drinks to us. 
 
    “Here you go,” the woman said with a sweet smile as she placed the mugs on the table. “Enjoy. Your food will be out in two shakes of a lizard’s tail.” With that, she scurried away and disappeared behind a door beside the counter. I motioned for my minions to wait for a moment and took a sip from each of the mugs to be safe. I hadn’t forgotten the Barden brother’s threat from earlier. When I was sure the drinks hadn’t been tampered with, I gave my companions the go ahead. 
 
    “Ahh, this is the life,” Rana said as she picked up a mug and stretched her legs out on the long bench. She took a few long gulps and sighed with satisfaction. 
 
    “I’ll say,” Carmedy said after a sip from her cup. “All that food sounded so delicious. I can’t wait to eat!” 
 
    “It did sound rather appetizing, I must admit,” I said with a smile. I too was eager to try the foods that Tom had spoken of. 
 
    “Our lodgings are not lavish,” Morrigan said as she glanced around the room. “But they are… tolerable. And I have grown tired of our meals of brown bread and roasted salt beef.” 
 
    “I’m with you on that,” Carmedy said as she took another sip. “Not to complain or anything, but even the meat I kept fresh with my herbs gets old after a while. It’s nice to, you know, have something different for a change.”  
 
    Annalíse returned a few moments later and sat beside Carmedy. “Is that for me?” The tall woman pointed at the completely filled ale mug. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Rana said, and she raised her cup in cheer. “Drink up.” Annalíse grasped her cup with two hands and took several large gulps. The rest of our group stared at her with wide eyes as the freckled warrior chugged the alcohol until it was gone. She finally set her mug down in front of her and licked her lips. 
 
    “Alright, Annalíse!” Rana leaned around Carmedy and patted the human woman on the back. “That’s the way to do it.” 
 
    “Well, I figured I earned it.” Annalíse laughed raspily. “In fact, we all have.” 
 
    “Here, here!” Rana raised her mug to the air. “To the dungeon conquerors,” the fox said as the rest of us held our cups together in a toast. 
 
    “Annalíse’s cup is empty so that one doesn’t count,” Carmedy said with a hiccup infused giggle. 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to fix that then, won’t we?” Rana said with a wry grin. The fox raised a finger to Tom’s wife who was walking by. The woman whisked away the empty cup and returned with an extra one for each of us. We toasted once more, and within a few minutes, Tom’s wife returned with platters of steaming food. As she placed them before us, Carmedy’s eyes bulged at the feast. My mouth began to water, and my senses were overwhelmed with scents of freshly baked bread, fragrant spices, and roasted meats. Without hesitation, we each began to fill our plates. 
 
    For a long while, there was no conversation of any kind at our table, only chewing and moans of satisfaction. As we filled our bellies, we listened to the fiddlers’ spirited tunes. Carmedy occasionally sang along through mouthfuls of food, and Annalíse tapped her foot in rhythm. The merriment was joyous and unlike anything I had experienced since my banishment to my dungeon. I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt so contented. 
 
    When we’d finished our meal, Tom’s wife came to clear the dishes away and informed us that the pie would be ready soon. I turned around on the bench and leaned my back against the table as I rubbed at my swollen belly. To my recollection, I had never eaten so heartily. Every bite had been more delicious than the last, and I looked forward to the cherry pie. This tavern was a wonderful place. It would be a shame to leave in the morning, but we did have more important things to do. Places to go, dungeons to conquer, as Rana had so comically put it, but I would enjoy my time here to its fullest. 
 
    “Hey,” Rana said suspiciously. “Is it just me or do those guys keep looking over here?” The fox woman’s voice brought me away from my contented thoughts.   
 
    The rest of us turned to look briefly at Rana whose face bore an irritated expression. We then turned to face the direction in which she was gazing. A few tables down from us was a group of seven men. When I first turned around, I didn’t observe anyone looking in our direction, but after I watched them for a few moments, I did see a few narrow-eyed glances and whispers. What was the matter with them? 
 
    To my knowledge, none of us had done anything to warrant such hostility from these men. We hadn’t even in been inside the tavern for that long. All we had done so far was talk with Tom and enjoy our food and drinks. No one in our party had spoken to them. We hadn’t even paid them any mind up till now. How had we managed to cause tension in such a short amount of time? 
 
    “See, they did it again,” Rana hissed. “What’s their problem?” The fox frowned. 
 
    “Maybe it’s like Tom said.” Carmedy giggled. “They’re not used to seeing such lovely women.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Rana said as she squinted at the table in question. She didn’t seem convinced. “Wait, aren’t those the two morons from the trade shop?” The fox raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “It is them,” Annalíse grumbled before she took another gulp from her mug. 
 
    “Who are these… morons?” Morrigan asked. I had forgotten that she hadn’t been with us when we had met the Barden brothers earlier today. 
 
    “We had a bit of a… disagreement with some men today,” Carmedy said softly. 
 
    “It wasn’t a disagreement.” Rana snorted. “They insulted Carmedy and me, and then they insulted Annalíse for ‘associating with us.’” 
 
    “I see.” Morrigan nodded. “Was this all that transpired?” 
 
    “No,” Rana said with a sly grin. “Demon man over here knocked them clean off their feet, and I mean literally.” She gestured to me and shot me a quick smile. I was shocked by that but returned her smile and nodded politely.  
 
    Suddenly, the fox’s friendly disposition began to darken, and I wondered what I could have possibly have done in such a short amount of time to upset her, but then I realized she wasn’t looking at me. She was looking behind me. I turned over my shoulder to see the two men we had encountered in the shop as well as two others. They were clearly not coming with pleasant greetings in mind as they each bore angry looks. 
 
    The men we’d encountered earlier each had a purple bruise where I had struck them, and I struggled to keep back a smile at the sight. The thin man pointed to me with a scowl and whispered something to the two new men. The newcomers also had the same dark hair and sharp noses. The man who led the group was almost as large as Tom and had a jagged scar that slanted across his right eyebrow. The other man who I didn’t recognize was a head shorter than him and just as muscular. 
 
    “I hear you were picking on my two little brothers.” The man with the scar folded his arms and glared at me when his group reached our table. 
 
    “Ohh, you’re all brothers?” Rana asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Yeah,” the larger man sneered. “So are they.” He jerked a thumb at the table they had come from. The men who sat there stared at us with unflinching hate in their eyes. 
 
    “That explains it,” Rana said with a wry grin. “I was wondering why everyone at your table was so ugly. Now it all makes sense. It runs in the family. And here I thought that maybe the people in this town weren’t that good looking.”  
 
    I nearly choked in my effort to stifle a chortle. I was used to Rana’s creative and unapologetic wisecracks, but she had outdone herself this time. She wasn’t holding back, and I had to admit it was quite entertaining. Carmedy snorted as she tried to hold back her laughter. Even Morrigan seemed amused as the tiniest smile came to her lips, but the Barden brothers apparently hadn’t found the fox’s words so funny as they glowered at her. 
 
    “You shut your mouth, you filthy fox,” the scarred man said sharply. “We don’t need your kind around here, or yours.” He pointed at Carmedy. 
 
    “Look,” Carmedy said softly. “We’re not trying to cause trouble. Your brothers are actually the ones who picked a fight with us and--” 
 
    “Did I ask you to speak?” the leader growled, and Carmedy whimpered in response. “Don’t go blaming them. Let me fill you all in on how things work around here.” He placed his hands on the table and leaned forward. “We Bardens run this town, and we don’t take kindly to half-breeds or strangers who don’t know their place.” He narrowed his eyes at me. 
 
    “That’s telling him, Luke,” the fat man from before chimed in. 
 
    “You know, I’m getting really tired of these names.” Rana slammed her paws on the table and slowly rose to her feet. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you it’s not nice to call people names?” The fox’s blue eyes flickered with anger and defiance. “My name is Rana, not half-breed, not filthy fox. Rana. Got that?” the red-headed woman said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Did you say something, half-breed?” Luke said mockingly, and the men beside him began to laugh. Luke joined in, but within seconds, his raucous laughter was choked off when Rana’s clenched paw slammed into his stomach. 
 
    “I thought I told you not to call me that?” Rana said darkly. The man let out a muffled yell of surprise and staggered backward a bit as his brothers stood with their mouths agape. Luke clutched at his stomach, and both he and the other men glared at the fox.  
 
    “Why, you rotten little mongrel,” Luke gasped as he struggled to steady his breath. “You’ll pay for that.” 
 
    Then all hell broke loose. 
 
    Luke released a guttural yell and lunged toward Rana. I had anticipated such a reaction after the fox’s blow had landed and had already stood before he had a chance to move toward her. I grabbed his shoulder firmly, and he whirled around to look at me in surprise. As soon as he turned, I punched him in the nose.  
 
    He fell back from the impact and knocked down both the thin man and his chubby brother in the process. The muscular brother who was still standing spat another racial slur at Rana, and she flew at him to land a series of lightning-fast punches to his face and stomach. The man groaned and toppled backward just as Luke and his younger brothers began to pick themselves up. 
 
    The remaining brothers from the table stood up and raced over to join the brawl. When two of the men went for Carmedy, she squealed and ran around to the opposite side of the table. As the attackers gave chase, Annalíse casually stuck her boot out as they passed. The first man tripped, tumbled forward and crashed onto the floor. The man behind him tried to stop himself, but he halted too quickly and tripped over his own feet to slam to the floor as well. 
 
    “Idiots,” Annalíse breathed. The tall, thin man and his portly companion jeered at Morrigan who sat calmly at the table. Her lips formed a tight line, and she whispered a single word to the ravens who perched on her shoulders. The birds immediately leapt from their master’s shoulders and dove toward the two men. The younger brothers shrieked at the birds’ sudden movement. They cowered and covered their faces as the ravens flapped above their heads and snatched and pecked at them with their talons and beaks. 
 
    Morrigan and I had shared the same thought. These men weren’t worth the use of our dark magic. Luke finally managed to find his feet, and he glared at me as he wiped his bloody nose with his sleeve. With an evil grin on his face, he pulled a small knife from his trouser pocket. He began to walk toward me through the battling throng and jiggled the blade in his hand smugly.  
 
    “I think I’ll start by carving a few notches in that ugly face of yours,” Luke growled as he pointed his weapon toward my cheek. “Then I’ll cut off three or four of your fingers. Tell you what, I’ll even let you choose which ones you get to keep.” He let out a wicked chuckle. “If you beg for mercy, I might even let you live.” If this man thought that I was going to beg him for anything he was sorely mistaken. His desperate pleas would soon fill the air, not mine. 
 
    I waited for him to get closer. He wouldn’t be getting up from my next attack so quickly. When he was only a few steps away, he gripped his knife in preparation, but I was ready for him. It turned out I didn’t need to be. As he pulled his arm back to stab at me, one of the brass candlesticks from the tables smacked him in the back of the head. Luke’s face froze, and he blinked his eyes rapidly before he slumped to the floor. As he fell, I got a clear look of Rana, a wild look in her eyes and a candlestick in her paw.  
 
     She gave me a brief nod before she ran back into the fray. I didn’t need her help, and I was certain that she knew that. She had seen firsthand what I was capable of, but I knew that she hadn’t come to my aid because she felt that I was in trouble. She had done it because she’d wanted to. 
 
    “All of you, stop what you’re doing right now!” Tom suddenly bellowed. The manic fray abruptly ground to a halt. Rana had one brother in a headlock and Annalíse had another in a choke hold. Morrigan still sat at the table with a bored expression across her face, and as she moved her lips, her ravens ceased their attacks. Carmedy had crawled underneath our table, and she peered out from underneath it. 
 
    “I think it’d be best if you folks left,” Tom said to our group. The pained look on his face told me that he didn’t really want us to go, but he didn’t need trouble in his place of business. He probably also figured that our staying here wouldn’t be such a good idea with the Bardens around. 
 
    “That’s alright.” Rana shrugged as she released her hold and dropped her victim to the floor. “We were just leaving.” The fox-tailed woman tossed her curly bangs aside and gave Luke and a few other Bardens wrathful stares as she stormed away.  
 
    Annalíse released her grip on her sniveling prey and shoved him aside as she walked away to retrieve our belongings that she had left upstairs. She returned within a few moments, and as she walked through the group of men we had fought, some of them flinched as she passed by. Carmedy crawled out from underneath the table as Morrigan rose from her place on the bench. 
 
    “But… but what about my pie?” Carmedy whined and looked sadly in the direction of the kitchen. 
 
    “We won’t be having any dessert tonight,” Rana mumbled as she grabbed the cat’s hand and led her away. 
 
    “Aww, no, but I was looking forward to it,” Carmedy pouted. “I saved room.” The furry-eared cat patted her stomach. 
 
    “Forget it, we’re leaving,” Rana said as she snarled over her shoulder at the Barden brothers who were scattered across the floor. Each of the brothers had received some sort of damage from our brawl. The men bore an array of bloody noses, bruised faces, and nasty scratches. They glowered at us as we left the tavern and grumbled amongst themselves. 
 
    “This isn’t over.” Luke pointed at me as I walked out the door. This was something that we could agree on. I hoped that we would meet again. I had barely gotten started with him. 
 
    “What are we going to do now?” Carmedy asked as the five of us walked down the street in the cool night air. “Are we going to have to sleep outside?” The cat slumped her shoulders.  
 
    The busyness of the town had disappeared by now, and the road was pretty much empty save for a few staggering men who had overindulged. The noise of the town had declined, and I figured that most of the townsfolk were asleep. The only sound that I could hear was the liveliness of the tavern that we had left behind.  
 
    “No, I don’t think we’ll have to sleep outside,” Annalíse said. “I’m sure there’s more than one inn here given that the town is so large, but I doubt that it’ll be as nice.” The freckled woman momentarily slanted her eyes at Rana. “Everyone, keep your eyes peeled for another inn.” 
 
    “What are you looking at me like that for?” Rana said annoyedly. 
 
    “I don’t know, Rana,” the warrior woman started. “I just… did you absolutely have to punch that guy?” Annalíse winced. “I was this close to sleeping in a nice cozy room.” The warrior held up her hand and pinched her thumb and index fingers close together. “Now we’re probably going to end up staying in some rat-infested dump.” I had to agree with Annalíse. While the tavern hadn’t been lavish, it had been large, comfortable, and the food had been excellent. 
 
    “Ohh, I’m so sorry,” Rana said mockingly. “Forgive me for being bothered by some scar-faced dimwit calling me filthy and half-breed. My apologies,” the fox woman sneered. 
 
    “I know, I know.” Annalíse held her hands up. “But do you think you could have handled the situation a little bit more… delicately?” 
 
    “Delicately?” Rana narrowed her blue eyes. “You’re joking, right? You know, that’s rich coming from you. You’re a slash first, ask questions later kind of girl. What would you have done if you were in my shoes?” 
 
    “You don’t wear--” Carmedy began, but she quickly shut her mouth when she saw the exasperated look that Rana gave her. “Never mind,” the cat said quietly. 
 
    “Go on, Annalíse,” Rana said as she turned back to the female warrior. “Tell me what you would have done. Would you have let someone talk to you like that?” The fox woman’s face had begun to turn red as she spoke and as she waited for a response, she pursed her lips. 
 
    Rana made a very good point. Annalíse was certainly not the type to brush off insulting remarks. If she were to be slighted in the way that Rana and Carmedy had been, I wondered if she would even allow the person to live. The swordswoman’s comments were a bit hypocritical. Annalíse was quiet for a moment and then she released a heavy sigh. 
 
    “I’m sorry, you’re right,” the warrior murmured. 
 
    “Of course I am.” Rana threw her paws in the air. “You’re human. You don’t understand what it’s like to be Carmedy or me.” She gestured to the cat. “Pretty much everywhere you go, people are staring at you and whispering, and those are the nicer ones. There are always people like those brainless Bardens that have the nerve to say it to your face,” the fox woman said bitterly. 
 
    “I simply try to ignore people like that,” Carmedy said with a careless wave of her hand. 
 
    “But how can you ignore them?” Rana said in disbelief. “They’re everywhere. Doesn’t it bother you? Didn’t all those things that guys said to us get to you?” 
 
    “Of course, I don’t want someone to say mean things about me,” Carmedy said in a pleasant and surprisingly serious tone. “No one does, but I try not to take it to heart. I think people say stuff like that sometimes because they don’t understand you, or they’re afraid of you. We’re different, and maybe that scares them. Plus, what if their parents were prejudiced people and taught them to think this way? Maybe they grew up in a town that wasn’t welcoming of other races. They might have grown up kind of… brainwashed, you know? Not everyone has the strength or will to think for themselves.” The rest of us looked at Carmedy in surprise. 
 
    This was a remarkably astute observation for the small woman. I hadn’t expected her to give Rana such an insightful reply. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I do take it to heart.” Rana swished her tail in frustration. “There are very few places where I feel welcome. Everyone assumes that you’re up to no good when in reality, you are only minding your own business. More than half the people I pass in the street probably think I’m going to rob them blind,” Rana mumbled. 
 
    “You are a thief, are you not?” Morrigan raised a white eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, but I’m not out here trying to rob everyone.” Rana rolled her eyes. “I don’t steal from poor folks, and I don’t steal from friends,” the fox woman said seriously. “I only steal from people that can afford it,” she whispered and looked off to the side for a moment. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to offend you, Rana,” Annalíse said gently, and she put a hand on the fox’s shoulder. “I was just really looking forward to sleeping in a nicer place. They seem few and far between in this town.” The chestnut-haired woman glanced around at the drab buildings that were showing their age. 
 
    “I know,” Rana sighed, and she gave Annalíse an apologetic smile. “What’s with you and beds, anyway? You seemed more excited about where we were sleeping than the food.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Annalíse grinned as she shrugged. “I guess I wanted to feel spoiled. Maybe I have an appreciation for the finer things in life,” she said with a wink. “And that was as fine as it was going to get in a place such as this.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry you won’t get to enjoy the nice beds,” Rana said sheepishly. “And I’m sorry about your pie, Carmedy.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” Carmedy said cheerfully. “I’m sure that tomorrow I’ll find somewhere else around here I can get some. Or even better, some cake!” The cat licked her lips excitedly. 
 
    “You and your cakes,” Rana said with a chuckle. Annalíse and I joined her laughter. Morrigan’s face twitched, and I thought for the second time today I had seen her smile… but I could have been wrong. 
 
    We walked along the moonlit street for a while longer and soon found another inn. Annalíse had been partially right, it wasn’t nearly as nice as the tavern we had come from, but it wasn’t rat infested. It was quite small though, and there was the faint odor of fish as soon as we opened the door. The small fireplace was crumbling, and the dusty wooden floors squeaked when we walked across them. But it was warm inside, and they did have vacant rooms. Rana deemed it “clean enough.”  
 
    After I bid my minions good night, I closed the creaky door to my room. I leaned the God Slayer against one of the knotted wooden walls, and I removed my robe and armor. As I stretched out in my bed, I noticed that the middle of it sagged a bit, but it didn’t bother me. It was still happy to be here. I enjoyed sleeping out in the open under the stars, but this was also pleasant. My minions could sleep soundly without concern. 
 
    As I stared up at the water damaged ceiling, I thought over the events that had transpired today. I had seen for myself the racism that Rana had spoken of the night they had slept in my dungeon. While Carmedy’s willingness to forgive and forget was admirable, Rana did have a right to be angry. I had witnessed the hatred that people bore for fox-folk and other half beings twice today. Once had been enough to disgust me. Rana had probably experienced this sort of treatment her entire life. Carmedy, on the other hand, had the luxury to live in a community of pacifists where there was surely no prejudice at work. She hadn’t been subject to jeers and crude remarks nearly as much as Rana had. 
 
    And then there was the fact that Rana clearly came from a poor family. Lack of means mixed with racial intolerance must have made for a very difficult life. These recent events made me want to understand what it was that she was trying to hide even more than before. Whatever it was, she probably wouldn’t ask for my help. Like Morrigan, she was a bit prideful, and she looked to handle things on her own. I hoped that she would soon understand that she wasn’t alone. She had Annalíse, Rana, and Carmedy. And me. I was sure that the other three women would be as willing to help if they knew that their friend was in trouble. And then there was Annalíse… 
 
    I didn’t find her reason for hiding on our way to the trade shop to be believable. All this business about a lover who had left her. When I thought about it, she hadn’t actually said that she was hiding from a former lover. Carmedy had interpreted the female warrior’s lack of response as a validation of her suspicions, and she had jumped to her own conclusions. Rana had leaped right after her. Annalíse hadn’t confirmed any of this, she had merely said that she had seen a man that she knew. This man could be anyone. A brother, her father, a man who wished her harm, the possibilities were endless. 
 
     Annalíse was as puzzling as Rana. Then again so was Morrigan and her mage markings, but to my knowledge, Morrigan had been entirely truthful the few times she did speak. The elf was merely extremely secretive. She and Carmedy were the only ones who had been honest. As I dozed off, my mind wandered to the dungeon we would travel to tomorrow. What treasures would it hold? What sort of deity would we find there? Whoever the dungeon’s master was, I couldn’t wait to take their power for my own. The sensation that I had experienced when I had harvested the illusion goddess’s power had been tantalizing. It had aroused even the darkest parts of my soul, and I couldn’t wait to taste it again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    We awoke early the next morning and set out to take care of our business before we embarked on our next adventure. The small inn that we had spent the night at didn’t serve food of any kind, so it was fortunate that we had been able to finish our meal before the fight had broken out. However, it did leave us without a meal to start the day. We contemplated digging into our provisions to save us the time and trouble of having to find a place to eat, but on our way through town, Carmedy suddenly stopped in front of a building. 
 
    “Hey guys, look at this!” the cat-girl exclaimed in excitement. Her mouth began to water as she read the sign outside that listed the various offerings. “Let’s see,” the cat mumbled. “For breakfast, there’s eggs, bacon, and porridge available. And oh, here we go … cinnamon buns, cakes, and pies can be ordered any time of day,” the petite woman added with a gluttonous smile. 
 
    Before any of us could say anything, Carmedy vanished inside. 
 
    “Leave it to Carmedy to find a place that sells sweets five minutes after we wake up.” Rana chuckled and shook her head as she entered the building. 
 
    “Well she did say that she would find somewhere else that sold dessert,” I pointed out as the rest of us followed behind her. 
 
    “That she did, demon man,” Rana said with a grin. “That she did.” 
 
    The feline’s selection proved to be a good one, and we all enjoyed a simple yet pleasant meal. While the rest of us declined the various baked goods for sale, Carmedy decided to indulge in the cinnamon buns. I stopped keeping track after she inhaled the fourth one. 
 
    “Hmm, that was delicious,” Carmedy purred as she licked the last bits of sugar from her lips. 
 
    “Gee, do you think you ate enough?” Rana said with a wry grin. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so.” Carmedy patted her stomach, happily unaware of Rana’s sarcasm. As she licked her fingers, the woman who had brought us our meals began to remove our dishes. “Um, excuse me?” Carmedy asked the brown-haired woman with the flour stained apron. 
 
    “Yes?” the woman said politely as she continued to clear the table. 
 
    “Before we leave, I’d like to order a pie to take on the road.” Rana, Annalíse, Morrigan, and I all stared at her in disbelief. Where did the petite woman put all this food? 
 
    “Certainly.” The server nodded. “What kind?” 
 
    “Cherry, if you have it,” Carmedy beamed. 
 
    “We baked some fresh this morning,” the server said as she stacked the plates in her arms. “I’ll bring it out in a second.” As the aproned woman walked away from our table, Rana burst into laughter, and both Annalíse and I stifled chuckles. 
 
     “What?” Carmedy said confusedly. “What did I do?” 
 
    “Nothing, Carmedy,” Rana said through her giggles. “Just being yourself as always.” 
 
    “Well, who else am I supposed to be?” Carmedy cocked her head to the side. Rana was unable to answer the cat as she held her sides and laughed even louder. 
 
    “Do you not consider this pie that you ordered as well as the eight pastries that you consumed to be overindulgence?” Morrigan stared at the cat, clearly waiting for a response. I hadn’t been able to keep track of Carmedy’s cinnamon buns, but evidently, Morrigan had. 
 
    “Nope!” Carmedy said gleefully. “I believe that I should treat myself whenever I like.” 
 
    “You will make yourself ill from such … eating habits.” The white-haired elf raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, then it’s a good thing I have medical training,” Carmedy said brightly. “I have cures for bellyaches.” She patted the small bundles strung around her waist. 
 
    “I see,” Morrigan said flatly, but Rana laughed so hard that she nearly fell out of her chair when she heard Carmedy’s explanation. 
 
    “Well, that mystery is solved.” The fox woman wiped a tear from her eye as her laughter died down. “She literally eats that way because she can.” 
 
    As soon as Carmedy’s pie was brought out, we paid for our food and left the small building. While we spent the next hour or so buying additional supplies, Carmedy made a quick stop at a business that sold various herbs. 
 
    “Look what I found,” Carmedy beamed at the rest of us as we exited the shop, and she opened the small sack that the proprietor had given her. The inside of the shop had been so crowded with people buying ingredients for various remedies that the rest of us had decided to stand to one side while the cat purchased what she needed. The feline now removed a few tiny roots from her bag and held them in her palm to show us.  
 
    “They’re called Menaclara roots,” Carmedy said proudly. “They’re indigenous to the area. While the petals of the plant can be used to cure food poisoning, the roots have an even better use. When ground into powder and combined with chamomile and a little bit of aloe, they can be used to make a salve that heals wounds very quickly.”  
 
    “That would be extremely useful.” I nodded to Carmedy as our group resumed our errands. “I have seen many an adventurer succumb to wounds after a battle has been fought.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” Rana chimed in. “There’s no telling what we’ll face out there. That’s definitely something we want to have handy.” 
 
    “I know,” Carmedy said with a grin as she shook her bag playfully. “That’s why I bought so much.” She got a serious look on her face. “I want to be well prepared just in case any of us gets seriously injured.” 
 
     Our group stopped at a few more shops before we were on our way. The buzzing town was filled with citizens buying and selling and going about their mornings. As I studied the crowd, I didn’t catch sight of Luke and his distinct eyebrow scar nor any other of his dark-haired brothers. Annalíse and Rana also surveyed the busy street. Was Annalíse watchful because of the Bardens or because of the man that she had seen yesterday? 
 
    Part of me was glad that we hadn’t crossed paths with any of the seven brothers, not only for Rana’s sake but because we had already spent more time in this town than we had intended. The other part of me wished that, at the very least, I would one day see Luke again so that I could finish what I had started. As our party rode along, I forced myself to push those thoughts aside. I had more important matters to concern myself with than some scar-faced thug and his gang of brothers.  
 
    I had dungeons to conquer, and the power of former gods to devour. 
 
    We traveled for most of the day, and the further we went, the more the signs of civilization decreased. We didn’t come across any other towns on our journey to the next dungeon, and our scenery transitioned into the untamed wilderness. The climate grew warmer as the day drew on, and the gentle breezes that I had grown so accustomed to gradually disappeared. Not only that, the wildlife had changed.  
 
    I no longer saw squirrels and chipmunks skitter across the earthy floor, and I no longer heard finches and bluejays offer their familiar songs to the air. These trees held larger birds with big beaks, and each boasted vibrantly colored feathers of various shades of blues, reds, and yellows. Tiny lime-colored frogs with orange-tipped toes and red bulging eyes rested on the broad leaves of plants. Thick vines draped across almost every tree branch and seemed to connect all of the wooded giants together. The vibrant green fronds of large fern-like plants feathered out and reached across the road, and we pushed them aside as we rode along. Colorful snakes curled around the trunks of trees and flicked their forked tongues as we passed.  
 
    We stopped only once to have our midday meal and to feed the lizards dried crickets, and Carmedy took advantage of our rest period to dig into the pie she had bought. The green-eyed woman sat cross-legged in the grass and excitedly removed the cloth napkin that she had wrapped the pie in to protect it from the elements.  
 
    “Come to Carmedy.” She rubbed her hands together as she stared down at her sugary treat.  
 
    “How are you planning on eating that without making a mess of it?” I asked right before the cat dug her hand into the pie and scooped out a large chunk.  
 
    “Hmm? Did you say something?” Carmedy said as she lifted the piece to her mouth with cherry-stained fingers. 
 
    “It is unimportant.” I waved the comment away as she nodded. Then she closed her eyes and took a big bite. She chewed loudly and then moaned with delight. 
 
    She had nearly devoured the entire fruit-filled dessert when Rana smirked and sauntered over. 
 
    “Hey Carmedy, what’s the idea?” Rana said with a mischievous grin. “You didn’t even ask if any of us wanted a piece.” Carmedy looked up from her snack sheepishly. The area around her mouth was coated in the syrupy fruit filling, and she had even managed to get some on her nose. 
 
    “Sorry.” Carmedy winced. “I didn’t know anyone wanted any. There’s one more piece left though,” the cat said as she gestured to the last remaining chunk. “One of you can have it.” 
 
    “No, no, that’s okay, you keep it,” Rana said hurriedly as she waved her paws in the air. “I was only kidding.” The red-headed fox smiled. “None of us want to keep you from your pie.” 
 
    “Okay then,” Carmedy said cheerfully. It hadn’t taken much to convince her. Within seconds, she’d devoured the remainder of her dessert, and we were soon on our way once more. 
 
    As the sun started to set, the next dungeon and its surroundings came into view. We hadn’t been able to see it before as we passed through the thick and wild wooded area, but now that we had made it out, we could see a massive mountain covered in green that stood at the center of a sort of valley. There were no trees of any kind in the area that surrounded the colossal natural landmark, no houses or any other structures, nor were there any visible bodies of water. There was only grass. 
 
    “Geeze, it’s hot out here,” Rana said as she fanned her face with her paw. 
 
    “It sure is,” Carmedy huffed as Xerxes crawled through the grass. It was indeed a great deal warmer here than the other places we had been, and it was humid as well. Earlier I had thought that it was merely hot out today. I had figured that the sun’s gradual descent would bring some coolness to the air, but instead, the temperature only increased as we drew closer to our destination. This wasn’t simply a warm day, the climate had changed along with our surroundings. The heat was bothersome, but what disturbed me even more was the overall atmosphere of this place. There was something strange about the empty land that circled the mountain, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what.  
 
    It took about half an hour for us to journey through the valley, but we finally reached the center, and we dismounted at the foot of the mountain. Since there were no trees to tie Scylla and Xerxes to, Annalíse and Rana used a mallet and thick wooden stakes from our stash of supplies to tether the lizards to the ground.  
 
    When the two women finished, we gathered together at the base of the mountain. I still couldn’t shake the unsettling feeling of this place. The forest that we had traveled through to get here had teemed with life and vibrancy. This valley was eerily quiet, and while both the grass and the mountain were a healthy green, the area just felt… dead. 
 
    With the God Slayer gripped tightly in my hand, I stared into the entrance carved into the mountain’s front. There was a faint orange glow coming from inside of it. Strange, the other dungeon that we had traveled to had been pitch black, as had mine. What could be the source of this strange light? I wasn’t sure, but I was excited to find out. 
 
    Once my minions were ready, I led the way into the green mountain.  
 
    “Hmm…” Annalíse said as she took a step toward the entrance, unlit torch in hand. “I don’t think I actually need this.” She glanced sidelong at Rana. “Can you see too?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can see fine.” The fox was already stuffing her torch back into her pack. “No sense wasting these until we need them.” She gestured at me. “Demon man can surely protect us long enough for us to light them later if the light goes out.” 
 
    “That is true,” I said, pleased that the fox trusted me to protect her if such an incident were to occur. “And I agree that it is wise for you to save your supplies for when we need them.”  
 
    When the others nodded in agreement, I turned my attention back to the dungeon and stepped through the entrance. While it had been quite hot outside, it was even hotter in here, and the humidity was relentless. And the scent … it smelled as though something was burning. Was there some sort of out of control fire up ahead? No, I didn’t hear the roaring of flames or the crackling of fire. It was something else, but what? Equally curious were the walls of the tunnel that we were in. Instead of the usual rocky walls that were typical of caves, these walls looked smooth. In fact, the walls resembled obsidian, not just because of their intense black hue but because of their impressive shine. The surfaces of the passageway were flawless, and I gazed in awe at their natural beauty.  
 
    My brow became sticky with sweat as we trudged along, and I heard the women’s chorus of panting behind me. As I stepped around a rocky protrusion at my feet, my hand brushed against one of the tunnel’s walls. I breathed in surprise at the sensation, even the wall felt hot. The temperature wasn’t excruciating like that of boiling water, but there was enough heat to cause discomfort. What sort of place was this? I had never encountered such an environment. 
 
    “Don’t touch the--” I started to say. 
 
    “Yow!” Carmedy’s squeal interrupted my warning. I turned my head to see Carmedy frantically waving her fingers. “Why is the wall hot?” the cat whined and began to blow on her fingers. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I mused as I turned to face forward. “Rana, you’re familiar with this area, correct? Do you know anything about this dungeon?” 
 
    “Not much,” Rana called from behind me. “This place is pretty isolated, and you saw that no one lives even remotely nearby.” 
 
    “Yes, I did notice that,” I said as we cautiously walked through the tunnels that pulsated with orange light. “Has it always been this way?” 
 
    “It hasn’t actually,” Rana said breathlessly. “I’ve never been here before, but I talked to someone who is a descendant of someone who lived here. That’s how I found out what information I do have. Apparently, there used to be a village in this valley a long time ago, but one day, the people who lived here started to disappear. As time went on, more and more people vanished and the people who remained finally got scared enough to pack up and leave.” 
 
    “When did this start?” I said with a frown. 
 
    “Okay, so the guy I spoke to has a grandmother, and the grandmother once had a great-grandmother who lived here during that time. I know that sounds confusing but bear with me.” Rana chuckled. “Anyhow, this great-grandmother said that the disappearances started when this mountain popped up. It didn’t always use to be here.” 
 
    “Really?” I said in surprise. “How extraordinary.” Mountains didn’t appear overnight. Such a phenomenon seemed impossible, unless... 
 
    “Did this man know exactly what happened to the people?” Annalíse asked from behind me. “Um, I mean did his grandmother’s great-grandmother know?” The freckled woman corrected herself.  
 
    The only logical explanation for the mountain’s sudden appearance was that it had sprouted up from the ground as a result of a fallen god’s arrival. Things were slowly starting to piece together. I had an idea of what had happened to the people here, but I wanted to hear what Rana had to say first. 
 
    “It seems that each of the people who disappeared was someone that entered this dungeon,” Rana continued in an eerie voice. “They went in, and they never came back out. Pretty spooky if you ask me.”  
 
    My suspicions had been confirmed. The village dwellers had most certainly lost their lives in the dungeon within this mountain. 
 
    “Are we going to disappear too?” Carmedy asked nervously. 
 
    “Nah, don’t worry, pussycat, I’ve got your back,” Rana said confidently. “You’ve got demon man too, and don’t forget about Morrigan’s soul-sucking crows – sorry, ravens,” the fox woman corrected herself before the elf got the chance. 
 
    “But, what if everything that’s in there is already dead?” Carmedy whispered. “What-if-all-the-people-that-went-in-there-got-turned-into-undead monsters-and-they’re-just-waiting-for-us-to--” 
 
    “Carmedy, everything is going to be fine,” I interrupted the cat’s rapid and panicky stream of words. “Whatever deity is in here, whatever obstacles there are, they will be conquered. Nothing is going to happen to any of us, I promise.” 
 
    “Okay,” Carmedy said quietly, but I could still hear the fear in her light voice. As we made our way through the passageway, the intensity of the orange color intensified. Whatever it was, we were getting closer to it. 
 
    “I feel like I’m melting,” Rana groaned from behind. 
 
    “Oh, I just remembered,” Carmedy said chipperly. “I have something that should help lower our temperatures.” She began to look through the bundles around her waist as she started to mumble the contents of her pouches. “Let’s see… Magnesium oxide, no, no that’s not it either. Here it is,” the feline said happily. Her fear seemed to disappear when her mind was occupied by herbs and mixtures. Carmedy was quiet for a few moments, and I assumed that she was removing the bundle that she had been searching for. I should have known that Carmedy would have some sort of elixir to alleviate the situation. She seemed to have a concoction for everything. 
 
    “Here, take this,” I finally heard the cat say. A second later, Annalíse, who was behind me, passed me a leaf that held a pink colored powder. “That should help a bit. Just put the powder on your tongue and let it dissolve.”  
 
    I paused for a moment to observe the substance that the leaf cradled. It was finely milled and smelled of mint. I did as the feline woman instructed and poured the contents of the leaf into my mouth. The mint that I had detected filled my mouth as well as the sweet and delicate flavor of Elderflower. As the substance began to dissipate, I felt my body temperature gradually start to decrease. The mixture didn’t take away the heat entirely, but the sweltering atmosphere now was more bearable. Once again, I was astounded by one of Carmedy’s innovations. 
 
    “What is this?” Morrigan asked from the back of the group. 
 
    “A simple cooling elixir. My mom came up with it actually. She uses it to lower fevers,” Carmedy said proudly. “It’s made with--” 
 
    “Ah, can we skip the medical lecture?” Rana said quickly. “You said it’s going to make me feel cooler, right?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Carmedy said slowly. 
 
     “Then that’s all I need to know,” the fox woman said. “I trust you not to poison me.” 
 
    “Oh, I would never poison you,” Carmedy said pleasantly. “Of course, I’ve never made poison before, but even if I had, I wouldn’t use it on you. I like you!” 
 
    “Thanks, Carmedy.” Rana chuckled. As we reached the end of the tunnel, the burning smell grew even stronger, and I heard a strange bubbling sound. One by one we filed out of the passageway, and each of our mouths dropped open in surprise. 
 
    “By the gods,” Annalíse and Rana breathed as one. 
 
    The rocky surface that stretched out in front of us was covered in cracks that spindled and crawled across the entire floor in every direction, and a brilliant yellow-orange glow shone beneath each gap. I looked around at the walls that surrounded us, they didn’t bear any cracks. However, they bore something equally strange. Every so many yards, there was a fluid the same shade of orange as the cracks that flowed down the length of the wall. It looked like liquid fire. This substance was assuredly lava. I paused to marvel at the bright beauty. 
 
