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Prologue


        The air was an unpleasant mixture of cold and humid. Vala squinted in the dim light. A weak electric blue glow suffused the room, providing the barest hint of illumination.
“Where am I?” 
Walking in a circle, she touched the damp rock walls as she went. A slick vein of moss met her fingers. Beneath it, runic tiles glowed softly.
She was in a cylindrical enclosure that couldn’t have been more than several meters in diameter. Sitting in the center was a sunken oculus. Vala knelt near the edge of the smaller, concentric circle and looked downwards.
Gently lapping waves met her gaze. It was a pool no more than a few feet across. Runic patterns lined the walls of this tunnel. Rigid iron bars formed a latticework not far below the surface.
Vala’s heart sank. 
“What have I done?” she murmured. 
“You’ve made a mistake. A glorious, wonderful mistake.”
Vala’s head shot up. Two icy blue irises glowed in the darkness. They weren’t attached to a body.
“Who are you? Where am I?” she said.
A faint laughter echoed through the room. Shadows coalesced into a vaguely human shape and then a too tall, slender figure was striding across the room towards her.
He stopped beside the pit, kneeling down to her level. Cold blue fire danced in his eyes, the only splash of color on his crudely masked face.
“All questions will be answered in due time, dear,” he said. “Everything in due time.”




Chapter 1


The battle raged all around me. Orcs and goblins pressed tight against the vrag onslaught and cries from the dying rose into the air. But, of that I paid no mind. Vala was missing.
My mind froze and my body took over, its movements automatic and futile. I shoveled through the burnt dirt. The coarse ground ran over my fingers, dusting them a powdery brown.
What the hell am I doing? 
Not a hundred yards away, soldiers were dying by the dozen as they held the line against the savage vrag push. I was needed at the front. But, all I could think about was Vala. 
The smell of ozone filled the air. An orc stumbled back and his big orc ass slammed against my face, knocking me backwards.
Planting my palm on the ground, I swung my legs out in front of me and popped onto my feet. The orc grunted and shifted back into position. I had to keep my head. Danger loomed all around me.
With barely a thought, I summoned my broadsword and kite shield. I had to get out there. 
The sword flew from my hand as the ground rumbled and for the second time in as many minutes I was back on my butt. A jolt of pain shot up my tail bone.
The tremors seemed to emanate from the patch of scorched Earth from which Vala had disappeared. A hand fell over my shoulder. I looked up and found Pallas’s steely grey eyes peering into mine.
“You were right about the magic,” I croaked.
Pallas shook her head, her mouth tightening into a small, thin line. Words had left the warrior. As powerful as she was, the elven princess represented a chink in her armor. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what the guard captain was going through right now.
A flash of blue light filled the air. My eyes widened. A new figure had appeared in the circle of burnt Earth. She was a pale, blue skinned girl of medium height and a slender build. 
Her body was uncovered, save for a silken loincloth and a bra that did more to accentuate her firm breasts than hide them.
Stumbling to my feet, I rushed over to the blue-skinned girl. Her eyes were closed and her chest rose and fell in a faint but regular pattern of contraction and expansion.
I turned to Pallas, a thousand thoughts racing through my mind. A roar broke through the fury that’d enveloped my mind and a second later a plume of fire roared into the air.
A wave of roiling heat washed over me. I snapped back into focus. 
“Get her to safety,” I said to Pallas. I didn’t wait for her reply. Turning around, I scanned the crowd for Medina. A gentle hand fell on my shoulder.
“Ready to get back out there,” Medina said.
I nodded. Despite the clawing pain in my chest, the rational side of me knew that whatever had just gone down with Vala wasn’t something my non-magical self would be able to just fix.
The best thing I could do now was eliminate the existential threat looming on the horizon.
Medina’s deceptively strong arms wrapped beneath my armpits and then I was floating. Medina soared straight up, quickly flying out of arquebus range.
“Take me higher,” I said. 
“I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”
“Higher.”
Medina obeyed. The figures below became tiny, indistinct shapes. The battlefield resembled a sandwich, with the vrag reduced to little more than a thin strip of fiery red filling.
With the arrival of the Stonetown brigade and their surprise rear attack, the vrag had already lost a considerable amount of ground. However, it looked as though they’d managed to reverse their rear lines and were now holding steady against Amina’s advance.
It was plain to see the vrag were on the losing side, but it was equally plain that they weren’t going down without a fight. Unlike human fighters, the vrag did not retreat or surrender. 
The demon warriors would always fight to the last man, leaving every battle with the potential for a Pyrrhic victory.
I wasn’t about to let that happen.
“Take me in hard and fast,” I said.
“I don’t think that’s the best idea.”
“Now!”
Medina puffed up her chest, drawing in deep lungfuls of air. Back on Earth I’d been a big fan of rollercoasters. The anticipation, the visceral fear that found a welcome home at the bottom of my belly, and that sensation of timelessness that took hold at the top of the ride.
The gut-churning, bowl-sloshing, white knuckle second that stretched on for an eternity at the liminal space between apex and descent.
That sensation surged through me now, but cranked up to a thousand as I hurtled comet-like towards the Earth.
My stomach damn near flew into my throat.
I waited until I could make out the individual vrag warriors before resummoning my blade. Fortunately, none of the vrag seemed to have noticed us. There was enough chaos going on at ground level as it was. 
When she was about twenty feet up, Medina sharply drew off and shot out over the vrag line. 
“Make me proud.”
She let go of me and I hurtled down at a sharp diagonal into the interior of the vrag lines. Kicking out with steel clad feet, the sole of my foot shot through the breastplate of an unsuspecting vrag warrior.
The impact reverberated up through me as the meat shield softened the impact of my landing. Hitting the ground, I fell into a crouch. Were I still in my Earthly form, every bone in my body would have been shattered. As it was, a faint stinging numbness ran from the bottom of my feet and up through my calves.
A slobbering roar of surprise rang in my ears. I spun up, swinging my blade in a deadly arc around me.
Limbs separated from bodies and heads popped into the air. I’d cleared a narrow semicircle. A withering pile of corpses grew around me.
A steely grin crept up my face.
Vala’s disappearance and the appearance of that strange blue woman disappeared from my mind. I eagerly embraced the mindless violence as I tore and slashed my way through the demon horde. 
Blood ran in deep runnels down the length of my blade. My plan was simple: cause as much chaos as I could. With the vrag already pressed on two sides, a disruption in the center of their lines could be enough to cause the already tenuous arrangement to fracture and fall apart. As fierce as the vrag were individually, battles were won and lost by discipline and cohesion.
A broad chested vrag loomed before me. Hefting his battle-ax high overhead, the battle mad red-scaled lizard peered down at me with hatred in his eyes. Darting forward with inhuman speed, I sank my blade below the bottom of his breastplate.
The tip of my sword ripped through his scaly hide and the battle ax fell from his grip, landing heavily on the head of a smaller battle companion. The diminutive vrag crumpled to the ground, letting out a whoosh of air that would’ve been humorous if a spiked ball hadn’t flown over his head a microsecond later. 
I stepped back, dodging the mace. Squatting low, I spun out in a pinwheel. The tip of my blade shot through the exposed flesh of the nearby vrag. A chorus of pained cries rose into the air. 
I straightened up. Surrounding me was a circle of damaged flesh, wounded vrag whose cries alternated between pain and rage. More than a few wriggled uncomfortably, obviously trying to stand. But, it was no use. With their tendons cut and their muscles slashed, the vrag were as helpless as a turtle flipped onto its back.
More of the scaly demons surged forward. I switched out my sword and shield for a bow and quiver of arrows. The struggle to climb over their wounded compatriots made these new foes easy targets.
Shafts of ash wood sprouted from their eyes like needles from a pincushion. A wall of flesh was steadily mounting around me. 
Hold steady.
I was playing for time. All I had to do was create enough chaos for long enough and the vrag line would fall apart. A thunderous boom shook the ground. Two monstrous claws grabbed hold of the shoulders of the two nearest vrag and cast them both to the side.
Not this again.
Standing before me was a Goliath. A full three heads taller than the next tallest vrag, he loomed over the battlefield. 
“Jesus, there’s a boy who doesn’t skip his meals,” I said.
“BOMAD: Barrel of milk a day,” the vrag huffed. A leering smile lit up his face. Or what I could see of his face. Steel mesh stretched across the open areas of his mask, providing a full measure of protection.
I searched frantically for an opening in his armor, but to no avail. Heavy slabs of steel plated his body while heavy lengths of chainmail protected his joints. I let the bow and arrows dissipate and summoned a warhammer. 
“Is that all?” the vrag said, laughing. “Puny humans make the most entertaining foes.”
“Hey, my mom said I’m due for a growth spurt.” 
I raced forward, trailing the hammer out beside me. Swinging it back in a wide arc, I send it careening forward into the demon’s kneecap. Faster than a being that size had any business moving, it lifted its leg and hopped in place. The maneuver looked awkward as hell, but it worked as intended. My hammer swung just beneath its intended target whooshing harmlessly in the air. Its momentum carried me through, causing my torso to twist away from the vrag.
Not letting an opportunity go to waste, the goliath stomped its raised foot down, then twisted and shot out with its other foot in a sort of soccer punt. The other foot came crashing down against my side, turning the right half of my ribcage to jelly.
Then I was airborne. I landed in a heap beside a pile of vrag corpses. A violent pain shot through me and for a second I thought I was going to pass out. Instead, I dipped my head to the side and puked up a thin stream of gruel.
Every inch of my body cried out in pain. My vision swam before me. Waves of pain radiated from my crushed ribs. 
The Goliath vrag unstrapped a spear the size and length of a small tree from his back. 
“Prepare to die, tiny human,” he barked. His voice boomed over the battlefield, an unpleasant dry hissing noise that tore through my ears like paper through a shredder.
“Not if I have anything to say about it!”
The steady thwap of Medina’s oversized bat wings beating against the air filled my ears. My vision faded to black. A moment later the light reasserted itself and the queen of darkness was standing over me.
Her back was to me, her long whip hung from her right hand. 
“Medina, no,” I croaked.
“I’m not letting him take you.”
Medina’s voice was hard and calm. The end of her bullwhip glowed an incandescent orange. The vrag threw back his head and laughed.
“What’s so funny?” Medina said.
He lowered his head and fixed Medina with a stare, a glint of amusement in his eyes. 
“The man cannot do his work, so he sends a woman in his stead.”
“Maybe you’ve always been too ugly to fuck someone you haven’t had to pay first, but in the real world there’s a thing called love. And when you love someone, you don’t just let them get stepped on by an overweight chimp.”
The vrag shrugged. “It matters little to me. You will all die by my hand sooner or later.”
He leveled the spear at Medina’s chest and my heart began to pump in over time. The edges of my vision were still fuzzy, but I’d seen something interesting when he’d raised his spear.
I summoned an arquebus into my good arm. Propping the end of it against the ground, I got it into position.
“Medina,” I half-whispered, half-shouted. “Take a big step to your left on the count of three.”
“Got it.”
The vrag trundled forward. I was afraid it wasn’t going to do it. A surge of relief ran through me as it raised its spear overhead for a downwards thrust.
“One, two, three,” I counted off quickly.
Medina stepped to the side and I took aim and fired. The bolt shot through the air and into the empty pocket of flesh that had opened up under the vrag’s arm. 
The spear hit the ground with a booming thud. A snake-like hiss left the vrag’s lungs as he pinwheeled his arms backwards.
Medina stepped forward, her whip arced over her back. Then she stopped. 
“By the seven gates of hell,” she whispered.
Two hair spiked black tubes extended over the vrag’s shoulders. Taking hold of the bottom of the demon’s helmet, the legs flipped it off leaving the vrag exposed. Mounting horror grew in my chest as a massive spider crawled atop the pain-stricken demon.
Resting atop his head like a giant, ill-fitting toupee, the spider raised its fangs and bit heavily down onto the vrag’s forehead. Ichorous black poison oozed and bubbled from the grapefruit sized wound.
His shrieks intensified and then he was pitching forward face first. His body slammed heavily to the ground, his head landing not more than half a foot from Medina.
Medina gasped and took a half step back. I guess even for the queen of darkness herself, the giant spider was a step too far. She raised her whip in a threatening gesture.
The spider lightly leapt off the vrag’s head. To my surprise, it brought its right foreleg up just below its pincers, creating an approximation of a bow. 
The spider shifted and sparkled and then two familiar jasmine eyes twinkled out from a pale oval face.
“Princess, Paladin,” Amina said, bowing stiffly at the waist. As she straightened up, a smile radiated from her eyes. “It’s a pleasure to see you two again.”
“Technically, it’s queen now,” Medina said, her voice taking on a mock offended tone. “But, I’ll let it slide just this once.”
“You are most gracious, your majesty,” Amina said.
“I’m sorry to break this up, but isn’t there a battle going on?” I said.
The rushing clatter of sharp, smacking footfalls sounded. Twisting my head to the side, I watched as streams of Stonetown warriors burst into view. A moment later, the front vrag wall shattered and orcs and goblins came into view.
“Never mind,” I said.
“You’re not looking too hot, buddy,” Medina said.
Frown lines creased her forehead. Her eyes switched back to Amina. “Until next time.”
The changeling nodded before charging back into battle. As she ran, her body morphed into a seven foot tall chitinous humanoid with twin spikes where her hands should be.
“Let’s get you to safety.” Medina kneeled beside me and wrapped her arms beneath my armpits. I let out a low moan.
“That bad, huh?” she said, wiping her forehead. “Can you stand.”
I gritted my teeth. Using all of my power, I got to my feet and wrapped one arm over Medina’s shoulders. She let me hang onto her as she helped me stagger back to camp.
A very large part of me longed to be in the fray. But, each step brought another stab of excruciating pain and I knew it would take everything in my power to not pass out where I stood.
A covered wagon stood just outside of the battle-lines.
“This is a medic station,” Medina said. “We’ll get you nice and fixed up, don’t you worry.”
A bead of cold sweat dripped down my forehead and onto my nose, but all I could think about was how I was letting my girls down.
“Where’s Pallas?” I said. 
“Where else? Out fighting,” Medina said absentmindedly. 
I stepped into a divot in the ground. The unexpected dip sent a shockwave of pain shooting through me. I gasped, “I should be out there, not her.”
Medina snorted. “You’ve done more than your fair share, Cal. The vrag line collapsed because of you. You did that, single handedly. We have ‘em on the ropes. All you need to do now is rest.”
She helped me lean against a flat wooden ledge that ran out from the side of the wagon parallel to the ground. I slumped against the protrusion, then slowly slid down.
“Wait just a second,” Medina said.
I closed my eyes. The sound of rummaging emanated from the wagon’s interior. “Open your mouth and tilt your head back.”
I obeyed. Something cool and slick ran down my throat. I instantly recognized it as elixir of dar, the magic cure-all I’d come to depend on so heavily since arriving in Telos. I let out a soft gasp as my bones knit back together. I opened my eyes and took in a deep breath. The smell of damp Earth and living grass awash in warm rain filled me.
“I’m going scouting,” Medina said. Catching the look on my face, she hastened to add: “Don’t worry, I’ll be back soon.”
Her scary bat-wings extended behind her, blocking out the sun. Then she was gone, nothing more than a distant speck against the cerulean sky. The pain had faded to a numb pressure localized in my right rib cage. 
I staggered to my feet, holding out one hand against the side of the wagon for support. The sounds of the battle were distant and tinny. The vrag had been reduced to small pockets of resistance, and those were swiftly being mown down by the combined Andheran and Stonetown forces.
I tried moving, and was instantly bent double. I dry retched against the ground. Fortunately, nothing came up this time and the sensation soon passed. I continued, more cautiously now.
Gentle snoring sounded from inside the covered wagon. I turned and peered into the dusky interior. The blue hued lady who’d apparated into the remains of Vala’s hexagram lay prone on a bedroll. Her eyes were closed and her even breathing spoke of sleep.
I took the opportunity to examine her more closely. Her skin was a soft electric blue, not dissimilar to the Navi from the Avatar movie. Her hair was also blue, but several shades darker while her filmy loincloth and matching bra set were a dark shade of forest green.
She had a slender, athletic build and couldn’t have been out of her early twenties. Despite her otherworldly nature, it was clear that she was a great beauty.
I sucked in a deep breath and was relieved to notice that barely a ripple of pain spread out from my ribs as I did. An explosion rocked the air. I sank into a half-crouch and spun around.
As I took in the sight on the far hill-side, a feeling of exasperation spread through me. A knot of vrag soldiers had assembled about two thirds of the way up the far hillside. Though considerably diminished compared to the original force, it still numbered several hundred fighters.
Long pikes extended out from every side of the circle, giving them a porcupine appearance. A small clearing opened up in the center of the circle. But, none of that was what drew my attention.
No, what drew my attention was the white, powdery skull floating in the sky overhead. The size of a small blimp, its mouth opened and closed in a fearsome display. 
At first I thought it was just there to intimidate. Then I saw the black speck racing away from its gawping mouth.
Medina!
The queen of darkness darted down and to the side, and then a fiery explosion lit up the figure’s chin, tearing away a chunk of the pillowy white cloud. It immediately reformed and Medina raced away. 
The cloud drifted towards her retreating figure at a painfully slow pace before stopping just outside the vrag circle. I let out a sigh of relief. It was a guard dog. As long as Medina stayed away from the demon lizards, she’d be fine.
I took a step forward, walking gingerly. It no longer hurt to move. More confident now, I broke into a jog before slowly increasing the pace. Soon I was moving at an all out sprint. Tents whizzed by me on either side. Many were broken down, trampled, covered in flames or some mixture of all three. However, there were still quite a few that stood erect, undisturbed by the vrag attack.
A whinny sounded from behind a nearby tent. I slowed down as a familiar face cantered into view. 
“Just in time,” I muttered. 
Without breaking stride, I grabbed hold of the horse's reins and leapt lightly on top of my charger. Touching my heels to his side, my steed set off for the hillside.
Scattered pockets of resistance still dotted the landscape, but aside from the group of several hundred on the hill, everything else consisted of clusters of no more than a few dozen vrag fighters at most.
Vicious hand to hand fighting dominated the lower reaches. A vrag rushed forward, a morningstar held high overhead. Summoning my bow and a few arrows, I quickly fired off two rounds. He sank to his knees as I galloped past, an arrow sticking from either eye.
As the hillside approached, I got a better look at the vrag defenders. They had formed up into a formidable shield wall. Eighteen foot long pikes bristled formidably.
I fired off a few arrows, but they bounced harmlessly off the vrag’s thick shields and armor. 
“I’m sorry buddy, but I can’t take you with me,” I whispered to the horse. 
He gave a soft neigh in reply. Placing my hands on the base of his neck, I elevated my body until I was hovering over the saddle. Bringing my feet in, I planted them against the horse’s back and rose into a crouch.
When the pikes were no more than several yards away I dissipated my shield and armor before jumping towards the vrag line. The air sailed crisp and cool over my exposed skin. As I spun I caught a glimpse of my horse sprinting off, away from the dull gleaming pikes.
Smart boy.
I reached my zenith and stuck my feet out in front of my body. Steel plate encased my body, and not a moment too soon. Seconds after the familiar cool sensation passed over me twin blows hit my thighs. The arquebus bolts burst apart in clouds of splinters.
The ground was rising at a dizzying speed. I spread my legs into a v-shape. When I came down, both of my feet landed on a vrag. The twin baddies broke my fall. I ducked forward and rolled into the center of the circle.
Stopping in a kneeling position, I summoned twin scimitars. Their blades curved out, narrow at the base but heavy and powerful towards the ends. The spirit of the Paladin flowed through me as I began my death dance through the crowd of vrag. Fearsome dragon faces separated from their bodies, as I slipped between fighters. Halberds swung haplessly overhead as I ducked, swinging out to sever vital tendons with my crescent swords.
Piles of vrag corpses formed a low barrier to my side, slowing the advance of new fighters. I turned and locked eyes with a wizened vrag dressed uncharacteristically for the race in a brown robe. 
He was smaller than the other vrag, smaller than most humans even. A frown flickered over my face. Deep lines marred his face and he walked with a noticeable limp. 
The elderly vrag gently beat at the backsides of the vrag on the far side of the circle. He was obviously trying to get away from me. But, my attack had emboldened the Andherans and Stonetown soldiers, and the vrag couldn’t spare a backwards glance.
He looked frantically back over his shoulder as I approached.
“Please good sir, it’s not me you want,” he said, his voice coming out puny and pathetic. “I’m just an old man.” 
This is taking too long. I broke into a jog. 
His mouth twisted down into a sneer. Dropping to one knee, he pushed his hands together and a ball of fire appeared between his clasped palms. I dove to the side as he released his ball of flames. Howls of rage and pain filled the air as the fireball shot into the back of the vrag lines.
I let my swords dissipate into clouds of smoke. A pained expression covered the sorcerer’s face. He fumbled with his hands, as a familiar wooden haft filled mine. Stretching my arm overhead, I took a large step forward and sent my ax flying. It spun rapidly through the short space between us before landing with a crunch in the center of the vrag’s forehead.
His eyes went glassy as he tottered back and forth on his heels. He slumped to the ground just as the vrag pike wall broke on the far side of the circle. Outflanked, many of the vrag threw down their pikes, drawing brutal melee weapons.
I sighed as I summoned my kite shield and broadsword. A paladin’s work was never finished.




Chapter 2


We spent the rest of the day mopping up the last pockets of resistance. The vrag were fierce fighters, but with their line broken and their discipline in tatters, they were no match for the sweeping cohesion of the Andheran and Stonetown forces.
By now, it was a familiar and heartening pattern. One I hoped to see repeated across Telos as we brought the rest of the vrag forces to heel. The sun had dipped to the horizon, as I exited the medic’s tent. 
This time around, I hadn’t needed any elixir of dar. Just a few bandages and some stinging antiseptic patched on by a buxom nurse. I whistled as I entered the command tent. 
Pallas looked up from her desk. Papers were spread in an untidy mess over its hidebound surface.
“You’re back, good,” she said. “We have much to discuss.”
“Nice to see you too.” I grabbed a chair and swung it around, so the back was facing the guard captain. Swinging my arms over the back of the chair, I straddled it. 
Worry lit Pallas’s eyes. I sighed. “No news about Vala, I take it.”
“No, it doesn’t help that Vala was the most powerful sorceress in the camp,” she said.
I raised an eyebrow. “Really? I didn’t know her powers were that far along.”
“More like Andherans suck at magic. Probably why we lost that damned war in the first place.” Medina strode into view. She’d been reclining on a sofa stuffed away in a dark corner of the massive tent.
“Well, we have one lead.” I jutted my chin pointedly at the blue skinned mystery girl lying on a cot along the far wall. A hunched over orc in a white coat sat by her bed on a low stool. Pitching my voice louder, I shouted across the room, “Hey doc, anything new with the blue girl?”
He stared straight ahead, impassive.
“He’s hard of hearing, you have to speak up,” Pallas said.
“That’s what I thought I was doing.” 
Medina stalked over to the wizened old orc. Bending low to his ear, she yelled: “HI. GIRL. NEW. ANYTHING?”
The doctor’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Is the girl nude? No, as you can see she’s clearly dressed, if a tad inappropriately I might say. Why, when I was a lad, if a girl went outside the home dressed like this we’d smear her buttocks with peanut butter and then Old Fancy Francis would break out the paddle and we’d-”
I tuned out the insane old orc and turned back to Pallas. “I’m going to assume that’s a no.”
“Probably yes, I haven’t seen her so much as twitch since I had her moved in here.”
“Guys, guys,” Medina was jumping excitedly by the cot. It was easy to see why. The aquamarine girl had propped herself up on her elbows. She rubbed her eyes blearily, as if she’d just awoken from a long sleep.
“-then I’d grab the jar of bees, and you can best believe we didn’t use those pussy old honeybees. No, stinging hornets or nothing. That’s what we did back in those days,” the doctor droned on.
I winced, crinkling up my face. “Can someone please shut him up or get him out of here.”
“I got this.” Medina grabbed the doctor and gently, but firmly, guided him out of his seat and through the tent flap. He left without argument, never letting up the whole time as he continued to expound on the connection between bee stings and female chastity.
I shook my head. Jesus, that guy.
“Who are you? Where am I?” The girl’s eyes were wide, and her legs were pressed tight to her chest.
I took a step forward, my hands facing palms out. “My name is Cal Newhart, and I’m a soldier. You’re in Andhera, not far from the border with Odras.”
A dreamlike quality entered her gaze. “Odras, Andhera- the North countries.” She shook her head. “What am I doing here?”
I frowned. An accusatory note had entered her voice, one I didn’t like.
“We were going to ask you the same question.” 
I quickly filled her in on what’d happened. When I mentioned the vrag, a quizzical expression flashed across her face. 
How can she not know about the vrag? 
Prince Eric, the former prince of darkness, had at least heard of the vrag, though he disbelieved in their existence due to a combination of his own naivety and the machinations of Count Tzoa, Medina’s evil uncle.
But, to not know about the vrag entirely- that would have to mean she was from some far off land. Which meant that Vala was probably also in said far off land.
I stifled a groan. Things could never just be simple, could they?
“Okay, now it’s your turn.”
“My name is Vessa the lowly of Cricila.”
Now it was my turn to be confused. I looked at Pallas, giving her a wide-eyed stare.
Curiosity glowed in her limpid gaze. “It has been a long time since I’ve seen a Southerner. Do you know why you are here?”
Vessa’s mouth opened and closed. I thought I caught the spark of an admission in her eyes. It disappeared as quickly as it’d come, hidden away by iron curtains.
“No, one second I was going about my duties, and the next I was waking up in this bed. If I really am in the Northern countries, you must help me make my way back South.”
My eyes never left the blue-skinned girl. Her voice had a lyrical, lilting quality to it that was refreshing. Like a cup of water after a long day in the sun. 
I didn’t trust her. She was lying to me. 
About what? I didn’t know. But, I had a strong feeling there was more than met the eye when it came to Vessa the lowly of Cricilia.
“Why do they call you the lowly?” I said.
Her eyes flicked down. “It’s merely a title. All Cricilians bear one. ‘Tis so we might know better of whom we speak. Is it not the same among your people?”
“No, we’re not weirdos like that. Unless you’re addressing me, that is. I am your royal majesty, the queen of Andhera.” Medina drew herself up to her full, inconsiderable, height as she spoke.
“Do you know where Vala is?” Pallas’s voice was low and urgent.
Vessa looked up, genuine confusion reflected in her features. “I’m sorry, but I’ve never heard that name in my life.”
This time I had no doubt about the veracity of her claim. The confusion was genuine. Vala’s spell must’ve gone horribly awry.
“You’re going to have to take us back from where you came,” Pallas said. “We are missing a member of our party and I think she may have swapped places with you.”
“We don’t know that for certain,” I said.
“Cal’s right, if this girl really is from the Southern statelets, then we’re looking at a journey of at least two months overland. Even if we hook up with the river, it’ll still be at least a month,” Medina said.
“You would just leave her to die?” Pallas exploded.
Medina shook her head. “Don’t be so dramatic. All I’m saying is we need to make sure Vala is really there before we run off on a rescue mission.”
“And how do you propose we do that?” Pallas said. 
Silence greeted her question. Finally, I answered with a sigh. “You’re right, it may not be much, but it’s the best lead we’ve got right now.”
Desperate to inject some air back into the room, I continued: “So, what is Cricilia?”
“Are you asking me?” Medina stuck out her thumb and swung it towards her chest. A gesture that might’ve gotten a laugh out of me if the situation hadn’t been so dire.
“Anyone.”
“Cricilia is one of the many small city-states nested along the Tyr delta where it spills out into the Crimson Sea,” Pallas said.
“And it’s a two month long journey,” I said.
“By foot,” Medina added helpfully.
I sighed. “We’ll have to figure out a way to speed that up. Fortunately, it looks like things won’t be too bad up here. With more than two-thirds of the Northern vrag army smashed, you just have that one 30,000 member contingent to hunt down.”
“What do you mean ‘you’?” Medina said. “Vaim will take care of that.”
Pallas frowned. “You’re needed here, Medina. You’re the Queen of Darkness. Vrag contingents still occupy Odras. Andheran support is vital at this juncture.”
“And I need to help my friend,” Medina said, crossing her arms under her chest, puffing up her b-cup breasts.
I shook my head. I couldn’t believe I was thinking about sex at a time like this.
I took a breath and held it. Now, was a time that called for deliberate thinking. For leadership. I slowly exhaled. “Medina, how well do you trust this Vaim figure?”
“With my life,” she said, sticking out her lower lip in a defiant pout. “He’s always looked after me. Not only that, but he taught me everything I know about fighting and politics. If I can’t trust him, who can I trust?”
I turned to Pallas. “It’s not ideal, but she deserves to come with us. Vala doesn’t have a better friend in this world. And we’ll need her help if we expect to make any sort of progress. I don’t know what sorts of challenges stand in our way, but Medina’s saved our bacon on more than one occasion.”
Pallas puffed out her cheeks, and for a terrible minute I thought she was going to argue. But, instead she looked to the side. “Very well, foreign affairs are out of my purview anyways.”
“Let’s bring Vaim in here. Amina and Sal, too,” I said.
I rubbed my forehead. “This is going to be complicated.”




Chapter 3


As it turns out, it wasn’t very complicated. Vaim accepted control of the Andheran army, while Amina agreed to act as interim general for the forces of Odras. While there was some grumbling from the other generals, it seemed that the recent back to back victories had buoyed everyone’s spirits.
It took the better part of the day to set everything to rights. By the time we’d finished our preparations, I was ready to hit the sack. 
I was walking back to my tent when I noticed them. Two amber eyes glowing in the darkness. 
“Paladin, we must speak.”
A shiver ran down my spine. “Hi Sal, I’m sorry I didn’t see you earlier. I meant to speak with you, it’s just something came up.”
“Yes, the princess. That’s what I wanted to speak with you about.”
My mouth went dry. “How did you know Vala was missing?”
Sal walked out of the shadows. The brunette beauty tapped her forehead with one long finger. “The goddess knows all. She’s instructed me to help you in this new quest.”
The gentle torchlight splashed across her simple brown tunic. The image of her rising from the water, naked with a spear held in her hand froze in my mind. A mixture of apprehension and excitement ran through me. In the short time I’d known Sal, she’d made a strong impression on me. Serious and deadly, she was the consummate killer and I knew she’d make an excellent addition to our group.
Perhaps misreading my hesitation, she took a step forward, bringing her body within mere inches of mine. 
“I can get you to where you need to go fast. Much faster than you could imagine.”
“How?”
She responded by raising herself up on her tippy-toes. Her lips brushed against mine and the sweet scent of her mouth filled me. Her lips parted from mine. Her warm amber eyes looked up, searching.
“Come to the Eastern edge of camp tomorrow at first light. Tell your girls that you will be gone for three days.”
A thousand questions danced on my tongue, but by the time I opened my mouth to speak she was already gone. I shook my head in disbelief and turned back towards the tent. I lifted the flap and stepped inside.
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I closed my eyes as I downed my second cup of coffee. 
“You’re sure you don’t want me to come along?” Medina said.
I passed a hand over the three day stubble that covered my chin. “I’m sure.”
“It could be dangerous.” Her pale face twisted into a pout. I had to stifle a grin- she was just too adorable. Leaning over, I planted a damp kiss on her forehead before downing the rest of my coffee. I set it beside the campfire.
“I don’t know too much about the ins and outs of your religion, but the Moon Goddess has been on my side since the start.”
Medina sniffed. “That’s not even my religion. Andherans worship a whole different set of gods. Better gods. Cooler gods. Our gods ride skateboards and shoot lasers out of their eyes.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Really?”
“I lied about the skateboards. But, the laser vision is legit.”
“It’ll only be a couple days.”
She reached out and squeezed my hand. Then I took off through the silent camp. The sky was the bruised purple of a fresh bruise and I knew from long experience that the sun would be peeking over the horizon any minute now.
After I’d shared the news of Sal’s nocturnal visit, Pallas had been remarkably sanguine, saying she would use the extra time to prepare for our upcoming journey. I think she just wanted more time to interrogate Vessa. Our blue-skinned beauty had been remarkably quiet since she’d woken up, and Pallas had privately confided in me that she also had her suspicions about the Cricilan. 
Medina, on the other hand, was positively beside herself. After she’d tried and failed to dissuade me multiple times, she’d made me promise to wake her up before I left. 
Vala’s disappearance had hit her hard. She may have been the queen of darkness, but that didn’t change the fact that her only real friend had been abducted to the far side of the world under mysterious circumstances.
A tall stone promontory jutted out at the Eastern edge of camp. I nestled down against the side facing away from camp, out towards the plains and waited. 
I didn’t have to wait long. The rough butt of a spear nudged against my thigh.
“Ready?”
I placed my palm against the ground and heaved myself to my feet. 
“Ready as I’ll ever be.”
We started across the plains, walking towards the Northern mountains.
“So, what is this all about?” I said.
“Do you know the legend of the griffin?” she said.
“We’re catching a griffin?”
“So you are familiar with the legend.” A smile lit up her face. “Not too many people are nowadays. To many, the old stories are just that, stories.”
“Hold on there cowgirl, I know what a griffin is. I can’t say I’m familiar with the whole legend bit.”
She shrugged. “As legends go, it’s not a particularly complex or interesting one. Just as the Sun God rules the day and the Moon Goddess rules the night, the lion is counted the most noble among the earthly creatures while the eagle is its skyborn counterpart. One day, the Sun God got drunk at a banquet and declared that in honor of his own marriage, he would marry the sky to the Earth and so the griffin was born.”
“Huh, that’s uh, quite the story. Not sure what it has to do with us.”
“The griffin was made by the Sun God as a gift to the Moon Goddess,” Sal said. “The Moon Goddess was so impressed by the gift that she gave him a home atop the highest mountain in Telos along with her personal protection. Over time, the griffin became associated with the goddess.” 
“Sort of like a pet, or a mascot.”
“That’s one way of putting it. All adherents to the goddess are required to take a single griffin feather from its nest. It’s an initiation ceremony of sorts, the final stepping stone to becoming a huntress.”
“Interesting, but I don’t see what that has to do with our present situation.”
Sal turned and fixed me with her glowing amber eyes. “The goddess came to me in a dream last night. She told me a great many things about the journey ahead, the vrag and you.”
She shook her head. “I can’t remember all of the words. When I think back to it, I can picture her clearly, but it’s as if she was speaking underwater. What I can remember is this- the goddess offered us the use of her griffin. As you can imagine, this is a great honor. But,-”
“There’s always a catch,” I groaned.
Sal nodded. A slight motion, little more than a twitch of her head. “You must prove yourself worthy of the griffin’s graces. You must undergo a series of  challenges to prove your worth. The griffin is a symbol of bravery, nobility and cunning. You will be tested on all three attributes.”
“How many tests will there be?” I said.
She held up three fingers. “Three tasks. Three days. Three attributes.”
“Easy to remember,” I murmured.
Up ahead, the mountains loomed. Scattered at their feet was a patch of thick jungle.
I rubbed my eyes. “I don’t remember that being there before.”
“You’ll notice many things aren’t the same as they used to be. Where the Moon Goddess is concerned, reality has a way of shifting to suit her needs.”
A buzzing sound emanated from the treeline. 
“So, what’s this first task?” I said, stepping over a fern as I entered the jungle.
“I can’t tell you that.” Sal put a finger to her lips and flashed me a wink. “What I can tell you is what attribute you’ll be tested on.”
“And that is?” 
“Let me put it this way- discretion is the better part of valor, no?”
I pushed a slender branch out of the way. It made a sharp whipping sound as it snapped behind me.“Sure.”
“You will have to demonstrate that.” Sal stopped. Her expression became deadly serious.
“I will not be able to help you on your quest,” she continued. “Normally, I wouldn’t have even been able to accompany you this far. Adherents are usually forced to brave this quest on their own. However, given the rather unusual circumstances surrounding your visit the Goddess has given me a limited go-ahead to act as your guide.”
I swallowed. “So you won’t help me, is what you’re saying?”
Silence greeted me. A monkey’s distant howling mixed with the chittering of a song-bird. 
I didn’t need to turn to know that Sal was no longer here. I did anyway, though.
“Sal?”
A disembodied voice floated through the trees. “Remember, discretion is the greater part of valor.”
Goosebumps rose up my arms. This felt like a boss battle in a video-game. Any second now, a giant monster was going to burst through the trees. Plate armor slid over my body. By now, it was more reflex than thought.
A hefty hand and a half sword fitted into my right palm, while a broad kite shield attached to my left forearm. I’d already been sweating in the tropical heat, and after just a few seconds of being inside this steel cage, I was on the verge of heatstroke.
Sweat beaded over my brow, stinging my eyes with salty moisture.
That’s how I missed the first emergence. 
I rapidly blinked, clearing my vision just in time to see half a dozen centipedes streaming towards me. My mouth went dry. They were each somewhere between a foot and a yard in length. Their bodies were a violent red, streaked through with a pukish yellow.
A soft clitter-clatter rose from the forest floor. I swore silently under my breath as I switched out my sword and shield for a battle hammer. Raising it high overhead, I took a step forward and slammed it down onto the first of the skittering invertebrates. 
It let out a dry, wheezing hiss, and partially flattened. I didn’t let my momentum break. As the hammer bounced up, I swung it around at waist level and as it came back again, I brought it low to the ground and swept the next centipede off the ground. It flew through the air like a piece of wayward confetti until it landed heavily against the side of a tree.
I turned back to the others. With a flurry of blows, I squished, squashed and knocked the remaining four away. Sweat poured down my face. Reluctantly, I let my armor and tunic dissipate, leaving me in nothing more than my breeches.
A light breeze ran over my exposed torso. I let out a sigh. If that’s all the Goddess had in mind, then this was going to be a piece of cake. A row of bushes rustled in front of me. 
A Paladin’s work is never finished.
Hefting my warhammer over my shoulder, I waited for the inevitable reinforcements. 
The bush burst apart.
I stumbled back as a cloud of centipedes tore across the jungle, covering the ground and every available inch of vegetation in a thick, scarlet carpet. The hammer dissolved in a cloud of smoke as I turned and ran through the forest.
Panic threatened to overwhelm me. 
Ya gotta breathe son.
The voice of Gus, my old boxing coach, washed over me. I blinked, forcing the initial panic to the edge of my mind. 
I was the Paladin. I was in control.
There was nothing so precious in this universe as the power that I exerted over myself, and I would rather be eaten alive than lose myself to wild panic. I filled my chest with a great, heaving lungful of air while simultaneously erecting a steel box around my mind.
Discipline would prevail. 
I looked over my shoulder. The centipedes were following at a steady distance. Already, a pain had spread up from my side. Under normal circumstances I could run all day in my Paladin form, but between the heat and the copious amounts of water I’d already lost, my endurance was severely compromised. 
I thought briefly of turning to confront the wall of chitinous terror, and quickly nixed the idea. Sal had been quite explicit in her instructions. Facing these bugs head on was a one way ticket to the grave.
A soft roaring sound came from up ahead. I changed tact and charged towards the source of the noise. White foaming water appeared through a screen of branches. Tearing through the trees, I came onto the bank of a narrow river.
A frown flickered over my face. I’d come across white water rapids. There was no way I was going to cross this and come out alive. A thunderous crack shook the forest. Twisting around, I watched as a fifty foot tall scarlet pillar plunged towards the Earth. 
Kicking up my heels, I shot off downstream. 
What I would kill for some napalm right about now.
I shook my head. If only my summoning powers extended to Earthly technology. The river was beginning to widen, although I was forced from the riverside by a heavy screen of thick shrubbery. Running off to the left, I ran parallel to the raging rapids as the encroaching centipede sweep bore down on me. 
A long, low curtain of moss draped off a weeping willow straight ahead of me. Sunlight sparkled over gossamer threads woven through its light green netting. A black something scurried along an upper branch.
I stopped just short of the tree and gasped. Perched atop a high branch was a spider the size of a doberman pinscher. It crouched, its legs tensed to leap. 
Summoning two torches, I threw them overhand at the mossy screen. The flames rushed up towards the perched spider. It let out a rasping shriek before scurrying away up the tree. 
I turned and sprinted around the tree, frantically praying as I did that I wasn’t inadvertently burning the entire forest down. 
I burst from the treeline and out into a flat glade. Soft grass spread out before me in a broad greensward. About a hundred yards distant was the shore of a small lake. I started forward and stopped. A handful of grey behemoths were bathing in the shallows. 
They looked like tuskless elephants, only instead of one trunk they had at least a dozen. A single massive eye dominated their foreheads, giving them a cyclopean appearance. 
A sharp crack split the air. I fell into a crouch as the flaming tree crashed behind me. The sound of a hundred million scurrying legs filled the air. To my horror and astonishment, a vanguard force of centipedes were crawling over the burning tree, unimpeded by the flames.
I turned back towards the elephant-things. If they’d noticed me, they made no sign of it. The grey behemoths seemed content to splash and play in the water. I had no alternative. The centipedes were moving across the Earth in a solid mass of roiling red. 
I sprinted towards the water line. I didn’t stop until the water was around my waist. A loud crunching sounded from behind me. Warily, I turned and looked towards the source of the noise. 
The centipedes crowded around the shoreline, but they didn’t dare venture into the water. The pressure was mounting from behind, however, and the poor centipedes at the front were being pushed into the lake by those to their rear.
It quickly became apparent why the centipedes were loth to enter the water. Those unlucky few who were pushed in floated aimlessly on the surface. A chorus of dry, unhappy hisses spread over the front ranks.
But, that didn’t explain the crunch.
Several tentacle-like trunks swept down and collected a pile of centipedes. The elephant-cyclops hybrid happily chomped down on the impromptu snack. I summoned my bow and bent an arrow back to my ear, before letting it fall.
What was the point?
I was safe and the elephants were taking care of the enemy for me anyways. Like Sal had said, discretion truly was the greater part of valor.
A miniature tidal wave splashed over me. I staggered back, closing my eyes as I spat out a mouthful of rank lake water.
I opened my eyes, a bitter complaint already formulating on my tongue. And I froze. Standing before me, waist deep in murky lake water was Sal, naked as the first time I laid eyes on her.
Her perky breasts poked out invitingly, milky white mounds topped each with strawberry pink nipples. I forced myself to look up into her laughing eyes. She seemed to take a certain delight in my discomfiture.
“You’ve passed the test.” I let out an oomph as her arms wrapped around my torso. Her warm breasts pushed against mine. Below the water, her bare crotch ground against the seat of my breeches. 
I gulped.
She held on for what seemed like an eternity. A blissful eternity. 
Finally, she parted. All good things must come to an end. Hoping to break the enchantment her breasts were casting on me, I looked toward the shoreline. My eyebrows lifted.
“Where did they all go?” I said.
Only a few centipedes remained wriggling by the water. A few floated here and there in the shallows, but not nearly as many as there should’ve been. The elephants were scooping up the last of the multi-legged freaks.
Sal strode towards shore. A V shape cut through the water behind her. I took a moment to admire the view. The water came to just below her waist, exposing her smooth back and the top crack of her ass.
She twisted her head and cast me a sultry glance, bringing the side of her left breast into view. Suddenly, I was glad for the protection the water provided my lower half.
“Aren’t you coming?” she said.
Oh, I’m coming all right.
“Yeah, just a minute,” I said, sloshing forward.
As I drew near to her, Sal began to speak again: “The goddess controls these woods. If things seem fantastical or at odds with reality, it’s because they are. This is a special place, an area out of time.”
I thought back to the weird interdimensional garden I’d visited twice already. The Moon Goddess had summoned me there once in a dream. The second time it was the Spirit of the Paladin himself who had taken me. He’d explained it as a place outside of time, where the past, present and future commingled. I’d taken it to be a sort of interdimensional way station, a little like the Woods Between Worlds from the Magician’s Nephew.
I shook my head. I still wasn’t one hundred percent sure if I had simply been transported to an alternate dimension where technology was sufficiently advanced to have taken on the semblance of magic as per Clarke’s first law or if this was, in fact, magic. I leaned heavily towards the latter, although it would not surprise me if the former was true.
Aliens or elves, what difference did it make. I followed Sal as she made it to shore. Her heart shaped ass jiggling as she walked. The huntress plucked a tunic from the ground and slipped it over her head, ending the show.
Without turning around, she called back: “Ready to go?”
With a series of splashes, I stumbled back as the elephant to my right reared his head back and let loose with a savage roar.