    I had never seen lava before in person. The odd glowing matter appeared to have some thickness to it, and the fluid bubbled and oozed as it ran down the cave’s sides like luminous waterfalls. There were dozens of the amber colored streams, and they ran around the circumference of the circular cave and formed a sort of ring of fire around us.  
 
    I couldn’t see where the bizarre substance was coming from, and I couldn’t see where it was going. There had to be holes in the floor to funnel the liquid down somewhere because it wasn’t collecting in the cave where we were currently. 
 
    “This place is giving me the creeps,” Rana said as she looked around suspiciously. “What is all that orange stuff?” the fox woman asked as she walked closer to one of the streams of fiery liquid that flowed down the wall. “It looks like--” 
 
    “Welcome, friends, to my humble abode!” a loud voice suddenly called out. Each of us whirled around to seek out the person who had spoken. Without warning, liquid fire began to bubble through the cracks in the ground to form a pool. That puddle began to grow until it resembled a large pond, then the edges of the liquid mass began to rise into the air. The fluid stretched and curved into an enormous ball as it floated upward. From there, the glowing orange sphere began to change form, and gradually it took on the features of a humongous man. Once the human-like features had all taken shape, the fiery liquid dripped away to reveal a more humanoid being with skin, a bald head, and clothing. As I looked on with wide eyes, a surge of sinister power began to radiate from the strange being, and my mouth began to water. So this was the dungeon’s deity. 
 
    The god grinned at us as he hovered in the air and crossed his legs like he was seated on solid ground. I had thought the stout Barden brother was as round as they came, but compared to this deity, he was as slim as a blade of grass. Never in my years had I seen such an enormous belly. The cream-colored robe that he wore was much too small for him, and his stomach bulged against the fabric. His face was so fleshy that his eyes were nearly pinched shut, and his fingers were thick and roughly the size of small trees. 
 
    “Get a load of that guy,” Rana whispered to us as she looked at the deity with wide eyes. “It would take a century to count the number of chins he has,” the fox woman said in disgust. “That’s what happens when you eat too much pie.” She elbowed Carmedy, but the cat didn’t seem to hear as she stood silently and gaped at the massive being before us. 
 
    “So, did you all enjoy my little trick?” the deity asked eagerly as he rested his puffy hands on his knees. “All that lava coming out of nowhere and then ta-da! Pretty good, right?” The paunchy god clasped his hands and looked at us with a toothy grin as he awaited our response. He seemed rather impressed with himself. Then again, most deities were. 
 
    We looked at each other curiously and then turned back to the bloated, floating man. His voice was loud, but it was nasally and oddly high-pitched for a man. It was rather annoying. 
 
    “Um, yeah, I guess so.” Rana wrinkled her nose. “So that’s what this stuff is called, lava?” The fox woman gestured to the orange liquid on the walls. 
 
    “Yes.” The deity rolled his eyes. “It’s hot, and it burns stuff. Enough about that, let’s talk about my trick,” the flabby giant said excitedly. 
 
    “We did not come here to marvel over your little tricks,” Morrigan said with a twinge of annoyance. “We are here to conquer this dungeon.” 
 
    “Fine.” The deity scowled at Morrigan. “Let’s get started with our game, shall we?” 
 
    “Game?” Carmedy cocked her head to the side. “What game?” 
 
    “If you want to conquer my dungeon, you’ll have to play my game, or games I should say.” The plump deity giggled to himself. 
 
    “What kinds of games?” Annalíse raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so glad you asked.” The giant clapped gleefully. “They’re all puzzles of some sort, but they’re each different. You’ll have to use your brains,” the deity called out in a sing-song voice. It was irritating, to say the least. “There will be five rounds,” the god continued. “All you have to do is win more rounds than me, and you’ll triumph!” The tubby god threw his hands into the air with exuberance, before he tapped one of his chins. “Well, you won’t actually win, of course, but I’m sure you’ll have fun trying.” 
 
    “So you’re saying that we simply have to win three out of the five games and the dungeon will be conquered?” I asked in disbelief. This sounded much too easy. This deity was childish, but he was still a god. There had to be more to it than that. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, there is one more tiny little thing.” The god grinned as he held up his hand and pinched his thumb and index finger together. 
 
    “We’re listening.” I nodded. 
 
    “If you lose a round, sorry, let me rephrase that. When you lose a round, the game will get a little bit more … interesting,” the man said giddily. 
 
    “How so?” Morrigan said, completely unamused. 
 
    “Well, every time you lose, one of your friends will go bye-bye.” He waved his hand at us as he chuckled. 
 
    “Explain,” Morrigan said sharply. The pale elf seldom showed her emotions, but she was clearly growing tired of the loathsome deity’s nonsense. I couldn’t blame her, for I was as well. 
 
    “Let’s say, for example, you lose round one,” the deity said with a wicked smile. “I’ll make one of you disappear.” He pointed to each of us one by one. “If you lose round two, poof! There goes another one! Get the picture?” 
 
    “I knew it,” Carmedy moaned. “We are going to disappear.” 
 
    “No one is going to disappear,” Rana hissed. “Where exactly are we going to poof off to?” the fox woman said as she crossed her arms. 
 
    “Someplace safe,” the gargantuan god said teasingly. “Well, sort of. It’ll be safe unless I beat you overall, then you’ll really go bye-bye.” The portly being tilted his head back and burst into uncontrollable giggles as he held his quaking belly. The man’s high-pitched laughter was exceedingly obnoxious. Rana’s face soured at the sight of the amused deity, and the rest of us frowned as well. What was this fat fool laughing about? Nothing even remotely funny had been said. The god finally calmed his laughter and wiped a few tears from his chubby face. “Such long faces.” He clicked his teeth together. “Don’t be so glum, chums, if you beat me you’ll get back all the players you lost.”  
 
    “Really?” Carmedy said quietly. “We’d get everyone back?” 
 
    “Absolutely, I promise.” The deity nodded as he placed a hand across his doughy looking chest. “But if you lose, let’s just say you won’t be walking out of here.” The god began to cackle. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Carmedy said fearfully, but the rest of us understood what was implied. 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise.” The irksome giant spread his lips to give us a wry grin. “You’ll find out soon enough. So, shall we get started?” The bald deity wiggled his eyebrows at us. The five us formed a group and began to talk amongst ourselves in hushed tones. 
 
    “Do we really have to do this?” Rana frowned. “It sounds really dumb. Whoever heard of playing a bunch of games to conquer a dungeon? What happened to good old-fashioned goblins and scary monsters?” 
 
    “I could simply destroy him,” I whispered to them, “but I would like to see how you, my loyal minions, handle this situation.” 
 
    “Your loyal minions?” Rana asked as she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Besides, it is often easier to play by the rules of the dungeon deity if we wish to acquire the treasure.” 
 
    “Can’t we just leave and go look for another dungeon?” Carmedy whispered. “I don’t like this place, and that guy is really creepy.” The feline nodded in the direction of the floating deity. 
 
    “I don’t think he’d let us walk out of here.” Annalíse shook her head. 
 
    “Think about it. This is how those villagers disappeared all those years ago. They must have played the games and lost. If there was an option to not play and leave the dungeon, some of those people would have come back.”  
 
    “Spooky!” Carmedy’s eyes grew wide with realization.  
 
    “We’re in here now,” Annalíse continued, “and we can’t leave until we win.” 
 
    “I would take pleasure in beating this foolish god at his own games,” Morrigan said darkly. “His behavior is childish, his laughter is nauseating, and his appearance is repulsive. To make matters worse, he talks far too much and is exceedingly arrogant. I wish to put him in his place.” The tattooed elf’s voice carried an unexpectedly sinister tone, and she narrowed her eyes as she had spoken. The ravens on her shoulders repeatedly cawed as though they agreed with their master’s words. 
 
    Her words surprised me. I had never heard Morrigan speak for so long. Nor had I never seen the she-elf display such emotion or any sort of emotion really. The pompous game-loving deity had gotten to the elf, and she wanted to satisfy her anger. 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that, how can I refuse?” Rana said with a sly grin. “I’m getting tired of this loudmouth’s blabbering too. Let’s wipe that smug look off his fat face.” The rest of us nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Hello?” the large god moaned, and he stretched the word out. “I don’t have all day you know. Well, I do, but you know what I mean.” The deity carelessly waved his hand. “Are we going to get started or not?” Our group turned around to face him. We each bore a look of confidence, even Carmedy seemed to muster up some courage. 
 
    “We’re ready.” I nodded. 
 
    “Excellent!” The monstrous being clapped his hands together happily. “Let’s play.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    The massive floating deity waved his hand, and suddenly lava began to rise through the jagged cracks in the ground just as it had when he had appeared. This time, though, the lava began to stretch straight up into the air. The fiery liquid gathered together and began to mold itself into a solid form, much as it had done to create the god’s form earlier. As the orange fluid dripped away, it revealed the shape of an enormous hourglass. Instead of sand, the contents of the timepiece were lava, and it bubbled and gurgled within its translucent container. 
 
    “I’ll start you off with something easy,” the nasal sounding god said to us. “Just a simple riddle. You’ll have exactly three minutes to try and solve it.” He gestured to the hourglass that hovered beside him. 
 
    “Understood.” I nodded. 
 
    “Fantastic,” the colossal being said excitedly. “Let’s begin… I have cities, but no houses. I have mountains, but no trees. I have water, but no fish. What am I?” The god shot us a smug grin as the hourglass began to turn itself over. “And… your time starts now!” The giant god pointed at us. He cradled his uppermost chin in his hand and bit his lip as he observed us eagerly, it was as though he were watching some sort of performance. 
 
    I immediately know what the answer was, but I kept my face emotionless as I turned toward the beautiful women. I would jump in and offer a hint if they needed it, but I knew my minions were smart enough to figure this one out on their own. 
 
    “Okay, everyone, think,” Annalíse said quickly to the rest of us. “What sorts of places don’t have houses, trees, or fish?” 
 
     “Could it be the sun or the stars?” Carmedy proposed. 
 
    “No, that doesn’t fit.” Annalíse shook her head. 
 
    “Perhaps the heavens,” Morrigan suggested. 
 
    “No, that doesn’t make sense either.” The freckled woman furrowed her brow as she mused. “The answers to riddles are usually far simpler than one would expect. So let’s try to keep that in mind.” 
 
    Annalíse was right, and the solution was indeed very simple, but I decided to wait for a bit before offering a hint. 
 
    “Most likely some of this information is meant to throw us off,” Annalíse continued. 
 
    “I agree,” I said as I hid my smile. The swordswoman was getting closer to discovering the answer. I hadn’t expected such analytical thinking from someone so impulsive. I was impressed. 
 
    “Rana, what do you think?” Annalíse said to the fox woman who had started to pace back and forth. 
 
    “Shh, I’m trying to think,” Rana hissed. 
 
    “Well, come over here, we need to talk this out as a group.” Annalíse motioned for Rana to rejoin us. 
 
    “That’s going to waste time,” the red-headed woman said as she continued to walk pace up and down the cracked floor. “All that back and forth over what the answer could be, it’s only going to slow things down. It’ll be easier for me if I try to figure it out on my own.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t make any sense,” Annalíse cried. “We need to work together.” 
 
    “You do it your way, I’ll do it mine.” Rana shrugged. 
 
    “You’re running out of time,” the deity sang out as he playfully wagged his finger.  
 
    I glanced at the hourglass as it began to turn over. We only had two minutes left, but I resisted the urge to tell my minions the answer. 
 
    “Fine,” Annalíse groaned before she turned back to us. The tall warrior closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I have cities, but no houses. I have mountains, but no trees. I have water, but no fish…” Annalíse restated the riddle for us all to hear. 
 
    “What place doesn’t have houses, trees, or fish?” Carmedy mumbled. “Does anyone know of any continents like that?” 
 
    “I think we’re making this more complicated than it actually is,” Annalíse said hurriedly. “Let’s try a different approach. How about we stop focusing on what’s missing? So forget the houses, trees, and fish. Let’s focus on what is there, the cities, mountains, and water. What place has those things?” Morrigan stood quietly as she pondered Annalíse’s words. 
 
    “But how does that help?” Carmedy said desperately as she eyed the dripping hourglass. The timepiece began to turn over once more, we only had one more minute. “Every continent in the world has those things.” She sounded defeated as she scratched her head. 
 
     “Wait, that’s it!” Annalíse snapped her fingers as her eyes shone with sudden understanding. “What if it’s not someplace, it’s something?” 
 
    “Are you referring to an object of some sort?” Morrigan raised a white eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes,” Annalíse said with a grin, “like a map.”  
 
    “A map?” Carmedy wrinkled her nose. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Think about it,” Annalíse said rapidly. “A map has cities, mountains, and bodies of water depicted on it,” - the freckled woman counted on her fingers enthusiastically - “but it doesn’t show any houses, trees, or fish.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it now,” Carmedy said with a wide grin. 
 
    “Yes, I believe that you are correct,” Morrigan said, and they all turned to me. 
 
    “Quickly,” I said as a grin came to my mouth, “give him the answer.”  
 
    The deity bit his lip and squeezed his fists like an excited child as he watched the remainder of the lava drip into the bottom half of the hourglass. 
 
    “The answer is a map,” Annalíse shouted raspily to the humongous deity. The god blinked his eyes in surprise and slowly turned his head to look at us as the last bead of lava dropped down. 
 
    “That’s, that’s… correct,” the floating giant said in disbelief. “You actually figured it out.” He slumped his massive shoulders  
 
    “How did you find out the answer?” Rana asked with a slight pout as she rejoined the group. “From what I could hear, I figured you guys were going round in circles.”  
 
    “All it takes is a little clever thinking and some teamwork.” Annalíse emphasized the last word and gave the red-headed woman a sly grin. Rana rolled her eyes and mumbled something under her breath. 
 
    “Hooray, we did it!” Carmedy squealed as she started to jump up and down.  
 
    “Don’t get so excited,” the deity said bitterly. “That was an easy one. We’re just getting started.” 
 
    “Fine then.” Rana casually puffed her bangs out of her eyes. “What’s the second puzzle?” 
 
    “Hmm, I think I’ll give you another riddle.” The enormous deity tapped his meaty fingertips together. 
 
    “But you said each puzzle is supposed to be different,” Rana said as she put her paws on her hips. 
 
    “That’s right, you did say that.” Carmedy nodded. 
 
    “Well, I changed my mind, okay?” the bald-headed god moaned, and he crossed his arms and stuck out his blubbery lower lip. “I can change my mind if I want to, it’s my game.” He glowered at the fox and cat and stuck out his tongue. Carmedy silently raised an eyebrow in surprise at the deity’s immature response. 
 
    “Okay, okay, geeze.” Rana held up her hands. “What are you, seven years old?” she said under her breath. 
 
    “Alright,” the hovering being said, seemingly ignorant of Rana’s muttering as he reclined back in the air, his hands behind his head. “This next one is short and sweet,” he said with a chuckle. “If I am holding a bee, what do I have in my eye?” After the deity spoke, the giant hourglass proceeded to turn over as it had before. “You’ll never figure this one out,” the hovering god said haughtily. “And your three minutes starts… now.” 
 
    “What kind of ridiculous question is that?” Rana snarled as we began to talk through the possibilities.  
 
    As with the first riddle, I immediately knew what the answer was, and as I stared at my attractive female minions, I had to resist a chuckle. This puzzle was a bit harder than the first one, but I had faith they would get it. If they didn’t, I would be here to help them with a hint. 
 
    “Perhaps this particular question requires knowledge regarding bees,” Morrigan suggested. “Carmedy, your knowledge of plants and flowers is quite adept. Does your comprehension extend to insects such as bees as well?” 
 
    “I know a lot about plants and flowers,” Carmedy said quickly, “but I don’t know much about bees. Just the basics, pollination and all that.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Annalíse mumbled as she rubbed her chin. “I don’t think it has anything to do with that. I think--” 
 
    “I’ve got it!” Rana suddenly shouted. The rest of us turned to her in anticipation of her idea. “It’s so easy.” The fox woman waved her paw.  
 
    Before any of could say anything, the fox woman turned to face the puzzle-loving deity.  
 
    “The answer is obviously pollen,” Rana said confidently. “Pollen gets stuck to bees’ legs when they fly from flower to flower. So naturally, if you were holding a bee, you’d probably get pollen in your eye, and you’d probably get stung in the process.” The fox-tailed woman chuckled. 
 
    “Ohh, I’m afraid that’s incorrect,” the vexing god sang out in his high-pitched voice, and I sighed as the other women gasped. 
 
    “What?” Rana’s mouth hung open in disbelief. “I-I don’t understand. Pollen is the only logical answer.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” Annalíse groaned as she rubbed her temples in frustration. “The riddle is a play on words as well as a play on the proverb, ‘beauty is in the eye of the beholder.’” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Rana said as she scrunched her nose. 
 
    “Yeah,” Carmedy chimed in. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “You’re holding the bee,” Annalíse continued her explanation. “So, you’re the bee-holder. Get it? Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. It’s a play on words. Remember, he said if I am holding a bee, what do I have in my eye? So, the answer is actually beauty, not pollen.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” the god exclaimed as he rolled in the air onto his back and crossed his arms, “but unfortunately, that doesn’t count, you already gave me your answer. Sorry.” 
 
    “Why did you do that, Rana?” Annalíse said with unmistakable irritation. “I had just started to figure it out. If you had talked it over with the rest of us, we wouldn’t have lost this round.” 
 
    “Annalíse is correct.” I sighed. “These puzzles require collaboration. Even if you had no doubt that your answer was correct, you should have consulted us first. There is far too much at stake here.” I understood Rana’s independent nature, but this was not the time for her to rely on her solely on her own skills. 
 
    “Sorry,” Rana grumbled as she shoved her hands in her pockets and stared off to the side. “That was a pretty dumb riddle if you ask me.” 
 
    “My goodness, such a sore loser,” the deity said mockingly. “But enough griping, time to say farewell to one of your teammates.”  
 
    “Oh no, I forgot about that,” Carmedy said fearfully. “Which one of is going to--”  
 
    Without warning, the childish god snapped his fingers, and the feline woman disappeared. 
 
    “Carmedy!” the rest of the women shouted, but she was already gone. While I too was concerned about Carmedy’s well-being, my sole focus was on the childish god.  
 
    “What did you do with her?” Rana growled at the rotund giant. 
 
    “Now, why would you ask me a silly question like that?” the deity giggled while still on his back. “I told you what would happen if you lost one of the games.” 
 
    “But where is she?” Rana said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” the god said as he casually stretched his limbs and scratched at his substantial belly. “You have more important things to concern yourselves with, like winning the next game!” he said gleefully. 
 
    “You said we’ll get her back if we win more games than you do, right?” Rana narrowed her blue eyes. 
 
    “Yes, yes we’ve been over all of that.” The irritating deity rolled his eyes, his tone now utterly bored. “Now, let’s move on to the next puzzle.” He rolled himself over and seated himself in the air, his legs crossed as he had before. 
 
    “Is it another riddle?” Annalíse asked. 
 
    “No.” The flabby being shook his head. “I only wanted to do another one before because I wanted to see you fail. You did, so now I’m done with riddles,” he said nonchalantly. Morrigan’s lips pinched together to form a tight line while Rana, Annalíse, and I glowered at the insolent god. I was growing tired of this deity’s commentary, it was infuriating. I wanted to end his foolish games right then and there, but I resisted the urge. My minions would never develop their own powers if I simply won every encounter for them. I had to walk a careful line between ensuring they developed and protecting them from death. 
 
    “What is the third puzzle going to be then?” I asked as I tried to control my anger. 
 
    “Hmm.” The deity folded his arms as he thought for a few moments. Then he suddenly gasped and clasped his hands. “I know, how about we do the maze next? That should be fun.” 
 
    “Fun?” Rana snorted. “Who said this was fun?” 
 
    “Oh sorry,” the god said with mock innocence as he brought a finger to his lips. “I didn’t mean it’d be fun for you, I was talking about me.” He slapped his knee and burst into laughter. 
 
    “Can we just move on?” Annalíse tapped her foot annoyedly. “You said something about a maze?” 
 
    “Yes,” the deity said as he calmed his shrill laughter. “Well, it’s more of a labyrinth. It’s quite a masterpiece if I do say so myself. No one has ever made it past the maze,” the god said proudly. 
 
    “So how does this work?” Annalíse asked. “We simply have to find our way through the labyrinth, and that’s it?” 
 
    “Oh, if only it were that easy.” The giant shook his head slowly and gave us an evil grin. “To put it simply, yes, all you have to do is make it through, if you survive that is. There is no time limit for this round.” 
 
    “There is something that you are withholding, tell us,” Morrigan said impatiently. Even her ravens seemed irritated, and they cawed and flapped their wings restlessly. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose there is,” the god said with a chuckle, “but I want to see the look on your faces when you see what surprises are waiting for you in there. So, I don’t think I’ll tell you.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” Rana said angrily. 
 
    “It’s my game,” the floating deity said with a sinister smile. “I make the rules. You can refuse to continue playing of course, oh, but wait, you won’t get your friend back.”  
 
    “He’s right, unfortunately,” Annalíse said as she turned to the fox woman. “We have to, for Carmedy.” 
 
    “Alright.” Rana sighed as she ran a hand through her curly red hair. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    “As you wish,” the deity said with a wry grin as he raised his palm to the air. Immediately after the god lifted his hand, the ground beneath our feet started to rumble and shake. The remaining members of the group looked down at the floor in surprise. 
 
    “What in the--” Rana breathed but her words caught in her throat when countless walls of rock burst from the ground one after another. 
 
    “Everyone, stay close together,” I shouted, and my minions quickly huddled around me in a group. The massive walls sprang up all around us, and they began to stretch far over our heads. Then the chubby god burst into uncontrollable giggles as he watched the confused and horrified expressions of my minions from above. 
 
    “This is too rich,” the giant gasped in between his laughter. “The look on your faces… it’s priceless! This is one of the many reasons why the maze is my absolute fav--” The god’s laughter choked to a halt when I scowled up at him as he floated above us and our eyes locked. After a minute or so, the walls finally stopped growing, and the four of us gazed at our new surroundings. The walls had completely surrounded us, the labyrinth had swallowed us whole. 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Rana whispered as she looked at the four different paths that branched away from us. “This can’t be real.” 
 
    “It is real,” I said gravely, “and we have to find a way out of here as soon as possible.” 
 
    “As soon as possible?” Rana said in confusion. “But there’s no time limit. We can take our time on this one… and I promise I’ll work with you guys this time,” the fox woman said embarrassedly as she scratched her head. 
 
    “I know that he said there’s no time limit, but I don’t trust him,” I said quickly. “Remember what he said about there being surprises in here? I don’t know what he has planned for us, but it’s certainly not going to be good. We need to get through this as quickly and efficiently as we can before we find out what those surprises are.” 
 
    “Right,” Annalíse and Rana said in unison, and Morrigan nodded in response. Without warning, Annalíse unsheathed her sword and charged into one of the passageways. 
 
      “Wait!” I shouted after the swordswoman. The tall woman skidded to a halt and looked back at me over her shoulder with a question in her eyes. “Let’s come up with a plan first.” 
 
    “But you said we have to hurry,” Annalíse said as her face twisted into a perplexed look. 
 
    “Yes, but we can’t simply run wild without some sort of strategy.” I shook my head. Annalíse’s way of doing things would only result in disaster, and I realized I was going to have to take more of a leadership role in this situation. 
 
    “Might I make a suggestion?” Morrigan said calmly. 
 
    “Certainly.” I motioned for her to continue. 
 
    “To begin with, I believe that our best course of action is to stay together, not run rampant through the passages individually,” the white-haired elf said with a quick glance in Annalíse’s direction. The freckled woman bristled at the comment but listened quietly. “Secondly, Rana, while not the most efficient in combat, has exceptional instincts and is skilled in navigation. Perhaps she should lead the way.” 
 
    “Thanks, Morrigan, I think,” Rana said with a chuckle. 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea.” I nodded. I was both impressed and pleasantly surprised by the logic of Morrigan’s plan. Not only that, I was pleased that she had spoken up and offered her opinion despite her aloof nature.  
 
    Annalíse walked back over to us and looked off to the side in frustration. Her face began to turn a distinct shade of crimson, and she shuffled her feet uncomfortably as she waited for Rana to figure out which direction to take. Annalíse had behaved similarly right before we had entered the illusion goddess’s dungeon. She hadn’t been pleased by the fact that I had been the one to lead our group into the cavern. The brown-haired woman hadn’t voiced her displeasure, but it had been written all over her face. 
 
    “Ah, you’ve chosen the fox to lead you,” the round deity gazed down at us haughtily. “Smart move. It won’t save you, but at least now you won’t die as quickly. I’ll get to savor my entertainm--” 
 
    “If you don’t shut that fat face of yours, I’m going to shut it for you,” Rana suddenly snapped, and the giant god clamped his mouth shut in surprise, crossed his arms, and began to pout. 
 
    “I don’t have a fat face,” the childish deity grumbled.  
 
    The fox woman, of course, couldn’t do anything to harm the god, he was out of reach and lounging about in the air above us. Even if he hadn’t been, Rana wouldn’t have been able to inflict any serious damage, but her sharp words still seemed to have startled the god. 
 
    After she had silenced the fleshy arrogant being, Rana closed her eyes, and her ears began to twitch repeatedly as she sniffed at the air. 
 
    “Hmm,” she murmured. “Well we definitely want to avoid this path.” The fox woman indicated the path in front of us. “I can hear something coming from that direction, something big. I don’t know what it is, but I don’t think I want to stick around to find out.” 
 
    “Alright.” I nodded. “How about the path behind us?” I gestured to the rear passageway. Rana’s brow furrowed as she concentrated on her task. 
 
    “No,” the red-headed woman said with her eyes still shut. “I’m picking up some distant screeching and snarling. My guess, it’s goblins. There’s two… no, three of them all together. We could probably take them, but it would waste time.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said. Rana was silent for a few more moments. 
 
    “This one,” the fox finally said, and her blue eyes flew open as she pointed to the path to our right. “I don’t hear anything coming in this direction. At least, not right now. I’ll keep my ears open while we’re in there,” Rana continued. “Everyone, pay close attention to my movements. I’m going to try to get us through here quickly, so there’s not going to be any time for discussion at each turn. No questions about why I’m going this way or that way or any arguments. Follow where I lead and stop when I signal you.” Rana held up a paw in the air to demonstrate. “Everyone understand?” 
 
    The rest of us nodded in affirmation. Rana had wasted no time taking charge of the situation. She was confident in her abilities, and I too had no doubt that she would successfully lead us through the labyrinth. It was unfortunate that Annalíse’s feelings had gotten hurt, but clearly, Rana had been the best choice. 
 
     “Good, let’s go.” Rana motioned for the rest of us to follow her as she quickly walked down the passageway. Morrigan went next, then myself, and finally Annalíse. I was surprised that the swordswoman had chosen to be last in line. Perhaps she was still upset over Rana being chosen to lead us, but there was no time for that. She needed to be on her toes. Her sulking would only make our situation more difficult. She would probably be distracted by her own thoughts, leaving her virtually blind. It was imperative that we all be on high alert. 
 
    There was no telling what unspeakable dangers awaited us within this ominous maze, but we would soon find out.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Rana swiftly zigzagged through the passageways, her ears continued to twitch in this or that direction, and every few moments, she sniffed at the air. Our party was silent as the fox woman led us through one path after another. She had been right to warn us to pay close attention to her. For a while, Rana would continue to go straight, then without warning, she’d choose a path that branched off to the right or left. She was trying to avoid the monsters in the maze, and so far, she was doing an excellent job. We hadn’t come across any, but I knew that this could change at any moment. The creatures in the labyrinth weren’t merely going to stay in one place, they would weave through the twisting paths as we did. 
 
    “Not bad,” I heard the floating deity say from above us. “You might live even longer than I thought you would.”  
 
    I couldn’t look up to see whatever ridiculous expression he had plastered on his face this time. I had to keep my eyes on Rana, and I was also getting tired of the flabby giant’s face. As we wove in and out of the passageways without pause, the heat from the rocky walls grew in intensity. Was Carmedy’s cooling elixir starting to wear off? If she were here, she could have given us another dose of whatever lengthy-named substance she had given us. This challenge may not have been timed, but it still felt as though time wasn’t on our side. 
 
    “The temperature is increasing,” Rana said without looking back at us, and she made a sharp right turn. “We’ve gotta get out of here before we get fried. I’m sure the monsters in here would love to snack on tasty fried fox legs and I--” Suddenly, Rana held up her paw as a signal for us to stop, and she looked down at the ground. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Is there something coming?” 
 
    “No,” Rana mumbled, and she continued to scrutinize the ground. 
 
    “Then why have we stopped?” Morrigan said impatiently. “Was the plan not to move swiftly?” 
 
    “It’s the ground,” Rana said quietly as she squatted down and placed a paw on the stone floor. She frowned down at it, and her fox ears continued to twitch. “It’s almost like it’s--”  
 
    The fox woman’s words were cut off when, without warning, the entire maze began to tilt to the left. Rana, still in a squatted position, tumbled to the side. Then the women all shouted out as we lost our footing and rolled down one of the passageways like marbles down a hill. As we slid, I clawed and grasped at the tilted ground in an effort to get some sort of handhold, but there was nothing. Every surface was smooth, undisturbed rock. Our uncontrolled descent stopped when we each slammed into a wall and fell on top of one another. We each rubbed at our sore bodies as we tried to pick ourselves up from the wall that had now basically become the floor. 
 
    “I told you there were some fun surprises in here,” the colossal deity cackled. I glanced up at him and saw him clutching at his meaty sides as he threw his head back and laughed. “And that’s just surprise number one.” 
 
    “The monsters were enough.” Rana groaned as she massaged the shoulder that had collided with the wall. “How many surprises are in here?” 
 
    “Oh, just a few,” the god said through his high-pitched giggles. Suddenly, the labyrinth began to tilt again, but this time in the opposite direction. We tumbled one after another, knocking into each other and bumping into the walls every so often. As my skin brushed against one of the stony walls, I felt a burning sensation. Before the sides of the passageway had only been at an uncomfortable level of heat, but this time, it had actually burned my skin. How could it possibly be getting hotter in here? We finally rammed into an opposite wall, and once again, we collapsed into heaps of limbs. 
 
    “Oops, sorry,” the hovering deity snorted. “It does that sometimes.” 
 
    “Morrigan, I really wish your ravens could chow down on this arrogant pig’s soul,” Rana said angrily as she narrowed her eyes at the chortling god that was above our heads. 
 
    “As do I,” Morrigan said darkly, her voice almost sounded like a growl.  
 
    We each attempted to steady ourselves, and we began a slow and shaky walk along the wall that had become the floor. We held out our arms as we teetered along the maze’s side and fought to keep our balance. Every so often, one of us would stumble or start to tilt to one side.  
 
    Every time it looked like we were making a little progress and got used to walking on the walls, the labyrinth would tilt again. Once we slid forward, a couple of times we rolled backward, and I lost count of how many times we were thrown to the left or right. I tried to count the seconds in between the tilts so that, even though we couldn’t know which direction the maze was going to tilt, we would at least be able to brace ourselves. But the timing between each abrupt slant was sporadic. I counted thirteen seconds, sixty-five seconds, thirty-seven, ninety-two… making a prediction was impossible. I hoped that the maze wasn’t going to turn like this for the rest of our time in here, it would take us forever to escape it if we were constantly getting tossed around and unable to control our direction. There was no way of telling where we’d end up.  
 
    I stole a glance at the exasperating deity above our heads as we clumsily made our way through the labyrinth. He lounged in the air on his stomach as though he were lying on a bed. He wore a bored expression and casually waved his hand over his mouth as he yawned. 
 
    “That’s enough of that,” he said as he stretched. “Let’s make things a little more interesting.” He snapped his fingers, and gradually the maze began to tilt back to its original position. Our party looked around confusedly as our feet met with the floor once more. What was this deity planning on doing? He certainly wasn’t taking pity on us or deciding to let us go. He had made it very clear that he thought we were his playthings. I guessed that whatever he was up to, it was going to be even worse than what we had experienced. 
 
    Once again, I resisted the urge to wave my hand and allocate a fraction of my power to destroy him. 
 
    Rana wasted no time asking questions as she hurried to guide us through the rest of the maze. Without speaking, she made a series of several sharp turns. Left, right, left, then left again, then right before she continued straight for some time. I gave the floating giant another quick glance and observed that he no longer wore an expression of boredom. Now, his chubby face held that same toothy and smug look that I had already grown so tired of. 
 
    “How much further is it?” Annalíse called to Rana from the back of the group. The swordswoman had been quiet for some time. Had she finished with her sulking, or had she posed the question because of her impatience? 
 
    “How would I know how much further it is?” Rana hissed but continued to face forward as she plunged deeper and deeper into the maze. “It’s not like there’s a map or something. We’re in a labyrinth with thirty-foot walls. And I thought I said no questions?” 
 
    “Yes, I know that.” Irritation dripped from Annalíse’s distinct raspy voice. “But it seems like we’ve been walking for ages. Are you sure we aren’t lost? Perhaps I should lead for a bit,” the swordswoman said quickly. I had to force myself not to groan in response to Annalíse’s stubbornness. She still thought that she was best suited for leading us through the maze. 
 
    This time, Rana did briefly look back at the freckled woman. She shot the human warrior a quick glare as she turned back around. 
 
    “Annalíse, we’ve already discussed this,” I tried to say with a patient tone. She needed to let this go. “Rana is--” 
 
    “I’ve never gotten lost in my life,” Rana bitterly interjected. “Everyone knows that fox folk have an excellent sense of smell, hearing, and direction, and I’m much better than the average fox. And as for your other little comment, forget about it, not gonna happen.” The curly-haired fox’s tail thrashed the air in frustration. “You know perfectly well that I’m the best person to lead us. If you were in charge, we’d be running around aimlessly like headless chickens. So why don’t you just--” 
 
    Without warning, a deafening, rumbling sound drowned out the rest of Rana’s words and tremors began shaking the entire maze. It was as loud as when the maze had erupted from the dungeon’s floor, so we halted in our tracks, and my minions gazed around in anticipation of our next unpleasant surprise. 
 
    “Oh, you’re going to love this.” The obnoxious deity clapped his hands together excitedly. “It’s a real crowd pleaser. Too bad the crowd always dies,” he added with an evil chuckle. “Oh well, you can’t win em’ all as they say.” The quaking was so intense that my minions and I struggled to keep ourselves upright and we did what we could to steady ourselves against the stone walls. 
 
    “What in the world is going on?” Annalíse said shakily as she knelt down and pressed a hand to one wall. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m sure we’re not going to like it,” Rana said as she too kneeled. Being closer to the floor seemed to help matters, so Morrigan and I also lowered ourselves down. 
 
    “We can’t simply sit here and wait for the shaking to stop,” Annalíse shouted over the rumbling. “Who knows when it’s going to end? Staying here is only going to waste time. We could at least crawl along the ground to keep ourselves from falling over.” 
 
    “Believe me,” Rana shouted back. “I’d love to move things along, but moving around in here while this is happening doesn’t sound like such a good idea to me. We don’t know what’s causing it. Let’s wait until we find out more of what’s going on.”  
 
    Annalíse didn’t reply, she simply sniffed disapprovingly. 
 
    “Hey guys,” Rana said suspiciously after we had been silent for a few moments. “Does it seem like... the floor is moving or something?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Morrigan said unfeelingly. 
 
    “I don’t know, it almost feels like--” All of a sudden, a piece of the floor beside Rana began to crack. “That can’t be good,” Rana said under her breath. 
 
    Annalíse’s eyes widened, and she held her breath in anticipation. Morrigan’s dark eyes narrowed, and the ravens that perched on her shoulders cawed and beat their wings uneasily. I too felt that the unexpected rift in the rocky ground was cause for concern. 
 
    The crack began to grow, and it split into countless other cracks that started to spread throughout the passageway we were in. Without warning, a large chunk of the rocky ground between Rana and Morrigan began to crumble, and within seconds, it had broken to pieces which dropped down. What was left was a gaping hole in the floor. Rana’s mouth hung open in surprise as we all leaned forward to see where the pieces of rock had fallen. The women released horrified gasps at the sight that lay below us, and a grimace spread across my face. 
 
    “By the gods,” Annalíse whispered. 
 
     A few hundred yards beneath us was a vast sea of boiling lava. The orange liquid bubbled, and it oscillated as though it were an ocean. We watched as the bits of rock that had fallen away splashed into the lava and began to melt as they sank. 
 
    “Umm, guys?” Rana said slowly as she stared down into the hole. “Is it just me or is the lava getting closer? Please tell me the lava is not getting closer.” Rana’s words echoed in my head and my breath caught in my chest. The other two women looked up at the fox female, and their eyes grew wide with horror. They hesitated for a moment to look back down, but they finally lowered their gaze once more. 
 
    The rest of us scrutinized the deadly liquid fire. Rana was right, it did appear as though we were getting closer to the lava. The movement was gradual, but the maze was definitely lowering itself. So, this was what the rotund giant had meant when he said he wanted to make things more interesting. It was sick and diabolical, and that pompous floating eyesore was loving every bit of it. It was no surprise that no one had ever lived through the maze. Those villagers from the valley probably hadn’t lasted ten minutes inside of this perilous labyrinth. 
 
    “No wonder the temperature started to get crazy,” Rana said as she frowned at the lava. 
 
    “Oh dear,” the giant god said with mock concern. “Is it too hot in here for you?” Rana shot the deity an angry glare but decided not to respond to him. 
 
     “I thought something was off a little after we started into the maze,” the fox woman said as she wiped her sweaty brow. “But the movement was so smooth and slow I thought maybe I was imagining things. We’ve probably been descending this whole time.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s correct, give the fox a round of applause ladies and gentlemen!” the fat god clapped his hands giddily.  
 