Chapter 4


After our incident with the centipedes, I was worried that the woods would be crawling with baddies. As it turned out, the rest of our trip was surprisingly relaxed. It made sense. With three tasks in three days, I was only looking at a single challenge per day. 
As we walked, Sal pointed out the various flora and fauna. She was surprisingly well versed in the ins and outs of the wildlife. 
“Isn’t this all from another dimension?” I asked.
“I’m sorry, I don’t know what that means,” Sal replied.
“Somewhere outside of Telos,” I said. “Another world. You know, like where I came from.”
She bit her lower lip. “No, these plants and animals are from Telos. But, you are right to guess that. They’re native to a place far, far away from here. The Southern Reaches. It’s a small archipelago off the Southern Coast of Telos, anchored in the Crimson Ocean.”
“How do you know so much about that place?” I said.
“I was born there.” She looked down and then ahead, obviously uncomfortable with the direction the conversation had taken. 
I backed off. Despite our history fighting the vrag and the sexual tension that’d infused our interactions recently, Sal was still very much a stranger. There was so much to learn about the mysterious huntress.
A small clearing opened up in a semi-circle around the base of the mountains. With the sun sinking below the horizon, this looked to be as good a place as any to camp.
Sal unfastened a small pack from her back. I hadn’t seen her put it on. It’d simply appeared. I didn’t bother asking. In a place like this, a magical pack was among the least noteworthy of occurrences.
She unfolded a thin, tan blanket, spreading it over the ground as a makeshift bed. Setting her pack to the side, she rustled inside and returned with two blocks of a vaguely greenish color.
She handed one to me. I eyed it dubiously. “What is it?”
“Liftra,” she took a bite out of hers. It crumbled instantly, spilling a thin stream of crumbs down her tunic. She didn’t seem to mind. Closing her eyes, she chewed slowly savoring whatever the hell it was she was eating.
 “Not hungry?”
I realized I couldn’t refuse without seeming rude. Not that I would. After a long day on the road, my stomach was growling. Slipping a corner of the block into my mouth, I bit down. 
“Hmmm,” I sat back, my spine going stiff. As I slowly chewed on the granular chunks, they became softer and wetter. It was hard to describe the taste. Sort of a mix between a savory spinach dip and a salty seaweed soup I’d tried at a Korean restaurant once.
I swallowed and took another bite. Before long, the entire brick had vanished and a feeling of satiety spread through my stomach. 
“How was it?” Sal said.
She’d finished hers before me and was leaning back on her elbows, her face tilted up towards the stars.
“Not bad,” I said. “Not bad at all.”
She nodded. “Liftra is special, we only make it for journeys like this. Long ago, the Goddess instructed us in its preparation and use. This quest is sacred, and there are a number of stipulations that must be observed. The fast is the greatest among these.”
“Well, it tastes delicious.”
We spent a moment staring out into the darkness, listening to the nocturnal cries of the forest denizens. After my experience today, I should’ve been on edge. Instead, I felt remarkably peaceful. The protection of the Moon Goddess was on me. I doubted she’d let anything, or anyone, hurt me. Unless she wanted them to. 
And that was a concern for another day.
Tomorrow, to be exact.
Sal patted her hand against her mouth, stifling a yawn. “I’m going to sleep. Don’t stay up too late, we have a full day ahead of us tomorrow.”
“Shouldn’t we post a watch?” I said.
“There’s no need. The goddess will protect us while we slumber,” Sal said, laying down to sleep.
I nodded, her words confirming my earlier suspicions. I laid back against my blanket, but sleep proved elusive. After tossing and turning for what seemed like an eternity, but which was probably no more than a few minutes, I sat up. 
I searched the night sky for Mustek, the great octopus. Tracing the stars with my finger, I cast about for the familiar, friendly waving tentacle, but to no avail.
“Looking for something?” 
“I can’t find Mustek.”
“That’s because he isn’t there.”
“What do you mean?”
“The goddess has changed more than your immediate surroundings. This is a sky, yes. But, it is not a sky from our world.”
Soft flesh folded over mine. “Allow me to demonstrate.”
She lifted my hand in hers. I let my muscles go limp as she traced a series of uneven lines through the night sky. When she finally finished, letting go of my hand, the cool night air rushed over my warm skin, erasing the glow that her touch left behind.
“A griffin,” I said.
“It’s a sign.”
Her breath came smooth and warm against my cheek. I shifted my head and found myself staring into her limpid amber eyes. Without meaning to, I drifted closer until our foreheads were touching.
Her hand reached up and touched my chest. I opened my mouth as I leaned in to kiss her.
Tearing her head to the side, she let out a frustrated cry.
“Goddess, but it’s unfair,” she said.
I pulled my head back, shocked by the sudden reversal. “What’s wrong?”
Sal got to her feet and began to pace back and forth. “I’m sorry, it has nothing to do with you. It’s this place. Unfortunately, meat isn’t the only pleasure that’s been denied to us on this journey.”
“No fun allowed in the Moon Goddess’s private forest,” I said.
“Bah,” Sal said.
My eyebrows rose. I’d never seen her pout before. Coming from such a normally calm and self-possessed warrior, the effect was, put simply, adorable.
After a few minutes of ill-tempered pacing, the huntress settled back down to her bed. Despite the abrupt end to our little tete-a-tet, I’d found the whole experience to be a calming one.
It didn’t take long before I drifted off into a deep, dreamless slumber.




Chapter 5


I woke with a groan. Sometime during the night, the ground had frozen under me. I shifted into a sitting position and cracked my back. 
Sal was sitting with her eyes closed in a lotus position.
“I don’t suppose the goddess is cool with me making a cup of coffee before we get started,” I said.
“I’m sorry, Cal. But, both fire and liquids other than water are both forbidden on our journey,” Sal said without opening her eyes. “However, if you would care to join me in morning meditation, I’m sure you’ll find the inner calm you achieve through the power of focused thought to be more than an adequate substitute for your bean soup.”
I grunted, before hoisting myself to my feet. I reached an arm around to scratch the back of my neck. “Bean soup, very original.”
A slim smile curled up the side of her mouth. “I thought so. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have another hundred heartbeats before I can join you.”
I left Sal to her hippy dippy inner peace stuff while I walked over to the treeline to take a leak. A gentle mist rose from the forest floor. The air had cooled during the night and the chattering songbirds washed over me, almost allowing me to forget the absence of my morning coffee.
Almost. 
By the time I turned around, Sal had risen from her meditative state. Her bed roll was nowhere to be seen. As was her pack. As were her clothes. I gulped.
Her flowing tunic was replaced by a matching loincloth and bra set. The flowing creamy silk rectangle ran down between her legs almost to her knees, while the bra served more to plump up her assets than to provide any measure of modesty.
“Are you ready to go?” she said.
I sauntered back over. “What’s with the get up?”
Her brow knitted together in confusion. “What do you mean?”
“Your clothes, they’re uh, different,” I said, stumbling over my words.
She blushed. “Do you like it? My normal outfit is too restrictive for mountain climbing.”
“It’s stunning- wait, did you say mountain climbing?”
“Of course, how else did you think we were going to get to the griffin?” 
A cheeky smile played across her face. I tried to stuff my fear down deep inside of me as best I could. 
“I assumed we’d be hiking up the mountainside,” I said.
“Hiking. To a griffin.” She snorted as if I’d just cracked a hilarious joke.
I closed my eyes and let the spirit of the Paladin flow through me. This was task number two on day number two. All I had to do was survive. I opened my eyes.
“What attribute is being tested today?”
“Bravery, of course.”
“Makes sense.” I examined the rock wall. It was sheer and intensely vertical, but now that I gave it a closer look I could make out individual hand and foot holds scattered across its face.
“Where are the ropes?” I said.
“Ropes?”
“Forget that I asked.”
“Don’t worry, Cal. It’s easy. Watch.”
With that she sprinted over to the rock wall and threw herself against it with all the awkward grace of a spider monkey. I had to hand it to her, she knew what she was doing. 
A wind picked up, causing her loincloth to fly back. I was so distracted by the unexpected sight that I forgot to move. About twenty feet up she stopped. Looking back over her shoulder, she yelled down: “Hey slowpoke, get a move on it. We don’t have all day.”
I snapped out of my reverie and started forward. Fitting my fingers against the indents pressed into the cliff face, I began the arduous process of pulling myself up. I tried moving my leg up to the next foothold and found my movement restricted. The tunic was tugging against my thigh, preventing me from moving into the awkward position necessary to move up to the next level. 
As ridiculous as Sal’s outfit was, I now saw the merit in it. With a wink, I dissolved my tunic.
A wolf whistle sounded from overhead. “Looking good down there muscles.”
Reflexively, I looked straight up and a slight blush crept over my face. Apparently, Sal’s loincloth didn’t include panties or any layer below the silken flaps.
The rest of the morning passed in a sweaty blur as the sun came out and baked my back. I quickly forgot about the scantily clad bottom swaying seductively above me. All of my attention was consumed by the sheer granite face. 
Fortunately, with my enhanced strength the climbing itself wasn’t too tiresome and soon enough I had broken into an easy rhythm. My muscles felt light and loose and a gentle euphoria took hold of me, not dissimilar to the feeling I experienced during a really good workout at the gym.
Finally, after several hours I pulled myself up onto a rocky ledge. It was no more than a few yards long and perhaps half as wide. Sal was perched in a low squat near the tip.
All of her focus was on the jungle below. She stood up abruptly, a crisp movement that almost sent me tottering backwards in surprise. 
“You’re doing well for a beginner,” she said heartily. “I can see that you’re a natural.”
“It doesn’t feel that way.”
“Pssh, everyone struggles their first time around.” She peered slowly off to either side, a lantern bright smile strewn across her face. “Well, this is where I say goodbye. Don’t worry about this next challenge. You’re going to do great, I know it.”
Bending stiffly at the waist, she planted a quick peck against my forehead. Walking backwards, she got to the tip of the rock ledge and crouched down before executing a triple backflip into the aether.
With my heart stuck in my throat, I started to my feet and rushed to the edge. Sal was nowhere to be seen. 
I shook my head. Something was deeply off about this place. I doubted I’d ever get used to it. The best I could do was get through this as quickly as possible and return to the real world.
I chuckled. At what point had I begun to consider Telos the real world?
I turned back to the rock face. Sal had left me a few presents. I carefully unwrapped the block of liftra from the leaves she’d wrapped it in to prevent the crumbly delight from getting dirty and took a bite. The strangely bitter, savory taste filled my mouth. I washed it down with springwater from a tin chalice that’d been left beside the late breakfast.
A small yellow bird flitted beside me. It cautiously pecked along the length of the ledge, staying just out of reach. I broke off a crumb and pushed it towards the little guy.
“It’s okay,” I said. 
The bird eyed me suspiciously before hopping forward and snapping up the small offering. A second later, it had shot back into position. 
I drank down the last of the spring water and crushed the remains of the liftra in my hand. I sprinkled the crumbs on the ledge beside the bird before standing to examine my final gift: a small onyx dish that contained a small mound of white powder.
I dipped my hands into the chalk, coating them in a thick, dusty layer. Then I turned to the granite face and resumed my climb. 
Morale definitely took a hit without Sal’s plump ass waving overhead, but I got over it and was soon making steady progress. 
The first explosion nearly sent me plummeting to my death. 
A thunderous crack boomed below me. My feet dislodged and flew out to the side. I gritted my teeth as my right hand began to slip. By sheer force of will, I swung my lower body back against the mountainside.
My right toes slipped into a foothold and I let out a sigh of relief as I stabilized. 
What the hell was that?
I looked up and caught a glimpse of two sickly yellow eyes perched atop a scaly, green face. It disappeared. A second later, a heavy black orb the size of a bowling ball tumbled off of the ledge down towards me. It spun around and I caught sight of a long, waxy wick burning brightly.
Summoning a small throwing ax, I leaned as far back as I dared and tossed it up towards the bomb. It was a weak throw, but I didn’t need it to pierce armor or break bones. The ax collided against the side of the bomb with a dull thwunk and the bomb doinked harmlessly off into space.
I quickly summoned my cuirass and helm. An explosion reverberated behind me. 
“Don’t let go,” I whispered, as I pressed myself tightly against the rock face.
A wave of hot air buffeted my backside, blistering the backs of my exposed arms. The deadly ping-ping-ping of shrapnel sounded as it bounced off of my armor. 
Then it was gone. The world was still and it was time to kick some ass. I let the armor dissipate into a cloud of smoke, and then I was clambering up the mountainside like a monkey. All thoughts of safety and grace were thrown to the wind. Whoever, whatever, was up there had to be dealt with. 
Swiftly, before they could get another bomb off. 
Smooth granite met my fingers. I scrambled for a handhold, but there were none to be found. I bit back a curse. I was so close. Just another ten feet or so and I’d be there.
Craning my head back as far as the vertebraes in my neck would allow me, I examined the area I’d need to storm. A narrow stone promontory jutted out from the cliffside like a rhino’s horn.
I’d never been much for rock climbing, but growing up I’d climbed many a tree. Long, sleepy autumn afternoons in a hunting blind ten feet off the ground had provided me with plenty of practice. 
The cardinal rule when it came to climbing was three points of contact. I made sure my feet and left hand were securely fixed to the cliff wall, before I leaned back and summoned my lasso.
Twirling it to the side, I exploded out with my elbow, throwing the lasso loop up in a side-swing. I held my breath as it shot up past the stone spur, and then drifted back down. 
I let the lasso dissipate, not bothering to re-coil it and formed a new one. A wrinkled green face peeked over the edge. I gritted my teeth and took aim at the stone promontory. Blood thrummed in my veins. All extraneous thoughts fell away as I took aim for a second time. 
A black orb poked over the edge. My muscles stiffened. 
I wouldn’t get a third try.
Swinging the lasso back, I shot it up overhead. I held my breath as the rope circle rose into the air. It fell to the side and slipped around the tip of the stone promontory. 
A jack o’lantern grin swept over my face. Tugging firmly on the rope, I began to pull myself up climbing hand over hand as the big, black bowling ball sped down towards me.
I swept out to the side, pushing myself away from the mountainside with my feet. When the bomb drew level with my feet, I swung back and punted it into the aether.
This time it exploded harmlessly in mid-air. A thought crossed my mind. I closed my eyes and imagined a bomb similar to the ones that were being dropped on me. It should be able to work, after all I was able to summon any weapon that was available in this world. I opened my eyes. No dice. I swung back towards the rock face and resumed my climb. Not for the first time, I marveled at this new body. The old Cal would’ve been exhausted by now. My back muscles didn’t strain. If anything, they felt warm and light. 
I reached the lip of the stone ledge. With a final heave, I swung myself onto level ground. The ledge was deserted. A small half circle of darkness opened up in the cliff wall.
I winced. A discordant song spilled out from the opening. Summoning my armor and a mace, I dropped into a crouch. A green glow spilled out from the cavern entrance. Dancing around a bubbling cauldron were three goblins. 
Standing no more than four feet tall and stick thin, they were considerably less threatening than the goblin men who’d menaced me in the past. Between the bones sticking through their septums and earlobes and their furry, bearskin togas, there was a definite caveman vibe going on.
Six sickly, yellow eyes froze on me. Then the screaming started.
I clapped my hands to my ears. If the singing had been annoying, good God I don’t know how to describe this. I hesitated to go full murder hobo on these guys. There was something about the way they were built that was so non threatening as to be almost comical.
Still screaming, the closest goblin plucked a bone handled knife from his belt and charged forward. All of my reservations disappeared in the blink of an eye. Leveling my mace parallel to the ground, I transformed the sturdy morningstar into a slender, leaf-bladed spear.
The goblin’s crazed yellow eyes barely registered the elongating melee weapon. His kamikazee charge ended with two feet of ash wood protruding through his backside. The dull iron blade clattered to the cavern floor.
Fortunately, that was sufficient to shut the other two goblins up. 
Unfortunately, they decided to take this as an opportunity to tip over their boiling cauldron. 
An oozing, green slimy slick spread across the cavern floor. To my left was a long wooden table. I leapt atop its rough length and summoned my bow and arrows. Then I rapid fired at the two remaining goblins. Their corpses slunk to the ground. 
I let out a sigh of relief. That was easy. Almost too easy.
The cavern walls shook. Two ivory tusks gleamed in the dim light as a cave troll strode into view. He was at least twice my height, albino with pink mouse eyes that were entirely too small for his already shrunken head.
He roared, blasting a wave of fetid air into my face. 
Bubbling green goo coated the front half of the cavern floor. I didn’t feel like taking my chances with it, so I took a running jump and leapt towards the cave troll. Arching my spear back over my shoulder, I threw it like a javelin before ducking down and tumbling to the side.
A whoosh of air flew past my head as the troll swung his club overhead. I landed in a crouch. A throbbing ache shot up through my calves, but it was alleviated by the cries of the cave troll as my spear hit home. 
I summoned a warhammer. Pivoting off of my back foot, I swung it to the side in a wide arc. It collided with a crack against the troll’s knee. The troll let out a pained cry as he fell into a kneeling position.
Not wanting to prolong this any longer than I had to, I dropped the warhammer and jumped onto the orc’s back. Summoning a long knife, I drew its steely blade across the troll’s neck.
I rolled off his back as he slumped forward. More cries sounded from further inside the cave. I looked back towards the entrance. The table was sinking, its legs dissolved by the acidic green goop.
As much as I’d like to stay and fight whatever else was hanging out back there, I didn’t want to get trapped here. With a running start, I vaulted off of the troll’s back and landed with a wobbly finish on the table. 
A smooth, heavy ball rolled against my leg. I picked it up, a smile crossing my face. The table sunk another inch. Meanwhile, more screams emanated from deeper within the cavern.
My line of sight to the stone promontory was clear. Gingerly setting the bomb back on the table, I summoned my bow and my lasso. Carefully tying the end of the lasso to the tip of my arrow, I took aim and fired. 
The arrow tip snapped against the rough granite, but the lasso loop flopped gently over the narrow tip. I tugged it tight before wrapping the other end around a nearby stone spike. Pulling the rope taut, I had a tightrope leading from the cave to the relative safety of the promontory.
A stone flew past my head and shattered against  the rock wall behind me. Spinning around, I fell into a crouch as I summoned a loaded arquebus. A trio of trolls crowded the back of the cave. In their haste to get to me, they’d become stuck. 
With each troll wedged against the other, it was a scene straight out of the Three Stooges. If I weren’t in danger for my life, it would’ve been comical. I let the arquebus dissipate as I jumped onto the tightrope. 
An old quote by Napoleon came to mind, “Never interrupt your enemy when he is making a mistake.”
With my Paladin body, my dexterity had increased considerably. That didn’t make dashing across the tightrope any less daunting. Sure, I was only a few feet above the ground. But, if I fell I’d land in a puddle of hissing, acidic green goop.
Keeping my eyes on the rock spur, I tried my best to block out the noises around me. The grunting trolls and the hiss of the table dissolving into nothingness. The sound of my heart beating filled my mind with a steady thump, thump, thump.
The crack of broken stone reached my ears. I stopped, and looked over my shoulder. The trolls had snapped through the side of the cavern wall and were running towards me, three abreast. 
I turned back towards the rock spur. A bead of cold sweat ran down my cheek.
Ya gotta breathe son.
I huffed a big lungful of air and speed walked towards the outcropping. Reaching it, I exhaled and placed the bomb’s thick, waxy wick between my teeth. Then I bent into a quarter squat and launched myself upwards. Catching the tip with both arms, I drew myself up until I was sitting on the postage stamp sized level table top surface.
The trolls were splashing through the green muck. Despite its angry sizzling, their thick skin appeared to be immune to the bubbling acid. They were almost to the cave entrance. Taking the bomb from my mouth, I lobbed it in an arcing overhand throw.
As soon as the bomb left my hand, I summoned my bow and a flaming arrow. Taking aim not at the spot where the bomb was, but at the place I knew it would be, I released the arrow.
Its flaming tip hit the explosive as it reached the opening to the cave. The explosion sent out a shockwave that nearly blew me off the cliffside. Throwing down my bow, I tightly gripped the side of the rockspur as my legs flew out like a flag wafting in the wind behind me.
For a moment, I was weightless. Then I fell back to Earth with a thud. All the air left my lungs. I slowly drew myself up into a sitting position. I didn’t need to look down to know that a constellation of potato green bruises were forming across my chest.
Not that I cared. I’d completed the second task and that was all that mattered. 
A firm hand clapped against my back. “Good going, soldier.” 
Standing perilously close to the edge was Sal. She still wore her special climbing suit, and with the postage stamp sized table we were standing on that meant her crotch was practically rubbing against my thigh.
“Thanks,” I said. “So, that was my second task, huh?”
“Not quite.” A smile danced across her eyes. “You still need to get to the top. However, I can promise you there won’t be any more bombardier goblins or cave trolls to interrupt your journey.”
“Is that what those were?” I said.
I peered back across the thin ledge that led to the cave entrance. The goblin goo continued to bubble and ooze, making passage impossible. Rocks piled on top of the three troll corpses, cutting off the cave opening. 
“Hey, how come I wasn’t able to summon a bomb?” I said. “I thought my summoning powers extended to all of the weapons in Telos.”
“They do,” Sal said. “However, this isn’t Telos, remember? Bombardier goblins come from a different realm, much as you did. Nothing you see here is typical of the world outside.”
“Makes sense,” I said.
“You should count yourself lucky. She sent a flock of harpies after me on my journey up the mountain. They didn’t let up until I was at the top.” A distant look passed over her eyes and she shuddered.
 I wrinkled my nose and pointed to the ground. “What’s that?”
“Goblin goop.”
“It looks disgusting.”
“It is. It’s also a very strong acid while it's boiling, but once it’s settled it transforms into a potent healing potion. In fact,” retrieving a glass vial from her satchel, she leaned down and scooped up a healthy measure of the goop. A brown cork stopper fit over the coagulating slime. “All right, well enough lollygagging. I’ll see you on the mountain.”
With that her body shimmered and disappeared. A moment later she reappeared high up on the mountainside. I bit my lower lip as I studied the stone face. Another rocky outcropping jutted out from above the cave entrance. It was maybe thirty feet or so from where I stood.
Resummoning my lasso, I sent it flying towards the stony spike. It twirled around the outer edges before settling about two thirds of the way down. Pulling it tight, I backed up to the edge of the stone pillar and got a running start. Leaping off of the edge of the pillar, I felt like Tarzan as I swung low over the bubbling goblin goo.
The troll corpses loomed large in front of me. Pushing my feet out to break my fall, the soles of my feet knocked against the center troll’s pug-like face. I bounced back and began to climb up the rope.
If only my eighth grade gym teacher could see me now.
I reached the end of the rope and sprang onto the rocky outcropping.The familiar hand and foot holds reappeared along the rock face. I spent the rest of the afternoon in blissful warmth as I followed Sal’s gently wiggling butt upwards.
We arrived at the top as the sun was dipping below the horizon. After a quick yet satisfying meal of liftra, we spread out our bags. Unlike the night before, the sexual tension was virtually nil.
However, I still found myself unable to sleep. Falling into habit, I tried to trace the griffin constellation. Any sign of constancy in this bizarre, ever-changing world would have been a welcome comfort. 
Alas, the mythical beast eluded me. Just as I was ready to give up, Sal’s soft hand closed over mine.
“You’re looking for the wrong thing,” she said. “The griffin is gone. That was last night’s sky. Tonight, we look for the manticore.”
Sal gently pushed my pointer finger out and used it to trace the outline of a bizarre beast. It had the head of a man, but the body of a lion. A wicked looking flanged tail curved over its body.
“Am I going to have to fight that thing?”
“No,” Sal said. She paused. When she continued, she spoke more slowly. “Your quest is to retrieve one of the spikes from its tail, without harming it.”
“You mean I can’t kill it?” I said.
“The final value is restraint,” Sal said.
I turned to the huntress. She’d long since changed from her sexy hiking gear into a plain, cream colored tunic.
“How am I supposed to do that?” 
“That is for you to find out.”
Her body flickered and then she was gone. I groaned. She wasn’t even going to spend the night.
“I have faith in you, O Paladin.”
Her voice echoed in the wind. Funny enough, that didn’t make me feel better. Still grumbling, I wrapped myself in my cloak and dove headfirst into sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]I woke into a Coen Brothers movie.
That’s the only way I could describe it. The distinctive yellowish washed out sunlight from Oh Brother, Where Art Thou? spilled down from the sky, casting the mountain top in otherworldly hues.
A hedgerow maze spread before me. 
Had another wormhole opened up to Victorian England? Or was it Bartheous at work again, spinning another garden of illusions?
But, Vala had captured Bartheous. 
Vala! 
Vala was missing. I had to save her.
A hand tugged on mine. “Excuse me mister, but you look lost.”
A dwarf woman in an immaculate black and white maid outfit had fixed me with a serious stare that was belied by her too big eyes in her already too big face. Her hair was a bright, shining red.
My eyes flickered up, looking into the middle distance just above the hedgerows.
“I suppose I am.”
Letting go of my hand, she hopped up and down in place, clapping and squealing.
“We’ll show you where to go.”
“We?”
When I looked back down, two more women appeared by Carrot Top’s side. They could’ve passed for identical twins, save one had bright mossy green hair and eyes, while the other had glossy, raven black hair and irises.
The women came up just past my belly button, leading me to believe they belonged to some sort of dwarf or imp subrace I hadn’t yet made contact with. Giggling with excitement, Red and Green took hold of my left hand while Black grabbed my right. Then they were pulling me into the entrance to the hedgerow maze.
The grass beneath my feet was short and neatly clipped. The first mown grass I’d seen in Telos. That is, assuming I was still in Telos.
The hedgerows were a touch too uniform in their unrelenting greenness, their fresh dewy leafed texture and fullness. 
“Life is a riddle, huh?”
The black haired one on the left spoke, though it could’ve been any of them. They all had the same chipper, high pitched tone. 
I didn’t respond. 
A feeling of low dread filled my stomach, weighing me down. I didn’t want to continue, but my legs had stopped listening to my brain. I was on autopilot, a robot subsumed by a dreamlike power beyond my ken.
“I want to stop,” I said, my voice little more than a whisper.
The green haired girl giggled. “He’s waiting for you.”
“Who?”
We were approaching a sharp 90 degree corner. Soft golden light spilled outwards, bright and shining. It hurt my eyes. A steadily growing headache pressed against the side of my brain.
“Who’s waiting for me?”
The girls giggled. 
We turned the corner.




Chapter 6


My stomach growled. The sun was already up by the time I awoke. It must’ve been midmorning. 
I sat up on my bedroll and grabbed my ankles.
I couldn’t remember the last time I’d woken this late. I rubbed my head as I tried to remember the crazy dream I’d had last night. Something about a hedge maze and dwarf women in maid outfits.
I shook my head. 
I didn’t have time for that now. I had a job to do. For the second time that morning, a loud growl emanated from my stomach. I may have had a job to do, but that didn’t mean I got to skip breakfast. 
I stood up and stretched, forcing the kinks from my back. From my vantage point atop the mountain, the plains below opened up like a sea of glittering emerald. Off in the distance, I could see thin tendrils of smoke rising from the Andheran camp. I peered straight down and frowned. The thick jungle I’d come up through was missing.
Strange. 
I turned around and was greeted by an Edenic paradise. When I arrived last night, the light was already failing. But, I’m confident I saw a collection of rocks and scraggly pine trees.
Not a garden filled with lush fruit trees and bushes with bright red flowers the size of dinner plates. The ground was remarkably flat, resembling more of a plateau than a narrow mountain top. A liftra block sat on a broad tropical leaf not a few yards away. Sal may have been gone, but she hadn’t forgotten about me. I picked it up and nibbled off a corner. The delicious mix of sweet, salty and savory filled my mouth as I wandered off towards the interior. 
I should’ve had a plan. But, when you’re trying to jack a spike from the tail of a mythical creature that you know nothing about, realistically what are you supposed to do, but wing it?
I briefly considered plucking what looked like an oversized purple pear from a nearby tree, but thought better of it. After what Sal had told me about the quest’s dietary restrictions, this could easily be a Persephone trap.
Instead, I broke the last of the liftra into large crumbs and swallowed them down. Satiety bloomed in my belly. The air was light, with a cool spring breeze. I summoned my armor and a broad kite shield. I might not be allowed to attack the manticore, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t defend myself.
A buzzing sound grew near. I took a step back, my hands rising to my face as a monkey the size of my closed fist floated by on fairy wings. A lolling proboscis drooped from his face.
I stopped and watched as the creature alighted on one of the broad petaled red flowers I’d spotted earlier. Its proboscis unfolded into the flower’s center. Nectar slipped up through the thin translucent tube. Finished with its feast, the monkey disengaged from the flower. Its wings began to buzz as it flew off towards the trees.
A gossamer strand glinted in the sunlight. I watched with a sense of detached curiosity and horror as the tiny monkey collided with a spider’s web. It let out a pitiful squeak as it fought against the webbing. But, it only made things worse. The web wrapped around its tiny body in a silver cocoon.
Its cries for help became unbearable. A black eight legged figure rustled in the shadows overhead.
Summoning a machete, I stepped forward and with two quick slashes I freed the monkey. It fell to the Earth, landing in a soft patch of grass. A moment later, a spider the size of a hubcap scrambled out from the shadows. I took two hurried steps back. 
It hissed ominously as it scuttled around the web, its compound eyes hard and reflective. I briefly considered summoning my bow and taking care of the hellspawn from a distance, but then I thought better of it. This garden was a test, every aspect of it carefully chosen by the goddess. I couldn’t go around messing things up haphazardly. 
The spider scuttled around the broken netting, letting out little hisses of annoyance. Eventually, it got tired of looking for the prey that obviously wasn’t there and it scurried back into the canopy.
I knelt down and picked up the tiny monkey fairy. Its golden fur was soft like the downy feathers on a newborn chick, its wings gossamer and crystalline translucent in the late morning sun.
It struggled against the silvery webs that bound its limbs to its body. I carefully peeled back the layers of spider silk. Soon its wings were half-way free. It began to buzz excitedly, making my job a hell of a lot harder. 
“Stay still, will you,” I grunted.
As if it understood what I was saying, the monkey stopped struggling. Its wings closed against its back and I was able to finish unwrapping the little bugger.
“There you go,” I muttered as I slid off the last string of spider silk. Its proboscis extended gleefully to its full length and let out a little trumpet nose, almost like an elephant.
It climbed onto the back of my hand. I turned my hand over and peered into the furry fairy’s eyes. They were a rich amber, almost like Sal’s but more of a golden hue.
“You take care now,” I said.
The fairy monkey reared its head back and let loose with another trumpet blast. Then it sped off into the air. I watched it fly away until it was nothing more than a speck in the sky. Then I turned and continued my walk through the garden.
A growing sense of unease had begun to accumulate in my gut. I wanted this manticore quest to be done and over with already. But, it seemed that this garden stretched on for miles in every direction. I suspected it was another example of the goddess splicing in a patch from another dimension. 
In other words I was on top of the mountain, but not really. 
It hurt my head to think through all the possibilities. A screen of reeds popped up ahead. Behind them came the gentle roar of running water. I parted the reeds. Sure enough, the bank of a stream crept up no more than a foot or two away from me. On the far side of the stream was a meadow populated by a tribe of the cutest bear cubs I’d ever seen.
Three feet tall at most and endowed with cartoonishly oversized heads and facial features, they looked more like overstuffed teddy bears than actual bears. I knelt by the stream. Cupping my hands together, I brought a handful of clear water to my lips. I slurped it down eagerly, unaware of my own thirst until I’d begun to slake it.
The stream itself was no more than a yard wide and maybe eight inches deep, if that. Like much else in the meadow, it was small, peaceful and charming. 
My head shot up at the sound of a breaking branch.
A ghastly pale face floated in the shadows at the edge of the forest. My mouth went dry. 
“Get out!” I yelled as all havoc broke loose. 
The manticore leapt an impossible distance from the edge of the forest into the midst of the gamboling bears. It landed with a crash atop two of the cute, cuddly fellas. A loud pop sounded as one of the bears’ heads was torn clean from his shoulders. The manticore shook the bear's head aggressively, as if it were a toy.
The other bears scattered to the four winds, their happy squeals turning to high pitched keening cries. My bow’s familiar grip filled my palm. Through sheer force of will, I dissipated it. As much as I’d like to kill the bastard, I’d be forfeiting the quest by doing so.
The manticore tore into the headless bear, ripping it apart with too-big, blocky teeth. A shiver ran up my spine. The manticore had the head of a man, yes, but it was unlike any man I’d ever seen. Its features were oversized, coarse and rough. A shaggy black beard hung down to its legs. The manticore’s blue eyes shone with a mad fury, and its mouth was twice the size of a normal human’s.
It threw the bear to the side and roared, a distinctly inhuman sound. Then its eyes met mine. Its tail flicked back and my Paladin instincts kicked into motion. I raised my shield just as the tail snapped forward. A loud thud sounded as I was pushed back into the muddy ground. Lowering my shield revealed three foot and a half long ivory spikes sticking out from the wood and steel construction.
I plucked out all three, throwing two in the river and one in my pouch.
Well, that takes care of that part of the quest. Now what?
That question was answered for me a second later when the manticore launched itself at me. Its tawny body glistened in the sun as it soared in a parabolic arc overhead.
I turned and ran.
The manticore landed with a crash behind me. It snarled. Then the sharp whizz of spikes flying through the air sounded behind me. I stumbled forward as several spikes bounced off of my backplate.
I spun on my heel and summoned my lasso. Spinning it overhead, I sent it flying towards the manticore. It landed around the beast’s neck. I pulled tight and its face began to turn blue.
Goddamnit, I was choking it.
As if to punctuate the damage I was doing to the manticore, storm clouds formed overhead. A cold blast of blustery air shot through the glade and lightning flashed overhead.
I dropped the rope and sprinted further into the forest. Almost immediately the storm clouds drifted away and the temperature rose ten degrees.
Way to be subtle. 
By this point, I was seriously debating if I should just kill the thing or not, consequences be damned. It was too dangerous to capture safely and I wasn’t about to let myself go the way of Mr. Fuzzy. 
A jeweled net glittered to my right. In its center was a monkey fairy. Unlike the last one I’d met, this monkey fairy was colorless and desiccated. It looked as if it’d died a week ago, if not longer and whatever life and blood it’d once possessed had long since been sucked out of it.
I paused as the germ of an idea began to grow in my mind.
[image: image-placeholder]The manticore stalked around the corner, its jaw stained a rusty red. Hunger vied with madness in its stare. I whistled, a shrill, piercing sound loud enough to cut through the ambient jungle noises.
The manticore’s eyes snapped over to me. Its jaw swung open and it let out a terrible roar. Then it leapt. I took a single step back and watched as the manticore tangled itself hopelessly in the spiderweb, crashing to the ground inches from my feet. It brought its front right paw up to swipe at me in a turgid motion that only served to tangle its body further.
“Well, you take care now,” I said, stifling a yawn as I strode away.
“Wait,” the voice was husky and deeper than any person I’d ever heard, but unmistakably human all the same. “Where are you going?”
“A safe distance away from you,” I said.
“Safe?” he snorted. “If you dare harm me the wrath of the goddess will be upon you, pathetic human.”
“I know,” I said. “That’s why I’m leaving the job to those guys.”
I pointed up to the two dachshund sized spiders creeping their way down from the canopy. Tangled as he was, the manticore couldn’t see either yet. But, he would. Soon enough.
[image: image-placeholder]“Damn, that’s cold,” Sal said.
I shrugged, wincing a little as the mental image of the headless teddy bear flashed across my mind. “He deserved it. This is okay, right?”
Her arm crept around my waist. Leaning over, she planted a soft kiss against my cheek. “You’re not harming him, are you?”
“No.”
“There you go. Law of the jungle: eat or be eaten.”
The manticore screamed, a piercing cry that deserved to be sampled on a death metal track. One of the spiders bit the manticore just below his shoulder blade and the hellspawn blessedly shut up.