    As if by the god’s command, a chunk of ground beside Annalíse began to crumble, and it fell away. Not five seconds had passed before a piece next to my feet disappeared. No sooner had the hunk of rock splashed into the lava when the wall beside Morrigan began to collapse and at the same time, a gaping hole appeared in the ground to Rana’s left. 
 
    “Okay, I think it’s time to start moving,” Rana said, and her blue eyes bulged at the rapidly deteriorating ground beneath our feet. This place was falling apart all around us.  
 
    If we didn’t figure something out soon, we wouldn’t be able to survive the labyrinth. Rana was fast, but we needed to be even faster if we wanted to make it out of here. On top of that, she could smell approaching enemies, but I doubted if she would be able to sense which paths had gaping holes in them. We couldn’t waste time turning back around if a path was too damaged for crossing, and I realized that I was going to have to give my minions a hint. 
 
    “Morrigan,” I said quickly to the pale elf beside me. “As I recall, you once said you could see out of your raven’s eyes. Is that correct?”  
 
    “Yes…” Realization suddenly flooded into Morrigan’s dark eyes, and she nodded in agreement. “I should have thought of that before.”  
 
    The childish giant that hovered over our heads wore a look of confusion, and he cocked his head to the side as he studied the tattooed elf and the pets on her shoulders. 
 
    “How are birds going to do you any good?” The bald deity scratched his head.  
 
     He didn’t know what Morrigan was capable of, and we could use that to our advantage. 
 
    “I can get us through here,” Rana said in exasperation. “We don’t need to use her ravens.” I could tell from the look in her eyes that she was offended that she had been replaced by birds. 
 
    “We don’t have time to argue about this, Rana,” Morrigan said over the sound of the rumbling maze. “Let me do this.” 
 
     As soon as she finished speaking, Morrigan’s eyes became consumed by blackness, and Fea and Macha took to the air above us. The white-haired elf walked around a sulking Rana and a slightly smug Annalíse to lead us through. I looked at the irksome god that hung over us in the atmosphere and smiled to myself. His facial expression changed from curious and watchful to sour and pinched. He was confused, and he was angry. He didn’t know what was going on or how Fea and Macha were able to help us. All he saw were two ravens flying through the air. He didn’t know what was happening, and he didn’t like it, he wanted to be in control. 
 
    “Why are you using ravens?” the god frowned as he called down to us. None of the members of our party bothered to respond to him, and we continued to follow the dark-eyed elf. The god’s face began to turn purple in response to our silence and clenched his great fists. 
 
    “Don’t you dare ignore me,” he screeched in a whiny, high-pitched tone. “Tell me what you’re doing right now!” The giant deity shook his fists in the air as though he were pounding a table.  
 
    The more I watched him, the more I loathed him. How could he call himself a deity? Yes, he had some tricks up his sleeves, and he was powerful, but I had never seen a god behave in such a childish manner. It was revolting to share the same title as him, he didn’t deserve his power. 
 
    I would gladly take it from him. 
 
    Morrigan led us through the maze swiftly while her pets cawed and circled in the air above us. Their black feathers shone in the bright orange light that radiated from the lava, and though our progress was fast now, the maze was still lowering itself, and the temperature was getting unbearable. Carmedy’s cooling elixir didn’t seem to be working at all now. Sweat dripped down into my eyes, and I wiped the droplets away with the back of my hand. My forehead was on fire, and my breathing had become very labored, as had my minions’. Such were the burdens of taking a mortal avatar, but I pressed on. Morrigan silently made sharp turns exactly as Rana had before, but as I had thought, she was faster. The god hovered down closer to the labyrinth to get a better look at the black winged pets that soared over the maze. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” the god whined and folded his arms as though he were a child who had lost a game. “They’re just birds.”  
 
    I loved seeing him get riled up like this. In fact, I reveled in it. 
 
    My minions were beating him. 
 
    As we navigated through the maze, more and more chunks of the ground began to fall away. Without warning, a piece would disappear beside one of us or in front or behind. Annalíse almost stepped through a hole that was large enough for a human to fit through, and I had to yank her away before she fell into it. We had to pay attention at all times. One unlucky step and that would be it.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I looked over my shoulder at the panting swordswoman as we continued our perilous journey. Annalíse’s chest heaved, and for a moment, she glanced back at the space that she had almost fallen through.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she said with a quick nod. 
 
    The labyrinth continued to shake and rattle, and the giant deity continued to pout and heckle us into telling him what we were doing. I held back a smile. This would certainly lead to his downfall. He was so caught up in trying to figure out what we were doing, and he hated being the only one who didn’t know. It was as though he were a little boy in a group of friends who knew a secret, and he was the only one who didn’t know and felt left out. He was consumed by it. Had he been able to compose himself and move on, he could have used some other strategy to keep us from escaping. But he was narrow-minded, and it would be one of the last mistakes he ever made, I’d see to that. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how much time had passed since Morrigan began to lead us, but I guessed it had to be somewhere between fifteen and thirty minutes. I couldn’t let my mind get bogged down with keeping track of the minutes, there were far too many dangers at present. All of a sudden, I heard Morrigan’s ravens shout out three distinct caws, and they fluttered down to return to their master’s shoulders. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Annalíse panted from the distress of the extreme heat. “Why did they stop?” 
 
    “We have reached our destination,” Morrigan said calmly as her eyes returned to normal. She gestured to one of the three paths that lay before us to the right. Without another word, the pale elf stepped into the passageway, and we followed behind her.  
 
    “Oh, uh, okay,” Annalíse breathed in surprise. A small smile came to my lips. I was proud of Morrigan’s triumph, she had led us through with confidence and without difficulty. But as we followed behind the elf maiden, my smile began to fade. I had expected to see a doorway of some sort that would lead us out of the maze, but there didn’t appear to be any such thing here. 
 
    As we walked down the path, I observed that we had arrived at a square area surrounded by walls. How puzzling, were we not meant to be led out somewhere? I had assumed that we would end up on the outside of the maze once we had completed it. Had Morrigan and her ravens somehow made a mistake? I looked around the room we had entered. Strange, no pieces were crumbling away here, but I could still hear the rumbling and hear mighty chunks splash into the sea of lava below us. What was this place? The one obvious feature was a large symbol etched into the stone at the center of the floor, a large circle that looked to be over ten feet in diameter. Without speaking, Morrigan walked toward the ring and studied it closer. 
 
    “Come,” the pale elf said plainly after a moment of silent study, and she signaled for us to approach the symbol. As we neared her side, the design began to become clearer. The inside drawings of the circle actually resembled a large maze. 
 
    “What is that? A drawing of a maze?” Rana frowned at the symbol on the ground. “I think you made a mistake, Morrigan. We’re still stuck in here. You led us to a dead end. You should have let me--” 
 
    “I have made no error.” The white-haired elf raised a tattooed hand to silence the fox. “We were not intended to reach the other side of the labyrinth. In fact, there is no way out.” 
 
    “What?” Rana shrieked. “What do you mean there’s no way out of here? You mean we’re trapped here?” 
 
    “Not at all.” Morrigan shook her head. “The object of this puzzle was not for us to discover a way out. There is not one. He attempted to deceive us.” Morrigan gestured to the fuming god that hovered over our heads. “He wanted us to believe that getting out was our goal, when in fact we were meant to find the labyrinth’s center in order to triumph.” 
 
    “Okay well, if that’s the case then why hasn’t anything happened?” Rana threw her paws into the air in frustration. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re still stuck in here.” 
 
    “Yes.” Morrigan nodded. “I had expected the puzzle to be completed upon reaching the center. However, nothing changed upon our entrance.” 
 
    “So now what?” Annalíse said with a raspy huff. 
 
    “Step onto the symbol.” I gestured to the circular puzzle, and the three of them blinked at me in surprise. Then Rana shrugged her shoulders and began to walk onto the circle. 
 
    “Well, there’s nothing else we can try,” the fox woman said. “Might as well.” The rest of them followed suit and stepped onto the strange symbol. As soon as we were all standing on it, the symbol began to glow. The ring of the circle, as well as the lines that made up the maze inside of it, began to radiate a brilliant white light. The rumbling stopped, as did the shaking, and the enormous deity let out a scream of frustration. We had indeed conquered the labyrinth. 
 
     The maze abruptly halted its descent, and we rocked to a halt. Then the labyrinth began to rise back up. My minions looked around at each other curiously, but I remained more focused and watchful. We had cleared the maze, but I didn’t want to fall prey to another one this deity’s tricks. Based on the plump giant’s reaction, I knew that we had triumphed and that this challenge was over. The deity’s reaction was truly a sight to behold. Our party watched as the so-called god threw a tantrum in the air above us. He lay on his humongous belly and kicked and flailed like a rampaging infant. 
 
    “No, no, no, no.” The deity pinched his eyes shut and clenched his fists as his ample cheeks turned a bright crimson. “No one has ever lived through my labyrinth,” the god cried out. “It’s not fair! It’s not fair!” The four of us scowled up at the deity. His behavior was nothing less than appalling. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding,” Rana said with disgust as the maze continued to ascend. “I have four-year-old cousins who behave better than that.”  
 
    Finally, the labyrinth stopped its ascension, and it trembled a bit as it stopped. Once more, without warning, the ground that we stood on began to crack. The four of us jumped in surprise. Had we not won this round? We braced ourselves in anticipation of whatever was coming next. The disintegration of the labyrinth had been perilous enough. I couldn’t imagine what could possibly follow that, but I was ready for whatever dastardly obstacle the loathsome giant wanted to hurl at us. 
 
    I glanced at the whining god. He was still throwing his fit, he did not wear his usual smug grin, curious. 
 
    “Hey, look.” Rana’s voice got my attention. I turned to see her pointing at the cracks that had formed around the circle. All of the cracks seemed to surround the circle and crawl toward the ring in which we stood. They made jagged lines toward the symbol and all at once, they touched the circle’s edges. The ground began to rumble once more. With wide eyes, we looked at the ground beneath our feet. The circle started to break away from the rest of the ground and raise itself in the air. 
 
    Within seconds we were floating through the dungeon in the atmosphere high above the ocean of boiling lava. The disk on which we stood flew through the air until it touched down on solid ground. We had arrived in a space that was similar to the one we had seen when we had first entered the dungeon. It had the same glowing cracks in the floor and the same streams of lava cascading down the walls. The disk lowered to the ground and finally set down. 
 
    “Yes, solid ground,” Rana shouted blissfully as she leapt from the stone circle. She knelt down and kissed the floor repeatedly. “My paws are never leaving the ground again,” she sighed as she hugged the floor.  
 
    The rest of us hopped off the disk and breathed sighs of relief. It was good to have a floor void of gaping holes beneath my feet. 
 
    “Hey, where’s pudgy?” Rana smirked. “Don’t we have another round to get through?” The rest of us turned our heads in search of the bald deity, and we finally saw him floating toward us. His massive shoulders drooped, and he stuck out his flabby lip as he hung his head. He was grumbling to himself. Our triumph had greatly upset him, and I was pleased to see that the smugness had finally been wiped off his face. 
 
    “Hey, pudgy,” Rana called out to the sulking god. “Quit your blubbering and get over here. We’ve got games to win.” The giant glowered at the fox woman as he finally reached our group. 
 
    “You can’t talk to me like that,” the god said angrily. “I am a deity, and this is my dungeon. You can’t just--” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, sounds riveting.” Rana waved her paw casually. “Get on with it, will you?” The round god pinched his lips together tightly. Suddenly his expression began to shift. His sour look began to transform back into his usual look of superiority, and he gave us a sinister grin. 
 
    “Alright then,” he said with a wicked chuckle. “You beat my maze, I don’t care,” the god said with a shrug. “That simply means I get to try something new.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    “Well, are you going to tell us what the next game is or not?” Rana swished her tail impatiently.  
 
    The blubbery deity had been rubbing his hands together and licking his lips as though he had sat down to a great feast. Judging by his size, I was sure that he had overindulged in many a meal. 
 
    “Yes, of course, I’ll tell you,” the giant god said with a wicked grin. “I was simply savoring how ingenious my idea is. This is really going to be something, you’ll love it.” The deity let out one of his annoying high-pitched giggles. “You should be honored, actually. I have created a brand-new game just for you.” He pointed to the four of us. “If you thought my labyrinth was a masterpiece, wait until you see this.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we didn’t think your little maze was a masterpiece.” Rana narrowed her eyes. “So, get on with it and stop wasting time.” 
 
    “Very well,” the hovering giant said with an overly toothy smile. I had expected the flabby god to whine or make a sour expression, but he seemed so pleased with himself that he didn’t seem to care about Rana’s rude remark. “This one is going to be quite simple,” he said proudly. “Nothing to wrack your brains over, and no twists and turns.” He chuckled. “It shouldn’t take you long to complete this one. In fact, this is the easiest game of them all. I’m doing you a favor. Actually, you should be thanking me,” the god finished with a devious smile. 
 
    “Is it going to be another riddle?” I asked the deity and hoped that his answer would be no. The second riddle had been simple and uninteresting. 
 
    “I told you, I’m tired of riddles,” the god said impatiently. “I have something much more fun planned than a simple riddle. All you have to do is make a decision, that’s it.” 
 
    “A decision?” Annalíse asked suspiciously. “What kind of decision?” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll see,” the giant said giddily, “but first, let’s have a change of scenery, shall we?” The god snapped his meaty fingers, and a rectangular piece of the wall in front of us began to slide back from the rest of the surrounding rock. The sound of stone scraping against stone filled the air as the slab moved to one side out of sight to reveal a doorway in the rocky wall. “Right this way if you please.” The childish deity smiled at us as he gestured for us to go through the newly formed entrance. 
 
    “You really expect us to simply walk right in there without question after all the stuff that you’ve pulled?” Rana said defiantly as she folded her arms over her chest. 
 
    “No.” The god chortled and snorted, “but you don’t really have a choice now do you?”  
 
    Rana mumbled something under her breath as she stormed toward the doorway. I couldn’t hear what she said, but I knew it had to be something insulting, most likely another comment about his weight.  
 
    The rest of us silently followed behind Rana. Once we fairly won one more game, this would all be over, and we could get Carmedy back. Then I would rip the insolent god’s power from his corpulent body.  
 
    As soon as we filed through the doorway, the stone slab slammed back into place behind us, once again forming a complete wall. We were trapped. 
 
    “Hey!” Annalíse pounded her fists on the piece of stone that had moved before. “What do you think you’re doing?”  
 
    The swordswoman desperately slapped her hands on the rocky wall, and when that didn’t work, she repeatedly shoved her shoulder against it in an effort to move it. Finally, seeing that her efforts were in vain, the freckled human growled in frustration and kicked at the stone once more before she crossed her arms and leaned her back against the wall. 
 
    “That’s just great,” Annalíse mumbled bitterly. Rana walked over and began to press her paws on various parts of the rock, and she ran her furry digits along the wall in search of cracks, but nothing happened. I expected as much, so I glanced around the room we were in. It was dark, small, square, and there was no apparent way out. 
 
    “Relax, my little playthings,” the god called out jovially from beyond the wall. He was still in the other room. “This is all part of the game.” 
 
    “Explain yourself,” Morrigan said plainly, but I could tell she was not amused. 
 
    “So rude.” The deity sighed. “But fine. I would like you all to look to the left wall of the room. I think you’ll find something there that is quite interesting.” He laughed obnoxiously. We simultaneously turned our heads in the direction that he had instructed. I hadn’t noticed before, but there was something there, or rather, it looked like someone. 
 
    “What is that?” Rana breathed as the four of us cautiously walked closer. It looked like a figure was standing in front of the wall, a strangely shaped one at that. Was there someone else in here with us? Parts of it looked human, but there were large shapes that looked like they jutted from its sides. A monster that was meant to kill us, perhaps? That didn’t make any sense. A simple monster wasn’t a type of puzzle. It wasn’t this deity’s style. A mere attack wasn’t nearly entertaining enough for him. The irksome god liked to show off, and his last puzzle had been quite elaborate. No, a simple fight wouldn’t be his way. 
 
    He surely had something far worse planned. 
 
    Finally, the figure came into full view. It stood about eight feet tall and wore a long black robe with a hood that concealed the being’s face. I now saw that the two shapes that sprouted from its sides were, in fact, humongous wings the color of obsidian.  
 
    Rana and Annalíse gasped at the sight of it while Morrigan and I walked a bit closer to study it. As I neared the ominous looking construct, the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. Not out of fear, but because I detected something… familiar. It was dark energy. I had never beheld one of these onyx-winged beings, but the dark power that radiated from the macabre statue was something I was well acquainted with. It was raw and unmistakable. Whatever this hooded thing was, its purpose was sinister.  
 
    I approached with caution and carefully touched a finger to one of the wings. They didn’t appear to be made of feathers. Instead, they were as hard as stone. Whatever it was, it wasn’t alive.  
 
    The strange statue held out its hands as though it were offering something to us. Its hands were void of skin, what remained were the hands of a skeleton that seemed to be made out of the same hard material as the wings. It was gruesome, peculiar, and intriguing all at once. Suspended in its bony clutches was a bowl of some sort.  
 
    Morrigan leaned closer to look at the bowl, and she raised a white eyebrow in surprise. This was no ordinary bowl. The dish appeared to be made out of an ancient looking skull. The rounded top of the head was cut off to create the bowl shape. I could see the holes where eyes had once been as well as the nose. The skull bowl had no jaw, only the top set of teeth remained. 
 
    Suddenly, a strange, deep sound began to come from the hooded figure, it sounded like some sort of chant in a foreign language. The four of us reeled back in preparation of some sort of attack, but the figure didn’t move. As soon as the chanting began, a sinister pair of glowing scarlet eyes pierced the darkness underneath the hood, but we still couldn’t see the being’s face. What was this creature? Was it the one saying these words or was it coming from somewhere else? All of a sudden, the chanting stopped. 
 
    “Isn’t that a work of art?” the chubby god called out to us from behind the wall. “Your reactions were hilarious,” he added with a chuckle. 
 
    “Wait, how can you see us if we’re in here?” Rana said as she looked around the small room. 
 
    “Oh, I have my ways. Surely you didn’t think I was going to miss out on the entertainment, did you? Now, what would be the good in that?” 
 
    “We are not here for amusement,” Morrigan said coldly. “Tell us what the nature of this puzzle is.” The elf gestured to the winged creature. 
 
    “I’m glad you asked,” the deity said excitedly. “This, my friends, is a soul collector. It feeds on souls.” Rana, Annalíse and I glanced at Morrigan and her pet ravens, but she slowly shook her head. She didn’t know what that strange skeleton monster was. “Oh, now, don’t worry. It’s not going to attack you because it’s under my control. Yes, I know they’re supposed to be extinct now, but I’ve had one all along. See, sometimes I like to have some fun with it.” His laughter boomed. “After all, there’s nothing more fun than letting it to collect souls.” 
 
    “And what does this have to do with our challenge?” I asked. I had, of course, heard of the monsters, but I’d never seen one before since they’d always been exceedingly rare and none had ever ventured into my dungeon. It’d probably been brought along to this one as a familiar to some hapless adventurer. It was good that this pudgy god had been lucky enough to find one since once I took his power for my own, I’d take the soul collector as well. 
 
    “It’s all very simple,” the deity continued. “As you might have noticed, there’s no way out of this room. All you have to do to win this challenge is to find a way to get through the closed door.” 
 
    “All we have to do is open the door?” I asked. There was more to it than that, some nasty surprise. 
 
    “Well, you see, you can’t open the door by, shall we say, conventional means. I wouldn’t bother trying to open it by force if I were you.” 
 
    “So how do we open it?” Annalíse huffed impatiently. 
 
    “You have to pay with a soul.” The god cackled. 
 
    “What do you mean by pay with a soul?” Rana asked. 
 
    “Give the soul collector a soul, and the door will open, that’s all there is to it.” The smugness in his voice was so overbearing that I waited anxiously for him to tell us why this was a particularly challenging puzzle. 
 
    “And where exactly are we supposed to find these souls?” Rana rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Well let’s see now, you have… four to choose from.” The god laughed uproariously. “You only have to choose which one.” 
 
    “You mean we have to--” Rana’s eyes suddenly grew wide with realization. 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid so,” the god said with false sympathy. “To leave, you have to offer up a soul as a sacrifice, meaning one of you has to die. There’s no other way out. If you refuse, you’ll lose another one of your precious players. Tough decision I know, but hey, easy games are no fun, right?” He burst into uncontrollable giggles though I couldn’t figure out why. Did he not realize how easy this challenge was? 
 
    “All we have to do is feed the soul collector a soul, and we win this challenge?” I asked, and my words must have struck him odd because it took him several moments to speak. 
 
    “Yes,” he hedged before his voice slipped up several octaves. “It is a simple matter of choosing who you will sacrifice.” 
 
    “Very well,” I said and nodded. Now that I knew the rules, it would be a simple matter to beat the god’s puzzle. The only question was whether my minions would figure it out or if I would have to assist them. 
 
    “We will not sacrifice one of our companions,” Morrigan said sternly. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” the god said coolly. “Either way, I’ll have my fun. Oh, by the way, I wanted to make things a little more challenging, don’t want anyone to get bored you see, so I’ve decided to have a time limit. You’ll have… oh, five minutes to decide which of you gets to be sacrificed. Have fun!” 
 
    “You can’t do this!” Rana shouted angrily as she pounded her furry fists on the wall, but the god didn’t answer. The fox woman groaned as she ran a paw through her curly red locks. “What are we going to do?” Rana moaned in frustration. 
 
    “Do not fear, my minions. This is an easy puzzle to solve,” I said calmly as I swept my gaze over the three of them. “He has given us an easy path to victory because he does not know all you have to offer.” 
 
    “Well, that’s super helpful.” Rana snorted as she met my eyes. When I didn’t respond, she huffed and turned her attention to the other women. “Well, since I doubt anyone wants to volunteer to get their soul eaten, anyone got any bright ideas?”  
 
    “Maybe there’s something in here that we can use to break through the wall,” Annalíse said, and she began to look around the room. 
 
    “There’s nothing in here,” Rana groaned. “Just us and that creepy thing.” She nodded to the soul collector. “Besides, how could we possibly break through that wall? Did you see how thick those things are?” 
 
    “Yes, but we have to try.” Annalíse frowned. “We’re not going to pick someone to be killed.” 
 
    “Four minutes left,” the god called out teasingly. 
 
    “Well, of course not,” Rana said in annoyance as she ignored the deity’s words. “But why are you going to waste time trying to figure out how to break down the wall? He told us there’s only one way out.” 
 
    “Well, maybe he was lying,” Annalíse raised her voice a bit. “Maybe that’s the trick to this. Maybe he wants us to think we have to kill someone when, in reality, there’s another way out.” Her answer pleased me. She was clearly on the right path. That made a certain amount of sense. After all, she had been the one to figure out the riddle. 
 
    “Where is it then, Annalíse?” Rana gestured to the four walls that surrounded us. “Please show us because I’m not seeing any way out.” 
 
    “What would you sugge--” 
 
    “Sorry to be that guy, but you only have about three minutes now,” the deity called out in a sing-song voice. Rana moaned and shook her head. Then she began to pace up and down the floor. 
 
    “We can’t break down the wall, and we’re definitely not going to kill anybody, so what then?” the fox woman mused. “Morrigan, really?” Rana threw her paws into the air in frustration as she glared at the elf. “You could at least try to help us figure this out.” 
 
    Instead of participating in their discussion, Morrigan stood near the soul collector and muttered something to each of her ravens, and the sight of it made me smile.  
 
    “Now isn’t the time to be chatting it up with your birds.” Rana wrinkled her nose. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re kinda in trouble here. So if you don’t mind holding off on your conversation until we can figure how to avoid killing off one of our own team members, that would be great.” 
 
    Morrigan ignored the fox-tailed woman and continued to whisper to her winged pets for a few more moments. Then Rana groaned and turned away from the white-haired elf and continued to pace. 
 
    “I believe I may have a solution,” Morrigan finally said. Rana and Annalíse turned to look at her in shock. I eagerly awaited the she-elf’s plan. There wasn’t much time left, so if she hadn’t figured out how to defeat the god’s challenge, I’d have to tell them. 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Annalíse said quickly. 
 
    “I have been speaking with Fea and Macha, and I believe that I can use them to aid in our escape,” Morrigan said matter-of-factly, and I couldn’t help but grin. Morrigan had figured out what I had known all along. Her ravens were the key to victory. 
 
    “Oh, Morrigan, I’m sorry,” Annalíse said as her face flooded with realization. “I know Fea and Macha mean a lot to you. It must be a hard decision to sacrifice one of them but--” 
 
    “I do not intend to sacrifice either of them,” Morrigan interrupted the swordswoman’s words.  
 
    “You don’t?” Annalíse’s face twisted with confusion. “I don’t understand. You said that you could use them.” 
 
    “I did, and I shall,” Morrigan said nonchalantly, “but not as sacrifices. You recall that Fea and Macha feast on the souls of the damned?” Annalíse nodded silently.  
 
    “You are going to use one of the souls your birds ate, huh?” Rana said to the white-haired elf.  
 
    “Indeed,” Morrigan said, her voice void of emotion. 
 
    “Hold on, you lost me.” Annalíse scratched her head in confusion. “You’re doing what with the souls?” 
 
     “I have asked Fea and Macha if there is a way that we can use a soul that they have already consumed, thus sparing our lives,” Morrigan said nonchalantly. Annalíse looked at her in disbelief. 
 
    “But, but is that actually possible?” she asked hurriedly. “How can they do that? And wait, what do you mean you asked them? They’re merely birds.”  
 
    “There are still souls within their bodies,” Morrigan explained as she ignored Annalíse’s third question. “The souls are not like food that passes through the body and is eventually expelled. They gather and are turned into a sort of energy that fuels Fea and Macha’s abilities. However, this process takes time. The souls are not transformed into energy right away. Meaning, we have some at our disposal.” The other two women gaped at the elf, and a slight smile spread across my lips. The beautiful elf was quite crafty, and I was glad she had figured it out. 
 
    “Alright, so how does this work?” Rana asked as she glanced at the black birds. 
 
    “I will simply have Fea and Macha attempt to regurgitate a soul for us to utilize,” Morrigan explained with a slight shrug. “The rules of the game did not specify that the sacrificed soul had to be one of ours. We simply have to relinquish a soul to escape.” 
 
    “You’re truly brilliant,” I exclaimed. “I was worried you wouldn’t come to that conclusion on your own, but I am most pleased that you have.”  
 
    Morrigan looked surprised by my words, and she looked down at the ground for a moment. Then she abruptly cleared her throat and began to whisper to her ravens. They leapt from her shoulders and fluttered down to perch on the skull bowl in the blackened bony hands of the soul collector. I tried to listen closely to what the pale elf was saying. I had never paid attention to what she said to her pets, and she always spoke in hushed tones that seemed to be her native elvish language. I recognized it but couldn’t understand what she was saying. 
 
    “And here I thought she was chatting with her birds,” Rana whispered to me as she softly elbowed my ribs. “If this works, I’m never going to complain about her choice to talk to them instead of us again. She can ignore me for a month if she wants to.” The fox-tailed woman chuckled, but there was still fear in her eyes.  
 
    “It will work. I’m certain of it.” I gave the fox woman a small reassuring smile. She was still afraid, but of course, she wouldn’t say that aloud. I turned my attention back to Morrigan and her winged pets. Fea and Macha cawed and reared their heads back. They beat their wings as their beaks hung open and their necks moved back and forth. Morrigan continued to speak to them softly, she seemed to be coaxing them. I wondered if this was painful for Fea and Macha, and I hoped they wouldn’t be harmed in the process, but I figured that Morrigan wouldn’t have suggested something that would have put them in danger. She was quite attached to them. 
 
    Suddenly, thin wisps of grey smoke began to emerge and snake from the ravens’ mouths. It was soul energy. The soul collector’s evil red eyes began to pulsate as the energy coiled into the bowl and formed a small cloud. The decrepit bowl began to hum, or maybe it was the soul collector itself? 
 
    When the last bit of smoke settled into the dish and the birds closed their mouths, the humming stopped, and the eyes of the hooded being stopped glowing. All of a sudden, we heard the familiar sound of stone grating against stone, and we all whirled around to see that the stone slab was sliding back. 
 
    “We did it!” Rana shouted triumphantly. “Well, you did it. Nice job!” Rana patted Morrigan’s back as the elf’s birds returned to their master’s shoulders. They seemed to be uninjured by their purge. 
 
    “Oh.” Morrigan blinked in surprise. She seemed startled by Rana’s kind words. “I deserve no thanks. Fea and Macha are our saviors.” 
 
    “You all deserve thanks,” I said to the elf kindly. 
 
    “Agreed.” Annalíse placed a hand on Morrigan’s shoulder. The tattooed elf nodded uncomfortably and said nothing more. The rectangular stone piece finally slid to the side to reveal the doorway, and without hesitation, the four of us left the small room. Once again, we stood in the cavern that glowed with orange. Before us was the fat deity with his mouth gaped open as he sat cross-legged in the air.  
 
    “I- I don’t understand,” the god stared at us in disbelief. “Why would you go to such lengths to keep all of your players? It would have been much easier to sacrifice one of you. You almost ran out of time, why take such a risk?” As the giant being spoke, a puzzled expression spread across his face. 
 
    “Because we’re not merely players in a game,” Annalíse said confidently. “We’re friends.” The freckled woman gestured to the rest of us after she finished speaking, and the god shook his head slowly. 
 
    “And those birds!” He pointed a pudgy finger to Fea and Macha. “What kind of bird eats souls?” he said with a look of disgust. “And I still don’t understand how they helped you in the maze.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” Rana shrugged and gave the deity a smug grin. “We won more games than you, so that’s it. It’s over. Give Carmedy back to us.” The bald-headed god glowered at her and was silent for a few moments. 
 
    “No, one more game,” he finally said and folded his arms over his humongous chest. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Rana said angrily. “We’re done with your games. You said if we won more games than you then we’ll triumph. We won three, you won a whopping one, so it’s over now.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I also said you had to play five games,” the god said haughtily. “New rule. One last game, winner takes all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    “No way,” Rana shouted. “We’re not agreeing to that.” 
 
    “It’s so cute that you actually think you have a say in this,” the giant said with a superior smile. “It’s a new rule, and it’s my game, remember? Take it or leave it.” 
 
    “Listen,” Rana fumed, and her face began to resemble the color of her hair. “If you think that--” 
 
    “Rana, it’s not going to work.” Annalíse rubbed at her temples. “Remember, we’re not exactly in a position to make demands.” 
 
    “But he can’t just keep changing the rules,” Rana said with exasperation. 
 
    “He will not allow us to leave otherwise,” Morrigan said calmly. 
 
    “Alright, fine.” Rana raised her paws to the air. “But what happens if we win? What’s stopping him from changing the rules again and tacking on more rounds until he wins? We could be stuck in here forever.” 
 
    “There has to be a way to stop him from changing the rules again,” Annalíse muttered. 
 
    “There is,” I said, and the women turned to me. 
 
    “What?” Rana asked. 
 
    “I will destroy him if he attempts this again,” I replied. 
 
    “Destroy me?” the fat deity asked with a mocking laugh. “What makes you think you can do that?” 
 
    “I could have done it at any time.” I chuckled. “I have only allowed you to live so that my minions could have more interesting training. You continue to exist for the benefit of these women.” 
 
    “You are a funny one!” The deity clutched his belly, laughed, and then spun backward in the air like a floating ball.  
 
    “Uhhh, if you can really destroy him, why not do it now?” Annalíse asked. “He wants us to do one more challenge, and this seems like a waste of--” 
 
    “Cause demon man can’t actually destroy him,” Rana scoffed and rolled her eyes. “He’s lying.” 
 
    “The reason I have not destroyed him is quite simple,” I said as I nodded up at the floating idiot. “He has cheated in his own contest. You three will overcome his next challenge, and then he will know that you are better than him, even when he breaks his own rules. Then he will know the shame of being a complete failure before I rip his power from his body.” 
 
    “I like this reasoning,” Morrigan said as she gave me a slight nod. 
 
    “Whatever.” Rana sighed. “I guess we can do one more as easily as we did the others.” 
 
    The four of us turned to the floating man, and I realized that he hadn’t heard our discussion because he was still laughing at my earlier comment. He was foolish, and he would soon pay the price for his idiocy. 
 
    “Alright then,” the giant said once he finished laughing and saw us all looking at him. “Let’s get started.” With that, he snapped his fingers, and the room suddenly went dark. A few moments later, my now-mortal eyes began to adjust to the darkness.  
 
    I looked around at my surroundings and realized my minions were nowhere to be found,  and I was no longer in the room with the glowing lava that cascaded down the walls.  
 
    I now stood in a vast cave near the edge of a cliff. It was dark, but there seemed to be a soft glow coming from below. It wasn’t the same orange luminosity that had come from the cracks in the ground or the waterfalls of lava that flowed down the walls in the other room. This glow was less intense, and it was white. What was the source of this strange light? 
 
    I slowly walked to the edge and cautiously peered over the side. This was unexpected. 
 
    Below was an endless series of ropes strung between this cliff and another one on the opposite side of the room. The distance between the two rocky faces appeared to be about one hundred yards wide. The ropes were strung this way and that and resembled long forgotten cobwebs. They were everywhere. The glow that I had seen was coming from white glowing orbs that looked to be the size of the palm of my hand. The orbs were attached to some of the ropes and scattered across the large room. I counted ten of them. 
 
    “Enjoying the view?” the irritable deity said from behind me, and I whirled around to see him lounging in the air on his side with his usual smug expression.  
 
    “What is this place?” I asked sharply. “And where are the others?” 
 
    “Now, now, don’t worry.” The god waved his hand casually. “Everyone’s all accounted for. I simply decided to… mix things up a bit.” 
 
    “Oh?” I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    “I allowed you all to work together as a team for the other challenges, quite graciously I might add.” The fleshy being put a hand to his chest proudly. “Now I want to see how you do on your own.” 
 
    “What is the object of this game?” I said as I reminded myself that I didn’t want to destroy him until after my minions had completed their challenges. 
 
    “You each have a separate task to complete.” The deity shrugged. “If you each complete your given task, then the game will be over, and you’ll all go free.” 
 
    “What’s the catch?” I raised an eyebrow suspiciously. I knew better by now. 
 
    “Catch?” The god feigned innocence and cocked his shiny head to the side. 
 
    “There’s always a catch with you,” I said through pursed lips.  
 
    “Oh dear, you don’t trust me?” the god whined and stuck out his massive lip. “Now that is a shame. There is no catch, no time limit or anything like that.” 
 
    “Very well then,” I said slowly. I still didn’t trust him and resolved to be on my guard. This god was perhaps the most dishonorable being I had ever met, and I had come across some pretty unsavory characters in my time. “What is my task?” I asked the giant. 
 
    “All you have to do is retrieve each of those orbs down there,” the nasal-voiced deity gestured to the ten white spheres below us. “Of course, you’ll have to use the ropes to get around. Terribly inconvenient I know, but I wouldn’t want you to get bored with our little game, got to keep you on your toes, you know.” He chuckled. “Oh, and you might want to be careful not to fall, it’s quite a nasty drop. Very… pointy down there.” He hovered over to my side and peered over the edge. “Go on, go on take a peek.” The deity covered his mouth to stifle a giggle, and he gestured for me to look over the side. His eyes were filled with excitement, and he bit his lip in anticipation.  
 
    I furrowed my brow at him and then gazed down into the pit.  
 
    I hadn’t realized how deep it was until he mentioned it, and now I saw it was about a fifty-yard drop. There was something at the bottom. The stone floor was completely covered in a bed of large stone spikes. There were no visible areas of flat ground, and the spaces between the jagged protrusions were minimal. Anyone who fell down there would most definitely be skewered. This god was beyond twisted. We had angered him with our triumphs, and he wanted to make us pay. My minions’ present situations were probably equally gruesome. 
 
    “What do I do with these orbs?” I asked as I stepped away from the ledge. 
 
    “You’ll collect them in this sack.” The god gestured to a bag lying forlornly on the ground, the kind that could be slung over one’s shoulder. “Once you’ve collected them all, you’ll take them to the other side.”  
 
    He waved his mighty hand to draw my attention to the cliff on the opposite of the vast room. On top of the cliff stood an enormous bronze statue of a tunic-clad woman. Her arms stretched out to the side and in each of her hands rested a platter also crafted from bronze. It was a scale of some sort. “Place half of the orbs on each side of the scale, and a door will open,” the god continued. “Then your challenge will be over.”  
 
    “And what about the others?” I asked dubiously. 
 
    “You’ll have to wait for the rest of them to complete their challenges, but I wouldn’t get my hopes up if I were you.” The god cackled. “I don’t think you’ll walk out that door anyhow. Oh, and by the way, those spikes down there are a tad bit poisonous just for fun. So be extra careful.” The fat man emitted a high-pitched giggle, and with that, he suddenly vanished. 
 
    I figured he was going to speak to my minions and explain the terms of their individual games. I hoped they would be able to make it. Annalíse had done well with the riddles, but she wouldn’t have anyone to rein in her impulsiveness. If Rana had some sort of logic puzzle, she would be in trouble. Morrigan, however, had performed excellently in the last two rounds. I was still concerned about all of them though. We all had to win. 
 
    I debated summoning my shadow slaves or using my telekinetic magic to pull the orbs out of the pit and into my possession, but then I let out a low chuckle and put the God Slayer in one of my void pockets. No. My opponent had cheated on his terms and asked us to compete in another one of his games, I could beat this task without using any of my magic just as my minions could. Then he would know we were better than him, even with his magic and treacherous ways. 
 
    I quickly moved toward the edge of the cliff and peered over the edge once more. I couldn’t waste time. My minions would be hard at work, and as their master, I would have to complete my task before they finished so I could congratulate them.  
 
    I slung the bag the god had left for me over my shoulders, knelt down on the ground, and stuck my head over the side. The first rope ran the length of the pit and was a bit below the cliff’s edge. There seemed to be some handholds and footholds on the rock’s side. About halfway down the rope was one of the white glowing orbs. I would start with that one. 
 