Chapter 7


We walked in companionable silence through the garden. At some point, Sal’s hand reached over to cover mine. A smile flickered across my face as the huntress squeezed my palm.
Sometimes in life, it was the simple pleasures that mattered most.
The gate appeared abruptly behind a screen of trees. Like most else on our journey, it had little in common with the natural world. Fifteen feet tall and crafted from gold, it was comprised of a shimmering half-oval split in two.
Swirling rainbow hues shot through their translucent depths. I squeezed Sal’s hand before letting go to approach the gate. Taking the key from my satchel, I hunted around for a keyhole. 
I turned back to Sal, my eyes raised in a quizzical gesture. She raised her chin as if to say look again.
I did and an ornate brass handle had appeared at hip level. Just below the door knob was a slender keyhole. I stuck the key in and turned. The doors flew open of their own volition, revealing a staircase leading straight into the sky.
The stairs were floating, unconnected rectangles made of that same translucent, rainbow material. They led straight off the mountain side into thin air. The short hairs on the back of my spine rose. There weren’t handrails, meaning a careless misstep would send me plummeting several thousand feet.
Apparently, Telos had decided to go all Fear Factor on my acrophobia.
The stairs led to a craggy, brownish rock face. Half-hidden by a cloud bank, I could only assume it was the underside of a floating mountain.
“It’ll be easier if you don’t look down,” Sal said.
“I’m not afraid.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
She took my hand and we began our ascent. Fortunately, the stairs were more than wide enough for two people to walk side by side. I practiced my breathing technique, and after the third exhale I no longer felt like I was going to puke all over my shoes.
We were almost at the top when I heard the first cry.
Without thinking, I started sprinting. My hand fell from Sal’s, and her labored breaths signaled she was on the same page. We passed through a cloud and the stairs disappeared from sight.
The cry came from above, weaker this time and my heart caught in my throat.
Keep going. The stairs are right in front of you.
I took a deep breath and forced myself forward into the misty whiteness. Firmness met my feet. I forced myself to take another step. Then another. I grunted, high stepping my way through the clouds.
With one foot outstretched, a gust of wind buffeted me. I teetered off-balance and for a horrifying second I imagined myself hurtling through the aether, three thousand feet to my death.
I summoned a heavy iron boot onto my outstretched foot and fell into a crouching position. My body became encased in thick steel armor. 
The wind passed as quickly as it’d come and when I stood up, the clouds were gone. Ahead of me lay a circus tent sized gold pagoda. Four massive pillars held up a circular roof made of golden piping vaguely reminiscent of a Thai Buddhist temple.
Sal was near the top of the stairs. I sprinted up the rest of the way, reaching the top a moment after her. Lying in the center of the pagoda on a velvet red blanket was the griffin.
With the burnished gold coat of a lion and an eagle’s white head and wings, it was bigger than I’d expected, closer in size to an elephant than a lion. It was also badly injured.
A long cut opened up along its right thigh. Crimson blood trickled down, painting its leg a ghastly red.
“Is this normal?” I said, already knowing the answer.
Sal looked flabbergasted. “I don’t understand. He’s under the goddess’s protection. How could this happen?”
A third cry split the air. I pursed my lips. The griffin’s beak hadn’t opened. In fact, its head lay prone against the floor, its eyes half-open.
A dragon flitted past the opening. With scales like black smoke, it was a whale sized hell beast decked out with bat wings, a forked tail and bull horns. A tongue of fire swept out from its mouth, burning the air in front of it.
“Can I kill this one?” I said.
“Go for it.”
The smooth leather straps of my bow handle filled my grip. I fitted an arrow to the string and pulled it back to my cheek. Taking aim at the dragon’s belly just below its ribcage, I fired.
The arrow doinked off the dragon’s side, snapping in two before falling harmlessly to the plains below. The dragon shifted course, shooting out away from the pagoda before twisting up then soaring back. The dragon’s head leveled towards me. I shot to the side before it could gore me with its horns. It never made it that far. 
The dragon landed with a clatter against the pagoda floor, its claws tearing through the marble. Rearing its head back, the dragon let loose a stream of fire against the pagoda ceiling. Fortunately, it was nonflammable.
“I’ve had enough of this bullshit,” I muttered.
The bow transformed in my hand to a seven foot long lance tipped with a steel, leaf blade tip. The dragon lowered its head, its mouth still open. Seizing my opportunity, I darted forward and plunged the lance through the roof of the dragon’s mouth.
It let out a pained cry, its snake-like neck twisted and writhed in the air. Summoning a double headed battle ax, I stepped up and swept it through the side of the dragon’s neck. 
The blade caught on the rough scales. Planting my feet firmly against the ground, I pulled it out and swung again. 
Second time’s the charm, I thought as the solid crunch of steel on bone reverberated through the pagoda.
The dragon’s head sloughed off its body, slipping wormlike onto the floor. Dropping the ax, I put my foot on its neck. With my hands on my hips, I affected a conquering pose.
“It was nothing,” I said.
“Okay Tarsus,” Sal said, rolling her eyes.
I stepped off the dragon and turned towards the huntress. She was kneeling by the griffin’s side, the epic battle we’d just concluded already forgotten. “Tarsus?”
“You don’t know him?” Surprise colored her voice. She hastened to add. “I suppose you wouldn’t, being an otherworlder and all. He was a Paladin from quite some time ago. He’s one of the most well-known figures in Odras mythology. He’s best known for commanding an army of knights from an oval-shaped table.”
“Huh, we have a story kind of like that where I’m from,” I said.
“As they say, there’s nothing new under the sun.”
“They say that here too?”
Sal didn’t answer. She was spreading a greenish substance from a vial across the cut on the griffin’s leg. As the goopy substance ran across the torn tissue, it miraculously began to reknit itself.
“Is that the goblin goop?” I said, crouching beside her.
“Works wonders, doesn’t it?”
“I would’ve never guessed.”
“Looks can be deceiving.”
“Is that dreadful dragon gone?” An almost dainty, high pitched voice filled the pagoda.
“Case in point,” Sal whispered.
I took a step back. The griffin had opened its eyes and was peering at me with a look of lazy contentment. I would’ve never guessed that just a moment earlier he was fighting for his life.
“Yes,” I said. “I slew it.”
The griffin made a distasteful sound. “I don’t suppose you’ve left its bloodied corpse just lying around.”
“I, uh-,”
“No, don’t bother. It’s not your fault really. Proper deportment is unfortunately a bygone relic of a forgotten age. If you’ll excuse me.” 
The griffin shot to his feet. Switching his tail lazily from side to side, he sauntered over to the dead dragon. Lowering his beak close to the ground, he pushed the dragon over the side of the pagoda. I marveled at the easy strength of the griffin. The muscles that rippled beneath its tawny hide would put a strongman to shame. Despite the griffin’s ridiculous, high-pitched voice it was obviously a force to be reckoned with.
The dragon’s hulking body slipped off the edge of the pagoda and out into the open air. Then the griffin turned and eyeballed Sal and I.
“I suppose you’ll be asking for a boon now?” 
“Yes,” Sal answered firmly.
“A woman who knows what she wants.” A deep purring sound resonated from the griffin’s chest. “I like that. Name your favor and if it’s within my powers, I shall grant it.”
“You must take my friends and I to Cricilia,” Sal said.
The griffin snorted gently, interrupting the bath it was giving to its hindleg. “Really? Is that all? You humans are far too easy to please.”
“There are more of us. You’ll need to take us to our base camp first.”
“Done and done.” The griffin sighed. “Will that be all?”
“Yes.”
“Excellent,” he rolled onto his back. “Now, may you be so kind as to give me a belly rub before we depart.”
I exchanged a glance with Sal. She shrugged and walked over to the griffin’s inviting belly. A moment later, I joined her. Another deep purr rumbled up through its chest, causing its torso to shake against my hand. I had to admit, I kind of liked it. The griffin’s belly was surprisingly soft and warm, not unlike a house cat.
“Okay, enough of that,” the griffin said, shifting up onto his paws. “Climb up.”
I eyed the griffin dubiously. “Should I get a ladder, or…” I trailed off.
“You can grab my fur, it won’t hurt. Come on, I thought you were a big, strong knight?”
I grabbed a thick tuft of fur from the side of his body and hefted myself off the floor. To his credit, the griffin kept his word. As it turned out, climbing up the side of a griffin was easier than climbing a mountain. The feet and handholds were everywhere.
After I clambered up onto the griffin’s back, Sal scrambled up after me. Her easy movements gave the impression that she’d been climbing griffins for most of her life.
“Alrighty then, shall we take the short or the scenic route,” the griffin said. 
“The short one, please,” Sal said.
“Sike, there’s only one way down.” 
Blood rushed up to my head. I gripped the griffin’s hair in alarm as he bounded towards the edge of the pagoda, moving with an unexpected alacrity. “Hold on tight. If you fall off, that’s on you.”
The griffin plunged from the pagoda. My hands turned clammy as we hurtled at a sharp angle towards the ground below. After what seemed like an eternity, but which was probably no more than a few seconds, we leveled out. My heart plopped back into my chest and I started to breathe somewhat normally.
“Jesus,” I whispered.
Now that we were parallel with the ground, this was almost enjoyable. The Varaa plains spread out below in rolling, emerald hills. The Andheran camp loomed off in the distance. Thin curls of smoke twisted into the air.
The griffin swooped into camp, landing beside a broad marquee on a makeshift parade ground. I had to hand it to the Andherans, for all their monstrous barbarism, they knew how to maintain discipline.
A halberd wielding orc jogged over, his eyes wide. I slung myself off the side of the griffin and marched over to him. 
“Get me Medina immediately,” I said.
The orc’s eyes switched from the griffin to me and then back to the griffin. Despite being a good head taller and looking like something out of a Freddy Kreuger-esque nightmare, the orc appeared sufficiently cowed by the preening lion-eagle hybrid. Belatedly, he saluted and stuttered out a “yes sir,” before rushing into camp.
Not that I needed him to fetch Medina for me. I doubted my arrival had gone unnoticed by any in the camp. Sure enough, the newly christened queen of darkness herself flew in a moment later.
“You’re baaaack,” she squealed, dive bombing me. 
She crushed me in her embrace. I closed my eyes, allowing myself to seep in her by now familiar scent.
“Gods I missed you,” I murmured.
“Same,” she said, in a small pouty voice.
I caressed her lower back. Her skin was soft and warm to the touch.
Reluctantly, I parted and took a step back. “How are things on the home front?”
“Things are good,” she nodded. “Not much to say.”
“And the girl?”
Forming her right hand into a blade, Medina covered the side of her mouth before continuing in an exaggerated stage whisper, “Not much of a talker that one. All she does is sit in her tent and mope around all day. I don’t think I’ve gotten more than a sentence out of her since you left.”
My lips drew into a flat line. “I’ll go talk to her.”
“Ooh, let me take you!”
“Sure, just a second.” I turned off to the side, searching for Sal. Peeking behind the griffin’s rump, I caught sight of her speaking with her group of apprentices. She looked to be deep in discussion, so I decided not to bother her.
I returned to Medina. “Okay, let’s get out of here.”
Her fingers twined over mine. Swinging my arm like a schoolgirl, she skipped through the dusty camp roads humming a disturbingly spooky melody. As we passed by, it seemed like every Andheran had to stop and kneel. Or bow. One goblin began to kiss the ground with such fervor that I could only assume he was getting off on it.
“Madam.”
“Your highness.”
“Your royal majesty.”
“May I kiss your feet.”
“May I suck on your big toe.”
Medina waved jauntily at the well-wishers, blowing kisses and laughing gaily as a myriad of interesting, gross, or in many cases flat out bizarre, creatures prostrated themselves before her.
We stopped before a tent that was guarded by a minotaur and a yellow haired woman in plate armor. Both were armed with halberds. I squinted at the woman, and she looked down. Her stork-like body hunched forward, as if she didn’t want to be seen. 
She seemed familiar.
All of a sudden it hit me. She was one of the guards from Stonetown who’d shown up after our fight with the Baronness Stone. No wonder she looked shy, she’d watched Amina eat her boss’s face.
I wondered how she was coping with the unfortunate event. I doubted PTSD  counseling existed in Telos.
“We are here to examine the prisoner,” Medina said, drawing herself up to her full height.
“Yes madam,” the minotaur said bowing. 
Fortunately, he didn’t make any moves towards her feet. Instead, he drew back the tent flap, revealing a dark interior lit by a single candle perched on a single table next to a single chair that was parked beside a single bed.
The rather Spartan furnishings were complemented by Vessa’s pose. The blue skinned beauty was seated on the chair with her chin perched on her knuckle, giving her a sense of classical repose. She resembled the famous statue, The Thinker, although she was significantly sexier. 
“Hey, mind if I talk to you?” I said, nodding to Medina as I passed into the tent.
She shut the flap behind me. If the others weren’t able to get anything out of her, maybe I could.
The glaze over Vessa’s eyes broke and she started. “Oh, hello. I didn’t see you there.”
Her voice was monotonic, devoid of emotion. Once again, my suspicions were raised that she was hiding something. I’d have to get that out of her somehow, sometime. 
But, not now. There were more pressing issues at hand.
“We can go to Cricila now. I have a griffin.” I internally winced as I spoke, aware of just how weird that sounded. Not that there was a less awkward way to phrase it.
“Oh,” she turned back to the dark corner that she’d been staring at when I walked in. “I don’t know what that is.”
“It’s like a flying lion, eagle thing.”
“Sounds dangerous.”
“It isn’t. Are you in?”
“Do I have a choice?”
“You always have a choice.”
Her head swayed from side to side, in tune with the rhythm of an invisible orchestra. “Okay.”
I waited for more. When I didn’t get it, I walked over to the tent flap and lifted it open. Medina looked up from the ground where she was playing a game that looked suspiciously like Jacks with the minotaur guard.
“Is she coming?”
The sound of the chair scraping back sounded from inside the tent. “Yup.”
“Cool,” Medina said, dusting herself off. She stuck out her hand towards the minotaur. “Fair’s fair.”
The minotaur grumbled as he passed her a bronze coin. Medina held it up to the light and frowned. Her father, the former prince of darkness, Eric von Flosstein, had his profile stamped boldly across the side of the coin.
“You know what, you can keep it,” Medina said, flipping the coin over her shoulder as she set off down the road, her shoulders slumped.
I frowned. Medina was a strong girl, but everyone had their breaking point. Not only had she been forced to endure her alcoholic father’s neglect her entire life, but her last memory of him was when she caused his head to explode after a pitched duel. 
Not exactly the stuff that strong father-daughter bonds were built on.
I made to rush after her, when a hand fell across my shoulder. I turned in surprise to see the blue girl standing behind me. She leaned in close to the side of my face and for a second I thought she was going to kiss me. 
My eyes grew wide as she whispered into my ear.




Chapter 8


“You’re sure she said that?” Pallas said.
“Would I lie?” I said.
“I’m not saying that,” Pallas sighed. “It’s just, she’s barely said two words since she arrived and if what you say is true, that changes everything.”
“Does it?” I said. “Our destination hasn’t changed. And she hasn’t exactly opened up since.”
In fact, she hadn’t said a word since her little revelation. Pallas didn’t relent.
“It does change things. Even if she doesn’t say another word this entire trip, we have confirmation. More importantly, we know where she is.”
“Do we?” I pushed back. Every ounce of my body yearned to believe. But, I couldn’t rest all of my hopes on an intermittently mute girl who’d teleported from God knows where out of thin air. For all that she’d said about being from Cricila, she could just as easily be lying. Or confused.
I rubbed my forehead. With Vala missing, the stakes were too high to make a wrong move.
“Goodness gracious, you rapscallions I’m no beast of burden.” The griffin’s high-pitched whining voice shot through the camp.
The tawny giant shot a distasteful glance at the orcs who were outrigging him with saddlebags. Vaim had insisted on sending us away with enough food to last us a year. I wasn’t sure what we were going to do with it all once we got rid of the griffin. I don’t think our boon entailed pack animal service for the remainder of our journey.
I rolled my shoulders. “Well, I guess it’s the best thing we have going for us.”
I strode over to the griffin as the orcs pulled tight on the final strap. A rope ladder hung down a five seated saddle the Stonetown smiths had cooked up. Clambering into place, I looked over the camp. 
This felt good. This also felt considerably safer than my first journey. The saddle included stirrups and a primitive harness that would probably keep me from flying off if the griffin decided to do a barrel roll.
Across the field, Medina was talking to Amina and Vaim. The changeling looked up and waved at me. I returned the gesture. She looked different from before. More substantial, as if she’d grown with her confidence.
I slid back down and sauntered over to the trio. The three turned to accept me into their circle.“Hey there, almost ready?”
“Just about,” Medina answered. “Vaim, tell him what you were just telling me.”
The shaggy haired minotaur spoke, “Scouting reports indicate the final third of the Northern vrag army is camped no more than a few day’s march from here. I believe they’ve been searching us out.”
A steely smile stretched across Amina’s face. “We intend to give them what they’ve been searching for.”
“How are the troops?” I asked.
“Good,” Vaim said. “We’ve received reinforcements from the provinces.”
“Yeah, after news of our big victory spread, suddenly everyone’s on board,” Medina said, rolling her eyes. 
“Good, and what’s the plan after that?” I said.
This time, it was Amina who spoke up. The changeling’s jasmine eyes flashed dangerously in the sunlight. 
“We will march back into Odras and uproot this evil wherever we may find it,” she said.
I raised my eyebrows, surprised by the ferocity the diminutive changeling exuded. “Sounds like a plan.” I turned to Medina. “Let’s make like a tree and get the fuck out of here.”
She gave me a salute. “Aye-aye captain.”
We turned and walked towards Pallas. The grey eyed warrior was deep in conversation. Vessa stood off to the side, staring listlessly into space.
The two broke off their conversation as we approached. “Ready to go?” 
Pallas nodded curtly. Unexpectedly, Sal took a big step forward and wrapped her arms around my upper back. Pressing herself close to me, she said, “There are no restrictions on what we can and can’t do now.”
She disengaged, flashing a saucy smile my way as she walked over to the griffin. It took me a minute to realize what she was talking about, and then a blush began to spread over my cheeks.
“What was that?” Pallas said.
“Ooh, I know what it is,” Medina said. A Chershire grin split her face. “Cal’s got a girlfriend.”
Medina turned and eyed Sal’s retreating form critically. “You’ve got good taste kid, I’ll give you that. If you ever need a third,” she winked, “you know who to call.”
Before I could spit out a rejoinder, Medina was already flouncing off towards the griffin. Pallas clapped me on the shoulder, a barely concealed grin fighting to break loose.
“I’m glad that you’re making friends.”
I grumbled inaudibly as we made our way to the griffin, but on the inside I lit up. I couldn’t have asked for a better group of girls to surround myself with. Smart, sexy, brave and loyal to a fault- was there anything more I could ask for?
Vessa slipped in front of me and clambered up the five seated saddle. 
A voice unbidden intruded on my thoughts: Yes, yes there was.




Chapter 9


As nice as the saddle was, we didn’t really need it. 
That’s because the flying portion of our trip took maybe half an hour, if that. 
The griffin’s wings beat against the ground, sending rippling waves through the grass. A few of the weaker tents threatened to fall over. We soared higher and higher into the atmosphere. 
The ground below became nothing more than a postcard picture of white tarpaulin tents stretched over rolling emerald plains. A wispy, mashed potato mound of clouds floated by overhead.
The griffin rocketed towards it. As we passed through the silvery white edge a tingle of electricity passed through me. Lightning flashed and then everything grew dark and cold. 
The sensation passed almost as quickly as it’d come and then we were diving out of the cloud. The air flew from my lungs. We were soaring at an impossible height. The ground below stretched away endlessly. 
Everything was so much greener.
Great silvery tentacles twined and twisted away, bifurcating endlessly into smaller and smaller tributaries. This must be the Tyr delta, I thought.
As we got closer, patches of rosy stone popped up here and there. They were cities by the look of them. Smaller settlements were built directly over the brownish water on stilts.
The griffin veered off sharply to the right. 
“Almost there,” he sang back.
Nestled in a crook of the river was a large settlement. From the way the sun gleamed off the dull pink stone, it appeared to be built of marble. Moss and vines twined their way up the sides of the buildings, creating smatterings of green. Clouds of mist cloaked the city in a checkerboard pattern.
It was beautiful, like a painting of El Dorado. A jolt of concern shot through me as the griffin sailed towards the center of the city.
“Why don’t you let us off outside of the city?” I said.
I didn’t know it was possible for a griffin to chuckle. “And make you walk? Besides, we’re almost there.”
My stomach turned queasy as the griffin swept low towards what looked like a market. Canvas stalls lined a vast open dirt rectangle. The griffin extended his wings to their full extent causing them to balloon outwards as we gently drifted down to the ground.
Curious eyes fell on us from all angles. We were surrounded by blue skinned men and women. Tall and willowy, they were similar to Vessa in appearance. The heat beat down on the back of my neck and the humidity was stifling. Beads of sweat were already starting to form on my skin.
I slid down the side of the griffin’s back, half-expecting guards to arrive at any minute. But, the market-goers were already starting to lose interest. 
My brow wrinkled in confusion. 
You’d think a griffin just plopped down in the middle of their city everyday.
A gaggle of children ran up and touched the side of the griffin, giggling as they sprinted back to the safety of their mothers. That was the only sign from the populace that something out of the ordinary was going on.
The others slid down from their perches and together we began to unfasten the saddlebags. It quickly became apparent that we wouldn’t be able to keep everything Vaim had sent us off with. 
“Take a feather.”
“Excuse me?”
“From my side. When you need a ride home, simply blow into the end to call me.”
I walked around to the griffin’s side. His saucer sized yellow rimmed eyes examined me with a placid grace. “Thank you for all of your help. Do you have a name?”
The griffin snorted gently. “My kind does not take names. Not as the lesser races are wont to do. But, you may call me Aaron.”
“One of my childhood friends also had that name,” I said.
“That’s why I chose it.”
A low purr rumbled through the massive creature’s chest. “Take your feather. I must be off now.”
I selected a long, silvery feather that extended from Aaron’s mid-neck. It was surprisingly easy to pluck out. I slipped it into my pocket and patted his neck.
“Thanks for all your help.”
“Twas nothing. If you see your father, say hello. It’s been far too long.” Before I could reply, he was soaring through the air. 
“Hey, stop!” Pallas shouted.
I whipped to the side just in time to watch Vessa sprint away into the marketplace. I shot after her. The blue-skinned woman dipped between two wooden stalls before darting into a narrow, stone lined alleyway. 
An overweight male Cricilan stepped in front of me. He was clad in nothing more than a slender loincloth and a pair of worn sandals. Sweat glistened on his rolls of fat. 
I swerved at the last minute, narrowly avoiding his chub as I turned into the alleyway. I swore under my breath. She had already disappeared from sight. Where was Henki when you needed him?
I sprinted to the end of the alleyway where it turned into a T. I peered to the right, and wrinkled my nose as I was confronted by a series of manure piles. 
“Other way!” Medina shouted from overhead. 
I turned just as Vessa dropped into a canal at the opposite end of the street. Dissipating all of my clothes except for my breeches, I sped across the way and leapt in after her. 
The canal was no more than five or six feet wide and twice again as deep. Murky water clouded my vision. I broke into a crawl, but she was already well ahead of me. A half-decayed racoon floated past my arm.
I tightened my lips. Despite my best efforts, she was outpacing me. 
An oar cut into the water missing my body by inches. “Watch where you’re going!”
An angry blue man shook his fist at me as his gondola raced past. The canal swirled and became choppy, forcing me to tread water. By the time I got back into position, the gondola was turning down a side canal and Vessa was gone.
A whoosh of cool air blew over me as I pulled myself out of the dank water. 
“Didn’t find her? Hey champ, it happens to the best of us,” Medina said. She stuck her arm out in a straight line, punching my shoulder in an intentionally awkward gesture. “I’d give you a hug, but you smell like shit. No offense.”
I looked down at my muck covered body. My nose wrinkled. 
“None taken. Let’s find an inn.”
“With a bath,” Medina added. 
“Definitely.”
[image: image-placeholder]It didn’t take too long to find an inn. As I’d suspected, the marketplace we’d landed in was the primary place of business for the city. Consequently, we had our choice of several inns large and small to pick from. Sal and Pallas had stayed behind to guard our luggage.
Sal was deep in conversation with a sort of ape-woman creature while Pallas stood off to the side, as aloof as ever with one hand on her sword. A look of casual disdain covered her face. That immediately turned to disgust once I got within smelling distance.
“Did the girl hide in a dung pit?” she said.
A weary smile spread over my face. I stretched my arms wide. “Hug?”
Her sword moved in a blur towards my neck. “Not a step closer, outlander.”
A belly laugh rumbled through me, while Pallas sheathed her sword. “Bah, men and their filth. I will never understand the affinity you have for dirt.”
“Vessa’s gone,” I said. “She disappeared into a canal.” 
“Cricilans are able swimmers. I’ve studied their race, but little. From what I’ve read, they’re supposedly related to salamanders and toads.”
“They’re amphibious,” I said.
“Something like that,” Pallas said. “As I’ve said, all my knowledge comes from a few texts I read as a student at the academy. And that was many years ago. Anyways, there is little use worrying ourselves. She could be anywhere in the city by now. I’m going to find an inn. It would be best if you stayed here to watch the luggage.”
She wrinkled her nose a final time before marching off across the square.




Chapter 10


“Pallas said they’re amphibious,” I said.
“The Konn aren’t quite amphibious, but they’re also not exactly like you or I,” Sal said.
“Mammals, you mean. Or warm blooded animals with hide and fur who give birth to live young like cows and dogs and people.”
“I think so.” Her brows knit together. “We don’t have quite the same distinctions, but I understand what you mean. They’re a sort of hybrid race.”
“Interesting,” I said. “When Vessa first arrived, she introduced herself as the lowly.”
Sal pursed her lips. “The Konn have a strict caste system. More likely than not Vessa was a thrall to a wealthy family. Or to the Visipath, the Konn religious order.”
“This just gets more and more complicated. Maybe we should forget about her and focus our attention on rescuing Vala.”
“I’m not sure that’s possible. I believe Vessa knows more than she’s letting on. What did she whisper to you again?”
I closed my eyes and tried to summon back those words. “The elf is shrouded in shadows. The Earth is her tomb. Beware the mask.”
Sal sighed. “Could she be any more cryptic?”
“Cut her some slack,” I said. “You just said she’s a slave.”
“Probably a slave. I am far from an expert on Konn social customs.”
A faint itch pulsed against the side of my throat. I absentmindedly scratched it while I pondered my next question. “Well, what else do you know about the Konn?”
“They’re ruthless.”
A pregnant silence filled the air. 
I chose my next words carefully. “Sal, why did you leave home?”
She responded with a kiss. Sweet and tender, her lips folded over mine in an explosion of desire. I wrapped my arms around her back, letting her warmth seep into me and mine into her.
Her tongue darted between my lips, rough and eager. My hands eagerly roamed the expanse of her back. Her hand shot to my crotch. 
Unable to resist any longer, I tore off her long tunic, revealing an expanse of supple white skin. Taking one breast in my mouth, I began to suck eagerly at her rosebud nipples. 
My hand crept around to her backside, and grabbed hold of a jiggling expanse of her muscular buttocks. 
Lifting her up into the air, I slid myself into her waiting wetness. She let out a soft gasp as I slowly began to pump in and out of her. Tingles of electricity ran down my cock and into my body.
“Yes, yes, oh yes,” the huntress said, leaning her head back towards the sky. I sped up. With her legs wrapped around my waist, and my cock deep inside of her inviting pussy, there was no better feeling in the world.
“By the goddess, I’m coming.” She tightened her grip around me, sending me into paroxysms of pleasure. 
Unable to hold it any longer, I came deep inside of her.
[image: image-placeholder]We met for breakfast the next morning. Medina had never come up to bed. We found her at the bar, her face slumped beside an empty tankard. Concern swept through me. After discovering that her father was a degenerate alcoholic, I couldn’t help but worry that the affliction might be hereditary. We pulled her to a nearby table. 
“What do you think?” I said. 
“I have an idea,” Pallas said, picking up a nearby cup of water. Before I could stop her, she turned it over Medina’s head. The queen of darkness awoke with a start.
“We’re under attack!” she cried.
I rolled my eyes. “Good to see you back in the land of the living.”
“Wait, why am I wet? Did it rain last night?” Medina peered around blearily. I couldn’t help it. I burst out laughing. Sal soon joined me. Even Pallas got in a chuckle. Confusion turned to sleepy resignation in Medina’s eyes. 
“Okay you guys, I’m going night-night.” She folded her arms in front of her before plunking her head down.
Just then the waitress appeared. A well endowed Konn, she was dressed in the race’s trademark skimpy attire. It took everything in my power not to stare.
“I’ll just have coffee,” Medina whimpered.  
The waitress laughed. “Little too much to drink last night? I’ve got just the cure.”
She winked, before disappearing into the back. 
“So, what’s the plan?” Pallas said. 
“Sal believes she might be a slave based off of something that she told me earlier. I propose we go around to the wealthiest citizens pretending to be an envoy from Andhera here on a trading mission,” I said.
“That has its merits.” The look of displeasure did not leave Pallas’s eyes. “However, such a plan would be time consuming and time is something we can ill afford to waste.”
“Do you have anything better?” Sal said.
Before Pallas could reply, the waitress returned. Two oblong wooden platters were balanced on her arms. One held a clouded tin carafe. Steam flew from its half-pyramid spout. A collection of clay mugs sat atop one another in a precarious tower.
The other tray held our eggs, each situated in what looked like a brass candle holder, except that the base of the candle fluted outwards at an angle. A spongy white looking pastry sat atop a wooden platter.
Moving with practiced motions, the buxom server swept down to one knee and gracefully maneuvered the platters onto the table. Taking hold of the carafe with one hand and the clay mugs in the other, she deftly poured us each a cup. Medina got hers first.
I watched with amusement as she practically fell face first into the mug’s steaming contents. We got our eggs next and the waitress saved the pastry for last, placing it in front of Medina with a flourish. 
“Guaranteed hangover cure. It’s my granny’s own recipe,” she said.
The green tinge hadn’t left Medina’s face. She eyed the cloud shaped pastry with a dubious expression. “Does it work?”
The serving wench laughed. “My grandma has 93 years of partying behind her. Trust me, if it didn’t she’d be dead a dozen times over.”
Medina looked hardly less enthused. Nonetheless, she picked off a small chunk and stuffed it in her mouth. Color immediately returned to her face.
“By the goddess,” she gasped.
She shoveled the rest of the pastry down in a series of chomping gulps. By the time she was done, she appeared thoroughly recovered.
“Do you know what this means?” She continued without waiting for us to respond. “I can drink as much as I want, whenever I want. Yippee!”
I turned to Sal. “I don’t think that’s the right lesson to draw from this episode,” I said dryly.
She shrugged, a smile dancing over her lips. “Let the kid have her fun.”
Medina took a hefty slurp from her cup, slamming the mug down with enough force to send coffee spilling across the table’s wooden surface. 
Pallas scooted away from the encroaching mess. “Now that your lordship has had her morning repast, perhaps she’d like to join us in our strategy session.”
Medina belched, an unselfconscious move that was equal parts disgusting and endearing. “First of all,” she said, holding up a single finger. “It’s your ladyship and second of all, I can’t believe you guys haven’t even thought to ask Henki.”
“Will he show up?” I said.
Ever since I’d freed the demon from the tooth Medina had trapped him in, the demon had reappeared several times when I’d been in need. Still, he was a fickle demon and not someone I could count on.
Medina lifted a rawhide rope that’d been hanging around her neck. A smile flashed over her face as she revealed a beaten silver trinket hanging at the end of the necklace. She handed it to me across the table.
“I made it for you last night.” Her eyes bugged out of her face as she stifled a second belch. “I was in the golden hour betwixt drunkenness and way too much drunkenness.”
I held it up to the light. The silver trinket looked like a kindergartener's approximation of the moon. 
“Henki’s trapped in here?” I said.
“He is, and he’s not happy about it,” a familiar sour voice emanated from the necklace. 
A puzzled expression swept over Sal’s face. “It’s a long story,” I said.
“It’s a very short story,” Henki said. “Let me tell it to you. Once upon a time, a group of inept doofuses kidnapped an innocent demon who was just minding his own business, not hurting anyone. Okay, he may have been hurting a few people, but they deserved it. Anyways-”
“Shut up Henki,” Medina, Pallas and I said simultaneously. 
Blessed silence descended over the trinket. 
“Impressive,” I said, exchanging glances with my two companions. Medina clapped her hands together as she burst out laughing. Pallas rolled her eyes, while a wry smile crossed Sal’s face.
“I think I understand,” she said.
“Henki, where is Vala?” I said.
“Wish I knew so you vultures would leave me alone,” Henki grumbled.
“What do you mean?” I said.
“There’s too much magical interference,” Henki said. “Powerful forces are at work.”
I slipped the necklace on, tucking it under my tunic. “Well, we tried. Let’s stick with the original plan and if we come up with something new, we’ll do that.”
I eyed my egg before digging in. It was the size of a papaya and its eggshell was an unappealing ashen gray. 
“You break the shell like this,” Sal offered, demonstrating how with a small spoon. I followed her example and was relieved to see a normal looking egg white. I pried off a few more eggshell fragments before slicing into it with a small knife. 
I let out a surprised oomph as I slid a slice of egg into my mouth. The yolk was bright orange and surprisingly sweet, while the egg white had a rich, savory flavor and an almost creamy texture.
I quickly gobbled it down. Fortunately, no one broke in to tell me that I’d just consumed spider eggs. Pushing my chair back, I dropped a few silver coins on the table and headed for the door. 
Outside, it was already sultry and it didn’t take long for patches of sweat to form under my armpit. I’d always hated the heat. The sooner we got out of here, the better. Passing through the marketplace, there were only a few Konn walking around. Several glances came my way, but for the most part the native population seemed distinctly incurious, despite the fact that we appeared to be the only foreigners around.
“Ouch! Hey, that hurts, let go!”
I spun around. Pallas had a Konn boy by the wrist. She looked down her nose at his writhing blue form.
“I caught him with his hand in my pocket.” Her eyes narrowed. “We’ll report him to the police before we proceed.”
The boy began to shake, a look of terror passing over his face. “By the sunken ones, no! They’ll cut my hand off.”
Pallas snorted. “I sincerely doubt they would mete out a punishment so harsh to one so young.”
The boy doubled up, his body seized by wracking sobs. 
“Let him go,” I said.
“These are crocodile tears,” Pallas said, incredulously. 
“Wait,” Sal said, stepping between us. “I have an idea.”
Reaching into her satchel, she produced a small globule of a waxy, green substance. She placed it in the palm of her hand, before extending her arm to the boy. 
“Don’t cry young one, we won’t hurt you,” she said.
The boy rubbed his eyes with one fat palm. His eyes were heartbreakingly wide. “Promise?”
“On my mother’s grave,” Sal said solemnly. She looked up at Pallas. “If you will.”
Pallas begrudgingly let go of his wrist. The boy shook it a few times, before casting a mistrustful glance up at Pallas. Then he tottered forward and plucked the green thing from Sal’s hand. Popping it in his mouth, he began to chew.
“Would you like to help us?” she said.
He answered without swallowing. “What’s in it for me?”
I was taken aback by the hardness that’d swept over his eyes. It had only taken a moment for him to transform back into a rough and tumble street urchin. 
This poor kid, I thought. He couldn’t be older than eleven.
With a flourish, Sal produced a gold coin between her thumb and forefinger. Small and fat, the edges were rounded. An unfamiliar male silhouette covered the front half along with a sequence of numbers that held no meaning to me.
“A gold ducat,” he said, reverentially.
“All yours, but,” with a twist of her fingers the coin disappeared. “You have to show us to the house of the richest person in the city. Think you can do that?”
Uncertainty passed over his eyes. “I don’t know who that is.” Disappointment welled up inside of me. I was on the verge of leaving when the boy continued.
“But, I know someone who does.”