    On my knees, I moved backward and grasped the lip of the cliff as I lowered myself down. My feet found two indentations on the stony side, so I turned slightly and reached out with one hand and grasped the nearby rope. Once I had a firm grasp, I took a deep breath and released my hold on the rock and grabbed the rope with my other hand. I dangled there for a moment and looked down. The sinister-looking spikes far below seemed to taunt me. It was as though they were waiting for me to slip and fall to my doom.  
 
    The sight made me laugh again. It felt good to use the powerful muscles of this newly crafted body, and I certainly wasn’t going to fall down and grant that sorry excuse for a god the satisfaction. With my hands still firmly in place, I swung one leg over the rope and hooked it around, then the other. 
 
    I began my slow and perilous shimmy upside down across the deadly pit. 
 
    The rope swayed under my weight, and the material cut into my hands. The air was silent, but as I neared the first orb, an ear-splitting scream pierced the air. 
 
    It sounded like Rana. Where was she? I paused for a moment as I considered the next appropriate move. Should I continue with my task? Should I teleport to where she was and help her? No. I cared deeply about each of my minions, but I had to complete my own work and have faith that my women were skilled enough to accomplish their own tasks. Besides, the fox woman was strong. I was sure that she would find a way to handle her present situation. I only hoped that she wasn’t hurt.  
 
    I continued to make my way to the orb. As I moved, I glanced around me. The ropes went horizontal, crisscrossed, and slanted here and there. Traveling between them would be difficult. Just one misplaced step or unsteady handhold or hasty decision would be all it would take to send my body careening toward the deadly rocks. I wanted to be quick, but caution was the safest route here. The dastardly deity had given me quite a feat to overcome. 
 
    The challenge was actually entertaining, and as I swung between the ropes, I felt better about my decision not to destroy him after he had told my minions they needed to perform an extra task. 
 
    I knew that there was something else though, something that the bald god hadn’t told me that was going to make my challenge all the more deadly. I finally reached the first luminous white sphere and realized that it was attached to the rope that I clung to with a small thread.  
 
    I carefully positioned myself so that I could hold my weight with one hand and then reached out and grasped the colorless orb. I gave it a small tug, and the thread snapped easily. The orb was extraordinarily light in my hand, almost as if it had no weight at all. With my free hand, I reached around my back and felt around for the opening of the sack before I dropped the ball inside. Nine more to go. 
 
    As I hung upside down, I looked around for the next glowing object that was nearest to me. I finally saw several ropes below me far to the right near the side of the cliff. It wasn’t going to be easy getting down there, but I was sure I could do it all the same.  
 
    I released my feet from around the rope and hung there for a few seconds. The rope a few feet in front of me ran horizontally. Right beside it was one that slanted downward. If I could swing myself over to the first one, then I could grab the second and shimmy my way down it. That would put me within close proximity of my destination. I couldn’t plan out all of my movements ahead of time because I was too far away to see where each rope started and stopped, they were all interwoven together. I’d have to figure out my next move once I got further down. 
 
    I began to pump my legs back and forth. After four or five swings, I released my hands and launched into the air. My momentum proved to be enough, and my hands grasped the next rope. I let out a sigh of relief and reached out to grasp the slanted rope beside it. As I grabbed it, I carefully placed a foot on a rope that crossed beneath it to give myself some leverage. Once I had a steady hold, I released my other hand and clung to the rope that ran downward. The next orb was only a few more ropes below my feet. 
 
    Chunks of rock dislodged from their niches and rained down around me. I would have to hurry. Rumbling filled the air, and it sounded as though the whole ceiling was going to come down on my head at any moment. I continued my descent, and suddenly the rumbling stopped. I stole an upward glance and saw a humongous sharpened rock plunge downward at an alarming speed. I shimmed down the rope as fast as my hands would allow, but I knew that if I stayed on my current path, I wasn’t going to make it. 
 
    Without hesitation, I released my hands and fell downward. I barely managed to clutch the rope below that ran perpendicular to the one I had been clinging to, and I immediately grabbed on with the other hand and hooked my legs around it. Now I had a direct view of the massive tumbling rock. I was nearly out of the way, but I had to keep moving, so I swung as far as I could to the right to avoid the steadily careening rock that threatened to splatter me against the pit’s deadly floor. 
 
    The rope felt good in my hands, and a quick tug with my left arm easily lifted up and over the top so that I was in a one-armed handstand position. Then I let out a laugh and flipped myself over so that I could walk across the line like a tightrope performer.  
 
    The remainder of the hulking rock hurtled past me, and I watched as the stony projectile collided with the ground in a deafening crash that scattered shards of rock into the air. This acrobatic exercise had been quite fun, but time was of the essence, and I reminded myself that my minions needed me to finish my task. 
 
    I craned my head in every direction to get my bearings. Luckily, my hasty drop had brought me nearer to the orb that I had set my sights on. I merely had to continue to travel to the right, and it would be within my grasp. 
 
    The sphere of white light was on a rope that slanted down, and it crossed with another, thus forming a sort of X-shape. After a minute or so of careful shimmying, I arrived at the crisscross, unhooked my feet, and cautiously stepped a foot into the middle of the X. It was sturdy enough for a foothold, so with one hand still firmly attached to my rope, I used my free hand to reach out to pluck the glowing orb from its place. I severed the thread as I’d done before and placed the ball into my sack. This work was tedious, and I still had eight more to go. I gazed around the pit in search of the next orb. 
 
    Then I heard Rana scream again. Her cry seemed to come from somewhere below the spiked floor of the cavern.  
 
    And then the rumbling started once more.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    I looked at the ceiling and saw that yet another giant rock was attempting to break away from the roof of the cavern. This time, however, it was on the far left, so I was out of harm’s way. The rock fell so close to the opposite cliffs side that it collided with the rocky face on its way down. It thundered and rumbled as it broke against the mighty cliff and its trajectory slowed. It looked like the collision had left most of the ropes intact as opposed to last time. Only a handful had snapped from the weight of careening chunks of boulder. What was going on? What was happening to Rana, and why was the ceiling falling apart?  
 
    Just then I heard something. A soft sound… a distinct flapping. I hadn’t heard the sound before when I had entered the spike-filled cavern, but it was strangely familiar. Suddenly, a shrill caw broke the cave’s silence. I knew that sound all too well. A raven. I looked around in search of the black-winged bird and soon saw it fly over my head. 
 
    “Down here!” I shouted. I had no idea how Morrigan’s winged companion had managed to find me in a cave that seemed to have no openings, and I didn’t care. I had never been so happy to see one of the elf woman’s pets. 
 
    The bird paused its flight and flapped a bit in the air as it moved its head around in search of me. Within moments, it spotted me and released another loud caw and began to make its way down. It expertly weaved in and out of the web-like network of ropes without decreasing its speed. Finally, it reached me and fluttered to perch on a rope beside my head. By now, I had figured out how to tell the elf’s pets apart. This particular raven had a small red mark on its beak, it was Fea. 
 
    “Morrigan?” I spoke to the raven although I wasn’t entirely sure why. I was sure that Morrigan was using her shared sight, and I knew that she could see me, but could she hear me? How would she be able to communicate with me? It would be difficult to formulate a plan if we couldn’t talk to one another. Still, I would have to be grateful that she had at least been able to find me, and I would speak in case she could hear me. “Morrigan, are you there?” I spoke once more to the elf’s winged pet. 
 
    The raven proceeded to open its beak. “Yes, I am here,” I heard Morrigan’s emotionless voice say. “Not only do I possess the ability to share Fea and Macha’s sight wherever they may roam, but I can also hear what they hear and am capable of speaking through them.” 
 
    “It is an excellent ability,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed, it is quite useful,” the elf said nonchalantly. It was strange talking to Morrigan’s pet and hearing her voice come out. Fea didn’t move her beak when Morrigan spoke, it simply hung open. 
 
    “How did you know where to find me?” I asked, but as the words left my mouth, I realized that the dungeon’s rooms were all connected, and I immediately knew that the deity had set up our games so that they would conflict with each other. Rana had screamed every time the ceiling had crumbled, so I guessed that she was either above or below my position. 
 
    “I did not know where to find you,” Morrigan continued. “I had suspicions and used Fea and Macha to locate both you and Rana. I do not yet know what has befallen Annalíse, but I soon shall.” 
 
    “Suspicions?” I said to the bird with Morrigan’s voice. “Have you figured out what is going on?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking, yes,” the white-haired elf said calmly. “I am not aware of every last detail. However, the nature of our current situation is beginning to come into focus.” 
 
    “Then tell me your hypothesis,” I instructed. 
 
    “Our games, as that tiresome deity called them, are connected,” Morrigan said with a twinge of anger in her tone. “At least some of them are, of this much I am certain.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked as I fought against a prideful smile. I had already guessed what the white-haired elf was going to tell me once I saw her raven, but I was delighted that she had figured out that the dungeons were all connected. I was very proud of her. 
 
    “You were given a specified task to complete, were you not?” Morrigan asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “As were the rest of us, he said as much,” the pale elf continued. “I assume that you were also told that, to triumph, you had to complete said task and then you would be permitted to leave, is that the case?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He has deceived you,” Morrigan said darkly. “He has deceived all of us. That insolent god had no intention of bestowing our freedom. He orchestrated these games in such a way that we would perish in our endeavors to complete them. Am I right to assume that you heard Rana’s screams?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “I was the cause of Rana’s turmoil,” Morrigan said quietly. “Or rather I was partially the cause.” 
 
    “You?” I finally smiled. Yes. She was very clever. 
 
    “As I said, our challenges are connected,” the bird with Morrigan’s voice explained. “My task was to simply hit a series of flying targets using a bow and arrow. I was told that upon hitting all the targets, a door would be opened, and I would be granted freedom. This seemed far too easy, and while I do not trust that vile god, I shot one of my arrows as a test to ascertain what would happen. Naturally, I hit my mark without difficulty, but as soon as my arrow pierced the target, I heard Rana scream. For a moment, I thought that perhaps it was a coincidence, but I do not believe in coincidences. I shot once more, and again I heard her protest. I also heard strange rumbling sounds not long after she shouted.” 
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. It was all starting to make sense. “The rumbling was coming from this cave. Each time Rana screamed, one of those spikes came crashing down.” I gestured to the hulking jagged rocks above my head. The raven lifted its head to look at the malignant ceiling before it returned its dark-eyed gaze back to me. 
 
    “I see,” Morrigan spoke slowly, her pet’s beak was still agape. “It is as I thought, your game is connected to mine and Rana’s.” 
 
    “Have you found her?” I asked. 
 
    “Presently she is in a cage with some sort of demon,” Morrigan said flatly. “She was meant to defeat the creature and retrieve the cage’s key from its possession. The cage was attached to the ceiling by eight chains, and it is suspended over a sea of lava. Two have broken away, and the cage is dangling by the remaining metal links. There were eight chains, and I had eight targets, so I surmised that I was the cause of these broken chains.” 
 
    “Then we have to help her,” I said with renewed focus.  
 
    “You do not need to worry about Rana right now,” Morrigan said coolly. “It is true that Rana still remains in the cage. However, the monster is incapacitated, and she has taken possession of the key.” 
 
    “If the monster is defeated, why has she not escaped?” 
 
    “She needs to find a way to make it back to solid ground, and I cannot continue to shoot my targets until she does.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why she hasn’t escaped. Is there some other kind of difficulty beyond the cage?” I asked as I studied the problem in my mind. 
 
    “Yes,” Morrigan said cooly. “There are immense stone ledges on either side of her, but she cannot reach them on her own.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, “I will give you instruction now.” I realized that I was going to have to step in and control the situation more. Morrigan had put the pieces of the puzzle together, and she had figured out how to find me, but I didn’t want to risk losing any of my women because of a slight misstep. 
 
    “Tell me what to do,” she said through her birds, and a bit of pride swelled up in me that the elf girl was trusting me. 
 
    “Send one of your ravens to find Annalíse and let her know what’s happening,” I began. “I’m a little better off than Rana so send Fea, I’ll be fine on my own for now. My task was to collect all of these white spheres and place them on that scale.” I gestured to the bronze statue-like scale that sat atop the other cliff. “Tell Annalíse to brace herself for possible danger, but if your shots caused the supports on Rana’s cage to break, then I suspect it is her task that is causing the rocks to fall from the ceiling.” I wrapped an arm around one of the ropes to steady myself as we spoke.  
 
    “I will do it,” Morrigan said. “What about you?” 
 
    “I am going to finish gathering the rest of these orbs unless you come back to tell me otherwise because the rules haven’t changed. We still have to win our respective games. We’ll have to keep playing, only now we’ll be prepared,” I said determinedly. “Send Fea back to me once you’ve spoken to Annalíse and let me know what her current situation is. I will wait to fill the scale until Fea returns. Then we’ll figure out our next plan of action.” 
 
    “Understood,” the pale elf said through her raven. “I shall return Fea to you as soon as I have located Annalíse and communicated with her.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. With that, Fea leapt from her rope perch and flew upward and away from me. She cawed a few times before she disappeared over the top of the cliff.  
 
    I focused on the task at hand. I had a game to win and an obnoxious deity’s power to harvest, so I began to climb my way upward to the cliff that held the bronze scale. I would complete my challenge.  
 
    It took me a while to reach the top of the cliff, and I had no idea how much time had passed. I only knew how many ropes I had grasped with my armored fingers, how many times I had looked down, and how many times I swung through the empty air. Even still, the whole experience was exhilarating. It was one thing to craft a body and walk around, and quite another to endeavor at a task such as this, and I was still enjoying myself despite the situation. 
 
    What other sort of physical activities would I find pleasurable?  
 
    When I finally reached the rocky side and pulled myself up, I couldn’t help but smile. I’d done it, and the sense of accomplishment was something I’d not experienced in centuries. 
 
    My eyes locked on the two craggy spots in the ceiling where the enormous dagger-like rocks had broken away. Even facing those challenges had been fun in their own way. Still, this was no time to reminisce in the delights of this challenge. That could be done after my minions, and I had won this game. 
 
    Once I had steadied my breath, I summoned my shadow slaves. I had intended to do the task without them, but my minions were in more danger than I had first assumed, and I didn’t want to leave their fates to chance. Also, I was done crawling around for this god’s amusement. 
 
    I had already collected two of the luminous orbs, so I summoned eight shadow slaves, one for each remaining sphere. I had surmised that it wasn’t the gathering of the orbs that would trigger a negative event, it was placing them on the scale. This was based on the information that the nasal-voiced god had given as well as the fact that there hadn’t seemed to be a reaction to my collection of the orbs. So, I could allow my shadow slaves to work without worry. I sat on the edge of the cliff as I watched the orbs begin to detach themselves one by one from the perilous ropes. 
 
    I removed the sack from my shoulders and held it open for my shadow slaves to place the round objects inside. Some of the tension in my heart eased now that I knew that Rana was in less danger. Hopefully, the chains that held her cage would remain intact. I simply needed her to hold on for a little while longer. Once I was out of this place, I would send my shadow slaves to save her from her peril. And with any luck, Annalíse’s conditions were less dangerous like Morrigan’s. The elf was also safe, at least for now. 
 
    One by one, the colorless orbs were dropped into the sack, all the while I kept an eye out for Fea. When there were only two of the white spheres remaining, I suddenly heard a raven’s cry in the direction of the cliff where I had first appeared. My eyes widened in surprise as I saw a circular piece of the cavern’s wall begin to glow red. A mere second later, Fea emerged from the circle and flew into the cave.  
 
    The raven had somehow managed to pass through solid rock, but how could this be possible? The black feathered bird flapped toward me and fluttered down to rest beside me just as the final orb was placed into the sack. Fea opened her mouth so that her master could speak to me. 
 
    “I have located Annalíse,” I heard Morrigan say flatly. “She is in no present danger. She is in a cavern that has three bridges. That imbecilic deity told her that if she crossed the first bridge, she could save Rana, that if she crossed the second, she could save you, and finally if she crossed the third, she could save me. She can only choose one, and there is no other way for her to leave. When I found her, she was in a state of torment. This is an impossible decision for any being to make, especially Annalíse.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said solemnly. “Annalíse would never be able to choose. She would try to figure a way around it, much as she did when we were trapped in the room with the soul collector.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Morrigan said with a note of bitterness. “Annalíse would have been plagued by the choice and eventually have gone mad. She would have ended up staying there for eternity, unable to cope with the guilt of knowing that she had been responsible for the deaths of two of her companions. And yet she also would not have been able to stand by and do nothing. She would have spent the rest of her days searching for another way out.” 
 
    “Is she alright now?” I asked the raven with Morrigan’s voice. 
 
    “Yes,” the pale elf replied. “I was able to calm her, and I have informed her of your plans thus far. No doubt you have noticed no more rocks fell from above. That is because she has ceased trying to find other ways to escape.” The raven waited for me to nod before continuing. “What have you decided to do next?” 
 
    “Now that I’ve collected all the orbs, I’m going to place them one by one on the scale,” I said determinedly. “I don’t want to, but I have to in order to leave and help the rest of you should you need me. The way I see it, my challenge should either affect you or Annalíse, possibly both. Whoever is affected will have to hold out for a bit. Unfortunately, we will have to take that risk.”  
 
    My words came out sharply as I thought about what this corpulent god had done to us. He would pay for his contemptible acts. “When Fea leaves here, I’ll have the shadow slaves follow her. They can pass through solid matter as Fea did. Direct them to Rana’s location first, then to yours, and finally to Annalíse’s. I’m going to send enough for both you and Annalíse in case you need them. If either of you finds yourself in a type of danger that you are unable to handle, send Fea and let me know immediately so that I can come to your aid. Otherwise, as soon as my door opens, I will be dealing with our gracious host.” 
 
    “I do not believe that I shall require any assistance,” the tattooed elf finally said. “However, I see no fault with your plan. I shall carry it out to the best of my ability.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said with a nod. “How long will it take Fea to get from me to Annalíse?” 
 
    “Approximately five minutes,” Morrigan said. 
 
    “Very well,” I said quickly. “I’m going to count to seven minutes to be safe. Tell Annalíse to get ready. Once I get to seven, I’m going to start putting the orbs on the scale. Both of you prepare yourselves for what may happen after I finish.”  
 
    “Understood,” Morrigan said plainly. “I will attempt to signal you once I ascertain who the affected party is. It would take time for Fea to reach you once more, but it would be best if you at least knew whose game is affected by the scale. If it is me, then I shall have Fea caw twice. If it is Annalíse, I shall have Fea caw three times. In the unlikely event that there is, as you say, a sort of danger that we are unable to handle, Fea shall call out to you five times for Annalíse and seven times for myself.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I nodded to the raven. “Better get going.” Without hesitation, the black-winged bird took to the air, and I sent my shadow slaves after her. A glowing red circle appeared once more in the side of the cave’s wall, and Fea soon disappeared inside of it. The moment she entered, the circle vanished.  
 
    I had no idea how Morrigan had managed such a trick. While I knew of several necromantic creatures that were capable of passing through solid matter, I had never seen a mere animal perform this feat. Perhaps this was one of the abilities that were fueled by the soul energy that she had spoken of back in the room with the soul collector. 
 
    I began my steady count to seven minutes. I hoped that my overestimation of time would prove useful and that Morrigan would have enough time to warn Annalíse. Rana wouldn’t be an issue since Morrigan’s other raven, Macha, was already with her. I wished that the white-haired elf possessed a third pet raven, that would have made things a little easier and would have eliminated all of this back and forth flying. Perhaps I would gift another raven to Morrigan later on. Then again, whatever raven I gave her would have to be truly amazing to measure up to her current pets since they were quite remarkable. 
 
    When I finally counted out the last few seconds, I hesitated for a moment. I hoped that swiftness had graced Fea’s wings. I couldn’t wait any longer. There was no telling how long Rana’s cage would hold or if any other nasty surprises were waiting for us.  
 
    I walked toward the bronze statue-like scale. Now that I was closer, I could see its ornate detail. The large metallic sculpture was tarnished by time and had lost its luster, it was however still an impressive piece. The folds of the bronze woman’s tunic, the flowers that were interwoven throughout her braided hair, her eyes that somehow had a somber look to them… they were so expertly carved that the statue almost seemed real. 
 
    I reached into the sack and pulled out one of the white orbs. Then I took a deep breath and slowly placed it on the left side of the scale. The scale moved in response to the sudden weight, and it began to tilt to one side. I heard no screaming, perhaps my guess had been right, and Rana would not be affected. Either or that or something would happen when all the orbs had been properly placed. 
 
    I set down another of the glowing colorless spheres on the other side of the scale, and the device began to balance itself out. Still silence. I continued in this fashion going back and forth between the two sides of the scale until only one orb remained. I held it in my hand for a moment and found myself worrying about my minions. Each of them had placed their trust in me, and there was no telling what would happen once I completed my task. Still, they were capable in their own way, and I knew that if something were to happen, I would save them.  
 
    I placed the final sphere on the left side of the scale. The measuring implement slowly began to restore its balance. As soon as the two sides evened out, I heard a sharp click. A door began to slide open in the side of the stone wall, and I readied myself for any potential attack. 
 
    As the slab moved to the side, I heard a deep throaty growl and saw a pair of glaring yellow eyes amidst the darkness. At almost the same time, I heard a raven cry out twice. So it was Morrigan who had been affected. I heard no additional raven calls. This was either because she was in no serious danger or because she was being prideful. I hoped that it was the former. Even if the elf was being prideful, I could at least take comfort in the fact that my shadow slaves were there to aid her, whether she wanted their help or not. 
 
    A hulking figure moved through the newly formed doorway. It ducked its head as it stepped out, and I grimaced at the vile creature. Before me stood a monster well over ten feet tall. It looked like some sort of demon, with a ram’s head and large sinister twisting black horns. Its arms and chest were bare and had the skin of a human, while its lower body was covered in thick, midnight-colored fur that ran down its legs and ended at two hooves.  
 
    In its hands, it clutched a large and menacing spiked club. The creature reared back its ugly head and bellowed the most ungodly of sounds. It rang in my ears and echoed throughout the vast cavern. Then the beast stamped its hooves on the stone floor and growled savagely.  
 
    So, this was the pathetic god’s game. Not only had he tried to have us kill each other off by completing these ridiculous tasks, he had laid extra traps just in case, not only for me but for Morrigan as well. I would enjoy feasting on his power. I would take my time and savor it as the life drained out of his fleshy body. 
 
    I could see the orange glow of the room with the lava walls from behind the ram-like monster. This abomination was all that stood between me and my freedom. The creature released a blood-curdling bellow once more before it snorted, shook its head, and squinted its beady yellow eyes. It stamped its hooves and swung its deadly weapon over its massive shoulder and charged at me without the slightest hint of fear in its eyes. That was a mistake. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the creature and stood my ground. The monster’s mighty footsteps thudded toward me. It snarled at me as it swung its club at my head, but the ram’s fate had already been sealed the moment the door had opened.  
 
    I held up my hand to the air, and the creature abruptly stopped, its club mere inches from my skull. A growl stifled in its throat as its body began to rise into the air under my dark power. I could have killed it in a dozen ways, but at the moment, I felt like performing a little soul exorcism.  
 
    The ram’s terrible eyes started to roll back into its gruesome head, and it dropped its club. The monster’s helpless body hung in the atmosphere. I could feel its fear, I could taste it. Its terror was tantalizing, and it made my mouth water. It had been centuries since I had performed a soul exorcism. I had forgotten how marvelous it felt to tear a soul from its home of flesh and bones. 
 
    I toyed with the thought of torturing the beast but decided against it. This monstrous lackey wasn’t the prey I wanted. There was no need to waste time on it. I slowly tightened my grip, and a faint gurgle emerged from the creature’s throat. One of its hooves quivered a bit, and its eyelids shuddered for a moment. Then all movement abruptly stopped when the familiar wisp of smoke emerged from the ghastly beast’s mouth. The soul energy curled away from its home and hovered in the atmosphere like a light fog. I figured this would make an excellent snack for Fea or Macha. They had certainly earned it after their regurgitation. With a sigh, I released my hold on the creature, and its hairy frame plummeted to the ground. 
 
    That was when I heard a single caw ring through the cave. Only one? Morrigan and I hadn’t discussed a corresponding signal for one caw. What had happened? 
 
    Fea appeared once more and fluttered down to me. It eyed the soul energy that floated in the air hungrily. 
 
    “No, Fea,” I heard Morrigan say firmly through the bird’s open mouth. “That is the master’s soul energy. You shall have your meal later.” The raven looked at the cloud of smoke for a moment longer before it broke its gaze and settled down to perch on the ram corpse’s shoulder. 
 
    “Actually, I’d saved it for your raven,” I said as I bent over to speak to the bird.  
 
    “That is very kind of you,” Morrigan replied a moment before Fea began to absorb the cloud of soul energy from the goat monster, and the strange thing was, I could tell the elf meant it. My offering to her bird had pleased her, and something about that pleased me as well. 
 
    “You are welcome,” I told her as I looked back at the statue. “What happened when I placed the last of the orbs on the scales?”  
 
    “Once you completed your task, a door much like this one opened,” the raven moved its head in the direction of the newly formed entrance. “However, it closed as soon as the demon emerged. Dare I say it was far more grotesque than yours. I disposed of it quickly, such a waste of dark magic.” 
 
    “And Annalíse and Rana?” I asked quickly. 
 
    “They are unharmed,” the tattooed elf said callously. “However, Rana has inappropriately dubbed my communication methods as creepy. I do not appreciate--” 
 
    “She is grateful to you,” I said hurriedly.  
 
    “Yes.” A slight sigh emerged from Fea’s beak. “As she should be.” 
 
    “I’m going to send some shadow slaves to help Rana and Annalíse,” I said as I made turned toward the door in the stone wall. “I’ll send some to you as well.” 
 
    “It is Rana who needs them,” Morrigan said, and Fea rose from the corpse to fly beside me. “To my knowledge, Annalíse is in no danger. Her challenge was more of a psychological nature. Once Rana is out of harm’s way, and I complete my task, she will be able to cross any of the bridges without consequence. She only has to wait.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said as I entered the room with the lava waterfalls once more. “However, I’ll send them to be sure. We can’t be too careful, not around this deity. Complete your challenge and gather the others. I’ll take care of that floating abomination.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Morrigan said unfeelingly via Fea, and the bird flew away and disappeared into one of the darkened tunnels. Without hesitation, I sent my shadow slaves to aid my minions. 
 
     The path led back to the cavern we had begun in, so I pulled the God Slayer out of my void pocket. As soon as the weapon was in my hand, I tapped the pole hard on the stone floor. As the blades began to extend from the staff, I looked around the cavern, still bathed in a lively orange glow. It was empty, but I knew the bald-headed god wasn’t far away. He was here somewhere, watching one of us and probably whining and simpering because his precious plans were falling apart. 
 
    “Show yourself, you insignificant and pathetic excuse for a god,” I shouted as I tightly gripped the weapon in my hand. “It’s over. Never again will you torment another being. Both your power and your life are mine for the taking, and I’m going to enjoy prying them from your useless body.” 
 
    The lava from one of the streams that cascaded down the walls began to bubble furiously as though in response to my sharp words. Then, one by one, each of the other streams came to life in the exact same manner. Liquid fire began to seep through the glowing cracks in the ground, and a gigantic amber colored ball began to form as it had before. Within moments, the deity’s body was revealed. He no longer wore his usual smug expression. Instead, his fat face was twisted into a look of immeasurable rage. His cheeks were red, and his fatty pink lips curled into a snarl. He narrowed his eyes at me as he hovered in the air in a standing position and clenched his fists at his sides. Evidently, I had gotten his attention, this was the first time that I saw him in an aggressive pose.  
 
    A haughty smile began to creep across my face, and I made no effort to conceal it. I had most definitely struck a nerve, and now it was time to strike at his soul.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    “I’m afraid your playtime has come to an end,” I hissed at the rotund deity. The god pinched his lips together and tightened his doughy fists. 
 
    “Not quite,” he said through gritted teeth. “You may have conquered your challenge, but the others haven’t, not yet.” His voice was shaky, as though he were unsure of his own words. 
 
    “Perhaps,” I said evenly, “but they soon will. And when they’re done, your power will be mine.” 
 
    “How dare you, you impudent--” 
 
    “I’ve had enough of your insolence!” I snapped, and the loathsome god flinched slightly in response. “I have tolerated your childish antics and your ridiculous games and your tiresome talk.” I slowly walked toward him. “Your very voice makes my skin crawl, and you don’t have a single speck of honor in that flabby body of yours.” I pointed at his girth. “Your very presence, your very existence is an insult.”  
 
    The chubby giant blinked at me in disbelief. His pudgy face began to turn red, and his upper lip twitched angrily. I found it amusing, and I was glad that I was able to get under his skin so easily. 
 
    “You have no idea who you are--”  
 
    “The fact that a being such as yourself holds such power is sickening,” I spat at him as I continued. “You may be a fallen god, but you had no right to be a god in the first place.” A strange noise began to come from the hovering deity. It sounded as though he were screaming, but his lips were pinched tightly together. 
 
    “You can’t speak to me like that,” he seethed. 
 
    “Oh, but I can,” I said with a wicked chuckle. “And now it’s my turn to have some entertainment. My minions are going to come back here at any moment, and the game will be won. Then your power will be mine. Until then, I’m going to enjoy watching fear consume you as you suffer.”  
 
    The time for words had ended, and now it was time for action. I bellowed and swung the God Slayer over my head as I charged at him. The deity released a guttural yell, raised his palms to the air, and curled his fingers upward. Suddenly, a geyser of lava burst through the floor in front of him. He moved his hands in the air and made a pushing gesture in my direction, and the column of lava abruptly changed course, its movements bent to the god’s will as it rushed toward me. It was too late for me to dodge the flow, so I took a chance. 
 
    I took a deep breath and brought God Slayer’s blade down hard on the column of liquid fire. The sound of my weapon striking the magma resounded throughout the cave, and the lava split and splattered onto the cracked ground as it flowed around me like a parting river.  
 
    I glanced down at my halberd. The lava hadn’t had any effect whatsoever. The beads of magma rolled off the blade as though they were merely droplets of water. This weapon was truly deserving of the world’s most powerful underdark deity. The sinister blades seemed to challenge anything that dared to stand in its way.  
 
    It was hungry for blood, and so was I. 
 
    The irate god narrowed his eyes at me, and he shouted as he curled his fingers once more upward into the air. This time, six columns of lava appeared around him in a circle. He gave me an evil grin as he pushed his hands toward me. The geysers of lava rushed at me relentlessly, but I was ready this time. 
 
    I quickly sidestepped the first torrent of fiery liquid that was aimed at my torso. As I stepped to the left, I swung my weapon overhead and swiftly brought my blade down on a stream of lava that had been targeted at my face. As soon as the God Slayer cut through the fiery liquid and deflected the blast, I sliced sideways to bisect yet another flow of the scorching fluid that was coming from the right.  
 
    Another column of lava twisted in the air and curled toward my chest, threatening to devour my very being in a savage inferno. I waved my palm across the air in front of me and conjured up a black translucent disk formed of dark energy. The lava collided with the shield and splattered against it as though it were overripe fruit. The deity screeched in frustration at the sight of the deflection, but there were still two more columns of lava rushing at me. 
 
    The last two spiraled around each other and gained momentum as they sped toward my body. In response, I spun the God Slayer over my head. As I lowered my arms and twisted my weapon in front of me, I visualized the transfer of my energy into the blade. I had performed this technique many times before, but never with such a formidable weapon, and I had no doubt that my strategy would result in my victory. Even though the halberd was still new to me, somehow it felt familiar in my hands, as though it had always belonged to me, that it had been crafted especially for me. 
 
    My dark energy coursed through my veins and began to pump into the spinning weapon. The God Slayer pulsated in my hands as though it had a heartbeat. It felt alive, and it was as though we were one. The polearm was no mere weapon, it was an extension of my very being. As the spiraling streams of lava sped closer to me, I spun the halberd faster, and a large circle of devouring blackness began to form around the circumference of the spinning weapon. My fingertips tingled with the power in my grasp, and I released a battle-like cry as the torrents of lava crashed into the circle of inky darkness that I had formed. The force of the currents of liquid fire pushed me back a bit, and my feet slid across the rocky floor, but the God Slayer would not be so easily overcome. 
 
    Upon impact, the columns of fiery fluid were sucked into the black disk as though they were being poured into a bottomless hole. Within seconds, they vanished. The ill-fated deity’s mouth gaped open in surprise as I halted my halberd’s spinning movement, and I swung my weapon around to point at his meaty jugular.  
 
    He gulped in surprise. 
 
    “Enough games.” I held up my palm to the air, invoking the power of soul exorcism, and a fearful gurgle escaped the deity’s fat lips. I had control of his body now, and I was going savor taking him apart piece by piece until my minions arrived. His fleshy frame began to shake, and his eyes grew wide with fear. I knew that look all too well, many a time had that look brought me so much euphoria. It was the look of one who knew he was about to die. I casually walked toward him and slowly tightened my grip. 
 
    “Please,” he said with a choking whisper. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said darkly. “Beg, it only makes it all the more appetizing. Let me hear you plead for your worthless existence. Plead and remember that you had the audacity to taunt me and mine. Now you will suffer for your sins accordingly.” 
 
    The wretched giant suddenly let out a blood-curdling scream as his left foot began to disintegrate into ash right before him. His eyes bulged in his enormous head as the plague of my death projection slowly worked its way up his massive leg. He cried out in agony as I paused my projection at his upper thigh. Despite his immense girth, I could have dissolved his body within mere seconds, but that wasn’t what I wanted. I wanted to take my time on him. He had toyed with us and used us as his own personal amusement. He had seen us as simple game pieces over which he had complete control, then twisted the rules every time he lost. Not anymore. 
 
    “Oh dear,” I said with the same mock sympathy he had given us so many times. “Is this uncomfortable for you? Should I stop?”  
 
    The deity said nothing. He only panted and shuddered from the duress of the loss of his leg, but I still detected some defiance in his eyes.  
 
    “Oh, you have nothing to say?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Suddenly, the fingertips of his right arm began to disintegrate, and he wailed from the extreme pain.  
 
    “Isn’t that interesting?” I said as I gazed up at him. “Before, you had so much to say, so much to gloat about. What changed I wonder?” I stroked my chin thoughtfully as a guttural cry of pain erupted from the god’s lips. His body spasmed as his hand and then his forearm disappeared fragment by fragment. I stopped the death projection once more. The bald deity’s chubby face glistened with sweat, and he sputtered and grit his teeth as he attempted to overcome the pain. A trickle of blood curled its way from his mouth down the first of his chins. 
 
    “What could it be?” I cocked my head to the side. “Oh, do let me know if you figure it out.” 
 
    For a moment, the bald god’s eyes narrowed at me angrily, but then I resumed my torture, and my supernatural disease ate through his elbow and his upper arm. His nasal voice erupted into squeals of torment. The sound of his agony was music to my ears. It was so tempting to end his life. With a slight move of my hand, I could choke out his miserable existence and send his ashes sailing into the air. But I couldn’t, not quite yet, and I had to admit I was enjoying the process. 
 
    “Oh, I know what it is.” I suddenly snapped my fingers. “I’m in control now, not you.” I glared up at the helpless god. “You pleaded with me a moment ago. Would you still like me to show you mercy?”  
 
    Tears began to roll down the deity’s round sweaty cheeks which jiggled as his lip quivered. He couldn’t even muster a nod, only a slight whimper. The defiance was slipping from his eyes. He was nothing more than an animal caught in my snare, and he knew it. There was no trace of self-righteousness left on his face. I had broken him, and it was a delicious sight. 
 
    “Now, why should I show you any mercy?” I knit my brow as though I were in deep thought. I closed my grip a little more tightly, and as I did so, a piece of his left ear began to disappear. “Give me a reason why I should spare you,” I said bitterly as the god let out a nasal ear-splitting shriek. His left ear was now gone entirely as was the side of his jaw and a chunk of his neck. 
 
    “Still nothing to say?” I asked. “Well, since you’re at a momentary loss for words, I’ll speak. You should have treated us with the respect we deserved. Instead, you toyed with our lives as if they were meaningless. Well, let me assure you, you are the only one here who is meaningless. You tainted the very earth when you first arrived at this place and made it your home. You could have had some pride in your dungeon, but instead, you are merely a cheater. Remember that as you die.”  
 
    A smile flitted across my lips. “But fear not, for death isn’t the end of you. No. It’s only the beginning because after I absorb every last ounce of your power, some small part of you will live on within me forever.” Our eyes met. “I think you will find that not only am I a better steward for your power than you could ever hope to be, but I am a benevolent master as well.” 
 
    The tortured god bellowed as his beady left eye began to turn to ash-colored dust. The air around him was filled with fragments of his former body parts. The deity choked as he struggled to breathe. I had no remorse. Beings such as this deserved no pity. There was no place in this world for vile, worthless creatures like him. 
 
    A raven’s cry breached the air then. I looked around and saw Fea fly out of one of the far tunnels, and she fluttered to rest at my feet. She opened her mouth as she had before. 
 
    “Rana is now out of danger,” I heard Morrigan’s flat voice say. “Her challenge is now complete, and I have shot my last target. Another one of those wretched beasts emerged from the door that appeared, but it did not take long for Rana to dispose of it.” The pale elf sounded slightly bored. “Annalíse is now going to cross one of the bridges. It will not matter which one she chooses now, we are all safe. We shall join you directly.” 
 
    “Good,” I said with a glance at my tortured prey. “Hurry back.” Fea bobbed her head in response and took flight once more and disappeared into one of the darkened passageways.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” I turned back to the deity whose corpulent body hung helplessly in the atmosphere. “Only one more challenge to finish and then that’s it. All Annalíse has to do is cross one of those bridges.” 
 
    My blood raced at the thought of the torment the swordswoman had gone through. No one should have to make such a choice. “How does it feel, to know that your dungeon is about to be conquered and that the power is about to be ripped from your worthless body in mere moments?”  
 
    I tightened my grip, and a gaping hole began to form at the center of his belly. The giant’s screams pierced the air, and they only furthered my animosity. Every fiber of my being screamed at me to finish him, but I had to wait. Besides, I wasn’t done with him yet.  
 