Chapter 11


We were definitely in the seedier part of town. We walked for a good half hour along a wide avenue that I assumed was the main commercial street. Lines of cart toting, flightless birds occupied the center road, while pedestrians kept to the sides. The birds were massive, closer in size to a velociraptor than an ostrich; they reminded me of those elephant birds that lived in New Zealand before the Maori wiped them out in the 14th century. 
It was crazy to think that not even seven hundred years had passed since dinosaur sized birds had walked the Earth. I wondered what other surprises there might be, still waiting to be discovered in some neglected corner of the Amazon or in the black depths of the Pacific.
The street urchin hooked a sharp left, taking us into a maze of back alleys. He’d refused to give us his name, claiming he didn’t have one. After our initial conversation, he’d barely spoken more than a word or two at a time. If the entire race was as loquacious as Vessa and the nameless boy, our already frustrating stay didn’t seem like it was going to get better anytime soon.
My foot teetered out into empty space and my arms pinwheeled back. I bit down on my lower lip, as I stepped back to safety. A canal had appeared, bisecting the road not a foot from a sharp perpendicular turn. The boy was on the far side, walking forward without so much as a backwards glance. Planting both feet on the ground, I hopped over the fast moving water and jogged after him.
Catching up to the boy, I placed my hand on his shoulder. “How much longer?”  
“Almost there,” he said, without breaking stride. He punctuated each word with a loud smack of the gum Sal had given him. 
When I’d asked her about it, she’d told me it was simply tree sap mixed with honey. We continued on down the alleyway. I caught up with the boy just as he stopped at the entrance to a new side alley. This one was a dead end, obviously meant to serve as a place to store garbage before it got picked up. 
A coterie of blue street urchins lounged atop piles of moldering garbage. The tallest, a woman who couldn’t have been out of her early twenties, leapt to her feet. With a purposeful stride, she quickly closed the distance between us. 
Snatching out, she grabbed hold of the boy’s wrist and pulled him close to her. 
“Mason, what’d I tell ya ‘bout strangers?”
“They promised me a ducat, if I brought ‘em to ya.” 
The woman cast a critical eye towards us. “Where is it?”
“Hold on there, that wasn’t the deal. We need help locating someone,” Pallas said. “We believe you can be of help in locating her.”
She turned and spat on the ground. “Payment first.”
Sal turned to me. I nodded, and she stepped forward to place the ducat in the girl’s hand.
The female urchin bunched up her face as she held the coin up to the nonexistent light. She slipped it between her teeth and bit down on it hard enough to bend the mental. 
“Alright then.”
She turned and gave the urchin boy a swat on the butt. He raced off into the alley, leaping atop a pile of garbage beside two of his fellows.
“Name’s Cerce,” she said, slipping the gold disc into a small satchel that hung crosswise between her hip and her shoulder. 
Like most of the Konn we’d met thus far, she wore a silky bra and loincloth combo that highlighted her soft thighs and plump breasts.
“So,” her eyes flicked suspiciously between my companions and I. “Who am I to help findin’?”
Pallas took a breath. “We’re looking for the wealthiest person in this city. Someone who would own many slaves.”
“There are many sort like that,” Cerce said. “Dunno if I’ll send you to ‘xactly the richest one, but I reckon we can make it close.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why you folk be searchin’ for them slaves?”
Sal spoke up: “We believe a friend of ours is being held hostage.”
“A drylander slave? Ain’t worth much here,” Cerce said.
“Ai,” a girl of about fourteen shouted from further back. She was perched precariously high atop a mound of decayed fish carcasses. “Ain’t the crocodilians be eatin’ the drylanders up? Maybe they’re afraid. Maybe they all wanna come here an’ be slaves so the big crocs don’t eat ‘em right up.”
“Look, it doesn’t matter who she is or why she’s here. Will you help us?” I said.
“Actually, drylander it matters many a lot seein’ as drylanders ain’t common slaves and we may be hurtin’ ourselves or gettin’ to trouble with the law by helping you,” Cerce said.
The cold clank of coins sounded from behind me. 
“Fifteen.” Sal held up a small, velvet sack. “That’s how many gold ducats you’ll get if you take us to where we need to be.”
Greed vied with fear in the girl’s eyes. 
“Twenty,” she said, her voice bolder than her appearance. 
“Sixteen.”
“Eighteen.”
“Seventeen.”
“Deal.”
Sal nodded. “Very well child, let’s go.”
“I ain’t a child.” Cerce puffed out her chest. “I’ve passed my 19th year. I only hang out with these kind cuz they ain’t got a momma to feed ‘em.”
Sal’s features softened. “And you’ve done a wonderful job of it. Now, young lady, if you will, we can ill afford to wait.”
“Half up front,” Cerce said, sticking her palm out.
Without looking down, Sal counted out a handful of ducats. “Here’s ten.”
Cerce’s eyes widened. It was obvious she’d never seen this much money in one place before. She snatched the coins from Pallas’s palm and stuck them into her bag. 
“Sissy, Merla, you take the others to location number two and wait ‘till I get back or sundown. Whichever’s first. Normal rules apply.”
A chorus of “Ayes” sounded from the back of the alleyway and then a dozen street children were scampering past. Several swatted a small silver ball overhead. Their worn wooden paddles smacked against the metal marble with a dull ringing noise.
A hand shot out towards my pocket, and I gently guided it away.
What a life.
Cerce waited until the last of them disappeared around the corner before starting off. A slender arm hooked over mine. Medina walked with me, arm and arm down the filthy alleyway. 
Her legs pumped like a mock marionette and a false smile played upon her lips. I mustered some cheer into my face. 
Our efforts to cheer each other rang hollow, but Medina kept up the effort. I thought back to what Pallas had said earlier. How she used humor to distract from her own troubles.
I slipped my arm out of hers and wrapped it around her waist, pulling her close. She folded into me like a crumpled leaf. 
Suddenly, she seemed so small. So weak.
So, I held her.




Chapter 12


“We probably didn’t need to pay her that much,” I said.
Sal shrugged. “I would spare no price to get my princess back.”
“I don’t know about that Sally, you seemed pretty eager to haggle,” Medina said.
“Haggling is expected. It would appear strange if I didn’t.”
“Are you sure I need this?” Pallas tugged uncomfortably at the leather collar around her neck. “Vessa didn’t have one.”
I shrugged, scratching at my own collar. It didn’t breathe well in the humid air. “I don’t like it any better than you, but if it’s what it takes, it’s what it takes.”
Truth be told, I thought the collar was insanely sexy, and I was already plotting ways to get her to wear it once we were done with this mission. 
“You guys ready?” I said.
Medina rolled her eyes. “I was born ready. I’m about to make these peasants’ night.”
I turned to Pallas. “Take good care of her, and don’t let her drink too much.”
“I heard that,” Medina said.
“I hoped you would.”
Medina pouted as she stalked towards the mansion. Pallas quickly caught up to her, while Sal and I trailed behind at an appropriate distance. When Cerce had told us that Vassar, the wealthiest merchant in the city, was throwing a ball tonight I’d thought it a happy coincidence.
She’d gone on to tell us that he threw balls about four times a week. It made sense. After all, it’s not like TV would be invented here for at least another thousand years.
We’d bought Sal’s leather collar off of Cerce for another gold coin after she insisted that all slaves were bound by law to wear them. I’d merely summoned one for myself. Realistically, given our status as outsiders we probably could’ve gotten away without it. But, I wasn’t leaving anything to chance.
This plan was dependent on Sal and mine’s ability to penetrate deep into the mansion’s slave quarters.
A pair of slaves eyed Medina nervously as she approached.
“Madam, our apologies. We had not received news that our host was expecting guests from beyond the city,” the first said.
I tore my eyes away from her generous blue cleavage and forced myself to look up at the roof. The mansion was built like a plantation building out of the old South, but with more neoclassical features. It sat in the center of a park-like yard near the center of the city. A lake opened out behind it.
“That is because I am not expected,” Medina said. 
“Oh, in that case-,”
Medina stuck out her hand in a haughty gesture. “I am not expected, because my ascension to the throne of Andhera has been rather sudden. Given our longstanding interest in the Cricilan markets I thought it prudent to make your puny city the first stop on my grand tour of Telos.”
“I’m sorry, what is Andhera?” 
The first slave out an oomph as the second slave elbowed her in the side. “Of course your majesty,” a sycophantic smile slid across her face. “As an esteemed trading partner, Mr. Vassar will be eager to make your acquaintance.”
Medina tossed back her head. “Verily my good chaps.”
“My valets will be seeing to my personal effects. Peasant dog, if you ruin my shoes I will have you fed to the war toads.” Reaching down, she undid her footwear before tossing it over her shoulder. My Paladin reflexes saved me, although I almost fell off the stairs catching the second one.
“That won’t be necessary,” the second slave said.
“Pish-posh,” Medina waved her hand dismissively. “It’s good for the lower sorts to get acquainted with the filth of my feet. How else will they be reminded of their lowly station.”
Her laughter was a bad imitation of an ‘80s b-movie villain. 
Laying it on a little thick there.
The Konn slave was visibly confused. “Yes, erm, certainly. Whatever you say, your highness.”
“Yes, whatever I say. I am the queen.” Medina cackled.
If my eyes could roll any harder, they would’ve fallen out of my head. Fortunately, Medina didn’t press the interaction. She and Pallas strode inside. Cradling Medina’s shoes to my chest, I went up to slave number one, “Hi, where is your shoe room?”
“We don’t have a shoe room. I don’t know what strange customs you people practice regarding footwear.”
“Whoah, whoah, whoah, you people? What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Get lost kid,” the other slave grunted. “We have actual guests to greet.”
I turned to Sal. “You heard her. We have permission to get lost.”
“Whatever,” slave two piped up. “Just get out of here.”
“With pleasure,” Sal said. 
We walked through the front doors and into a gleaming white parlor ballroom. Medina was dancing her ass off in the center of the room. Pallas stood guard nearby, glaring at any of the males who dared to approach her.
“Why is no one else dancing?” Sal said.
“I don’t know- maybe it’s not that kind of party,” I said.
“Cerce said it was a ball.”
“Let’s just find the servant quarters,” I said.
At that moment, an extremely buff male Konn who probably wouldn’t have even come up to my nipple line came up a set of stairs balancing a metal tray filled with raw fish wraps on one muscular shoulder.
“Bingo,” I said, pointing towards the stairwell. 
I sauntered over, acting like I belonged. No one tried to stop me. By now, all eyes were on Medina. She had her hand wrapped around her ankle as she awkwardly scooted in a circle.
“We need to get that girl dancing lessons,” I muttered.
The stairs led down to a warren of stone lined hallways that looked as if they’d been carved directly out of the bedrock. Servants bustled by. Just like our initial drop into the marketplace, no one paid us much mind. As a race, the Konn seemed to mostly keep to themselves. 
Most of the rooms leading off from the hallways were kitchens or pantries, although as we advanced deeper beneath the mansion dormitories started to pop up alongside bathrooms and even a few lounge areas.
We turned a corner and a wooden screen blocked off the remainder of the hallway. A big red X was painted across it. 
“Hey, what are you doing back here?” 
A rough hand gripped my shoulder and spun me around. It was the same muscular Konn I’d seen earlier. Or his twin. 
“We’re looking for the shoe room,” Sal said.
His eyebrows scrunched together. “Shoe room?”
“Hey, do you know a slave by the name of Vessa,” I said. 
“I don’t know what a shoe room is and I don’t know who Vessa is, but I know you two need to get out of here.”
“Sure, but we’re going to look behind that big wooden X thing first,” Sal said.
“What? No!”
I sighed. “You’re not being very accommodating.”
“If you two don’t get out of here in the next ten seconds, I’m gonna-,”
“Gonna what,” I said. “Get on a step-ladder and flex me to death.”
Sal chuckled, while a vein swelled in the slave’s forehead until it looked right to pop. I felt bad about making fun of the guy for his height. I felt a lot better a moment later, after he attempted to punch me. 
Unfortunately for him, years of boxing had given me a second sense for when a guy was trying to take a snap at me. Combined with my Paladin reflexes and his obvious telegraphing, and I had plenty of time to dodge out of the way.
I didn’t, of course. Instead, I summoned a thick breastplate. The poor dude broke his knuckles in several different places against the hard steel. I exchanged an exasperated glance with Sal as he rolled around on the floor, shrieking at the top of his lungs. I let out a disappointed noise as Sal undid her collar.
“And you looked so sexy in it,” I said.
She knelt down, tightening it around the slave’s mouth. As a gag, it was far from ideal. But, it was thick enough to mostly stop the screams.
“I don’t know, it looks pretty good on him. Those big muscles and that little loincloth, mhmm hmm.” She licked her lips.
I casually slapped her ass. It jiggled invitingly beneath my palm, and she melted back into my arms. 
“You’re such a tease.”
“Shut up and kiss me,” she said, angling her head back. 
I planted my lips against hers, and the fresh scent of the forest moved through me. Parting from her lips, I kept one arm wrapped around her waist as we walked back towards the wooden screen.
“Do you think there’s something back there?”
“Only one way to find out.” I lifted my foot and aimed my kick directly at the center of the X. The wood screen burst open, revealing yet more tunnel.
“That was disappointing,” I said.
A low moan, and not the sexy kind, echoed off the stony walls. 
I looked at Sal. “Want to go investigate?”
A loud squelch echoed from down the tunnel. My head shot up just in time to see a lime green rectangular block of slime the size of a piano slam into the far wall. 
“Why not,” Sal said.
We rushed down the hallway. I had no idea what to use against a ball of slime, so I summoned my shield and warhammer. As it turned out, a hammer was not the most effective weapon choice against what was essentially an oversized serving of jello. 
Swinging it down overhead, I sent it careening into the top of the slime box at warp speed. I expected it to splatter. Instead, it absorbed the hammer, letting it sink in about halfway through its body before it suddenly stopped. 
The hammer glowed a bright yellow. Heat traveled up the haft, despite wood being a notoriously poor conductor and then the hammer head and the shaft that were inside of the slime monster were just- gone. 
I took a few steps back, reforming the broken hammer into a snow shovel. If I couldn’t beat it, at least I could shovel it. Assuming it didn’t burn away the shovel either.
Sal let out a fierce war cry as she jumped across the room. Her spear stabbed straight into the slime monster. Blue runes glowed in intricate scrollwork up the length of the spear and across Sal’s body. 
The slime monster flashed a ghostly blue before exploding, coating the walls and myself in particles of oozing slime. I turned and spat, my face crinkling into a mass of wrinkles. Some had made it into my mouth and it tasted surprisingly like lime jello.
“What the hell was that?” I said, turning to the opening in the stone wall. 
A sewer opened up before me. Sliding forward were more jello-like blocks. I summoned my arrows, setting their heads afire. I didn’t think it would damage them, but I had to try. 
I raised my bow, then lowered it. The slime monsters weren’t coming towards us. They were hooking left, towards something inside of the tunnel. A loud boom sounded as a burst of flames collided with another slime monster, sending it careening backwards. We leapt out of the way a second before it splattered against the cavern wall. 
This time, Sal didn’t have to use her spear magic. It burst apart all on its own. I slipped into the gap in the wall before another slime monster could shoot out, letting my bow and arrows dissipate before I did. 
At this point, I had no idea what sort of weapon short of something magical would suffice to kill them. The water in the canal was frigid  and came up to just below my knees. Off to either side were cobble stone ledges.
“Vessa!” I said.
The Konn’s eyes widened in surprise as she glanced over from the far wall. She’d wedged herself into a corner at a diagonal from where I stood. Both of her hands glowed a bright red, as if they were alive with some sort of cackling witchfire. 
“What are you doing here?” she said.
One of the jellies let out a moaning hiss as it shot forward across the water. Stretching out one arm, Vessa shot a globule of energy at the charging slime beast. This time, it didn’t even fall back. It just exploded in a shower of jelly. 
Whatever Vessa was doing, her attacks appeared to be getting more and more powerful. 
There were only two left. Sal sailed past me. Planting her feet in the water, she threw her spear like a javelin. It planted itself in the nearest jelly. Just as before, delicate blue scrollwork lit up across the spear’s shaft before the slime monster exploded in a burst of misty jello.
Whatever primitive mental facilities the last remaining slime had must’ve been going off like crazy by this point. It let out a screech eerily reminiscent of a wombat giving birth, before charging Vessa.
It met the same fate as its companions, bursting apart in a cloud of slimy droplets.
“I’m here looking for Vala. What are you doing here?” I said.
“That is a question I’d like to know as well,” a deep pitched voice sounded from the hallway.