    “I could end your miserable life right here and now,” I said as the hole in the god’s stomach grew larger. “But you see, I can’t violate our contract. We agreed to finish the game, so I’m afraid you’ll have to wait. Patience is a virtue as they say. And while your life dangles by a thread, I want you to think about how badly this turned out for you. I’d call it a teachable moment, but alas…” I gestured at him. “You are not my minion, you are my victim.” 
 
    The god wailed in agony as I paused the hole’s growth. He was now more empty space than flesh. All that remained were his right leg, his left arm, the right side of his face, and what was left of his torso. 
 
    Suddenly, his face froze as a blinding orb of orange light began to emerge from his body. Annalíse had completed her task. The game was over. The sphere began to float toward me, and as soon as it touched my chest, it pressed into me and disappeared. I closed my eyes and released a breath of pleasure. That same euphoric sensation that I had felt when I had harvested the illusion goddess’s power flooded my body. My skin tingled as my heart pounded in my chest, and a fire ignited within me as newfound strength surged through my veins.  
 
    I heard a raven’s cry yet again from one of the tunnels to the right of the cavern, and I turned to see Morrigan, Rana, and Annalíse emerge from the dark passageway. Rana and Morrigan were in a lively discussion, and I chuckled at their verbal exchange. I was glad to see that they were safe. 
 
    “Look, all I’m saying is, it’s not normal,” Rana shrugged her shoulders as the women walked toward me. 
 
    “Normality is of no concern to me,” Morrigan said callously. 
 
     “Okay, fine,” Rana raised her paws in the air. “But think about it, I’m dangling helplessly in a cage, and all of a sudden, one of your crows flies up, opens its mouth, and your voice comes out. It freaked me out.” 
 
    “Ravens,” Morrigan corrected. “Were you not thankful for the aid that I gave you?” The pale elf raised a white eyebrow as the group reached me. “Would you have preferred that I left you in peril?”  
 
    I held back a chuckle since I recalled Morrigan telling me that Rana had thought her communication technique was creepy. The fox woman’s feelings on the matter had clearly not changed despite our triumph. 
 
    Annalíse groaned and shook her head. I had the distinct feeling she had heard some version of the conversation many times already. 
 
    “Well, no, of course not.” Rana rolled her eyes. “But could you have used a less creepy method? I mean it’s just not right. It didn’t even move its mouth, its beak was just… open,” Rana said with a slight shudder. 
 
    “You have been present while I’ve performed countless soul exorcisms, and you have witnessed both Fea and Macha devour the souls of the dead,” Morrigan said plainly. “Now, you have even beheld them regurgitate soul energy. This does not disturb you, but hearing my voice come from Macha does? This makes little sense.” 
 
    “I don’t care how much sense it makes.” Rana wrinkled her nose. “Creepy is creepy. And you!” She pointed to me. 
 
    “Yes?” I smirked. 
 
    “Next time you want to go snatching people with your band of invisible cronies, warn somebody!” Rana threw her paws into the air. “Morrigan told me to unlock my cage and the next thing I know, I’m being carted off over an ocean of lava by people I can’t see. Not exactly comforting.” 
 
    “My apologies,” I said with a chuckle. “Morrigan was supposed to inform you that my shadow slaves were on their way.” I raised an eyebrow at the white-haired elf. 
 
    “I had multiple tasks that demanded my attention,” Morrigan said simply. “You were in no danger.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I didn’t know that,” Rana grumbled. “You two did save my tail though, so thanks.” The fox woman shoved her hands into her pockets. 
 
    “Yes,” Annalíse chimed in. “Thank you both.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I nodded in response. 
 
    “I accept your gratitude,” Morrigan said with her usual lack of expression. “Rana, perhaps now would be an opportune time discuss your shortcomings. Had I not--” 
 
    “Ah, hold on a second, elfy,” Rana interrupted, and Morrigan wrinkled her nose slightly at the nickname. “Where is Carmedy? Shouldn’t she have been released or something? How does that work?” 
 
    “That was my next question.” I focused on the fragmented god that clung to life before me and my lips curled into a sinister grin. “Where is my minion?” 
 
    “Here I am!” I heard the feline’s chipper voice call out from one of the tunnels behind us before the chubby god could respond.  
 
    The four of turned around to see Carmedy wave at us as she jogged in our direction. As soon as she reached us, she somehow managed to throw her arms around all of us simultaneously and squish us into a group.  
 
    “Oh, I’m so happy to see you all,” the cat purred as she squeezed. Annalíse cleared her throat awkwardly, and Morrigan blinked in surprise at the gesture but didn’t seem put off by it. 
 
    “We’re glad to see you too, pussycat.” Rana tousled Carmedy’s hair playfully. The feline released us from her hug and smiled brightly at us. 
 
    “I am glad you are safe, Carmedy,” I said. “Now that you have returned to us, I would very much like to leave this place.”  
 
    “I agree,” Annalíse said before pointing to the dying god. “But what about him?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about him.” I turned back to the god with a bemused smile. “His time’s up.” 
 
    I closed my grip tightly, and the deity’s body exploded into a cloud of ash. The fragments fluttered throughout the air, and the stench of blood stained the atmosphere then I turned and walked toward the tunnel that we had used to get here.  
 
    “Good riddance,” Rana snorted as she took one last look at where the god had been, and the others nodded. 
 
    “He was a vile creature,” Morrigan said, and before she could elaborate. Rana threw one arm around Carmedy’s shoulder as we filed into the orange glowing passageway. 
 
    “What happened to you, anyway?” the fox asked. 
 
    “It was really weird,” Carmedy said from behind me. “All of a sudden, I was floating in empty space. Everything was dark, and I was all by myself. It was lonely, and I didn’t like it.” Carmedy’s voice took on a twinge of sadness. “There was no one to talk to, nothing to do, and nothing to eat. Not even dessert. Can you imagine?” 
 
    “Now, why do I get the feeling you’re most upset about the fact that there was nothing to eat?” Rana said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Well, all of it was upsetting really,” Carmedy said with more pep in her voice. “But I can live without conversation and things to do, not that I’d want to of course. I’d go crazy. I can’t live without food though.” 
 
    “See, but when you say food, you’re not talking about bread and water and meat,” Rana said wryly. “You’re talking about desserts. It is possible to live without sweets you know.” 
 
    “Why would you want to?” Carmedy gasped. Rana and Annalíse laughed at the green-eyed cat’s dramatic response, and I too joined in their laughter. I was glad to see that Carmedy’s time in solitude hadn’t dampened her spirits. Then again, there didn’t seem to be anything that could.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    By the time we’d made it out of the dungeon, the sun had already started to set. We wouldn’t be able to get much travel time once we left, but I wasn’t bothered by it. It had been an extremely long day, and I was weary. I longed for a hot meal and the comfort of sleeping outside under the star-speckled sky.  
 
    As we began to make our preparations to leave, I waited for my shadow slaves to return with the dungeon’s treasures. I had already ordered them to search the place before we had left as well as to find the soul collector and bring it out.  
 
    Before long, they returned with the soul collector and five chests filled with various artifacts crafted from precious metals and gems. As my invisible minions loaded the wooden boxes into the back of the donkey cart, I gave my new monster a brief once-over before sending it to my dungeon with a flick of my wrist. I would have liked to study it more, but now was not the time. 
 
    No. Now was the time to find out what Rana was up to. As she had done the other two times, the moment my shadow slaves deposited the last of the treasure into the cart, the fox climbed into the cart and began thoroughly searching through the chests. 
 
    I casually walked over to the cart and began to look through some of the contents of one of the chests. Always sure to keep an eye on Rana, I pretended to be busy looking through the goods. I wanted to be in closer proximity while she searched this time. I hadn’t been able to get a good look at the talisman that she had claimed, and even though we were on speaking terms now, I doubted that she was going to allow me to see it.  
 
    After all, I had already tried once, and I wasn’t going to make things difficult again by asking to see it. It had upset Rana greatly when I’d mentioned it before. Now, I was close enough to see all of what she was looking at in detail. If she found something that she liked, I would be able to see it better from my current position before she pocketed it. Then maybe I would get some sort of clue as to what she was hiding. 
 
    I furrowed my brow as I picked up a few trinkets and held them up to examine them. The fox woman glanced at me for a moment but ultimately ignored me and went about her examination of the loot. I continued to watch her inspect the contents of the chests when my finger touched something sharp. I pulled my hand back in surprise. What sort of treasure would be so sharp? 
 
    I scanned the goods in the chest for the culprit, and my eyes rested on a silver-pointed protrusion nestled amongst some chalices. My curiosity piqued, I put aside my analyzation of Rana so I could investigate further. I removed some of the gold and silver goods that surrounded the pointy piece to start to unearth the mysterious object. As I cleared the items away, I saw that what had pricked my finger was the tip of a large metallic curved horn. As I continued to remove the treasures from the chest and at some point, I became aware that Rana was peering over my shoulder. 
 
    “Whatcha got there?” She pointed at the piece of silver horn. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” I replied as I unearthed a second horn. Both it and the first one seemed to be attached to something. I placed my hands around them and pulled hard. Due to the size of the horns, I had expected the entire object to be quite heavy. Surprisingly, it was lightweight, and I lifted it out without any difficulty. 
 
    Jewelry and gold pieces cascaded down around it and spilled into the cart while Rana and I blinked in surprise at my discovery. I had uncovered a very sinister looking silver helmet. The malevolent-looking horns were roughly a foot long, and they curved and sprouted from either side of the head.  
 
    The face of the helmet consisted of three prongs, and the center one tapered down to a point between where the wearer’s eyes would be. Whoever had created the headpiece had been a true master in their craft. The metal was flawless, and the intricate swirling carvings that covered every surface of it were remarkable. The way that the designs curved, the helmet almost looked like the face of a demon. It was menacingly beautiful, and it was mine now.  
 
    “Wow,” Rana whistled over my shoulder. “That thing looks like it came straight from the bowels of the underworld.” 
 
    “It does, doesn’t it?” I said with a wry grin. “Perhaps that’s why I like it so much.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, hold on now.” Rana leaned back and scrunched her nose. “You’re not actually thinking about keeping that thing, are you?” 
 
    “Why not?” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Well… it… because it looks crazy and evil.” Rana sputtered. 
 
    “Then it fits my personality.” I chuckled. “Besides, the helmet that goes with the armor I currently wear is not as interesting looking. This has caught my eye as that talisman caught yours.” I pointed to the piece of jewelry around the fox woman’s neck. The chain was barely visible underneath her shirt. Rana blinked at me in surprise for a moment before she gathered herself. 
 
    “Alright, alright, it’s not the same thing but fine.” The red-haired woman waved her paw in the air. “If you want to run around wearing some demonic helmet, that’s your choice. You’ll probably make some kids cry, and no one will want to give you a room at the inns, but hey, it's your choice.” 
 
    “Do not worry, I will conceal it,” I said with a chuckle, and I placed the helmet in my void pocket. 
 
    “Well, I guess that makes it a little bit better,” Rana sighed. 
 
    “What did you mean when you said it’s not the same thing?” I asked the fox-eared woman. 
 
    “Huh?” Rana furrowed her brow. 
 
    “When I said that the helmet caught my eye as the talisman caught yours, you said it wasn’t the same thing,” I said slowly. “What did you mean by that?”  
 
    “Oh… uh, well… I,” Rana stammered and shifted her eyes nervously. “I guess… I just meant my reasons for wanting the talisman are probably different from your reasons for wanting to keep that helmet of demon-evil-crazy-death.” The fox-tailed woman’s words came out slowly and with uncertainty, as though she were making them up as she went along. 
 
    “Is that so?” I asked as I crossed my arms. “And what are your reasons for wanting to keep the talisman?” 
 
    “It has… certain sentimental value,” Rana said quickly. It was obvious that she was lying, but today, I was determined to get the truth out of her. 
 
    “Oh?” I said dubiously, and I leaned my back against the cart. “Did you used to own a similar piece of jewelry? Or perhaps one of your family members did?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s it exactly,” Rana said hurriedly, and I saw relief flood to her face. She turned to walk away, but I put a hand on her shoulder to stop her. 
 
    “Rana, we both know that’s not the truth,” I said gently. The red-haired woman slowly turned to look at me with a pained look in her eyes. It was clear that she didn’t want to discuss the topic. She had gone to some trouble to avoid conversation over her talisman, but not only did I want to know the truth, but I also needed to know the truth. She had kept her secret from me for long enough. 
 
    I was after all her master. She would tell me what was so dire that it was worth all this lying and secrecy. 
 
    “Why is that piece of jewelry so important to you?” I nodded to the necklace that she wore. 
 
    “I… I can’t tell you,” Rana said quietly, and tears began to well up in her eyes.  
 
    I hadn’t expected such a reaction. I figured that she was going to get angry or defensive or try to change the subject, maybe even storm off. Instead, she seemed deeply troubled. 
 
    “Rana, if you’re in some sort of trouble, I can help you,” I said calmly. “But I can’t do that unless you tell me the truth about what’s going on. Every time that we’ve looted a dungeon, you’ve scrutinized the treasure. You’re not merely looking for pieces that suit your tastes, you’re looking for something in particular, aren’t you?”  
 
    Rana was silent, and she balled in her lips, her eyes pleaded with me to stop pursuing the subject, but I continued.  
 
    “When you searched through the loot from my dungeon, you found the talisman, but at the last one, you didn’t find whatever you were searching for, and it upset you.” 
 
    “That’s not--” Rana started to whisper. 
 
    “Were your efforts successful today?” I interrupted the curly-haired female. “Did you find what you needed?” I didn’t think that she had found whatever she was looking for since not too long after I had discovered the headpiece, she had stopped to see what I had found, but I had to be sure. 
 
    Rana stared at me for a moment, and sorrow clung to her blue eyes. She finally released a sad sigh and rubbed at her eyes with her shirt sleeve. 
 
    “No,” she mumbled. “Not yet at least. I wasn’t finished looking.” 
 
    “Well, tell me what you’re looking for,” I urged. “Your search will go faster that way.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she said softly, and she shifted her gaze to the ground. 
 
    “Why not?” I tilted my head to the side. Why was she so insistent on doing this alone? What was the danger in my helping her search? 
 
    Rana shook her head as she walked around to the front of the cart to take her seat. “I’ve caused them enough trouble as it is,” Rana mumbled as she climbed up and then sat down. “I’m not going to make it worse.” 
 
    “Who, Rana?” I asked as I walked to the front of the cart. “Who is in trouble?” The fox looked at me wistfully but said nothing as she leaned over to pick up the reins in her paws. I opened my mouth to speak, but Carmedy’s voice interrupted me. 
 
    “Come on, Master, time to go!” the cat called out to me.  
 
    I turned to see the green-eyed woman seated atop Xerxes’ back, and she waved for me to join her. Morrigan had already taken her place on Scylla while Annalíse was preparing to mount, and I looked back at Rana for a moment. The fox woman had turned her head away from me so that I could no longer see her face. 
 
    “We’ll continue this discussion later,” I said tenderly. “You will tell me the nature of your situation, and I am going to help you and these people whom you said were in trouble. This, I promise as your master.” With that, I walked away to join Carmedy, and as I strode toward Xerxes, I felt Rana’s eyes on my back.  
 
    I hadn’t uncovered the whole truth, not yet. However, I had more information than I had before. I knew now that it wasn’t only Rana who was in trouble, there were others in danger too. I didn’t know who these people were, and I didn’t know who or what was threatening them, but one thing was for certain. Rana was my minion now, and no matter who this malicious being was, they were going to have to answer to me.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    We left the ominous valley and set off for the next dungeon as the sun began to sink behind the green mountain. We rode in silence for some time, and I figured that everyone was trying to process all that we had endured.  
 
    Both the lava-filled dungeon and its master had proven far more troublesome than the last one, but this was to be expected. The further our journey took us from my domain, the more formidable trials we would face. The rotund god had been vile and insufferable, but there were far worse deities in existence, and sooner or later, we would encounter them. For now, I was simply glad that my devoted minions had made it out safely and learned from their experiences. 
 
    We continued past the mountain and once more found ourselves in a steamy and vibrant wilderness. It was quieter now that the forest’s inhabitants were surely settling down in preparation of nightfall. The pinks, oranges, and yellows of the sunset peeked through the gaps in the trees and added to the vivid beauty of our surroundings. 
 
    As we rode along, I noticed Rana shift uncomfortably in her seat. 
 
    “Um, guys,” the fox woman called out sheepishly. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Annalíse said over her shoulder, and Morrigan also turned to look at the fox. 
 
    “No, nothing’s wrong,” Rana said slowly. “I just… wanted to apologize for how I acted in there.” Both Annalíse and Morrigan raised an eyebrow in disbelief, and Carmedy and I exchanged a quick surprised glance. “If I hadn’t been so stubborn and worked with you guys on the riddle, we wouldn’t have lost Carmedy. I’m sorry.” Rana nodded in the cat-girl’s direction. 
 
    “Oh, that’s okay,” Carmedy said kindly, and she waved her hand carelessly. “I knew you guys would find a way to save me. And I’m back now. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    “Thanks, pussycat,” Rana said with a soft smile. “Still, I shouldn’t have tried to solve it on my own. I don’t know what I would have done if something had happened to you because of my pigheadedness, or any of you for that matter. And as for the labyrinth--” 
 
    “There was a labyrinth?” Carmedy asked excitedly. “Aw, I missed it. I like maze games.” 
 
    “Trust me, you wouldn’t have liked this one.” Rana grimaced at the recollection of the ordeal we had experienced. “Anyway, I shouldn’t have gotten so defensive when Morrigan was chosen to lead us.” 
 
    “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” I said kindly. “It was a very stressful situation for all of us. And your instincts and keen sense of smell helped us avoid a great deal of the traps and monsters that were in there.” 
 
     “Thanks,” Rana said with a bit of pride in her voice, “but still, Morrigan was the best person, I mean elf, for the job.” She turned to look at the white-haired woman. “You saved our butts back there. In fact, you saved our butts several times today. Thank you.” 
 
    “Oh.” Morrigan blinked at the fox woman in surprise. “I accept your gratitude.” 
 
    “Rana is right,” I said with a proud smile. “You led us through the labyrinth, gave us the means to deal with the soul collector, and that last game. We wouldn’t have made it without you, and Fea and Macha too, of course.” The she-elf had shown great prowess several times today, and I was quite proud of her. I would still need to train her so that she could become adept in dark magic, but her quick thinking and intelligence had impressed me. 
 
    Morrigan looked at me uncomfortably and then she looked down at the ground. “You are most welcome,” she said quietly. 
 
    Annalíse cleared her throat awkwardly. “You have my thanks as well.” Morrigan silently nodded in response. 
 
    “You deserve thanks too, Annalíse.” I raised my voice so that the swordswoman could hear me from the back of our traveling group. “You showed great intellectual aptitude with the riddles we were given.” 
 
    “That’s right!” Carmedy said gleefully. “You were a whiz. Those riddles had me stumped.” 
 
    “It was nothing really.” Annalíse waved her hand carelessly, but the big smile on her face betrayed her pleasure for being praised. “I have to agree with Rana though, Morrigan was truly the hero of the day.” The tall woman quickly looked over her shoulder to give Morrigan a grateful smile. 
 
    “I still think the talking raven thing was creepy,” Rana called out. Annalíse and I started to laugh, and as we continued our ride, I thought I detected a faint smile come to the pale elf’s lips. 
 
    “Fea and Macha talked?” Carmedy cried out in disbelief. “Aw, I missed everything.” The feline threw her head back dramatically. “When did they talk? What did they say? And what are soul collectors? And what--” 
 
    “Woah, slow down there.” Rana chuckled at Carmedy’s hurried words. “I’ll tell you what happened while you were gone.” The fox woman turned slightly in her seat and filled Carmedy in on the events that had transpired in her absence as we traveled. 
 
    We only journeyed for about a few hours before the colors of night overtook the land. We decided to make camp for the evening in a small nearby clearing with a river that flowed to one side of it. Rana and Annalíse began to unpack the goods and supplies from the cart while Carmedy got busy sifting through her pouches so that she could start a fire.  
 
    Morrigan, on the other hand, walked off away from the camp and into the dark woods. I watched her curiously as she moved in between the forest, but then I stood and followed behind her. 
 
    I walked about fifty yards behind the white-haired elf as we threaded south away from the camp. Then she turned toward the river, and I followed her to a small alcove where the bank of the water was somewhat hidden by boulders and a large oak tree. 
 
    As I drew nearer, I heard her speaking with Fea and Macha, as I had heard her do many times before. She started to raise her hand in the air in front of her when I cleared my throat. The tattooed elf jumped slightly in response to my unexpected interruption, and she lowered her hand as she turned slowly to face me. As the she-elf’s face came into view, I realized that her eyes were wholly black. She was practicing dark magic. 
 
    “May I join you?” I asked as I moved to stand beside her on the river bank. 
 
    “As you wish,” Morrigan said as she turned back to face the water, eyes still drowned in darkness. We were completely out of sight and earshot from the camp, but I doubted anyone would come looking for us. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked quietly as I watched the white-haired woman raise her hand in the air once more. Morrigan breathed a long sigh of impatience before she finally answered me. 
 
    “I was attempting to practice the death projection technique that you used when we encountered the brigands,” Morrigan said blankly. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” I said with a nod. There was no way that she’d be able to figure it out on her own from having seen me perform that particular form of dark magic. I appreciated her tenacity, but this wasn’t the way to go about doing things. That ability was far beyond her current power, and she might injure herself. 
 
    She needed to ask for my help, but I knew she was too proud.   
 
    “It is coming along well,” she said. 
 
    “Perhaps I can help you,” I said kindly. 
 
    “I do not require aid,” Morrigan said simply, and she took a deep breath. “I am quite capable of using this technique.” 
 
    “Have you used it before?” I raised an eyebrow. I already knew the answer, but I wanted to give her a chance to be straight with me. 
 
    “No, I have not,” Morrigan said slowly. The slight flush to her otherwise pale cheeks revealed that I had seen through her small lie. “I am, however, able to learn swiftly. It will not take long for me to master the technique.” 
 
    “Oh?” I said dubiously and folded my arms over my chest. “In that case, please show me what you can do. Use death projection.” 
 
    “At this very moment?” Morrigan rapidly blinked her eyes. She hadn’t expected me to challenge her on this.  
 
    I didn’t want to embarrass her or destroy her pride, but she needed to accept that she was still a novice when it came to dark magic. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded in affirmation, “at this very moment. Aim the projection toward that group of trees.” I gestured at a line of trees that stood along the other side of the river. “Can you do that?” I cocked my head to one side. 
 
    “Of course I can.” Morrigan sniffed, but her obsidian eyes shone with worry. 
 
    “Alright then, go ahead.” I motioned for the pale elf to begin. I knew that she wouldn’t be able to do it. She had no clue as to the process that one needed to go through to perform death projection. All Morrigan knew was that she needed to hold up her hand, the rest was her own guesswork. 
 
    Morrigan looked at me for a moment. There was a hint of sourness to her expression. She obviously wanted me to leave her alone to practice, but I wouldn’t. The mage-marked elf had lived long enough knowing only a few necromantic skills. I wouldn’t let another day go by without teaching her something. 
 
    Morrigan hesitated, and then she moved her hand in the direction of the tree line and concentrated. The pale elf groaned slightly, and her hand shook a bit from the strain. She had no idea what she was doing. Fea and Macha, still perched on her shoulders, cawed and bobbed their heads. 
 
    “Silence,” Morrigan hissed at her pets, and they immediately quieted themselves. The white-haired woman took another deep breath and released a louder grunt as she pushed her pale hand forward. Nothing happened, as I had already anticipated. Morrigan’s eyes began to return to normal. As she lowered her hand, she looked down at it with frustration. Her lips formed a tight line, and she raised her head to look out over the river. 
 
    “Morrigan, why don’t you let me show you how to do it?” I said softly. The elf was silent as she solemnly gazed into the distance and stroked the beaks of her winged companions. “There’s no shame in asking for help.” 
 
    “It is not the way of my people to ask for aid,” Morrigan said without turning to look at me. “We are expected to be adept in a multitude of skills.” 
 
    “But not dark magic.” I shook my head. “To my knowledge, elves are not permitted to practice dark magic. I know that I was unacquainted with the world for many years, but elvish laws are steadfast. I doubt very much that this rule has changed. Am I correct in assuming this?” I stepped a bit closer to her. I figured that since I had already exposed her lack of experience, I may as well uncover the mysteries behind her ability to use dark magic.  
 
    Morrigan released a sigh and was silent for a few more moments before she finally whispered. “Yes, your assumption is correct.” 
 
    “I thought as much,” I said with a nod. “And you are a novice.” 
 
    “How did you--” Morrigan started to say. 
 
    “I’ve been observing you. I’ve been observing all of you in fact,” I said with a slight shrug. “I have to if I am to help you hone your skills. You, I have noticed, seem to resort to soul exorcism every time you need to defend yourself. You are able to use shared sight as well as communicate using Fea and Macha, but I have seen you use no other combat skills besides soul exorcism. That is the only form of dark magic that you have mastered, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Morrigan said as she folded her hands and stared at the ground. “I… I did not wish for anyone to know this. I do not wish to appear incompetent or purposeless. High Elves cannot be so.”  
 
    “I understand,” I said patiently, “but would you please explain to me how you came to practice dark magic in the first place?” I knew that my questions were making the dark-eyed woman feel uncomfortable, but I had to keep pressing her.  
 
    She had kept her secrets from her master for long enough. 
 
    Morrigan looked at me with a displeased expression before she sighed and lowered herself to sit down in the tall grass beside the river. I followed suit and seated myself beside her. The shore was made of soft sand, so I took off my armored gauntlets so that I could feel the small grains with my fingers. 
 
    “As you already know, I am of High Elvish descent,” Morrigan began, “and I am sure you are already aware that High Elves are quite skilled in magic, or rather we are skilled in white magic.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said and indicated for her to go on. 
 
    “I, of course, was trained in white magic at an early age, I had no issue mastering it. In fact, it was so simplistic that I found it dull and tiresome. The white magic of the High Elves can be lovely and beautiful, but I also found it to be weak. My people are not successful in combat because of their use of magic. It is virtually useless in battle. We are successful because of our skill with weapons. I began to imagine how much more powerful we could be if we were capable of wielding a more potent magic,” the elf said coolly as she raised her gaze to the radiance of the full moon. 
 
    “I see.” I nodded. “So you sought to learn dark magic?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Morrigan said with a slight spark of enthusiasm that I was not accustomed to seeing from her. “Though I was not permitted to practice it, I had seen dark magic at work with my own eyes on more than one occasion. I found it enticing and powerful and intriguing.” The beautiful woman’s passion for the dark arts shone in her eyes as she spoke. 
 
    “So, what did you do?” I asked eagerly, and I leaned forward in anticipation of her answer. I was so close to learning the truth. Morrigan hesitated before she spoke.  
 
    “I sought out the Holy Band of Mages,” the pointy-eared woman finally said with a note of sadness.  
 
    My eyes widened in surprise. I couldn’t believe my ears, but I continued to listen silently.  
 
    “I desired to be a part of their guild so that I could learn from them,” Morrigan went on. “I disguised myself so that the mages would be unaware of my descent. At first, my efforts were successful. Every day, I trained in the ways of necromancy, and the first skill that I was taught was soul exorcism. The mages seemed quite impressed by my progress, and I was told that I was one of their most promising pupils.”  
 
    Now I knew why Morrigan possessed the red markings of a mage, she had been one of them. Things were becoming clearer, but there was still much that I didn’t comprehend. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said as I ran a bare hand through my thick dark hair. “If you were being trained by the mages, shouldn’t you have learned more than soul exorcism? What happened?” 
 
    “They discovered my High Elvish heritage,” Morrigan said darkly. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” I said slowly. 
 
    “As soon as the truth was uncovered, I was cast out of the guild,” she said bitterly. “I was unable to learn any additional techniques. When I returned to my home, I discovered that the High Elvish Council had been informed of my activities.” 
 
    “Those are the rulers of your people?” 
 
    “Yes.” Morrigan hung her head a bit. “The Holy Band of Mages told them of my efforts to learn dark magic. As a result, I was banished from the realm of High Elves for committing what is considered an unspeakable crime.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” I breathed. “So that’s why you get angry when someone brings up the mages.” 
 
    “Anger does not come close describing my feelings toward the mages,” Morrigan said with sudden fierceness in her voice. “Unspeakable rage is a far more appropriate description. I vowed to become a master of dark magic and one day punish them for their betrayal.” The elf seethed. “They wronged me, and they have wronged countless others.” 
 
    “Yes, I know that better than anyone,” I said as I pursed my lips and forced myself to keep my anger at bay. “Forgive me for saying so, but since you were banished, does that mean you have no home?” 
 
    “That is correct,” Morrigan said softly as she looked out over the flowing river. The water was calm as it ran over smooth stones and it shone in the moonlight. “Since my banishment, I have traveled from place to place.” Morrigan let out a small sigh. 
 
    “But what about your family and your friends?” I said concernedly. “Didn’t they try to do something to help you?” 
 
    “My parents did nothing to aid me. They shunned me.” Morrigan smoothed the head of one of her pets which I guessed was Macha. “I am dead to them. They care more about following the laws of our people and obeying the Council than they do for me.” The anger in her voice was unmistakable. “As for friends, truthfully, I never had any.” 
 
    “None at all?” I said in disbelief. 
 
    “None.” The pale elf leaned forward to dip her hand into the water, and she swayed her hand back and forth. “At least not friends of my own kind. As a child, I preferred the company of animals.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve noticed that,” I said with a small smile. 
 
     “I was always particularly fond of ravens,” Morrigan continued. “I found them mysterious and lovely in a way that no other creature can compare.” She stroked Fea’s black feathers. “The other children said I was strange, and I was teased and tormented for my love of animals. Truth be told, I was already an outcast amongst the High Elves before my banishment.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I put a comforting hand on the she-elf’s shoulder. “I’m sure that must have been quite difficult for you.” 
 
    “We carry on,” Morrigan said simply. “We cannot dwell in the past. Besides, I had Fea and Macha with me. I was never really alone when I was exiled.” She kissed the top of Macha’s head. 
 
    “Speaking of Fea and Macha,” I said slowly, “where did they come from? They’re not what you would call normal birds.” 
 
    “I rescued them when I was quite young,” Morrigan said with a very faint smile, so faint I almost doubted its existence. “I discovered them in one of the forests within the realm of the High Elves. They were badly wounded, so I took them home and nursed them back to health, and every day I would talk to them for hours. I would tell them my fears and my troubles as well as share my joys and successes. Somehow, I always felt as though they were listening.” 
 
    “They are magical creatures, are they not?” I nodded to the tattooed elf’s winged companions. 
 
    “Indeed they are,” Morrigan said proudly. “Once their health was restored, I returned to the forest in which I found them and attempted to set them free, but then they spoke to me and told me that they wished to stay with me.” 
 
    “They spoke to you?” my eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    “Yes,” Morrigan said calmly. 
 
    “But I have never heard them speak,” I said with a glance at Fea and Macha. 
 
    “They are capable of communicating with me without speech,” Morrigan said plainly. “I am able to hear their thoughts. They do not have to speak if they do not wish to. Initially, they did have to communicate with me verbally though.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked the dark-eyed elf. 
 
    “You see, after I attempted to free them, they thanked me for my kindness, and as a gesture of appreciation, they bound themselves to me and became my guardians.” Her eyes betrayed her happiness as she recalled the memory. “Once they were bound to me, it was as though we were one, and I was able to hear what went on in their minds. They watch over me and lend me their power when I am in need of it.”  
 
    All this time I had thought Morrigan merely found comfort in talking out loud to her ravens, now I knew that the hushed conversations I always observed were not as one-sided as the rest of us believed. 
 
    “I see,” I said slowly. “So, is this how you were able to perform shared sight? It’s their power, not yours?” 
 
    “Precisely,” Morrigan said with a quick nod. “As I said before, I have only mastered soul exorcism. The other abilities that you have seen have come from Fea and Macha, not I.” 
 
    “I see.” I furrowed my brow. I recalled that when our party had been separated back at the last dungeon, I had seen Fea fly through a solid rock wall. This must have been another one of their abilities. Fea and Macha were indeed marvelous creatures, what other powers did they possess? I was curious, and I also wanted to hear them speak. I was about to ask, but I stopped myself when I noticed a single tear emerge from Morrigan’s eye and trickle down her pale cheek. 
 
    “Fea and Macha have given me so much,” the elf whispered. “They have watched over me and loaned me their power, they consoled me when my people turned against me. They were my comfort when I felt that I had no place in this world.” The dark-eyed woman squeezed her eyes shut for a moment and pinched her lips in an effort to keep more tears from coming, but she was unsuccessful, and they began to stream down her face. 
 
    “You do have a place in this world,” I said gently and moved over to sit beside her. “Please, don’t cry. You have a place in this world, and you have people who care about you. Annalíse and Rana and Carmedy, and me.” I tenderly brushed away some of her tears and found her skin was soft and delicate under my fingertips. I had expected her skin to feel as cold as her usual demeanor, but it was quite warm to the touch. Her skin’s unexpected velvetiness and warmth caused my breath to quicken and my heart to beat strongly against my ribs. 
 
    Morrigan blinked at me in surprise and redness began to come to her pale cheeks. I had never been within such close proximity of the elf, but now that I was, I noticed how lovely her dark eyes were.  
 
    Morrigan glanced bashfully at my hand that was still on the side of her face, I hadn’t even realized that I hadn’t moved it. As I found myself leaning toward the woman, I half expected her to pull away from me or say something harsh, but she didn’t. Perhaps at some unsaid command from their mistress, Fea and Macha suddenly leapt from her shoulders and perched in a nearby tree. The elf said nothing. She simply closed her eyes and waited for my lips to reach hers.  
 
    I kissed her softly, and as our lips parted, I heard the tattooed elf gasp. She looked into my eyes and gave me a small, shy smile before she leaned back into me. As she kissed me deeply, I drew her closer and wrapped my arms around her. Morrigan sighed softly and slid her hands up my armored chest to hold on to my neck. In a matching gesture, I pulled back her hood and ran my fingers through her long white hair. After a long moment, the elf moved her mouth away from mine. Then her hair brushed against my face as she tilted her head to bite my ear. As soon as Morrigan turned to face me once more, I cradled her face in my hands. 
 
    “You do have a place in this world,” I whispered again before she pressed her lips against mine once more. “Your place is with me.” 
 
    Her eyes opened wide, and a small gasp escaped her lips. Then her gasp turned into a moan when I kissed her again. As our tongues lightly played together, my fingers moved across her shoulders, and then to her back. The hook latches to her dark dress were there, and I slowly drew them apart. 
 
    Morrigan’s hands pulled at the edges of my robe, and I shrugged out of the garment while I continued to unfasten her dress. As soon as it was undone, I ran my fingers down the smooth skin at her spine, and she sighed with a surprising amount of desire. 
 
    “I-I-I-,” she stuttered as I peeled her dress off and began to kiss her bare shoulders. “I am not experienced with this.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I whispered as I finished taking off the top of her dress. Her hands came up to cover the nipples of her milky-white breasts, but she didn’t shy away when I began to pull her black lacy underwear away. 
 
    “I worry,” she whispered, but then she let out another cute gasp when I pulled her panties free of her legs. Morrigan was naked now, but she had moved her left arm to cover her breasts so that her right hand could cover between her legs. “When I said I was not experienced, I meant that I have never--” 
 
    “Morrigan,” I gently soothed, “your lack of experience does not concern me. I am your master, and it is my job to teach you. Now, lay down.” 
 
    Her dark eyes fixed on mine, and for half a moment, I wondered if she would resist me, but the desire was apparent on her normally impassive face. A moment later, she nodded once and lay back on the soft sand. She still covered herself with her palm, but as I wrapped my hand around each of her ankles, she slowly slid her fingers away from her crotch. 
 
    Then I slowly spread her legs and gazed upon her womanhood. It was slightly moist, and the pink lips were accented by her white skin and a small tuft of lighter hair above the flower shape. 
 
    “I will give you pleasure,” I whispered. “Please enjoy yourself.” 
 
    “I--” she began, but before she could finish her sentence, I had already knelt between her thighs and was running my tongue over her. Morrigan’s gasps turned to low throaty moans, and her fingers were soon grasping my thick hair as her hips gyrated up into my mouth. Her taste was exquisite, but the sounds of her pleasure were even more delicious. 
 
    I wanted to pleasure the beautiful elf maiden for a long while. My fingers caressed her breasts and nipples while my tongue and mouth devoured her, and it only took a few minutes for her moans to become pleadingly urgent. The build-up was quick, but her climax seemed to last longer than the foreplay did, and she let out a guttural growl of ecstasy when she finally stopped thrashing. 
 
     Then I pulled my face away from her, and we stared into each other’s eyes. She was still panting, but she was also smiling. It wasn’t a common facial expression for the sorceress, so I knew that I had done an excellent job of bringing her to a climax. 
 
    But now it was time for us to become lovers. 
 
    I used a tiny fraction of my telekinetic magic power to quickly remove my armor and undergarments. The armor quickly reassembled itself on the ground beside us, and my clothes then folded themselves on top of the metal breastplate. 
 
    Now I was naked and kneeling between Morrigan’s spread thighs. 
 
    Her eyes fixed on my manhood, and her usually emotionless face was a scattering of fear, desire, and hunger. 
 
    “What is my name?” I whispered as I positioned myself at her entrance. 
 
    “Master,” she panted. “You are my master, and I am your minion.” 
 
    “Very good,” I said, and then I slowly penetrated the beautiful elf woman. 
 
    There was a slight barrier when I encountered Morrigan’s virginity, and she let out a grunt of pain when I pushed through it, but a few slow movements later she was gasping with pleasure again. 
 
    And then the gasps turned into moans that lasted for another hour. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22 
 
    “I have never felt such… pleasure,” Morrigan whispered in my ear as we lay naked together on the sand beside the small river. “Nor did I think it could last that long.” 
 
    “I am glad you enjoyed yourself,” I said as I brushed a few locks of white hair away from her face. 
 
    “I did,” she said, and then she lay her head back on my chest. “However, I am filled with your seed. I know the body you occupy is of your creation, but… will…” 
 
    “You wish to know if I can impregnate you?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted.  
 
    “Would you want my offspring?” I asked as I raised my head slightly so I could gauge her reaction. 
 
    “You are my master. I will gladly bear your child,” Morrigan answered. 
 
    “Hmmm,” I mused as I lowered my head back on the sand and ran my fingers over the skin of her back. “The idea intrigues me, but you do not need to make the decision now. I have complete control over this form, and my ejaculation contained no seed.” 
 
    “Very well,” she replied, and her voice was a mix of emotions. Was she happy or sad because of my words? I could not quite understand. Then again, women were difficult to understand.  
 
    “We have much work to do,” I reminded her. “There are many more dungeons to conquer, and you must gain more power over the dark arts. A child will delay those goals, but perhaps in the future.” 
 
    “Of course,” Morrigan replied, and her fingers began to roam over the muscles on my chest. “In the future.” 
 
    We were silent for a few moments, and my mind wandered through the short conversation. The lovemaking with the beautiful elf maiden had been a sensual and fulfilling experience. I was her master, and she my minion, so I did like the idea of planting my seed in her fertile womb. I imagined her taut belly growing large as our child grew inside of her, and I wondered what the baby would look like once it was born. Would it have her white hair and dark eyes? Or would it have my dark hair and hazel eyes? Would the child be naturally skilled in dark magic? Would it be able to communicate with animals? Would it be a demigod? 
 
    The idea was very intriguing. 
 
    “I-I have come to a decision,” Morrigan whispered after a while. 
 
    “And what decision is that?” I asked. 
 
    “Since our initial encounter, I have been observing you just as you have been observing us,” Morrigan said now with her usual blankness. “I have taken note of your skill and have deemed you purposeful. You have taught me how to make love, Master, and now I wish for you to instruct me in the ways of necromancy and fill the gaps in my knowledge.” 
 
    “Uh, yes, of course,” I agreed as I felt a smile spread across my lips. The way Morrigan said it, it was as though she were doing me a favor, but I knew this was the best way that she knew how to ask for help. I was ready and willing to give it. 
 
    “Good.” Morrigan clasped her hands behind her back. “You will find that I am an excellent pupil.” 
 
    “I’m sure that I will,” I said with a chuckle.  
 
    Morrigan tilted her head to one side, and her long hair fell across my bare chest. She was clearly unaware of the cause of my amusement, but she said nothing about it.  
 
    “Would you like me to teach you how to use death projection?” I asked the white-haired woman. 
 
    “Yes, I would find that most beneficial,” Morrigan said with a quick nod. 
 
    “Alright then,” I said determinedly. “Let us put our clothes back on.” 
 
    We kissed each other quickly and passionately, and then we parted, stood, and each went about putting our clothes back on. As soon as I had put my robe back over my dark armor, I turned to find her dark eyes watching me.  
 
    “We’ll start right now, and aim for those trees again.” I gestured to the same trees that I had pointed to before. “First, I want you to study your target. Carefully consider where exactly your aim will be focused.”  
 
    Morrigan silently turned to look at the line of trees and squinted her eyes. I waited for a few moments before I spoke again.  
 
    “Good,” I finally said. “Now I want you to close your eyes.” 
 
    “Close my eyes?” Morrigan raised a white eyebrow. “How will I be able to properly aim if my vision is--” 
 
     I held up a hand to interrupt her. “Don’t worry about that. Close your eyes.” Morrigan pinched her lips together but shut her eyes as I instructed. “That’s right,” I continued. “I want you to visualize your target. Now, tell me how many trees are there?” 
 
    “How many trees?” Morrigan said with confusion in her voice. “I am not sure how many--” 
 
    “Approximately how long does the group of trees span?” I cut off the elf. 
 
    “I do not know the--” 
 
    “Open your eyes,” I interjected. Morrigan’s dark eyes flew open, and she stared at me with a perplexed look etched across her pale features. “When I instructed you to study your target, what were you doing at that time?” I asked firmly. 
 
    “I simply looked at the trees,” Morrigan said callously. “I was not aware that you wanted me to--” 
 
    “Looking is not studying,” I said quickly. “Death projection is not something to be taken lightly. In order for you to accurately aim at your target, you must be informed about your target. Performing death projection without the necessary preparation can result in casualties. It is a dangerous technique. I know that you are up to the task of learning its use, but you must take it seriously. Understood?” 
 
    “Understood,” Morrigan said confidently. “I shall improve.”  
 
    “You most certainly will improve,” I said with a nod. “My expectations are high. With someone of my caliber as your master, you will be nothing short of impressive. I will teach you all that you need to know. It will not be easy, but your efforts will be greatly rewarded. Once your training is complete, there will be little that can stand in your way.” 
 
    “I will strive for perfection as I always do,” Morrigan said with surprising enthusiasm. “I am eager to learn, Master.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear,” I said with a wry grin. “Now let’s try death projection again.” 
 
    While the others drifted off to sleep, Morrigan and I trained into the wee hours of the night, stopping only once to break for a meal. The strong-willed elf had been correct, she was indeed an excellent pupil and progressed quickly. After a few more tries, she was able to correctly tell me exactly how many trees were in the group that I had indicated, their height, how long the group of trees spanned, and eventually how far away they were from our position. 
 
     “Alright,” I said after Morrigan had given me the correct dimensions. “Now I want you to study those boulders along the river’s edge.” I gestured to the enormous rocks across the water. 
 
     “But was my focus not meant to be on the trees?” Morrigan said in confusion. 
 
     “You’ve completed your analysis of the trees,” I said simply. “Now we are moving on to other objects. You were able to gather accurate information after a few attempts which is good. However, in the heat of battle, you will not have the luxury of time to make multiple calculations. There are no second and third tries when you are facing an adversary,” I explained with the utmost seriousness. “You will have to accurately ascertain the dimensions of your target as quickly as possible. While your calculations pertaining to width and height do not have to be absolutely perfect, it is imperative that you get as accurate of an estimate as possible. Errors are costly and could result in your death or your comrades’.” 
 
     “I understand,” Morrigan said plainly. 
 
     “Good,” I said as I folded my arms over my chest. “You have five seconds to study the boulders before you relay to me the essential information. Begin.” I gestured for the elf to start. I wasn’t giving her much time to analyze her targets, especially considering the number of measurements that she had to estimate, but I knew that she was up to the task. 
 
    Morrigan quickly turned her head toward the series of boulders that ran along the side of the rivers, and her eyes darted briefly to each one. Counting them was the easy part. What was difficult was determining their approximate size and the distance from where we currently stood. It was challenging, but Morrigan would gain nothing from my taking it easy on her. 
 
    If I were going to mold her into a true master of necromancy, I would have to push her. 
 
    “Your five seconds are up,” I finally said. “Close your eyes and prepare to give me your observations.” Morrigan immediately obeyed and shut her eyes. “First, how many boulders are there?” I asked as I began to pace back and forth in front of my elvish pupil. 
 
     “There are six,” Morrigan said without hesitation. 
 
     “Correct.” I slowly bobbed my head in affirmation. 
 
    “And how long is the length from the first rock to the last?” I asked the white-haired woman. Morrigan bit her lip and hesitated for a brief moment. 
 
    “Approximately thirty yards,” she said quickly. 
 
    “Close, twenty-seven,” I said casually. “How far is each boulder from where we currently stand?” 
 
    “The first is fifteen yards away, as is the second,” Morrigan said confidently. 
 
    “Go on,” I urged. 
 
    “The third is twenty yards away, the fourth is…” The pale elf pinched her thin lips together as she struggled for the answer. “The fourth is twenty-two yards away, and the fifth and sixth are… seventeen yards away?” 
 
    “Very good.” I nodded approvingly even though she couldn’t see me. “Your only error was with the fourth boulder, it is, in fact, twenty-five yards away.”  
 
    Morrigan’s face twisted with frustration, and she made a soft huffing sound.  
 
    “Now, tell me the distance in between each boulder,” I instructed. 
 
    “I do not understand,” Morrigan furrowed her white brows. “You did not ask me this question when I studied the trees.” 
 
    “I know,” I said as I continued to pace with my hands clasped behind my back, “but I’m asking you now. When you are performing death projection on multiple objects, you must know the distance between them so that you can be as accurate as possible.” 
 
    “What is the purpose of this?” Morrigan said dubiously. “Can I not use my dark magic on the areas in between?” 
 
    “You can,” I said patiently, “but there may be consequences. Imagine that you, Rana, Carmedy, and Annalíse are engaged in combat. Let’s pretend that these six boulders are your adversaries. 
 
    “Alright,” Morrigan nodded slightly. 
 
    “Now let’s say that you and your comrades end up spreading out as part of your strategy. What if your comrades were standing in those spaces between the boulders, er, adversaries?” 
 
    “I would cause them harm,” Morrigan said as realization spread across her face. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Precision and accuracy are key when performing death projection.” 
 
    “Understood,” the she-elf said with determination. 
 
    “Alright then, so tell me the distance between each boulder,” I demanded once more. 
 
    Shame filled Morrigan’s voice as she answered. “I… I am unsure of the distance.” 
 
    “Open your eyes,” I said kindly. The pale elf slowly blinked her eyes with disappointment on her face. She seemed to be being harder on herself than I was. “From now on when you make your observations, see the whole picture.” I spread my arms out in support of my statement. “Do not think of any measurement as too small or unimportant. As I said, precision and accuracy are key.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Morrigan bowed her head slightly for a brief moment. “Thank you for teaching me this, and for what you gave me earlier.” 
 
    “You are welcome, Morrigan.” I was pleased by her reverence for me. Before long, she would become a formidable user of necromancy, and once I finished training my other minions, we would truly be unstoppable. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Morrigan and I trained for several more hours before we finally called it a night and returned to our camp to get some sleep. I was already impressed by the elf-woman’s progress. She still had a habit of questioning my methods or the purpose of certain exercises, but I knew that this would lessen until it ceased over time. Morrigan didn’t intend to be disrespectful when she did this, it was simply in her nature to know the purpose of everything. To her, everything had to have a purpose. 
 
    We all awoke the next morning to find that the clearing and the surrounding area was swathed in a thick coat of fog. The air was a bit chilly as was the dew-covered grass when my bare hand brushed against it as I rose from my slumber. The sun was already out, but the hazy atmosphere obscured it and gave the typically brilliantly bright source of light a rather fuzzy yellow glow. 
 
    “Geeze, it’s cold.” Rana shivered as she bit into a chunk of bread. Her teeth chattered, and even the hairs on her tail seemed to quiver and stand on end. “What happened? Yesterday it was scorching out, and we didn’t travel that far. The climate couldn’t have changed that quickly.” 
 
    “There are places which are quite warm during the day and then practically freezing at night or the early morning,” I said as I chewed on a piece of dried meat. “It’s quite common.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I wish the weather would make up its mind,” Rana said with a grimace. “I wasn’t a fan of feeling like I was being boiled alive, but I think I’d prefer that to this cold. And it’s so gross outside, you can barely see your hand in front of your face.” Rana moaned. 
 
    “You don’t have hands, Rana.” Carmedy giggled through her mouthful of cheese as she nodded to the fox woman’s paws. 
 
    “That’s not the takeaway message, Carmedy, and you know it.” Rana gave the feline a sly grin. 
 
    “I know, I know,” the cat said with a smile. 
 
    “It is a bit cold,” I said with a chuckle. “But there are much colder places out there, and we’ll come across them at some point. We should enjoy the climate of this continent while we still can.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Rana sighed. “It could be worse, it could be snowing. Or on the reverse side of things, we could be in a desert,” the red-haired fox said with a slight cringe. 
 
    “Ohh, I’ve never seen snow before.” Carmedy clasped her hands together excitedly. “I’ve only seen pictures of it in books, it looks so pretty, like globs of white cake frosting.” The green-eyed cat purred and licked her lips.  
 
    Rana stifled a chuckle at Carmedy’s words and then shook her head. “Personally, I don’t think snow tastes like frosting, but you will get to see it, eventually. There are dungeons on the snowy continents.” 
 
    “Hooray!” Carmedy said gleefully, and I too laughed at her exuberance.  
 
    I was looking forward to the snow as well. In fact, I was looking forward to experiencing all the various climates that the continents had to offer. I had seen snow, and I had visited deserts, but it had been such a long time that I had forgotten what they were like. When I next experienced them, it would feel like it was the first time all over again, and I couldn’t wait. 
 
    Within an hour or so, we broke camp and set out for the next dungeon. We did have to travel more slowly than we had previously because as Rana had said, you could barely see your hand in front of your face, so I stayed on high alert in anticipation of any attackers that would take advantage of the fog’s concealment. Rana was also watchful, and her ears twitched in every direction as we traveled along the misty path, but we encountered no adversaries on our journey.  
 
    As the day dragged on, the air began to warm up a bit, and the fog gradually began to lift. The air was no longer as hot and stifling as it had been the previous day, and our surroundings began to change. Everything had been masked by the morning fog, but now that it had begun to dissipate, we could see that the surrounding scenery had become that of a very thick green forest. It was much denser than the forests that we had encountered at the start of our journey. The trees were massive. Awestruck by their size, I leaned my head back to see how tall they were.  
 
    They were easily over three hundred feet tall, and I marveled at their impressive and towering stature. Their size seemed almost unnatural to me, and I wondered if perhaps they had been planted using some sort of magic. The wooded area came to life with the sounds of wildlife waking from their sleep. Birds twittered high in the trees, and some flitted down to the ground to peck for worms. Squirrels scurried across the trunks of trees, and their cheeks bulged with nuts. The air smelled fresh and earthy. 
 
    Soon, we arrived at a split in the dirt road, and Rana instructed Annalíse to lead our party to the right path. 
 
    “I wonder what sort of god will be in this dungeon?” Carmedy tapped her chin as we swayed atop Scylla’s back. 
 
    “I’m not sure what sort of deity will be there,” I absently replied to the feline as I turned to watch a pair of baby bluebirds in their nest. 
 
    “Well, whoever it is, I hope they’ll be nicer than the last one,” Carmedy said pleasantly. “He wasn’t very nice.” 
 
    “No, he wasn’t,” I said with a reassuring smile as I recalled the fat nasal-voiced god’s final agonizing moments, “but whoever or whatever we encounter, we will overcome them.” 
 
    “I know.” Carmedy briefly looked over her shoulder to give me a quick smile before she faced forward once more. 
 
    When our party finally reached the edge of the forest, we saw that it led out to a small grassy hill with an opening carved into its front. On either side of it stood two enormous trees that resembled the ones that we had seen in the forest. 
 
    “Is this it?” Annalíse said as she dismounted. “It looks a bit… small for a dungeon.” 
 
    “Of course this is it,” Rana said as she hopped down from the cart. “Are you questioning my navigation skills?” 
 
    “No, no.” Annalíse put her hands in the air. “I just didn’t expect it to be this size.” The swordswoman gestured to the hill. “The other dungeons we’ve been to were in natural landmarks much larger than this.” 
 
    “Hmm, yeah, that’s true,” Rana mused as our group walked toward the hill’s entrance. “This is it though, one hundred percent certain. Maybe this one is smaller than the other ones. Maybe it’ll be easier.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that,” I said slowly. “Yes, it may be smaller, but I very much doubt that it will be easier to conquer.” 
 
    “I agree.” Morrigan nodded. “It would be unwise to make such assumptions.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a magic hill,” Carmedy said brightly. 
 
    “Again with the magic.” Rana rolled her eyes as she and Annalíse each lit a torch. “Carmedy, you think everything is magic.” 
 
    “Not everything,” Carmedy said with a laugh as the group filed behind me into the tunnel in our usual order. “Lots of things are magic though.” 
 
    “Yes, but every time we come across something strange or seemingly unexplainable, your answer is magic. Every time.” Rana laughed airily. “The world is just one big enchanted rainbow to you.” 
 
    “Enchanted rainbows are real, actually,” Carmedy said with excitement in her voice. “Someone told me that they--” 
 
    “Ah, forget I mentioned the rainbows,” Rana groaned, and Annalíse uttered a similar noise. “I don’t think this is the time to be going down that sparkly road into Carmedyland.” 
 
    “Alright then,” Carmedy said with a tone that indicated that she was unbothered. “Some other time. Remind me to tell you. it’s a really interesting story.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is.” Rana chuckled. 
 
    As we trekked into the darkness, the tunnel that we had entered stretched on. This place was larger than we had anticipated. The passageway slanted downward, and as we continued, a familiar smell reached my nose. It wasn’t the usual scent of stale air and stagnant water that were common in such surroundings. The air smelled… fresh and clean. It smelled earthy. It smelled like a forest. I heard Rana sniff at the air from behind me. 
 
    “That’s odd,” the fox-tailed female hummed curiously. She smelled it too. 
 
    “It smells like outside,” Carmedy said after she too took a quick sniff. 
 
    “Yes, it does,” I said with narrowed eyes as I lowered my gaze to my feet. 
 
    When we had first entered, the floor had been made of stone, now the terrain felt soft. I squinted down at the ground below my feet. It was grass. It was peculiar, but then again anything seemed possible these days, especially when it came to dungeons. 
 
    As we continued our descent, I began to see light in the distance. It reminded me of when I had left my dungeon. It couldn’t be, and yet it was. It was sunlight. I raised an arm to shield my eyes from the blinding light as we stepped out of the tunnel. 
 
    “By the gods,” Annalíse breathed from behind me, and the other women gasped in surprise. “How is this possible?”  
 
    “I told you guys it was a magic hill,” I heard Carmedy giggle. “How else do you explain it?” 
 
    I lowered my arm from my eyes and squinted as my vision adjusted to the light. I didn’t blame Annalíse for expressing such wonder, and I could see why Carmedy had felt that she had been right about the hill being magic. What lay before us was not a cavern of hard surfaces and cliffs and rocky protrusions. What we beheld was a massive forest much like the one that we had passed through on our way here. 
 
    Instead of the cold stone floors that were so typical of dungeons, there were endless lush green fields. I raised my head and expected to see a cavern’s ceiling, but there was none. What my eyes met with was a clear blue sky and the brilliant rays of the sun. I turned to look at the passageway from which we had come. There was no craggy wall, to my surprise, we had emerged from the side of a green hill that looked exactly like the one on the outside. 
 
    “Extraordinary,” Morrigan breathed as she knelt down to feel the grass in her hand and glace around our expansive surroundings. “It is real.”  
 
    The tree line began several yards away from the hill in which we stood in front of and stretched in every other direction, I couldn’t tell where it stopped.  
 
    “What a strange place,” Annalíse said under her breath as her eyes darted back and forth between the sweeping landscape and the sky. 
 
    “I’ll say.” Rana snorted. “Anyone care to explain why there are a sun and sky in here? Isn’t it supposed to be dark and dank or at least have rocks or something? 
 
    “Usually yes.” I turned to the fox-woman, “but every dungeon is different, simply think about the last one we journeyed to. It wasn’t pitch-black like the others, and the temperature was--” 
 
    “Like smoldering death?” Rana interrupted. “Yeah, yeah, I get your point. There’s nothing that says all the dungeons have to be the same. Still, the lava and everything about the last one was strange, but this…” Rana stretched her arms out to gesture to the entire area. “It’s like a whole other world down here. I mean come on, another sun? Another sky? That’s insane.” The fox woman threw her paws into the air. 
 
    “I will admit it’s rather… unusual.” I paused for a moment, “but let’s not waste time trying to comprehend all of this. Let’s find the deity who lives here and then destroy them.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, I get it.” Rana rolled her eyes. “Just saying it’s really weird.” 
 
    “Okay, everyone, stay close together,” I said as I turned to walk toward the tree line. “And stay on your toes, those trees would make excellent cover for an ambush. We don’t want to be caught unawares.” My minions nodded silently and obediently grouped around me. 
 
    We walked the distance between the passageway from which we had come and the tree line within a few minutes and were soon surrounded by the colossal trees. These trees seemed to be about the same height as the ones in the forest, but now that we were walking amongst them somehow, they seemed to tower over us even more. Compared to their impressive stature, we were mere insects. 
 
    As we cautiously made our way through the massive wooden giants, I listened carefully for any sounds that were out of the ordinary. Something was off, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. 
 
    “It’s awfully quiet,” Carmedy whispered from my left side, and her eyes nervously moved back and forth from tree to tree. “It’s like we’re the only ones in here.” 
 
     That was it. This place was too quiet. The forest we had traveled through on our way to this dungeon had been teeming with sounds of animals, as any normal forest should be. This one, however, seemed to be void of any noise at all, or life. There were no birds or rodents or frogs, at least none that I could detect. It was empty. 
 
    “You’re right, Carmedy,” Annalíse said as she tightened her grip on her sword hilt. “It’s very--” 
 
    “Creepy?” Rana interjected. 
 
    “I was going to say suspicious,” Annalíse said softly, and she narrowed her eyes as her gaze swept over the area. “It is unsettling though.” 
 
    We continued our way through the thickly wooded area, my minions readied themselves for any oncoming attacks. Annalíse walked with her sword drawn and her face serious. At first glance, Rana’s body language appeared more relaxed as the fox-eared female strolled through the forest casually with her paws in her pockets, but her ears twitched rapidly in every direction indicating that she was indeed on high alert. I was certain that her paws that she had seemingly stuffed in her pockets so carelessly actually clutched two of her elvish daggers. 
 
    I was just about to ask Morrigan to have Fea and Macha scout out the area when she whispered something to each of her winged pets, and they took off into the sky. The she-elf’s eyes were quickly overcome with darkness as she silently walked beside me, and I smiled softly to myself, proud to see that my minions were learning  to take initiative. She knew that Fea and Macha were our best chance at avoiding any sort of ambush and so set them off with no need for my command.  
 
    As we progressed, I started to detect the deity’s presence and smiled to myself. We were now within its range. I was about to inform my minions of that fact when something else caught my attention. The dungeon’s deity wasn’t the only being that my godly senses detected. There were four, no, five other beings here, but they were human. 
 
    “Morrigan,” I said as I turned my head slightly to the white-haired elf. “Do you see any--” 
 
    “I see five people in a small clearing up ahead,” the tattooed woman said calmly. “They appear to be human.” 
 
    “There’s no one else?” I asked quickly. “You don’t see the deity?” 
 
    “I do not,” Morrigan said simply. “Only the humans.” 
 
    “Very well,” I said with a furrowed brow. The god was around here somewhere, I could feel them. They most likely hadn’t revealed themselves yet, probably so that they could make some sort of dramatic entrance as was typical of deities. Truthfully, I couldn't criticize. I had never revealed myself to adventurers who graced my dungeon, up until recently that is. However, I did tend to use dark techniques that resulted in shock, awe, and terror. 
 
    “What are the humans doing?” I continued to question Morrigan. “Do they appear to be in some sort of attack formation?” 
 
    “No.” Morrigan shook her head, and a few long white strands of hairs swayed in response. “They appear to be standing idly, talking amongst themselves, I cannot see their faces, for they are wearing hooded cloaks.” 
 
    “Hmm, I see,” I mumbled to myself. So far on our journey, we hadn’t encountered any other groups in the dungeons, but the presence of other adventurers wasn’t out of the ordinary. There were still countless people that sought the fame and fortune that only dungeon conquering could bring. And yet, I was ill at ease, but I wasn’t sure why exactly.  
 
    “Morrigan, how far away are we from them?” I asked as I scanned the area ahead of us. 
 
    “Approximately one hundred yards,” the she-elf replied without hesitation. She was confident in her estimation, she was learning. 
 
    “Alright, everyone.” I turned to look at each of my minions. “Approach with caution. We don’t know if these people are going to be friendly or not. They may not be too happy that we’re here, and they may see us as a threat and take action. Be ready,” I said firmly. The four women nodded silently and prepared themselves. 
 
    We edged onward. The border of the trees that surrounded the clearing that Morrigan had spoken of started to come into view. I raised a hand to the air as a signal to the rest of the group to slow down. 
 
    “Tread carefully,” I whispered. “I don’t want them to know that we’re here yet. If these people were hostile, it would be to our advantage to make our move while their guard was down. If things went as planned, the group of humans wouldn’t know that we were there until it was too late. 
 
    The women nodded once more in response to my instructions and proceeded to move forward on tiptoe. I gestured for them to conceal themselves behind the gigantic trees. I wanted to observe the group of humans and see if I could glean any information from them before we revealed our presence. 
 
    I crept behind one of the wooded giants and cautiously peered out from behind it. There was indeed a clearing exactly as Morrigan had said, and there were the five humans that we had detected. Before us were five men meandering about, and each of them wore hoods over their heads. It didn’t seem like they were doing it to disguise themselves, the air was a bit cold, so I guessed it was more for comfort. I couldn’t make out the facial features of every man, but then one of them turned slightly in my direction and looked up at the ceiling of the cavern.  
 
    I could see that he had a sharp hawk-like nose that looked familiar. As the thought crossed my mind, one of them turned around, and his face came into full view. He was a large man with a jagged scar that slanted across his right eyebrow. My blood began to boil and my face grew hot. I knew that face all too well, and it took all I had to choke down my anger. 
 
    It was Luke Barden.  
 
    As I opened my mouth to whisper for my minions to stay where they were, I saw Rana’s face curl into a look of rage, and she stormed out from behind her tree. 
 
    “Wait!” I hissed at the fox-tailed female, but she ignored me. This was the sort of rash behavior I expected from Annalíse. I understood Rana’s anger, but this wasn’t the way to handle things. 
 
    “Hey, ugly!” Rana scowled as she approached the group of brothers. “What are you and your goons doing here, playing hide and seek? Now I thought that was a game for children. Then again it might be perfect for you all, your brains are pretty underdeveloped. Playing something like checkers would probably be too much of a strain, heck, playing marbles would give you morons a headache.” 
 
    The men jumped in surprise and placed their hands on their weapons. I stifled a groan and pinched the bridge of my nose in frustration. They had been completely unaware that we had entered into the area, and if Rana had waited, we might have been able to take them easily by ambush. Thanks to her, that option was now gone. 
 
    “You?” Luke narrowed his eyes at Rana. “What are you doing here? Where are the rest of your little friends?” 
 
    “We’re right here,” Annalíse said bitterly as she walked out from her hiding place. Morrigan and Carmedy followed suit. I shook my head and proceeded to join them, there was no sense in hiding now. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Luke sneered. “Looks like we’ve got ourselves a reunion.”  
 
    The rest of his brothers glared at us with their hands still on their weapons, but I noticed that a few of them gave us frightened glances. Good, they hadn’t forgotten the beating that we had given them. I observed that the lanky Barden brother, as well as the short, stout one that we had met in the trade shop,  were not among the group. I recognized one of the more muscular men as the brother who had initially accompanied Luke to our table at the tavern. He was a head shorter than the scar-faced Barden, but he was just as brawny.  
 
    Back at the tavern, I hadn’t gotten a good look at the other three men that had been at Luke’s table, but now I could see them more clearly. One of them had a slender yet athletic build and was the tallest of the bunch. The other two appeared to be twins and had a spread of freckles on their noses and cheeks. 
 
    “You know, I was feeling a bit sad,” Luke said with a phony pained expression. “You all left town without saying goodbye. We didn’t get to see you off all proper-like.” The scarred man grinned with malice. 
 
    “I bet you’re all torn up inside, aren’t you?” Rana pursed her lips. 
 
    “Well, of course.” Luke folded his arms over his broad chest. “We wouldn’t want you all to think that we weren’t welcoming folks, now would we, boys?” The other four men grumbled in agreement. 
 
    “We don’t have time for your nonsense,” I said sharply. “Leave this dungeon immediately, and I won’t kill you where you stand.” 
 
    “There you go being rude again.” Luke shook his slowly and clicked his tongue. “Looks like I’m going to have to teach you some manners.” His mouth upturned into a wicked grin, and he took a step toward me. His brothers turned to join him, and my minions and I readied ourselves for their attack. 
 
    “Stop this instant!” a deep voice suddenly boomed, it was so loud that it seemed to shake the forest. All the Barden brothers as well as the members of our group were startled by the sudden interruption and craned our necks in every direction in search of the speaker. 
 
    “Was that the dungeon’s deity?” Carmedy whispered to me. 
 
    “Yes, I’m certain of it.” I nodded. I still couldn’t see the god, but his presence had grown stronger, he was now among us. 
 
    “I will not permit you to fight with one another,” the mighty voice continued. “At least not until you have started your challenge.” His voice was like thunder, and he spoke slowly as though he were in no hurry whatsoever. He was so loud that his words seemed to be coming from everywhere. It was impossible to pinpoint where they were coming from exactly. 
 
    “What challenge?” Luke narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Why, the survival challenge, of course!” the god said with a hearty laugh. “I shall pit you against each other in a game of survival.” 
 
    “Oh no.” Rana groaned and rubbed at her forehead. “Not another game, I don’t think I can stand it.” 
 
    “You shall have to if you want to conquer my dungeon,” the deity called out. “And the only way that you’ll be able to do that is if you win. I must warn you, no one ever has. Few have survived, in fact.” His tone grew more serious. “Things tend to get a bit messy, you know.” 
 
    “How do we win?” Annalíse said hurriedly. 
 
    “Patience, young warrior.” The deity chuckled, and Annalíse grimaced in response. “I have not yet explained the rules. Now we mustn’t--” 
 
    “Can we move this along so we can get this over with?” Luke grumbled, and he folded his arms and tapped his foot impatiently. 
 
    “Such rudeness.” The god sighed lazily. “But very well. I shall explain the rules. To start, each of you shall receive a token,” the bodiless being said. 
 
    No sooner had the deity said this when shiny golden coins suddenly materialized in front of each of our faces. They floated there until, one by one, we snatched them out of the air. I held up the coin to examine it. It was a simple small gold piece with a tree that resembled that of the ones in the forest etched onto each side. The coin was somewhat tarnished, and there were symbols of a foreign language scrawled around the edges, but I couldn’t decipher it. 
 
    “Now, the object of the game is to collect the ten tokens, or points if you prefer,” the loud god continued his explanation, his words slower than a snail’s crawl. “Each token is worth one point, so at the moment, each team has five points.” 
 
    “Hurry it up, will ya?” Luke said with a yawn as he leaned his back against one of the trees. “This is this is taking forever, and I don’t have all day.” His brothers snickered at his action, but the deity was not so amused. 
 
    “You dare to address me so, you insolent little blaggard?” the deity shouted angrily, and the branches of the surrounding trees began to shake.  
 
    Luke yelped at the god’s outburst, and Rana shot him a haughty grin. Luke glared back and pursed his lips, but then he awkwardly cleared his throat and looked off to the side with a sour expression. 
 
    “Any more interruptions?” the god asked in a challenging tone. No one dared to speak. “Good.” The deity sighed, and the branches of the trees abruptly stopped shaking. “As I was saying, each token currently in your possession is worth one point. Each team will have forty-eight hours to obtain ten points. To get the extra points that are needed to win, you will, of course, have to take tokens from your rival team.”  
 
    The god drawled on in such a way that I wondered if he was falling asleep. Perhaps he had grown tired of his surroundings as I had. I didn’t know how long he had been here but judging by his unenthused tone, it was safe to assume that he had been here for quite a while. He had probably explained these rules hundreds of times. 
 
    “There are two ways that you may secure a token from the other team. Naturally, one of these ways is by killing the token holder. If you kill a person on the opposite team to obtain their token, the gold piece will be worth one point. Now, if you somehow figure out a way to steal someone’s token without killing them, it will be worth two points.” 
 
    “That sounds stupid,” Luke said under his breath. I wasn’t sure if the deity had heard the scar-faced man or if he had merely decided to ignore him. Either way, the god didn’t respond to Luke’s disrespectful words. 
 
    “Of course, it will be a challenge to take someone’s token without killing them and manage to stay alive yourself, but if you can somehow accomplish this, it will be well worth it,” the god boomed. 
 
    “Are those the only rules?” Annalíse said impatiently as she chewed on her lip. The swordswoman hated time-wasting, and I knew that the god’s slow manner of speaking was driving her mad. 
 
    “No, there are a few more points that I have yet to mention,” the deity said with a rumbling chuckle. Both our group and the Bardens released groans. At this rate, it would be nightfall before the god finished his explanation. “Now then, where was I?” the lethargic being mumbled to himself. “Oh yes, there is a limit to the number of people that you may kill. Each day, you may only kill half of the current number of rival team members.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” One of the freckle-faced Barden twins scratched his head. 
 
    “There’s a shocker.” Rana rolled her eyes, and both of the twins glowered at her in response. The fox woman gave them a wicked grin and said nothing more. 
 
    “Allow me to give you an example,” the deity said. “Let’s say the group of men is the green team and the group with the lovely ladies is the blue team.” Carmedy giggled in response to being called lovely. “If on the first day, the blue team kills two members of the green team, the blue team is not permitted to make any additional kills that day. They will have reached their maximum amount.” 
 
    “Because half of five is two, sort of,” one of the twins exclaimed. 
 
    “Precisely,” the god said brightly. 
 
    “Brilliant deduction, genius,” Rana snorted at the twin who had spoken. The twins glared at the fox-tailed woman, but when one of them opened their mouth to speak, the deity cut him off before he got the chance. 
 
    “Moving on,” the bodiless deity continued. “With two teammates gone, the green team would have three members left. This means that the blue team may only make one kill. The other token would have to be obtained by other means. If the time runs out and neither of the teams has managed to accrue ten points, then there is no winner. If you want another chance, we will have to start the process all over again. Hopefully, that will not be the case.” The deity sighed heavily. “Does everyone understand?” 
 
    “What happens if we do decide to kill more than half?” Luke sneered and glanced angrily in my direction and then Rana’s. “What if we want to kill the other team altogether?” He looked as though he wanted to gut us both right then and there, and his brothers glared at us furiously. 
 
    I returned Luke’s hateful gaze. I knew without a doubt that he wanted to see me dead and the feeling was mutual. 
 
    “I would advise against that,” the deity said gravely. “Should one of the teams choose to kill more than the specified amount, they will have to engage me in a fight to the death.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound so tough,” Luke said with a superior smile. “There’s five of us and one of you.” He gestured to his siblings. “I think we could take you on.” 
 
    “You fool,” I said through gritted teeth, “you would knowingly enter into combat with a god and expect to not only live but triumph? You truly are brainless.” I shook my head in disbelief. 
 
    “What did you call me?” Luke said threateningly and took a step toward me. He moved to take another but halted at the sound of the deity’s resounding voice. 
 
    “You are not the first to have such brazen thoughts,” the god said casually, he almost sounded tired. “Many who have entered my dungeon have ignored my words and slaughtered the opposite team. They lacked patience and common sense. They decided that they would have a quicker victory if they fought me. Thus far, every person who has come to this foolish conclusion has perished. As I said before, I advise against it.” 
 
    “Yeah, well you’ve never come across anyone like the Barden brothers, isn’t that right, boys?” Luke turned to his siblings. The men burst into hearty cheers in support of their brother’s bold statement. “You may have picked off all the other people who have come to your little dungeon, but not us. We’re not so easily beaten, you’ll be sorry that you ever crossed paths with us.” 
 
    “Oh, I think everyone you meet is sorry they crossed paths with you, and not for the reason that you’re thinking,” Rana chortled. Carmedy placed a hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle, and a faint smile came to Morrigan’s lips as she raised an eyebrow in amusement. 
 
    Luke looked at Rana with unmistakable rage in his dark eyes and clenched his fists. “Shut your mouth, you filthy--” 
 
    “Now, now that’s enough of that,” the deity interjected with a somewhat nonchalant tone. “No need to waste time bickering, let us begin our game of survival. I am going to have both teams spread out before we start. As in my example, the men will be the green team, and the other will be the blue team. Green team, you have ten minutes to take your starting position. Keep in mind that you must be at least one hundred yards from this point when we begin. Your ten minutes begins now.”   
 
    The god yawned at that, and now I was really starting to think that he was falling asleep, but I couldn’t blame him. Unlike the insufferable deity from the previous dungeon, I didn’t get the impression that this god viewed his visitors as playthings. No one had ever conquered his dungeon, and I got the feeling that he was tired of issuing these challenges. 
 
    Luke sniffed with an annoyed expression on his face but turned to go, and his brothers jogged to join him. The group of men moved toward the section of forest in the direction of the sun. As they began to weave through the wooden giants, Luke turned back to look at my minions and me. 
 
    “It won’t take us long to deal with you,” he said with a sinister smile. “You’ll all be dead before nightfall. I’ll be gracious with you three.” He pointed to Annalíse, Carmedy, and Morrigan. “But you two,” he turned his finger toward Rana and me, “I’m going to take my time on you two.” He threw his head back and cackled, and with that, he disappeared into the forest with his brothers. 
 
    “I know we get more points for not killing to get the tokens, but can we please kill Luke?” Rana asked with a scowl. “I think we’d all sleep a lot better knowing that his ugly face isn’t around.” 
 
    “I would enjoy that greatly,” I said with a note of anger in my voice, but I pushed the majority of my fury deep down inside me. “However, decisions fueled by rage often end badly. We need to clear our minds and come up with a strategy.” 
 
    “Ugh, you sound like a fortune teller.” Rana wrinkled her nose, “but fine. What’s the plan?”  
 
    Before I could reply, Annalíse decided to chime in. 
 
    “I have formed a strategy,” Annalíse said with the utmost confidence. The rest of us turned to look at her in disbelief. 
 
    “You have formed a strategy in such a short amount of time?” Morrigan raised a white eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, I have,” Annalíse said proudly and folded her arms over her chest. 
 
    “How could you have possibly determined a course of action so swiftly?” Morrigan said unfeelingly. “Whatever plan you have concocted is surely flawed.” 
 
    I didn’t think Morrigan was trying to be unkind, she was trying to make sure that we had a well thought out and efficient plan. She had every right to be concerned, I too had my doubts. 
 
    Annalíse bristled at the pale elf’s comment. “I’m a quick thinker,” the swordswoman said through pursed lips. 
 
    “Why don’t we simply hear what Annalíse has come up with?” I commented before an argument commenced. Morrigan shrugged, and I gestured for Annalíse to speak. 
 
    “Thank you.” Annalíse gave me a grateful smile. “Here’s what I was thinking. First, we have to get to our starting point, after that we obviously have to figure out what their location is.” 
 
    “Right,” Rana urged her to continue. 
 
    “So, we’ll spread out and find them,” Annalíse said excitedly. “Whoever figures out where the Bardens are will signal the rest of us, and we’ll gather at their location. Then we’ll rush them.”  
 
    “Um, I don’t think--” Rana began, but Annalíse continued to speak so the red-headed woman frowned and closed her mouth. 
 
    “I’ll take Luke, Rana, you take the short one, Carmedy, you deal with the tall scrawny one, and you two, handle the twins.” Annalíse pointed to Morrigan and I. “Once we have the upper hand, we’ll steal their tokens. Everybody got it?” Annalíse put her hands on her hips and looked at each of us with a determined expression. Without a doubt, the swordswoman was confident that her plan would prove to be successful.  
 
    The rest of us exchanged concerned glances. While I admired Annalíse’s confidence, Morrigan had been correct. The female warrior’s plan was extremely flawed.  
 
    “Blue team, you may now make your way to your starting point,” the deep-voiced god suddenly called out to us. “Try to stay alive. Personally, I hope you win. Firstly, because I’ve grown quite tired of all this, and secondly, because those men on the other team are so irksome. Especially the one with the scar.”  
 
    “Don’t worry.” Rana waved her paw carelessly. “We’ll take care of them.” Annalíse began to walk quickly in the direction that the Barden brothers had taken. 
 
    “Should we really be going this way?” Carmedy whispered to Rana as the rest of us followed behind Annalíse. 
 
    “No, we shouldn’t actually,” Rana said under her breath. “Hey Annalíse,” the fox woman raised her voice so that the swordswoman could hear her. “Don’t you think we should take a different route?” 
 
    “The Bardens went this way, so that’s where we’re going,” Annalíse said simply. 
 
    “Okay, yeah, I know that’s where they went,” Rana said slowly. “Is that the only reason you have for going this way? If it is, it’s not a very good one.” Rana huffed as she jogged to catch up to the female warrior, a difficult task because Annalíse took such long strides. 
 
    “If we go in the direction that they went, we’ll find them quicker,” Annalíse said as she navigated her way through the trees. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Rana said as she hopped over a bush that stood in her way. “We have no way of knowing if and when they changed direction, so right now we’re wandering aimlessly. Not the best plan of action.” 
 
    “We’ll find them,” Annalíse said determinedly. “I can feel it in my gut.” 
 
    “Rana is correct in her thinking,” Morrigan interjected. “It would be unwise to make assumptions based on, as you say, gut feelings.” 
 
    “Of course, I’m right.” Rana shrugged. “Now here’s what I’m thinking. We change course by, oh, ten degrees due north.” She waved her arm to indicate her proposed direction. “Once the challenge officially starts, Morrigan can use Fea and Macha to scout around and figure out where those Barden buffoons are.” The fox-eared woman pronounced the name Barden with clear anger in her voice. “Then Morrigan will send one raven back to you guys, and she and I will rendezvous with the other one at our enemy’s location.” 
 
    “What then?” Carmedy cocked her head to the side as she stepped around a large rock. 
 
    “Morrigan and I will spy on them and see what they’re working with,” Rana continued. “You know, what weapons and any supplies they have on them, stuff like that. I’ll try to find an opening to steal some of their weapons and essentials. Once we’re ready, Morrigan can do her creepy talking raven trick to guide you to us. We’ll use the ravens again to set up a formation to surround them and then we’ll close in on them and rob them blind.” Rana rubbed her hands together giddily. “And once we have all their tokens, we can enjoy giving Luke a very slow and painful death.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good plan to me,” Carmedy said chipperly. 
 
    “I agree,” Morrigan nodded. 
 
    I too was pleased with Rana’s strategy. It was sound and had the minimum risk. Annalíse, however, didn’t appear to be so impressed and continued to trudge forward in the same direction. 
 
    “I appreciate the effort, Rana, but your plan will take far too long to carry out,” Annalíse said as she wove through the thickly wooded area. “Who knows how long all of that will take? Several hours probably. I’m sorry, but the best strategy is to find them, rush them, and be done with it.”  
 
    Annalíse’s impatience had struck again. She seemed to have a bad habit of assuming that the quickest methods were always the best methods, and she was sorely mistaken. While swift attacks certainly had their place in combat, some situations called for carefully thought out strategy, and this was one of them. 
 
    Morrigan, Carmedy, and I gave each other doubtful glances. I knew that Annalíse wasn’t going to back down. She had been outvoted back at the labyrinth in the previous dungeon, and I was certain that she was eager to prove that she was capable of leading us and coming up with a solid plan. While I knew that her plan was flawed, I decided to allow her to carry it out. Today, she would witness firsthand the consequences of her impulsive nature. That was the best way I knew how to begin molding her into a true warrior. 
 
    “Annalíse, you can’t be serious.” Rana blinked at the swordswoman in disbelief. “That plan is going to get us all killed.”  
 
    “I’m very serious,” Annalíse said as she forged ahead. “There’s nothing wrong with my plan. Have you forgotten what happened back at the tavern? We didn’t even use our weapons, and we were able to handle them easily. This will be no different. I have no doubts that we’ll be able to take their tokens without issue.” 
 
    “Oh for the love of--” Rana breathed impatiently and her tail swished in annoyance. “Okay, yeah, we were able to beat them before. I’m not arguing with that, but you also have to keep in mind that we were at a tavern.” Rana emphasized the last word. “They had been drinking. You don’t know what they’re capable of sober. Even without that, it’s still crazy to just rush ahead like this.” 
 
    “Do you have so little confidence in your own abilities, Rana?” Annalíse asked a little sharply and looked over her shoulder at the fox woman. “And ours as well?” 
 
    “Of course not.” Rana groaned. “We’re more than capable of taking those thugs on, but that doesn’t mean we should make rash decisions.” 
 
    “I suggest that you reconsider, Annalíse,” Morrigan said. “Even the most skilled of warriors can be overcome if they are unprepared, and we keep running into situations where Master has to save us.” 
 
    “Master?” Rana groaned as she looked at the pale-skinned elf with the red tattoos. “Not you too. When did you start calling him that?” 
 
    “It does not matter,” Morrigan replied coldly. “He is my master, and Annalíse’s plan will no doubt end with him saving us. Again.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Carmedy said with an uncomfortable expression. “I’m not so sure about this, Annalíse. It sounds kinda risky.”  
 
    Annalíse sighed in annoyance and opened her mouth to retort, but I spoke before she could. 
 
    “You four are my minions,” I stated as I looked at the four women. “I have taken a step back from my normal leadership role that each of you may have the chance to learn, grow, and become more powerful. The most powerful gods always have the best minions, and since I am the most powerful of the deities cast from the heavens, it is important to me that you four become skilled.” 
 
    “What does this have to do with the pl--” Rana started to say, but I interrupted her by pointing at Annalíse. 
 
    “The warrior often leads adventuring parties, since she is the one in front. I will let you craft the plan for the encounter with our opponents, but I strongly suggest that you listen to my other minions for advice.” 
 
    “I don’t need to,” Annalíse said as she crossed her arms. “I know this is the correct decision.” 
 
    “Then you will be responsible for all the consequences,” I said. “Either negative or positive. If we win, it will be because of your plan, but if we lose, and one or more of us dies, it will be because of the decision you made. Do you still wish to proceed without listening to Rana, Carmedy, and Morrigan?” 
 
    “Yes,” Annalíse hissed as her nose scrunched up. “I’m the leader and the warrior. I know what is right for us.” 
 
    “But your plan is so fricken stupi--” Rana started to say, but I cut her off with a motion of my hand in the air. 
 
    “We will go with Annalíse’s plan,” I said. 
 
    Morrigan and Carmedy looked at me in disbelief while Rana stared at me as though a second head had sprouted from my shoulders. Annalíse gave me a look of surprise and nodded her head in thanks. 
 
    “Have you lost your mind?” Rana shrieked. 
 
    “Not at all,” I said calmly. “I am your master, and I will have the final say. Annalíse is confident with her plan so we will follow it.” 
 
    “You can’t even call that a plan, though,” Rana whined. “It’s lunacy.” 
 
    “I understand your concerns,” I said firmly, “but I’ve made my decision to support her plan, and my decision is final. There is an important lesson you all will experience in this trial, and there will be no more discussion on the matter, is that clear?” 
 
    Annalíse looked at me in surprise. She hadn’t expected me to support her, and from the look on their faces neither had Carmedy and Morrigan. 
 
    Rana scrunched her nose and pinched her lips together tightly. I didn’t want to argue with her since I agreed with her wholeheartedly. However, I didn’t have time to explain my reasons for supporting Annalíse to her. Furthermore, I didn’t have to. I was the master, and she was the minion. 
 
    “Fine, we’ll do Annalíse’s plan.” Rana finally sighed and shrugged her shoulders, but I could tell from the defiant look in her eyes that her opinion hadn’t changed. She knew that there was no use arguing with me though. “When this whole thing crashes and burns, and we all die, I’ll try not to say I told you so. Oh, wait.” The red-haired woman tapped her chin. “I won’t be able to say I told you so because I’ll be dead.” 
 
    “No one is going to die, Rana,” Annalíse scoffed. 
 
    The fox-tailed female sighed and then shook her head at me. “Yeah, I’m not so sure about that.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Our party continued on through the forest with Annalíse in the lead. All the while, Rana mumbled to herself. I couldn’t hear everything that the fox said, but I caught snippets of her hushed protests. I heard words such as ridiculous, insane, bloodbath, and massacre. Carmedy and Morrigan walked in silence, but I could tell from their expressions that they were just as displeased. 
 
    Truthfully, they had nothing to fear. I wouldn’t allow things to escalate to the bloodbath that Rana had grumbled about. I knew that things were going to go badly, that much was certain. There were far too many holes in Annalíse’s plan. The human warrior was impatient and lacked training in battle strategy, and her hastily thrown together strategy was proof of that.  
 
    Not only that, the swordswoman’s strategy risked a full-out battle and would surely result in many casualties on both sides. Members of our party would lose their lives, and we would most likely end up having to fight the dungeon’s deity. Flawed as it was, I would allow her to carry out her plan, but only to a certain point. When the chaos began, Annalíse would see that she had been wrong. I, of course, would step in before things got too ugly.  
 
    The lesson was two-fold. First, I wanted Annalíse to see her faulty plan unfold so that she would understand her error. Second, she needed to know that I was powerful, her master, and I always would protect her. 
 
    Our group soon reached a small stream that ran between the towering trees. 
 
    “We’ll stop here,” Annalíse called back to the rest of us as she halted in front of the stream. “Everyone clear on what to do?” The swordswoman looked at each of us. Carmedy and Morrigan gave her very reluctant nods. 
 
    “I believe so,” I said evenly.  
 
    Rana didn’t respond and instead silently furrowed her brow and folded her arms over her chest as she looked off to the side. 
 
    “Rana?” Annalíse said impatiently. “Are you clear?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’m clear,” Rana mumbled without looking at the tall warrior. 
 
    “Good,” Annalíse said. 
 
    “Both teams have now reached their starting points,” the booming voice of the dungeon’s deity suddenly said. “You may now begin the challenge.” 
 
    “Okay, everyone spread out between these two points.” Annalíse gestured to two trees that were approximately fifty yards apart. “If you come across the enemy team, signal with a whistle like this.” The freckled woman parted her lips and demonstrated. 
 
    “Understood.” I nodded, but none of the other members of our party made any such movement or verbal confirmation. The other women looked concerned, and I couldn’t blame them. The plan would indeed fail. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get going,” Annalíse said as she crossed over the stream to move further into the woods.  
 
    The rest of us spread out between the two points that she had indicated. Annalíse took the middle position while Carmedy and Morrigan fanned out to the left and Rana and I moved to cover the right side. 
 
    Annalíse’s strategy immediately began to show its flaws. This was too wide an area for us to successfully cover, and we were much too spread out. This combined with the density of the woods made it nearly impossible for us to see the other members of our party.  
 
    I was able to make out Rana a few yards to my right, but that was only because of her red hair, and I was unable to see any of the others. Not only that, we were vulnerable to attacks because there was no way that we could cover all of our blind spots. It wouldn’t take long for this situation to turn sour, but unbeknownst to my minions, I decided to summon a few shadow slaves to stand by to ensure everyone’s safety. If the situation got too dangerous, it wouldn’t be difficult for me to help all of my minions all at once.  
 
    I walked along in silence for quite some time. I detected no suspicious sounds and observed no movement up ahead. Suddenly, I heard a low whistle, and I turned my head in the direction where I had heard it, from somewhere to my left. That was the signal that someone in our group had discovered the Bardens’ location. I heard the whistle once more, and I headed toward the sound. Annalíse had been right about one thing, taking the route that she had suggested had led to our finding the brothers quickly. I only hoped that the men wouldn’t figure out where the whistle had come from and start to attack before we regrouped. 
 
    Just then I heard the sound of rustling leaves somewhere behind me. Had the band of brothers split up? Had some of them managed to sneak up behind me? I paused and slowly turned around in preparation of an attack, but only sighed in relief, it was only Rana. Evidently, she had attempted to step over a bush, and one of her bare fox feet had brushed against it. 
 
    “I guess someone found them,” Rana said as she jogged to catch up with me. Then we heard the signal sound yet again. We were heading in the right direction. 
 
    “It would seem so,” I said as we hurried through the forest. I still found it mildly unsettling that the woods in this dungeon were so quiet. It seemed… unnatural. The lack of wildlife sounds did make it easier to detect oncoming enemies, but it was nonetheless strange. 
 
    It took Rana and me several minutes, but we finally found Annalíse, Morrigan, and Carmedy crouched behind some shrubbery. Rana and I knelt down to join them. 
 
    “They’re right over there,” Annalíse whispered and nodded her head to the direction to our right. “Carmedy spotted them. They’re all together.”  
 
    I quickly glanced at the petite cat. Carmedy gulped and ran a shaky hand through her black hair. She didn’t seem at all pleased by her discovery and obviously thought that this wasn’t going to go well. 
 
    Rana and I peered out from behind the bush. The Bardens were indeed there, about thirty yards away. They walked in a tight group with their heads each turned in different directions to cover all blind spots, something which should have been a part of our strategy. Each of the dark-haired men had their weapon drawn, and Luke led the way through the woods with an angry yet determined expression stuck on his face. 
 
    “Any of you know where that whistle came from yet?” Luke said to his brothers with a frown. 
 
    “I think it came from over there.” The tallest Barden pointed in front of them in the complete opposite direction from where we currently hid. Carmedy struggled to keep back a snicker, but Rana elbowed her and gave a severe look to quiet her. 
 
    “No, I think it came from over there,” the twins said in unison, but one pointed to their left, and the other pointed to their right. 
 
    “You guys really are useless sometimes.” Luke shook his head and continued to scan the trees. 
 
    “Okay,” Rana said quietly as she turned to Annalíse. “So what are we going to do now?” 
 
    “What I said before,” Annalíse whispered as she unsheathed the sword on her hip. “We rush them.” With that, she stood up from our hiding place, walked around the bush, and jogged toward the group of brothers. 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re doing this.” The fox sighed in frustration and pinched the bridge of her nose. “This is madness.” 
 
    We all gave each other quick glances and hesitated to follow, but we too rose to our feet. We had agreed to follow this plan, or rather I had made the decision that we would do so. And even though every bone in my body screamed at me to run grab Annalíse and bring her to her senses, I had to see this through, or more importantly, she had to, at least until it was made clear to the freckled human how wrong she had been. 
 
    The rest of us hurried behind Annalíse, who zig-zagged through the expansive forest and quickly closed the distance between herself and the troop of dark-haired men. That’s when she stepped on a branch, and it made a loud crack from the sudden weight pressed upon it.  
 
    My breath caught in my chest. That sound would have been noticed in any normal forest with the typical wildlife sounds, but in these silent woods, she may have well beat a drum. We no longer had the element of surprise, and it would not be long before our presence was discovered. 
 
    Luke and the rest of his siblings stopped in their tracks and began to turn in the direction of the sound, and Annalíse froze in place. Her eyes darted to either side of her, and she rushed to hide behind one of the trees, but it was too late, she had already been discovered. 
 
    “There!” Luke shouted and pointed to Annalíse before she concealed herself behind one of the mighty trees.  
 
    Had she reacted more quickly, the men wouldn’t have seen her, but truthfully it wouldn’t have mattered. They would have known we were there regardless because of the sound of the branch being snapped. Besides that, the reaction time of the other women had also been a bit slow, even if Annalíse hadn’t been seen, they would have been. 
 
    Annalíse huffed as she pressed her back against the wooden giant’s trunk. The rest of us rushed to take cover behind trees as well, but I was sure that we too had been spotted. Annalíse’s plan was already falling apart, but I would bide my time for now before intervening.  
 
    With sword drawn, Luke rushed toward the tree where Annalíse was hiding as the swordswoman poked her head out from behind it. She released a raspy grunt, stepped out from her hiding place, and planted her feet firmly on the ground with her sword held out in front of her in preparation of his attack.  
 
    Luke let out a guttural yell as he swung his sword over his head and brought it down toward Annalíse’s skull. The female warrior took a step back, knelt slightly and raised her weapon to block his attack. The sound of metal clashing against metal rang throughout the forest. 
 
    Just then, a few more warlike cries reached my ears. The other Bardens had spread out to take each of us on and ran toward us. Without hesitation, I drew the God Slayer from my void pocket and tapped it hard on the earthy floor to summon its blades. Rana, Morrigan, and I came out from behind the trees and stood poised to meet the Bardens’ charge. Carmedy, however, crouched down behind her tree and peered out fearfully from behind its thick trunk. 
 
    “Carmedy, what are you doing?” Rana hissed. “Get your fuzzy butt over here!” 
 
    “N-no thanks,” Carmedy stammered. “I’ll stay right here if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I do mind,” Rana said sternly. “This plan is ridiculous enough as it is, we don’t need you pulling a disappearing act now. We have to stand together.” 
 
    “Oh, alright,” Carmedy mumbled, and she reluctantly stood to her feet and joined us. She grimaced at the sight of the approaching enemies and placed a shaky hand on one of the pouches on her belt. 
 
    “Ready?” Rana nodded at the cat. 
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be,” Carmedy said, her voice barely audible. 
 
    Then the chaos began. 
 
    The tallest Barden brother was the first to reach our group, and he swung his sword toward Rana’s neck as he let out a shout. The fox-girl ducked at precisely the right moment and sent a well-executed kick to the man’s kneecap. The lanky dark-haired man stumbled backward as he yelled out a string of pained curses. Rana shot the man a haughty smile, and she moved to strike at him again before he could recover.  
 
    My opponent was the shorter but bulkier Barden brother. Once he reached me, the man repeatedly sliced wildly at my stomach in an effort to spill my innards onto the forest floor. The first few times he slashed at me, I easily sidestepped his sword like an adult would avoid a toddler’s clumsy attacks, but the last time, I raised my sinister looking weapon to block his strike. 
 
    The pole of my halberd met with the metal of the brawny man’s sword. A lesser weapon would have broken under the force of his blow, but what I held in my hands was no average fighting implement, it was the forged embodiment of rage, torment, and death. He snarled at me when he saw that the pole hadn’t cracked, and he pushed toward me. He was strong, but I was stronger and held my ground easily. Then I pushed forward with enough force to cause him to stumble backward. 
 
    The man quickly steadied himself and lunged toward me once more. With a savage look in his eye, he slashed at my chest. I sidestepped again and immediately swung my halberd at one of his arms. The brawny man moved to avoid the swing, but he was too slow to move his girth. The Barden brother cried out in pain and clutched at the wound in his arm as the blood began to flow down his limb. Had he reacted a second slower, his arm would have been severed. I used the distraction of his pain to my advantage and punched him square in the face. His jaw shattered, and then he flew backward and crashed to the ground unconscious. 
 
     I turned away from the downed Barden with a snort. I didn’t need to use my necromantic abilities, nor did I need to fuse my power with the God Slayer. Using my halberd as a common weapon would be enough to keep all the Bardens at bay. Besides, if I ended this too quickly, Annalíse wouldn’t be able to use this as an opportunity for improvement. 
 
    Suddenly, I heard a shriek come from my left side, and I glanced briefly to see who it had come from. Carmedy was darting through the trees trying to escape from one of the twins. The cat hastily plucked one of the bundles from the belt around her waist as I moved toward her and tossed it over her shoulder without looking.  
 
    I sighed in relief when I saw the small sack hit its running target and explode into a cloud of pale, pink powder, but my relief was short-lived. I had expected the man to cry out in pain or to at least be slowed down somehow. 
 
    To my dismay, the twin didn’t stop his sprint when the bundle struck his chest. Not only that, moments after the pouch hit him, his speed increased. The freckled twin’s face twisted in confusion, but it quickly changed to a sinister grin. I wasn’t sure what Carmedy had thrown at him, but whatever it was, it had made him stronger. 
 
    The cat-girl quickly looked over her shoulder and yelped when she saw that the man was rapidly gaining ground. 
 
    “Morrigan, give Carmedy some help,” I calmly asked the pale elf who had just begun a soul exorcism on the other twin Barden.  
 
    The man’s back was pressed against one of the tree trunks and shoved ten feet off the ground by the dark magic. His arms hung limply, and his head was tilted to one side, his eyes full of fear. Morrigan turned her head slowly to me, her eyes swallowed in darkness, and sighed. She released her hold on her victim and rushed away to help Carmedy. 
 
    The big Barden I’d knocked unconscious was somehow starting to awaken, so I strolled back to him. As I approached him, I observed that Rana was still engaged with the lanky Barden brother. The fox woman darted back and forth to avoid the man’s sweeping attacks, and every so often she would land a punch or kick. Why wasn’t she using her daggers? This would have made her task much easier. 
 
    The burly brother raised himself up to a seated position, groaned, rubbed at his head, and then clutched his blood-stained arm and broken jaw. His sword had fallen from his grasp, and he started to reach for it, but right before his hand reached the hilt, I pointed the God-Slayer at his throat. The man gulped and scowled up at me as he held up his hands in surrender.  
 
    “I want you to keep one hand up in the air,” I seethed. “Use the other to slowly reach for your token. Make any sudden movements, and I’ll cut off your arm.”  
 
    The Barden brother glowered at me but obeyed and slowly moved his left hand toward his trouser pocket. 
 
    At that moment, I heard movement behind me. I instinctively dove to my left and rolled away as a sword’s blade crashed down where my shoulder had just been. I didn’t really need to dodge, since my powerful armor would have absorbed a mere mortal’s sword stroke, but my body’s natural reflexes had kicked in to preserve this form’s life.  
 
    I turned to see the angry face of the twin that Morrigan had released when she had gone to aid Carmedy. The muscular man that I had been so close to overtaking chuckled wickedly and rose to his feet to join his brother. Both turned to face me with their weapons in their hands, and a bit of excitement blossomed in my stomach when I saw their smug faces. These men thought they had the best of me, but in a few moments, their faces would wear looks of horror when I gutted them. 
 
    Before I could engage the brothers, Annalíse let out a raspy cry. I heard the clang of swords and turned to see that my minion had been completely disarmed. The sword that she always carried at her hip was now in Luke’s hand, and her new sword Bloodscale had been knocked several feet away from her. With an evil smile, Luke slowly walked toward a very furious Annalíse who backpedaled to stay out of reach. As she moved, the warrior woman turned to look at us all, and I saw her face pale when she realized we were about to lose.  
 
    “So you thought you could sneak up on us, huh?” Luke sneered. “Stupid woman, you’re in way over your head.” 
 
    I sighed and then shook my head. This had gone on long enough, and it was time for me to take control of the situation. 
 
    “That is enough,” I said, and then I used a fraction of the power I had obtained from the last dungeon deity to cause the sword in Luke’s hand to heat up. The weapon instantly turned orange around the hilt, and he let out a surprised scream as he let go of it. 
 
    Then I snapped my armored fingers, and the group of brothers all stopped moving as if they were statues. 
 
    “Minions,” I called out to the four women. “Come to me.” 
 
    “Uhhh, what happened?” Rana said as she hesitantly reached out to the man she had been fighting. He stood with his sword held back as if he was about to swing it, but he was frozen. 
 
    “It is time to learn from me,” I said, and then I turned to Annalíse. 
 
    “Come here,” I instructed her as I beckoned with my pointer finger. 
 
    The warrior woman’s brown eyes were wide, and she nodded quickly before she picked both of her swords off the ground. Then she trotted over to where I stood as Rana, Carmedy, and Morrigan all came to stand beside me. 
 
    “What did you learn, Minion?” I asked as I set my eyes on Annalíse. 
 
    “I-I should have listened,” she said as she glanced at the ground. 
 
    “Precisely,” I said. “I will not belabor the point, but the four of you are all equal parts intelligent, wise, cunning, and clever. I value you all as my servants, and I do not choose my minions unwisely. I expect you to all have respect for each other’s opinion and work together to please me.” 
 
    The four women were silent for a few moments, but then Annalíse nodded. 
 
    “Soooo, what did you do to them?” Rana finally asked as she gestured to Luke. 
 
    “It is just a small part of my magic,” I explained, “but they are paralyzed.” 
 
    “So… we win?” Rana asked. “Let’s grab their tokens and--” 
 
    “No,” I growled. “Luke and his brothers won this round because our team had a terrible plan of attack. We will fall back, regroup, and then you four will come up with another plan that will be more successful.” 
 
    “But they are right there!” Rana groaned. “They are frozen in place! I can just take the tokens from the pockets and--” 
 
    “No,” I repeated. 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” the fox-girl groaned as if she was actually in physical pain. 
 
    “We do what Master says,” Morrigan said, and Carmedy nodded. 
 
    “Let’s fall back,” Annalíse whispered as she hung her head. “I’ve let you all down, and--” 
 
    “One of them grabbed my token,” Carmedy squealed. “Should we at least get that one back?” 
 
    “No,” I said as I turned to walk away from the frozen men. “They won this battle fairly, so they can keep their prize. When we next meet, you will have a better plan, and then we will win the war.” 
 
    The four women didn’t say anything. They silently fell in step behind me as we walked away from the scene of the clumsy battle. I guessed that they must have thought I was angry with them, but that was not the case at all. Despite Annalíse’s clumsy plan, they had all performed well. 
 
    They simply needed a bit of mentoring to reach their potential. 
 
    “How long will the men stay frozen with your dark powers, Master?” Morrigan finally asked after we had walked for about twenty minutes. 
 
    “A few hours,” I answered. 
 
    “Wow,” Carmedy gasped. “Master is so powerful.” 
 
    “He is,” Morrigan agreed as she slowly blinked at me. 
 
    “Yeah, it was good we had demon man here with us,” Rana huffed as she glared at Annalíse. 
 
    “I agree,” the freckled warrior woman said. 
 
    “So, now are you convinced that your plan was crazy?” Rana hissed. “That was a complete disaster.” 
 
    “I will admit that my plan had a few… snags,” Annalíse said under her breath as she furrowed her brow. 
 
    “A few snags?” Rana snorted at the human woman in disbelief. “There were not a few snags, there were a ton. Better yet, they weren’t snags. Snags implies that they were small and insignificant. No, I’d call them gaping holes.” 
 
    “You did make some rather egregious errors in your planning, Annalíse,” Morrigan chimed in with her usual unemotional tone. “Though truthfully, there seemed to be very little planning that went into this. It seems as though you went with the first plan that came to your head.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Rana said as she shook her head. “And now we’ve lost a token.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, you’ve made your point,” Annalíse grumbled. “I made some mistakes.” 
 
    “Big ones,” Rana pointed out. 
 
    “Fine,” Annalíse said with a slight groan. “Big mistakes.”  
 
    “Did you see what happened back there?” Rana huffed. “We could have gotten slaughtered, and it didn’t help that you stepped on that branch.” The fox shook her head disapprovingly. “Now do you understand why I said your plan wasn’t going to work?” 
 
    “Yes, Rana.” Annalíse furrowed her brows as she wove around one of the trees. “I get it.” 
 
    “I’m just making sure.” Rana continued her criticism. “You can be stubborn sometimes. Your way isn’t always the best way you know.”  
 
    Annalíse grimaced at the red-haired woman’s words but said nothing. Rana wasn’t dropping the subject, and Annalíse had probably run out of retorts. It was plain to see that the swordswoman already understood the error of her ways, so there was no need to scold her further.  
 
    “Rana isn’t trying to make you feel guilty.” I cleared my throat to break the uncomfortable silence. “Right, Rana?” I narrowed my eyes slightly at the fox. 
 
    “Oh, uh… no, I wasn’t trying to make you feel bad or anything Annalíse,” Rana sputtered. “I only wanted you to understand the consequences.” 
 
    “I think she understands,” I said gently. “Don’t you, Annalíse?” The freckled woman was quiet for a moment. 
 
    “Yes, I understand.” She finally sighed. “My plan was foolhardy and dangerous. Someone could have gotten hurt.” 
 
    “Patience is as important to a warrior as their weapon,” I said kindly. “The best warriors that the continents have ever known were extremely skilled in battle strategy and knew the importance of consulting with their war council.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Annalíse said softly. “I’m sorry.” She pulled a blade of grass from the ground and absently twirled it in her fingers. 
 
    “It’s alright.” I placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “The important thing is that you grow from this experience.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Rana nodded. “You gotta forge ahead. I’m uh, I’m sorry I kept going on about it.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Annalíse said with a faint smile. “You’re right. I am stubborn. I guess it takes a lot to convince me that I’m wrong, huh?” 
 
    “Kinda.” Rana winced. “Don’t worry though, you’re still our favorite human in the group.” The fox-girl’s lips spread into a wide smile. 
 
    “I’m the only human in the group,” Annalíse replied with a raspy chuckle. 
 
    “Details, details.” Rana waved her paw dismissively, and both she and I joined in Annalíse’s laughter. I still knew that it would take time for Annalíse to break her impulsive habits, but she had made progress today. She had been able to acknowledge that her plan hadn’t been well thought out, and that was a step in the right direction. 
 
    Once the sun had almost disappeared altogether, we finally stopped to make camp. We had kept up our pace for what I guessed over forty minutes, and I was certain that we were far enough from the Bardens to regroup and make camp for the night. In addition to setting my shadow slaves to guard over us, we decided to take turns keeping watch while the others began to set up camp. Morrigan and Carmedy took the first watch while Rana, Annalíse and I set to work preparing the campsite. 
 
    Night soon came upon us, and the moon gradually took its place in the sky. Rana and I ate our evening meal and then switched places with Morrigan and Carmedy to take watch. Annalíse insisted that she join us, but I urged her to stay and speak with Morrigan and Carmedy about a new plan. As Rana and I kept watch over the surrounding area while the others ate and talked, it wasn’t long before I heard the sound of laughter and lively conversation, and I knew that all was well with my minions. 
 
    Rana and I sat quietly in the grass and scrutinized the woods that circled us. She leaned her back against a tree, and her ears twitched nonstop fully aware of any suspicious sounds. I still thought the lack of wildlife sound was odd, but I had to admit it made it a lot easier to detect any suspicious noises. I glanced up at the full moon for a moment as we sat in silence. I wondered if the moon was always full in this place or if it experienced the different lunar phases as the real moon did. Anything was possible in dungeons. 
 
    I heard Rana sniff, and I glanced over to see the red-haired woman rub at her nose. I pushed my thoughts of the moon out of my head and decided to take advantage of the fact that we were away from the others. 
 
    “Rana?” I said gently. 
 
    “Yeah?” the fox replied, her eyes still fixed on the woods before us. 
 
    “I think now would be a good time to finish our discussion,” I said slowly. 
 
    “What discussion?” Rana said with a frown, but she still didn’t turn to face me. I had a feeling she was playing coy and was hoping I would drop the subject. I would do no such thing. 
 
    “The one about why you’ve been looking through the loot we find at every dungeon so intently,” I said patiently, “and the people who you said are in trouble.” 
 
    “Ah, that discussion.” Rana released a heavy sigh, and she gave me a quick glance. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid not.” I shook my head, and Rana groaned and ran a paw through her messy curls. She was silent for a few moments and bit her lip. I almost wondered if she was refusing to speak, but she finally opened her mouth. 
 
    “I was going to say it’s a long story in hopes that that would deter you, but I know that’s not going to work,” Rana said with a forced chuckle. “You’d say we’ve got plenty of time or something like that, so I’ll skip that part.” The fox sucked in her breath and released it slowly. Her tone was serious as she hugged her knees to her chest. “I come from a poor family, but you probably already guessed that.”  
 
    Rana was quiet for a moment, I wasn’t sure if that was either because she didn’t want to continue or because she expected me to respond. Perhaps it was both. Regardless, I said nothing in response. Rana was already reluctant to tell me her story, and I had more or less pushed her into doing so. I didn’t want to do anything that would make this situation harder than it already was for her.  
 
    “Anyhow,” the fox went on, “I’m the oldest out of seven kids. My dad walked out on my mom not too long after we were born, so she raised us all on her own. It was hard for her to provide for us, and the fact that we lived on the outskirts of a village filled with people prejudiced toward fox folk didn’t help. People used to come by and throw vegetables at our house.” Rana’s voice was bitter. “And sometimes things were so bad, we’d have to scrape together the food they’d thrown off our walls to have as part of our meal.” 
 
    “Rana, I’m so sorry,” I said sympathetically. 
 
    “That’s how it is.” The fox woman shrugged, but she still had a pained expression on her face. “Anyway, when I got older, I wanted to do something to help my mom out more. You know, find a way to earn some money to make things a little easier for us.”  
 
    The red-headed woman paused her story for a moment as she shifted her position, though I had a feeling she was stalling. The fox stretched one of her legs out in front of her and rested an elbow on the knee that was still bent. She cradled her chin in her hand and sighed before she gave me a quick glance. 
 
    I nodded silently as a signal for her to continue. Attempts to stall weren’t going to work on me, not when I was so determined to find out the truth. However, I couldn’t blame her for trying. 
 
    “I tried to find a job,” Rana went on, “but no one wanted to hire me. It’s hard for fox folk to find work. No one trusts us. My mom got lucky getting a serving job at one of the taverns. I wanted to work there, but they didn’t need any additional help. That was pretty much the only place that would have given me a chance.” Rana glanced up at the moon. “I tried tons of places, and no one would take me. So, I decided to live up to the stereotype.” The fox gave me a sly grin. 
 
    “So that’s why you became a thief?” I asked. “To provide for your family?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Rana nodded. “I started out small. Fruits and vegetables from some of the farms and the peddler's carts in the village. I got caught the first few times, and I really took a beating.” The red-headed woman chuckled. “I learned quickly though, and I got pretty good. I moved on to stealing chickens, and other small game that we could eat. Then I started pickpocketing, and before long, I started burglarizing some of the rich people’s homes.” 
 
    “I remember you said something about only stealing from the wealthy,” I said to the fox-tailed female. 
 
    “Yep.” Rana turned to me with a wide grin. “I’m a thief with a code. I don’t steal from friends or family, and I only steal from people who can afford it.” 
 
    “I see,” I said with an understanding smile. 
 
    “After I started the whole burglary thing, I went to bigger stuff,” Rana said proudly. “Jewels, priceless artifacts, that sort of thing. Of course, when I took that up, I couldn’t stay at home.”  
 
    She grinned as she explained it all to me. “You see, what I’d do is travel around and scout out the juiciest targets. I keep an eye out for any flashy people waving around money, and I keep my ears open for any word on any… special items of value. Once I find something worth taking, I plan it out, nab it, and skip town. I find a place that’s seedy enough to take what I’ve got without asking too many questions, and then I return home with the money for my family. I stay for a little bit to spend some time with them, and then it’s on to the next thing.” 
 
    “Isn’t it hard being on the run all the time like that?” I questioned appraisingly. 
 
    “It can be at times,” Rana stretched her legs out in front of her, “but I’m doing it for them. That’s what keeps me going. They need me,” the fox said wistfully, and she gazed up at the moon once more. 
 
    “Are they the ones who are in trouble?” I said quietly. Sadness overcame Rana’s blue eyes, and she looked down at the grass. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked with concern. Rana turned to look at me and held my gaze for a moment. Her face was wrought with sorrow. 
 
    “I have only one regret in my life,” she said solemnly. “I stole from the wrong person.” The fox woman pinched her lips together tightly, and the agony that had been in her eyes momentarily flickered to anger. 
 
    “Who?” I leaned forward in anticipation. 
 
    “There was this sorcerer who had one of those extra-special priceless objects.” Rana sighed. “It was this… my family would have been set for life if I had been able to get my paws on it,” the fox added regretfully. 
 
    “You weren’t able to steal it?” I asked. 
 
    “I was actually,” Rana said, her voice barely audible. “I should have said if I had been able to keep my paws on it. I had it, and I almost got away with it, but he caught up with me.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. Rana’s story was far more intriguing than I had anticipated, and I hadn’t even heard the most important part of it yet. 
 
    “Basically, he found me and told me that he knew that I had stolen from him.” Rana pinched her lips together, and I could tell she was doing her best to keep her tears away. “I thought I was a goner. I was sure that he was going to kill me. I almost wish he had,” Rana said sorrowfully. “He told me that he was impressed with my skill and that he wanted me to steal something for him.” 
 
    “What was it that he wanted?” I cocked my head to one side. 
 
    “You remember those sacred objects that Carmedy was going on about that one night?” Rana sniffed as she continued. 
 
    “Yes, I remember.” I nodded my head and recalled how irritated Rana had gotten over the subject. 
 
    “Well, they’re real,” Rana said slowly. “There are seven of them actually, and the sorcerer told me that they are hidden in the dungeons and scattered across the continents. When they’re combined, they are supposed to grant the user unlimited power or something. He said he would forget all about my stealing from him if I found these objects and bring them to him.” 
 
    “I see. So that’s why you’ve been searching the loot.” I marveled at the fox’s words. All this time the sacred objects had been real, and I hadn’t known. “Did you agree to steal them for him?” 
 
    “Of course not.” Rana snorted. “I’m not a thief for hire. I only steal for one reason, to provide for my family.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” I furrowed my brow. “If you didn’t consent to this, why are you still looking for the objects? Do you want them for yourself?” 
 
    “No,” Rana said mournfully. “When I refused to help him, he decided to find another way to persuade me. The sorcerer kidnapped my mom and my six siblings. He said that if I wanted them back, I’d have to retrieve all seven of the sacred objects to exchange for each of their lives. I have about a year to find everything, so I joined up with the others to explore dungeons.” Rana’s voice was filled with anguish.  
 
    “I see.” I had known that the fox woman had been in some sort of trouble, but I hadn’t imagined that the situation would be this dire. 
 
    “Yeah. So, there you go,” Rana said quietly. “My family is in danger, and it’s all my fault. That’s pretty much all there is to it.” 
 
    “Rana, I’m so sorry,” I said gently to the fox. Her ears still twitched on alert for any noise, but they drooped ever so slightly. “I must ask though, why you didn’t tell me or the others this before? Why was it so important to you to keep this a secret?” 
 
    “I’m the one that put my family in danger,” Rana said with a grim expression. “Not you, not Annalíse, or anyone else. I caused it so I figured I should be the one to fix it.” The fox sniffed. “I’ve always been the kind of person who prefers to right my own wrongs, I’ve never felt comfortable letting other people solve my problems for me. But even more than that, I couldn’t put your lives at risk on my account. It’s just not right.” The fox woman shook her head. 
 
    “Plus, I didn’t know that I could trust you at first,” Rana continued. “I know that you’re trustworthy now, but I had my doubts for a while, there was no way that I would tell you about something this serious and personal.” 
 
     “I understand your feelings.” I nodded slowly. “I appreciate you wanting to make this right without endangering the rest of us, it was a noble gesture. Now that I’ve been made aware of the situation, I’m going to do everything I can to help you. I’m certain the others will feel the same.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Rana said softly, and she turned to look at me, “but I--” Her words suddenly caught in her throat and her ears perked up. The fox sniffed at the air, and she suddenly narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “Wait,” she whispered. “Someone’s coming.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    “It was to be expected” I whispered as I rose to my feet. I had figured Luke would try something, of course, he wouldn’t allow us to sleep undisturbed. He wanted us dead and wasn’t going to waste time. 
 
    Rana was quiet for a moment, and her ears twitched rapidly as she too stood up. “They’re coming from over there.” Rana pointed toward the trees several yards to our right. “By the sound of it, there’s only two of them. Three tops.” 
 
     “Alright then,” I said and moved to walk toward the direction of our oncoming enemies. 
 
     “Wait,” Rana hissed, and she grabbed my arm. “Shouldn’t we wake the others?” 
 
     “I think we can handle this on our own, don’t you?” I said with a wry grin. “After all, you did say there were only two or three of them.” 
 
     “Yeah,” Rana said. “You’re right.” She returned my grin. “We can take them. I hope Luke is with them. I can’t wait to make that guy suffer.” 
 
     “I feel the same way,” I said as we tiptoed forward, “but let’s simply focus on getting their tokens first.” 
 
     “Gotcha.” Rana nodded. The fox moved to walk in front of me and led the way through the forest. The woods were peppered with moonlight, we’d have to do our best to conceal our presence. Rana suddenly held a paw up to signal me to stop, and she crouched down behind a bush. I followed suit, and together, we peered out from behind our hiding place. 
 
     I could now hear the occasional rustling of leaves, and the sound of snapping twigs would interrupt the night’s silence every so often. Whichever of the Bardens had come to attack us, they weren’t very good at being stealthy. Within a few moments, the dark-haired men came into view. Rana’s guess had been right, there were indeed two of them. The tall, lanky brother and the shorter muscular one were our unwelcome guests. 
 
     “So what’s the plan?” Rana whispered to me as the Bardens snuck through the trees. 
 
     “Why don’t you tell me what you think we should do?” I replied. Rana had proven that she was a quick thinker when it came to things like this, and I had no doubt whatsoever in her ability. 
 
     “Hmm.” The red-headed woman tapped her chin for a moment. “I think I have an idea, but we’ll need to use your invisible lackeys.” 
 
     “My shadow slaves?” I asked her as we watched the Bardens draw closer. 
 
     “Yeah, yeah, whatever you call them.” Rana waved her paw. “Have your shadow thingamajigs disarm those idiots, then we should be able to take them without any problems.” 
 
     “Sounds like a good plan to me.” I nodded. “Are you going to use your daggers this time?” I raised an eyebrow. I had wanted to bring up the issue of her not using her elvish weapons before. 
 
     “I don’t need them.” Rana shook her head. “I’ve got all the weapons I need right here.” The fox held up her furry fists. 
 
     “Rana,” I whispered sternly. 
 
     “Alright, alright, I’ll use them if I have to.” The fox rolled her eyes.  
 
    Satisfied, I waited until I had an unobstructed view of the two Bardens, and as soon as I did, I summoned my shadow slaves. The two men moved forward silently, swords drawn and unaware of our presence.  
 
    They would soon regret attempting to ambush us at night.  
 
    The taller brother shrieked as, without warning, his weapon was yanked from his grasp by one of my invisible minions. 
 
     “What was that?” the thin man breathed, and his eyes grew wide with fear as the sword swiftly floated away and disappeared into the trees. 
 
     “What are you whining about over--” the brawny man with him started to say, but his words were cut off when his weapon was also wrenched away from his hand and floated away. “What the--” the man shouted in surprise, and he turned his head every which way in search of the culprit. “What’s going on here?” He narrowed his eyes as he scanned the trees. The men began to back away from the floating swords in the direction where Rana and I currently hid. 
 
     “What took our weapons?” the tall man asked fearfully, but his brother didn’t answer as they got closer to our position.  
 
    Rana removed one of her daggers from her pocket. She gripped the handle tightly in her paw, and her lips formed a tight line as she readied her weapon. 
 
    As I watched her do so, I made a mental note to help her find a better way of carrying the weapons. Trouser pockets were not an appropriate storage space. Rana and I slowly rose to our feet in preparation of our attack. As soon as the men backed into the bush, they were within our grasp.  
 
    Without hesitation, I snatched the lanky one, twisted the brother’s arm around his back, and put him in a chokehold. At the same time, Rana reached around the other brother’s neck and held the point of her dagger to his throat. The men gasped in surprise. 
 
     As a precaution, I called my shadow slaves back to me, and they returned to hold the men’s weapons at their bellies. All the men saw were hovering swords, and they gulped at the sight. 
 
     “Hand over your tokens,” I growled in the taller man’s ear. The man’s skin grew cold, and he whimpered as his body began to quiver. He placed a shaky hand in his pocket and held it up for me to see. 
 
     “H-here, t-t-take it,” he stammered. 
 
     “You too,” Rana snarled as she gave her captive’s neck a warning poke with her dagger. The man grimaced and shoved his hand in his pocket and held the coin in the air. 
 
     “Good, now drop them on the ground in front of you,” I said sharply. The men quickly obeyed. They weren’t feeling so cocky now. 
 
     “Hey, I have an idea,” Rana said with a wicked grin. “Why don’t we get rid of these two and then wake up the others to ambush the rest of these losers wherever they’re camping?” Rana glared at the man she held at knifepoint. “They definitely won’t be expecting us. We could take them easily and be done with this whole thing in one day.” She circled the larger man’s Adam's apple with the point of her dagger threateningly. 
 
    The men exchanged frightened glances. “Look, if you let us go, we--” the taller man began. 
 
     “Hey, keep your mouth shut,” Rana hissed, and the man immediately clamped his mouth closed. 
 
     “I think that’s a good idea.” I nodded to Rana. “Except for the part about killing them.” When I said this, the thin man’s shoulders relaxed a bit. “Remember, we can only kill two of them today. If we kill them now that means we can’t kill Luke… unless you want to fight this dungeon’s deity?” 
 
     “Ugh, I forgot about that.” Rana groaned. “So what do we do with these two morons?” she said as she sneered at the shorter man. 
 
     “Leave them with me,” I said to the fox. “You go wake up the others and bring them back here along with some rope.” The men stiffened once more at the sound of that.  
 
     “Alright.” Rana nodded. “Don’t go getting any bright ideas,” she whispered maliciously to the more muscular Barden brother. “There are still two swords pointed at you guys, don’t think that they won’t be used.” She poked her captive’s throat once more to emphasize her point. 
 
    The man gulped as Rana backed away from him slowly. Once she had moved back several feet from us, she gave me another nod before she ran off into the trees. The larger brother gasped as the sword that had been aimed at his stomach suddenly moved upward to point at his throat. The other floating weapon moved around and pressed its point into the dark-haired man’s back. He made no move to try to escape. The Barden brother’s hands trembled, and he struggled to steady his breathing as his face began to perspire. He knew that any attempt to escape or attack would prove to be costly. 
 
    “H-hey, we can w-work something out,” the lanky brother said with a shiver. “Y-you don’t have to h-hang us.” 
 
     “Quiet,” I said fiercely, and the man whimpered and grew silent once more. I knew just what I wanted to do with them, and I would tolerate no negotiations. Within a few minutes, Rana returned with the others. 
 
     “Wow,” Carmedy said as she walked around to observe the prisoners. “So you really did catch two of them.” 
 
     “Told you,” Rana said with a self-satisfied grin. “It was too easy, so it almost wasn’t any fun.” 
 
     “Annalíse and Morrigan, grab those two swords.” I nodded to the weapons that hovered threateningly at the shorter Barden’s neck and back.  
 
    Morrigan took the sword that was pointed at the brawny man’s throat, and Annalíse grasped the other.  
 
    “Annalíse, you keep an eye on this one,” I instructed the freckled woman, and she moved to point the weapon at the tall man’s delicate throat skin. “If either of you move in the slightest, you won’t live to regret it. Rana, did you bring the rope?” 
 
     “Got it right here.” Rana walked toward me and held up the item in question. 
 
     “Both of you, lie on the ground face down,” I said to the two brothers, and then I turned to the fox-girl with the rope. “Rana, tie up their feet and hands.” 
 
    “Can you just do your body-frozen spell again?” Annalíse asked as her eyes glanced at me. 
 
    “I could,” I said, “but then I would not be able to inspect Rana’s rope tying abilities. There is still things for my minions to learn. Rana, if you will?” 
 
     “You got it, demon man,” Rana said with a quick salute. 
 
     “Hold on,” the shorter Barden pleaded. “Can’t you--” 
 
     “Now, what did I tell you guys before?” Rana interrupted the man angrily. “Keep your mouth shut.”  
 
    The man bit his lip and made a soft groaning sound. Both of the men slowly sank to their knees and rolled onto their bellies. Morrigan and Annalíse kept their swords aimed at them while Rana tied them up. She bound them in such a way that their hands were fastened to their feet, their arms pulled back behind them, and their legs bent upwards in a position that was as humiliating as it was uncomfortable. When she was finished, she tied some of the other bits across their open mouths to silence them. 
 
     “Now what do we do with them?” Rana asked excitedly. “Are we going to string them up?” The men grunted and groaned in protest and shook their heads. 
 
     “In a manner of speaking, yes.” I nodded.  
 
    Without further explanation, I commanded my shadow slaves once more. My unseen forces took the remaining pieces of rope from Rana’s hand, and the fox jumped in surprise. The women watched with their mouths agape as the men’s bodies suddenly rose from the ground and began to float upward toward two nearby trees. The men’s frightened shrieks were muted, and tears started to spill from their eyes, but none of us had any sympathy for them. The men’s frames rose until they each hung beneath a tree branch that was about fifteen yards from the ground. The coils of rope that hovered beside them began to wrap around the men’s bodies and swiftly tied them to the branches so that they dangled precariously over the forest floor. 
 
     The men’s shouts were muffled by the bits of rope as they swayed back and forth from their branches like ornaments. 
 
    “Now that’s what I call style.” Rana held her sides and burst into laughter. 
 
    “Agreed,” Morrigan said as she turned her dark eyes to me, and for half a moment, I could see the lust on her face, but then her visage flickered back to her usual blank expression. 
 
    “Alright, now let's go catch those Barden creeps with their pants down,” the fox said as she rubbed her paws together excitedly. 
 
    “Why would their pants be down?” Carmedy cocked her head to one side. “Are they all going to the bathroom?” 
 
    “No, Carmedy,” Rana groaned. “It’s just an expression. It means we’re going to catch them unawares.” 
 
    “Ohh, I get it.” The cat nodded her head. 
 
    “Morrigan, can you send Fea and Macha to scout ahead? Those two men came from this direction so have them cover that area.” I gestured from the place the Bardens had come from. 
 
    “Understood,” Morrigan said calmly. The elf’s winged pets immediately leapt from her shoulders and flew into the sky as her eyes began to turn black. The white-haired woman stood quietly for a few minutes and then began to move forward. “This way. They are not far. It should take no more than half an hour to reach them if we move swiftly.” 
 
    This was perfect. With any luck, we would be able to reach the enemy camp and strike before the Barden’s grew suspicious over their brothers’ prolonged absence. 
 
    The rest of us followed her without any further discussion, and we set out to find Luke and the rest of his brothers. 
 
    “I can’t wait to see the look on Luke’s ugly face,” Rana snickered as we navigated our way through the trees. “He’s in for quite a surprise.” 
 
    “Everyone, remember, we can only kill two of them,” I whispered as I curved around a large rock. “So don’t kill any of them unless it’s absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “I know, I know.” Rana rolled her eyes. “Our first priority is to get enough points.” 
 
    “Precisely.” I nodded. 
 
    “And after that, then we can kill him?” Rana wiggled her eyebrows. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said with a somewhat sinister smile. I found the fox’s thirst for blood and revenge exciting. 
 
    Morrigan had been correct in her estimation, and it took us about half an hour before we reached our destination. Fea and Macha silently flapped down to return to Morrigan’s shoulders as the five of us crouched behind a group of large bushes that was about forty yards from the Barden’s camp. I shook my head in disgust as Luke and the twins lounged about feasting on meat and bread. They were so confident in their invulnerability that they hadn’t posted any guards to watch the surrounding area. The band of brothers was that certain that the men they had sent to attack us would be successful.  
 
    They had no idea how wrong they were. 
 
    “Minions, now is your chance to come up with an excellent plan of attack,” I said as I glanced at the four women. 
 
    “I, um, I think I have an idea,” Annalíse said clumsily. The rest of us turned to look at the freckled woman in surprise. “I know, I know I made a big mess of things before.” Annalíse put her hands in the air. “I was reckless, and I should have listened to you all, and once again I apologize.”  
 
    “That’s okay,” Carmedy said with a big smile. “Everyone one makes mistakes. What is important is that we still love each other.” 
 
    “And that we are still alive.” Rana laughed. 
 
    “Thanks to Master,” Morrigan stated, and they all looked at me once more. 
 
    “Annalíse, this is a chance to redeem yourself,” I said. “Please continue.”  
 
    The swordswoman nodded, and her face turned a bit red. “I know that I haven’t exactly given you a reason to listen to my plan, but please at least hear what I have to say. If you all think it’s not a good plan, then I promise not to insist on it.”  
 
    The rest of us exchanged glances and then nodded.  
 
    “Alright then,” Rana said with a wry grin. “Let’s see what ya got.” 
 
    “Right,” Annalíse said with a small smile. “I’ve been thinking about what to do on our way over here, and I finally came up with something. I think the best way to go about this is to separate them.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” Carmedy asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    “With some finely crafted illusions,” Annalíse said as she turned to face me. “Do you think you create some copies of the men that we tied up?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said as a smile spread across my lips. I was starting to see where Annalíse was going with this, and I had to admit I was impressed so far. She already seemed to be learning from her mistakes and thus, improving her skills. 
 
    “Excellent. Here’s what I’m thinking,” the tall woman continued as she glanced at each of us. “Carmedy, I need you to throw one of your smoke bomb type potions to cause some confusion. Then he’s going to create illusions of those two idiots we captured and use them to lure away the twins.” Annalíse nodded to me. 
 
    “Once they’re taken care of, Morrigan you can use your dark magic to detain one of them long enough for Carmedy to steal their token. Rana, you and I will take care of the other one. Then you can handle Luke.” 
 
    “Wait, who is taking care of Luke?” Rana asked. 
 
    “Uhh, him,” Annalíse said as she nodded to me. “Master.” Her cheeks turned bright red as soon as she said my name, and her eyes drifted back down to the ground. 
 
    “Now you are calling him master, too?” Rana sighed. 
 
    “He did save our lives,” the brunette warrior said as she cleared her throat and glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    “He saved our lives lots of times!” Carmedy giggled softly and clapped her paws together. “He’s the best master I’ve ever had. Well, he’s the only one, but that’s okay. I don’t need anymore since our master is the best master.” 
 
    “So, what do you think of my plan?” The human warrior looked around the group with a wince as though in preparation of criticisms.  
 
    “That is... an uncharacteristically well thought out plan, Annalíse,” Morrigan said slowly. “You have my approval.” The elf bowed her head slightly.  
 
    “O-oh thank you,” Annalíse stammered. 
 
    “It sounds good to me,” Carmedy said with a grin. 
 
    “Yes, very well done.” I nodded. I was pleased with the progress that Annalíse had made. Morrigan was right, the human’s strategy was uncharacteristically well thought out and clever. It used everyone’s strengths against our opponents and had a wide margin of safety. It was a stark contrast to her previous plans.  
 
    “Rana, what do you think?” I turned to the fox who had yet to give her verdict.  
 
    The redhead was quiet for a moment. Then she bit her lip and folded her arms as her tail swished behind her. 
 
    “I think… it’s a great idea,” she said with a sly grin aimed at Annalíse. The freckled woman smiled a bit and released a small sigh of relief. “I do have one suggestion though, just to polish it up a bit.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Annalíse said curiously. 
 
    “I think Mr. Magic over here should try to lure the twins away one at a time,” Rana said. “They’ll be easier to deal with if they’re on their own.” 
 
    “I see.” Annalíse rubbed at her chin. “That makes sense, we’ll do that then.” 
 
    “Good,” Rana continued. “Then once the twins are separated, Morrigan you get one of them in your little death hold, and Carmedy can swipe their token exactly like Annalíse said.”  
 
    “The technique that I use is called soul exorcism, not death hold,” Morrigan said flatly. “However, I do consent to this strategy.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Rana waved her paw absently. “Death hold, soul exorcism, same thing.” 
 
    “Alright,” Annalíse said. “Is everyone okay with this?” The rest of us voiced our support of her strategy. “Alright then,” the raspy-voiced woman continued. “Carmedy, sneak up as close as you can and then throw the smoke bomb. Be careful.” The petite feline nodded silently and moved away from the bushes that concealed us in a hunched position. 
 
    The cat moved noiselessly through the trees and approached with caution. There was an instance where one of the twins stood up to stretch, and I thought Carmedy would be found, but she quickly ducked behind one of the trees before the freckled men noticed her. Carmedy breathed a sigh of relief and gave us a thumbs up. The tree that concealed her was right on the edge of the Barden’s camp. She was in the perfect position. 
 
    The green-eyed woman quietly removed one of the bundles on her belt and undid the string that was tied around it. 
 
    “Everyone, get ready,” Annalíse whispered. Carmedy looked back at as one more time, gave a quick nod and then threw the pouch into the air. Within seconds the sack burst into a cloud of thick black-ish smoke. The Bardens hadn’t noticed the bundle before it had exploded, and they began to shout at the unexpected haze that had engulfed them. So far things were going according to plan, and Carmedy had caused enough confusion for me to make my move. 
 
    “Your turn.” Annalíse elbowed my ribs lightly. “Let’s see some of those impressive illusions. Don’t forget, send one at a time.” 
 
    I nodded silently and squinted my eyes in an effort to make out the positions of the men. The cloud that Carmedy had created was heavy and virtually impossible to see through. However, the black fog didn’t reach down to the ground, and I could still see the men’s feet. I recalled that the twins were dressed identically so it would be easy to distinguish them from Luke. That was more than enough, and I began to conjure up my illusions. Piece by piece my copies of the two men that we had captured not too long ago began to materialize in front of us. I did my best to make their physical makeups accurate down to the last detail to be on the safe side, but since I knew that the dark-haired men caught in the haze couldn’t really see all that much, the voices were what really mattered. 
 
    From my position, I could see that all the brothers were spread out. They shouted out in an effort to determine what was going on, but their panicked exclamations jumbled together and only added to the chaos. In a few seconds, the duplicates were complete, and I ordered the shorter Barden brother to move in the direction of one of the pairs of feet that I knew belonged to a Barden twin. It would have helped to know the twin’s names, but I would have to make do. My copy moved toward the edge of the smoke as near as he could get to the freckle-faced man. 
 
    “Hey, are you alright in there?” my illusion called out to the man closest to him. The real Barden brother’s voice was quite deep, and I thought I’d done quite a good job at duplicating it. 
 
    “John, is that you?” I heard the man cry out, and I saw his feet shuffle as he tried to tell where the voice came from.  
 
    “Yeah,” the phony John replied. “Just follow the sound of my voice.” 
 
    “What happened?” the twin asked as he began to walk in the direction of my Barden duplicate. Rana nodded to Morrigan who stood to her feet and ran over to one of the trees near where my illusion stood.  
 
    “We were able to take care of four of them, but one of the women managed to escape,” my copy called out. “We followed her back here, but by the time we got back to camp, she had already thrown the smoke bomb. I lost sight of her.” My illusion spoke with a frustrated tone as he finished telling the story that I had cooked up. This explanation was perfect. It was logical and would assuredly draw no suspicion. 
 
    Annalíse nudged me as a signal to send the other Barden replica, and I nodded in response. The copy of the taller dark-haired man moved around the perimeter of the smoke cloud toward the other freckled man, and Annalíse and Rana silently rose to their feet and tiptoed after it. 
 
    “Luke’s not gonna be happy about that,” the twin groaned to the illusionary John. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” my magic-woven Barden said with a wry chuckle. “So hurry up and get out here so we can catch the last one. If we’re lucky, we can find her before Luke gets wise to what happened.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” the freckled man said as he finally emerged from the black smoke. He placed a hand on the replica’s shoulder. “Let’s get this done.” The man’s face showed no sign that he knew that he was talking to a fake. My illusion had been well crafted enough to fool the Barden twin. The plan was going perfectly so far, and victory would soon be within our grasp. 
 
    That was when Morrigan stepped out from behind her tree, and before the twin could make a sound, she held her hand to the air, and the man’s body was instantaneously paralyzed. His head tilted back as his frame lifted into the air. Morrigan nodded to Carmedy who immediately jogged over and began to rifle through the man’s pockets. 
 
    Now it was my turn again. I was sure that enough time had passed for my other Barden duplicate to lure the remaining twin away. That left Luke. From where I was I could see that the eldest Barden was closer to the center of the black haze. The smoke hadn’t begun to dissipate yet, so I decided to conjure up one more illusion to lure him out. I chose to make another John replica, and within moments, the copy materialized beside me. 
 
    “Luke, you in there?” my illusion called out. 
 
    “John?” the leader of the group shouted back, as his feet turned one way and then another. “What’s going on?” My magic-crafted Barden proceeded to tell the same story that I had come up with before.  
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Luke growled upon hearing the conclusion of the tale, and he began to walk forward. “You let one of them get away? You two can’t do anything right.” 
 
    “Sorry, brother,” my clone replied. 
 
    “It never stops, does it?” Luke continued. “One of you brats always messes up, and every single time, I’m the one who has to fix it, and you’re never going to learn.” Luke was nearly out of the black cloud, it was time for me to move to my next position. I would be ready to greet him when he emerged from the thick haze. 
 
    I stood to my feet and moved to the side my well-crafted illusion. 
 
    “We’ll find her, Luke,” the copy of the shorter man said hurriedly. “She can’t have gotten far.” 
 
    “For your sake, she better not ha--” Luke’s words stuck in his throat as soon as he walked out of the fog and saw me standing before him, next to who he thought was his brother. Luke’s eyes quickly darted between myself and the dark-haired copy. The lead Barden moved to reach for his sword, but before he could grasp the weapon, I gestured with my hand, and his body immediately rose into the air. The man scowled at me but was unable to move his limbs, and he grunted in frustration. 
 
    I wanted to end his life right then and there, but I knew that I couldn’t yet. Not until I knew that we had retrieved the other tokens without killing the other Bardens. I didn’t want to make the mistake of ending Luke’s life when it was quite possible that my minions had either been forced to kill or, more likely in Rana’s case, given in to temptation. I didn’t want to waste time battling the deity who resided here. I was certain that I would we be able to hold my own against the loud-voiced god, but the others would most likely be no match for him. It would be difficult for me to fight him while simultaneously protecting all of my minions, and my energy would surely be depleted in the process. 
 
    So for now, I would toy with my prey. It brought a smile to my face to know that I would have some time to make Luke suffer. My mind swirled with the possibilities of how to torture him and then eventually snuff out his worthless life. 
 
    “What are you smiling for?” Luke snorted as he hung in the air before me. Even when he had no way out, the man with the scar still had the audacity to say such things. It was laughable. 
 
    “I was simply thinking about the thousands of ways that I can kill you,” I said with a wicked grin. “So many to choose from.” I tapped my chin with my free hand. Luke glowered at me and opened his mouth to speak. “Ah, let me stop you there.” I raised my hand to silence him. “I’m not going to hear any more of your insolence.” I took a step toward him. “The only sounds I want to hear from you are your screams of anguish and your pleas for mercy.” 
 
    “Not gonna happen.” Luke glared at me. 
 
    “Master!” I suddenly heard Carmedy yell, and I turned my head to see the cat waving at me. She and the rest of my minions walked toward me as the black fog began to dissipate. “We got the tokens,” Carmedy called out and she and Rana each held up a gold piece for me to see. 
 
    “Did you have to kill to get them?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Carmedy said proudly. “Well, Rana kinda wanted to, but Annalíse talked her out of it. They’re unconscious and pretty banged up, but they’re still alive.” Carmedy pointed behind her, and I looked around her to see the twins in crumpled heaps on the ground several yards away. 
 
    “Just one wouldn’t have hurt.” Rana crossed her arms. 
 
    “Well done!” the dungeon’s deity’s voiced suddenly boomed. “You have passed my survival challenge.” 
 
    “So that means we get the loot from this dungeon, right?” Rana said happily as she wrung her paws. 
 
    “Yes, you shall receive my dungeon’s treasures,” the old god proclaimed, “and I shall grant one of you my power. Which of you would like to claim it?” 
 
    “I will take it,” I spoke up, but then a thought struck me. “You are ready to give up your abilities so easily?” 
 
    “I have been here for close to one thousand years.” The deity sighed heavily. “I am old and weary, and I want peace. As soon as I bestow upon you my power, I will finally be able to leave this place.” 
 
    “I understand.” I nodded. I knew better than anyone the desire for freedom. Suddenly, a green orb appeared in front of my chest, and as with all the other times before, the sphere pressed into me and disappeared. For the third time now, the surge of power caused my skin to tingle and my mouth to water. My blood began to race as I felt the god’s power join with mine.  
 
    The illusion goddess’ power had been delicate and enticing, and the lava deity’s power had felt unashamedly sinister. The forest god’s however was fresh and pure as it pulsated within me. Unlike the other deities we had faced, I had been unaware of this one’s abilities because I hadn’t seen him in action, but I understood now. I could feel it. The nature of the god’s power had been right in front of us all along, in more ways than one. He had been the one who had made the massive trees that surrounded us. The old deity had been able to create, shape, and manipulate plant life, and now so could I. A smile crossed my lips, I now held the power of three other deities as well as my own. 
 
    “Thank you,” the loud-voiced god said drowsily. “Thank you for giving me peace.”  
 
    As he spoke, I gradually felt his presence begin to fade away before it vanished altogether. It brought me happiness to know that we had released the ancient deity from his forest-like prison. Had he too been bound to his dungeon by the mages? The very thought sent a wave of fury through my body. I could think of no other reason as to why the old god had been trapped here for so long, it had to have been them, those insolent witches. I would ensure that Morrigan kept her vow to punish them. They would pay for their sins against us and the others they had wronged. 
 
    “Wow,” Carmedy breathed. “I feel bad for him. To be stuck here for almost a thousand years? It must have been lonely.” The cat shook her head sadly. 
 
    “It can be very lonely,” I said solemnly. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry.” Carmedy winced. “I forgot that you--” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I interrupted her and gave her a small smile. “I’m not lonely anymore.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Carmedy said gleefully. “You’ve got us now, your faithful minions!” 
 
    “What are you going to do with him?” Annalíse nodded to Luke whose paralyzed body still hung in the air in front of me. 
 
    “Don’t worry about him,” I said with a quick hate-filled glance at Luke and the man glowered at me in response. “The rest of you start heading outside and prepare to leave.” 
 
     “Alright then.” Annalíse nodded, and the group of women turned to go. Before Rana could walk away, I placed a hand on her shoulder, and she turned to look at me curiously. 
 
    “I’ll have my shadow slaves search the dungeon for the loot,” I said to the fox woman. “And you can look through it for the sacred objects.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Rana said with a twisted grin. “Not that I needed your permission, but thanks just the same.” 
 
    “I think you should tell the others of your predicament.” I gestured toward the group of women who had already walked away. “They’re your friends, and I know they’ll want to help you as much as I do. They need to know. Besides, if all of us know to keep an eye out for the objects and listen for any information about them, chances are we’ll find them faster.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rana said after a few moments of thought. “I’ll tell them.” She jogged away to join the others, and as she did so, looked back at me one more time. “Don’t go easy on him!” Rana called out. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I shouted back, and I turned to Luke angrily. “I won’t.” Luke glared at me with rage in his eyes as I stared at up him. 
 
    “You’re going to pay for this, you--” Luke’s words caught in his throat as his right arm began to disintegrate. 
 
    Then he began to howl in pain. 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you I didn’t want to hear you speak?” I snarled at the man. Luke grunted and breathed heavily as he battled against the pain. “Be grateful that I’ve allowed you to live this long.” 
 
    My dark magic ate its way up his left leg. The scar-faced man gritted his teeth and let out a shriek. He still had that same hateful arrogance in his eyes, but it would soon be gone. Before long he would beg for mercy, and unfortunately for him, his pleas would fall on deaf ears. 
 
    “There is no place in this world for bullies and dishonorable fools like you,” I said as I began to curl the fingers of my right hand to summon lava.  
 
    A blanket of the liquid fire suddenly appeared over the man's head and floated above him ominously. A drop of liquid fell from the fiery bubbling mass and dripped onto Luke’s face. The dark-haired man yelped when the drop of lava touched his skin. He slowly looked up to see where the drop had come from, and when his eyes met with the blanket of lava, his face grew pale. 
 
    There was the expression I craved, that look that there was no escaping the impending doom, the blaggard’s just desserts for their cruel and vile nature. It was a sight that was sweeter than sunshine. Luke’s lip began to quiver, and a tear escaped from one of his eyes. 
 
    “P-p-please d-don’t,” the man began to stammer. 
 
    “I told you not to speak,” I said darkly, and with a quick gesture I brought the sheet of lava down on his body.  
 
    “From the moment we first met you and your brothers, you’ve all done nothing but treat my minions with hate, malice, and disrespect,” I seethed. “I could have wiped you and your entire family from the face of this earth, but I refrained from doing so because I am a generous god.” Luke’s eyes grew even wider at the mention of the word god. 
 
    “You’re a g-g-” he sputtered in terror, but I continued my enraged speech before he could complete the word. 
 
    “You had more than one opportunity to repent, and yet you and your brothers continued along your path of insolence,” I said furiously. “Well, now, my patience has run out. You will pay the price for your impudence and will no longer disgrace this world with your presence.” Without another word, I curled my fingers into a fist.  
 
    The mass of liquid fire dropped down without hesitation and blanketed over his face, then his shoulders and then it oozed down the rest of his body, what was left of it, anyway. Luke wailed like a tortured animal as the steaming lava overcame him. I could no longer see his skin or his clothes. Before me was only his lava-covered silhouette. Luke Barden struggled against the pain, but it was no use. He couldn’t move. As some of the lava began to drip away from his left shoulder, I saw that the scorching liquid had eaten through his skin as well as the bone. His left arm was gone altogether. 
 
     “Goodbye, Luke,” I said as I walked away from the screaming man. He would probably go in and out of consciousness, and the pain would be even more relentless every time he woke. Luke would die a slow and painful death, and the sheer thought of that brought me joy. I was sure that the people from the town that he and his brothers called home would not only be relieved but thrilled when they realized that Luke wasn’t coming back. And I doubted that his remaining brothers would cause any trouble without their leader. 
 
    I had meant what I had said too. There was no place in the world for people like him and his brothers, and it made me even angrier when I remembered how he and his siblings had spoken to Rana and Carmedy. I still had much to learn about this new world that I now found myself in, but there had always been prejudice of some sort, and there probably always would be. In all my years of life, there had always been some sort of racial or social strife. The only thing that had changed was that now, new species were being persecuted. 
 
    I had witnessed firsthand the cruelty that people showed to beings such as Rana and Carmedy, and I had only seen a fraction of what Rana had experienced her entire life.  
 
    But now the beautiful fox-girl had me as her master. I would allow no harm to come to her or my other minions, and I wouldn’t stop until Rana’s family was safe and sound.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    “To the minions and their master of darkness!” Carmedy said gleefully as the five of us raised our ale mugs together in a toast. 
 
     “Here, here,” Rana said with a chuckle as she took a swig from her cup. It had been a few days since we had left the forest dungeon, and we had spent two days so far in the town that we had next happened upon. We had all decided that we needed a bit of break after all we had been through. 
 
     “I’m going to order another piece of cake,” Carmedy said as she used her fingers to grab at the few remaining crumbs that were left on her empty dessert plate. 
 
     “You’ve had more than enough,” Annalíse said with a chuckle. 
 
     “But we’re celebrating,” the cat whined, “and celebrations call for cake, and pie, and then maybe more cake.”  
 
     “It is true that cake is customary during times of merriment.” Morrigan raised a white eyebrow. “However, you have consumed five pieces. This is pure gluttony.” 
 
     “I don’t care what you call it.” Carmedy hiccupped. “I’m having another.” The cat raised her hand to summon the server.  
 
    While I did think that Carmedy had overindulged a bit, there was indeed cause for celebration. I was proud of the progress my minions had made so far. Together we had conquered all the dungeons on this small continent and had claimed their treasures. The four women would only grow stronger as we continued our travels, they would have to. The challenges that faced us ahead would be far greater, and the deities would be much more powerful. Even so, I had no doubts that we would be victorious, and I eagerly awaited our next adventure. 
 
    “Come on, Morrigan, let’s get another drink.” Annalíse chuckled and rose to her feet. She shook her head at Carmedy who had begun to lick her plate clean. “If we stay here much longer Carmedy might end up eating us too.”  
 
    The corners of Morrigan’s mouth began to turn upward ever so slightly, and she made a sound that sounded like laughter in response to Annalíse’s joke. As the white-haired elf stood from the table, she gave my hand a gentle squeeze and smiled softly. I returned her smile and squeezed her hand back. Then she moved to join Annalíse, and the two women walked away from the table in search of more ale. Rana glanced back and forth between the elf and me with a raised eyebrow but said nothing. 
 
     “I’m sorry you weren’t able to find another one of the sacred objects,” I whispered to Rana. 
 
     “Yeah, me too.” The fox woman looked down at the table solemnly. 
 
     “Don’t worry.” I placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “We’ll find all of the objects, and we’ll get your family back. I promise.” 
 
     “That’s right!” Carmedy said as she bit into the new slice of cake that had just been placed in front of her. “And that mean old sorcerer doesn’t know that the mighty minions and their master are coming for him.”  
 
    After Rana had told the others about her situation, we had all had a discussion and come to a decision. We would collect the sacred objects, but instead of handing them over to the sorcerer, we would kill him and claim the power that would be brought about from combining the artifacts. 
 
     “Thanks.” Rana favored me with a small smile. “So, we’ve conquered all the dungeons on this continent,” she said as she stretched her legs out on the bench that she sat on. “Where to next?” 
 
     “Valasara,” Annalíse said as she returned with Morrigan and more ale. “The desert continent.”  
 
    “Valasara, huh?” Rana rubbed at her chin. “I know of it, but I’ve never been. It’s pretty far from here if I remember correctly.” 
 
     “It is.” The warrior woman nodded. “A few weeks travel by ship.” 
 
     “I guess we better start making plans to book passage then,” Rana said after she took another gulp of ale. “We’re also going to need to stock up on supplies, it’s going to be pretty rough going out there. I’ve heard Valasara is pretty big, and it’s supposed to be mostly desert wasteland.” 
 
    “Better drink up while you can then,” I said as I held my mug to the air. “We’ve got a long journey ahead of us.” 
 
    “Should we toast?” Annalíse said as she raised her mug. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rana said as she raised her own drink. “What should we toa--” 
 
    “To our master!” Carmedy giggled as she raised her glass. 
 
    “Yes,” Morrigan said softly as she mirrored everyone else’s movement. “To our master.” 
 
    “Ugh, fine,” Rana said, but then her mouth curled up into a smirk. 
 
    “To our master,” the four women said at once as we all tapped our glasses together. 
 
      
 
    End of book 1 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Dungeon Master. If you enjoyed the book, the best way to ensure another one gets written is to leave a review here. Thank you! 
 
      
 
    Have you read my other novel Planet Broker? It’s about a guy who buys planets, colonizes/upgrades them, and then sells them. He’s got a crew of beautiful women, including a catgirl and super sexy mechanic. Click on the links to get it: 
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    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
      
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that Dungeon Master #2 is out. 
 
    
  
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 
    Copyright © 2018 by Eric Vall 
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