Chapter 13


Standing behind us were three armed guards. They wore the standard Konn loincloths, but mail hauberks covered their arms, torsos and thighs. They were armed with round bucklers and broad bladed spears.
Standing off to the right side was the short guy we’d gagged earlier. If looks could kill, oh boy. 
“We were looking for the shoe room. I believe we found it,” Sal said, waving towards the sewer behind us.
“These are the ones that messed up my hand,” he said.
“You kinda did that yourself buddy,” I said.
He spat on the ground. “Then that woman made sexually charged comments towards me. I would like to file a sexual harassment claim against her.”
“You’re the one walking around without any clothes on,” Sal said dryly.
“Enough,” Vessa said. I turned around, surprised by the commanding edge to her tone. “These are my vassals. They came to aid in my protection.”
“Your majesty,” the lead guard gasped.  “I had no idea.”
As one, the three knelt before Vessa. 
“If it weren’t for these two and their heroic bravery, I might be slime stew by now,” she said.
That was hardly true. We’d barely done anything. 
Vessa must’ve seen the question in my eyes. She shot me a shut up and let me handle this look.
“Ma’am, I must ask what were you doing in the catacombs?” the lead guard asked. “Had you only asked, we would’ve provided armed assistance.”
Vessa breezily waved away the guard’s question. “What a princess does is her own business.” 
She sloshed her way out of the dungeon and into the hallway. Sal and I hastened to follow her. Looking back at the gaping hole in the wall, she frowned. 
“Someone had better get around to fixing that before more slimes crawl in.”
“Yes your majesty, right away your majesty,” the head guard said, his face never leaving the ground. 
With that, Vessa took off down the hallway. Her loincloth flitted up ever so slightly, revealing the soft curve of her left buttocks.
Sal grabbed my arm just below the elbow. “Let’s go.”
We set off down the hall, following in the wake of Vessa the lowly, princess of Cricilia.
[image: image-placeholder]Couples had filtered onto the dance floor. They moved in an intricate rhythm, slipping in and out of each other’s orbit. 
Medina sat in a chair against the near wall. She was engrossed in conversation with a half-woman, half-snake creature who was both extremely well-endowed and also not wearing a bra. 
Pallas stood nearby, one hand on her sword. Her features were cast into a stern mask.
“Attention,” Vessa said, striding out towards the dance floor. “I have returned.”
The room froze. All music and chatter filtered away, except for Medina and the snake lady whose breasts I couldn’t help but notice were drooped across Medina’s shoulders.
The assembled guests sank to their knees. Some went full on prostration, practically wiping their foreheads against the floor. 
“Your majesty.”
“She has returned.”
A woman shrieked.
“Rise, rise,” Vessa said, lifting her hands with her palms facing up. “Please, don’t let me interrupt your good time. However, if someone would be so kind as to alert my family of my whereabouts, I would be much appreciative.”
A pot bellied man in an overcoat rushed up to Vessa. “Your royal highness, it is such a pleasant surprise having you in my abode.”
“Hi Vassar,” Vessa said. “Look, it’s been a long day. If you could get me a fish roll while I wait for my carriage to roll around. Oh, and something for my friends here, too.”
She hitched her thumb back at us. It was shocking to see her go from cryptically near mute to regal to just a normal person. 
A slave rushed over, balancing a long silver platter on one arm. Pink-fleshed fish were wrapped around some sort of creamy filling. After my previous experiences with strange food on this planet, I was loth to try it. 
But, it’d been hours since I’d last eaten, and I’d always been a huge fan of sashimi back on Earth. Taking hold of it between my thumb and forefinger, I plucked one off of the tray and popped it into my mouth. 
My eyes bugged out. It was rich, creamy and delicious, almost like salmon. The filling was surprisingly light and sweet. Vessa leaned against a nearby pillar, her back studiously turned to the room full of people who were trying their best to stare at her, without looking like they were actually staring at her.
I quickly downed another two of the rolls, eating each with relish. I’d just finished my third when one of the slaves we’d met at the door earlier walked into the room. 
“Your majesty, your carriage has arrived,” she said.
“Excellent,” Vessa said, clapping her on the shoulder. “How’s the family Marsh?”
“They’re doing well. My mother is still undergoing treatment, but her condition has improved considerably. I must thank you again for your help,” she said.
“Please, don’t thank me. Thank the doctor,” she said. 
Vessa turned to Sal and I. “Come along.”
I gestured for Pallas across the room and she leaned over and rubbed Medina’s shoulder. The queen of darkness reluctantly cut off her conversation with the large titted woman. As she stood, her right breast fell off of Medina’s shoulder, jiggling as it moved. I raised an eyebrow. I’d always considered myself more of an ass man, but I was intrigued by these quadruple D-cups.
We followed Vessa out into the night. An ornate Cinderella-esque carriage that was drawn by a team of six giant, wingless birds sat on the street outside the mansion doors.
Vessa skipped down to the carriage and opened the door. She stood off to the side, obviously waiting for us to enter first. 
She’s not acting like a princess, I thought.
Then again, neither had Vala or Medina when I first met them. I sidled in first. Medina shot in next to me and laid her head against my shoulder. Pallas came next and Sal slid in on the opposite side. Finally, Vessa entered.
“What are these seats made out of? They’re hella soft,” Medina purred.
“You like them? It’s vintage octopus bladder,” Vessa said.
The carriage started up and the faint clink of wood against stone filled the night air. 
“What’s going on?” I said. “None of this makes sense.”
“I know,” Vessa sighed. “I was hoping you’d go home. You have to understand, a very delicate balance of power exists here.”
“Well, we’re not going anywhere,” Medina said.
Her breath stank of wine. I was really going to have to watch her drinking.
“I’m not just the princess of Cricilia- I’m also a lunar virgin,” Vessa said.
“Cal can help with that,” Medina said.
“Shush you,” Pallas said.
“There are dark forces at play. The people of Cricilia don’t know how bad the vrag invasion is. We’ve been insulated so far, thank the goddess. But, we don’t know how long that’s going to last. The vrag have been making forays deeper and deeper into the South,” she said.
“So?” I said.
“How much do you know about Cricilian society?” Vessa said.
“I know that it sucks.” Medina hiccuped. “Nobody here knows how to dance.”
Vessa ignored her. “Well, it’s organized along three pillars. The royal family controls the army, the temple controls religious festivities and the merchants control trade.”
“Who controls internal security?” Pallas said, her curiosity piqued.
“Depends on where you go. Mostly it’s private with the merchants hiring their own bodyguards. The temple guards are the worst,” she shivered. “Those you have to watch out for.”
“And the courts?” Pallas prompted.
“Military courts answer to the king, religious matters are controlled by the temple and trade disputes are handled by the merchant guild, which is coincidentally run by Vassar, the man whose party we just ruined. Nominally, it’s a council system, but he’s been the proverbial power behind the throne for at least the last three decades,” she said.
“Sounds complicated,” I said.
“On paper, sure. But, in reality everyone mostly minds their own business,” she said. 
I thought back to our arrival in the marketplace. The people had appeared remarkably sanguine about the giant feathered monster that had descended into their midst.
“Except,” Sal began.
“Right, there are always exceptions. And that’s where I come in. You see-,” the carriage ground to a halt. 
“I’ll tell you later,” Vessa said in a hushed voice. “For now, you’re my servants, slash bodyguards.”
The clip-clop of steel clad boots against cobblestone sounded from outside of the carriage. They stopped just outside. The door swung open, revealing a loincloth clad Konn. Freakishly tall and worryingly thin, he was the polar opposite of the muscle bound shortstack I’d met in the tunnels below Vassar’s mansion.
“Your majesty,” he said, bowing low.
She nodded her head regally as she descended from the carriage. Sal followed and then Pallas. I had to help Medina down.
“Thank ya kindly,” she said, whipping her head around.
The footman didn’t give any sign of hearing her. He was already walking back to the driver’s box.
“Jesus Christ, get a hold of yourself,” I said.
“I’ve never, uhm, been more a hold of myself in my whole goddamn life,” Medina said.
I rolled my eyes, although internally worry had taken hold. Was this a reaction to meeting her father? Or even worse: to killing her father in front of thousands of cheering fans?
I didn’t want to go all armchair psychologist on her, but it was clear to anyone with half a brain that Medina had been through a lot in the past few weeks. Hopefully, finding Vala would help out. 
Speaking of which, I watched Vessa laugh and joke with the butler at the front door of the keep. It was surprisingly more modest than Vassar’s mansion. 
Had I passed it on the street, I would’ve assumed it to be an army headquarters or even a depot or warehouse. A squat stone building barely three stories tall with crenelated battlements and narrow, slit windows, it was obviously built more for functionality than ornamentation. 
Of course, that went back to the strange tripartite, quasi-theocratic, quasi-libertarian, quasi-dictatorial government system these people had going on. I shook my head. In any human society, such a system would immediately lead to outright conflict, if not civil war.
Medina had begun to snore against my shoulder. Leaning down, I swung one arm under her legs and one under her torso and lifted her over the threshold in a princess carry.
Medina’s eyelids opened as she passed the threshold. 
“Now kiss me.”
I leaned over and kissed her, before setting her down.
A wrinkled old Konn in a bathrobe and a silver crown had Vessa wrapped in a tight embrace. 
“My daughter has returned to me! By the grace of the goddess, my daughter has returned!”
Tears glistened at the corners of his eyes. 
“Father, I’m not alone. I’ve brought some friends with me. They helped me escape,” she said.
“Escape?” A murderous edge entered the king’s eyes. Despite his advanced age and unintimidating physique, he gave off an aura of violence. “Who would dare kidnap my daughter?”
“No father, it wasn’t like that. I just got lost in the sewers beneath the city. They happened to come at just the right time. I was set upon by slimers. Without their aid, I would have surely died,” she said.
“You know you’re not allowed down there,” he chided gently.
“I know, father. I was playing rubber-ball and it fell into one of the grates.”
I stiffened. She’s bullshitting her own father.
Her dad obviously didn’t know about her magic energy attacks. And there was no way in hell she’d just gotten lost in those sewers, to say nothing of the fact that she hadn’t even mentioned being teleported all the way across the continent. 
The old king strode across the room and clasped my hand. I winced. He had an iron grip, despite his deceptively thin hands. “You’ve saved my daughter. For that I am eternally grateful. We have much to discuss. Unfortunately, it’s late and there are matters of great importance I must discuss with my daughter before either of us retire. Have you eaten?”
“Yes, at the party,” I said.
“Well, if you feel peckish just ask. Any of the waitstaff will be more than happy to whip something up for you. I imagine you must be tired.  I insist you cancel whatever lodging arrangements you have and spend the night with us. This old castle might not look like much, but I assure you the rooms are more comfortable than they look.”
Without waiting for a reply, he clapped his hands. 
A gaunt shadow detached itself from the wall as an even older man shuffled towards us. I marveled at how he was able to stand.
The king formed his hand into a blade and set it close to his mouth, before speaking in a theatrical stage whisper: “Javier has been with us since the beginning. He served my father and my father’s father, if you can believe it. You’ll need to speak up a little, but there are no more capable hands than his.”
“Sir?” Javier croaked. Milky cataracts spotted his otherwise piercing blue eyes.
“See this man and his friends to the guest chambers. If they need anything at all, see that they have it.”
I flinched at the king’s booming voice. But, evidently it worked as intended. 
“Yes, your majesty,” Javier said, bending stiffly at the waist in an approximation of a quarter bow. 
If he leaned any lower the poor bastard would fall over, I thought.
“This way.” He turned and shuffled towards the back of the chamber. I wondered if he’d even seen us, or if he was taking this all on faith.
He moved at a snail’s pace. I waited until he’d halfway crossed the room before starting off after him. Behind me, the King and the princess were locked in a fevered discussion that barely rose above a whisper.
I wish I could hear what they were saying.
[image: image-placeholder]“This is comfier than I expected!” Medina said, bouncing on the bed.
I sat down beside her and rolled unexpectedly to the side. “Whoah, this feels like a water bed.”
“Will that be all?” Javier said.
“No, I’d like some grub. What do you got?” Medina said.
“If you don’t need anything else, I’ll be going,” Javier said.
“Nooooo,” Medina whined. “I’m sooo hungry.”
But, Javier was already shuffling down the hall. I followed Medina to the door. His desiccated buttocks sagged out from the sides of his loincloth.
“Oh gross,” I said.
“We’re starving. I’ll literally die without food,” Medina gasped.
Javier didn’t stop.
“Well, that didn’t work,” Medina said. She skipped back into the room and flounced onto the bed. “At least the accommodations are comfy,” she said, burying her head in the pillows.
“There’s not much we can do tonight,” I said. “It’s been a long day. I’ll take first watch. You guys get some sleep.”
“Already on it, chief,” Medina said. “Next stop, snooze city.”
She let out an exaggerated snore. Sal disrobed before settling in next to the princess. I let my eyes roam over her generous curves, and supple flesh.
“I’ll stay up with you for a time. I’ve had trouble sleeping lately,” Pallas said.
I pulled up two chairs and set them in front of the door. The lines around her face tightened. Vala’s disappearance had affected us all different ways, but none of us had been hit quite like Pallas. 
We passed the night in companionable silence. The knock came sooner than I expected. I stood and shot my arm out, palm facing towards her. Pallas reluctantly slid her sword back into its sheath.
I opened the door. Vessa stood on the other side.
“Come in,” I said.
She shook her head. “Gather your friends. We’re taking a walk. Quickly now, we only have a few hours.”
“Are you going to explain what’s going on?” I said.
“We’ll talk as we go,” she said. “Now, are you coming or not?”
I shook Medina and Sal awake and we followed the princess out into the hallway. I expected her to lead us back the way we came. Instead, she took us deeper into the castle. We passed out from the main corridor into an unlit side hall. 
I summoned a torch. Behind me, Sal’s spear glowed with a fierce blue light.
We descended a set of stairs that looked as if they’d been carved into the bedrock itself. The air became unpleasantly humid. I reached out an arm to steady myself in the dark and came up against dank water running down the walls. 
“Where are you taking us?” Pallas said sharply.
“To the sewers.” She added hesitantly. “Hopefully, to see your friend.”
Pallas didn’t speak after that. The stairs ended, but the corridor continued to slope down into the Earth. The walls were tight and the ceiling low. I began to feel claustrophobic.
Vessa stopped abruptly. I pulled up short, uncomfortably close to her. I took a step back as she ran her hands over the brick wall.  She stopped and pushed. With a whining protest, the brick slid in. She repeated the process with a second brick a little further down and then she straightened up and pushed in two more that ran slightly above her head.
Vessa dusted off her hands as the brick wall split apart, revealing a yawning void. A new light filled the chamber. Her hands had begun to glow with the same pulsing energy I’d seen earlier during our battle with the slimes.
“Stay alert. From here on out, I can’t guarantee your safety. All manner of fell beasts haunt these tunnels. Stay frosty,” she said, entering the blackness.
I summoned my suit of armor. Fortunately, the cool, moist air made this a far more comfortable proposition than it would’ve been up on the surface. The comforting worn leather haft of my broadsword filled my hand.
“Stay behind me,” I warned the girls.
I worried most about Sal. Despite her superior magical offense, she was completely unarmored. Any sort of ranged weapon or ambush would be devastating against the huntress.
We would have to do something to fix that.
I took a step into the darkness and my feet squelched in muck. 
“Ah crap,” I muttered. Literally. It suddenly occurred to me that she might very well be leading us into a trap. “Where are we going?”
“They keep the girls in a series of pits below the surface. They’re impossible to get out of from the inside. It’s up to us to free them,” she said.
Dissipating my sword, I reached out and grabbed her shoulder. “Free who? The cloak and dagger bit ends here. It’s time for answers.”
She turned. The flames from my torch danced in her eyes. “You’re right,” she pinched her forehead. “I’m sorry, it’s all been so much.”
I let my hand fall from her shoulder. Cold water seeped through the cracks in the armor that covered my feet. I wish I’d had the foresight to force a confrontation on dry land.
“Like I said in the carriage, the common people don’t know how bad the vrag invasion is. Even my own father counts them as nothing more than barbarians. A concern yes, but hardly an existential threat.” She paused before continuing. “But, the priestly caste know better. Through their scrying glasses they’ve seen the destruction that the vrag have wrought. That’s why they’re trying to summon Shothgor.”
“Back up there- who’s Shothgor?” I said.
Vessa held up three fingers. “In the Konn pantheon, there are three high deities. Loomine the high, God of creation. Kord the law-giver who gave shape and discipline to the universe. Then there is Shothgor, lord of destruction.
“The priests hope that by summoning Shothgor, he’ll take care of the vrag.”
“That’s insane,” I said. 
She nodded gravely. 
“They think this demon will do battle for them,” Pallas said.
“Shothgor is no demon. Nor is he evil. I’ve met few foreigners in my life, but most have made this assumption. All things decay, all life ends in death. Shothgor is not good. He is not bad. He is simply necessary for the universe to function.”
“How can you summon a God?” Sal said.
Vessa’s mouth pressed into a tight line. “I do not believe it’s possible. But, the priests are convinced of it.”
“That doesn’t answer my question,” Sal said.
“Blood sacrifice,” Vessa spat out. Her eyes widened. “Look out behind you!”




Chapter 14


I spun around, my sword reforming in my hand. Glittering eyes shone out from the darkness. My paladin reflexes took over and my sword swung out in a vicious arc. A dry hiss filled the chamber as the massive spider split in two.
Behind me, a burst of brightness exploded, filling the chamber with a warm light. More of the spiders had crept around the chamber walls. Pallas let out a war cry as she surged forward. 
Three spiders clustered against the far wall. Switching out my sword for a mace, I dodged to the left as one sprung towards me. My mace landed against its head with a satisfying crunch.
I swung the mace around and used my momentum to throw it at another of the arachnids. It crushed the bug against the stony wall and then there was one. 
It scuttled down the wall and charged through the water towards me. Summoning a spear, I tucked it back under my arm and aimed the sharpened tip right at the bugger’s face. 
A second later the slim, steel tip ran through the creature’s black, staring eye. It popped like a water balloon and a terrible hissing sound filled the chamber.
I let the spear dissipate and turned to see how the others had fared. Pallas stood panting, a spider corpse at her feet, while Sal plucked her spear from the abdomen of a truly monstrous arachnid that lay half-submerged in the filthy sewer water.
Thick greenish goop clung to the spearhead. Sal wrinkled her nose. The spear pulsed bright blue. I shielded my eyes from the brightness. When I took my hand away, the goop had burned away, leaving her weapon immaculate.
“The sewers are infested with monsters such as these,” Vessa said. “Come, death draws scavengers and scavengers draw predators.”
I couldn’t argue with that logic. We took off down the tunnel.
“How do you know it was the priests who captured you?” I said. 
Vessa snorted. “They weren’t shy about it. As a vestal virgin, I’m required to make daily trips to the temple. They simply snatched me and the others while we were in the inner sanctum, performing our rites. They blindfolded us before splitting us up and taking us to different parts of the city. Then they trapped me in this large stone cylinder. It was like nothing I’d ever seen before.”
“How do you know it led down to the sewer,” Pallas said.
“It’s hard not to notice when you’re stuck underground below a river of foul smelling filth,” she said.
My stomach dropped as a sudden realization swept over me. “And this is where you think Vala is now?” 
“I fear she has taken my place.”
“But, how could this happen?” Medina said.
“This is an ancient city, and its grounds have been consecrated many times over throughout the centuries. Strange things are wont to happen in these tunnels, especially if there’s magic involved.”
“And you’re a spell-caster. But, that’s supposed to be a secret, isn’t it?” I said.
“Only the temple priests are allowed to cast magic, and even among their caste it is subject to brutal discipline. I’m self-taught. When I was just a girl, I used to sneak out of the palace at night. It was nothing more than childish mischief- some of my friends and I would meet up to go swimming in a stream not far from here. Well, the spring floods had arrived, but we were too young and foolish to know better. I was the first to enter and the waters swept me away.
“As the waters swirled around me, I prayed to all the gods in heaven.”
“What happened?” Sal said breathlessly. 
“Everything went black. It was as if I were floating in space. Then I was atop a hill in a land I’d never seen before nor since. The grass was thick and dewey beneath my bare feet. Everywhere there were trees with shining orbs. I walked for some time in awe, unsure of what to make of such a place. I was certain I’d died and this was the afterlife. At the top of the hill, a tall woman in a silver dress stopped me.
“She told me many things I no longer remember. But, what I do remember is the book she gave me. It was a thick leather tome. After that, everything dissolved into blackness.
“I awoke in my own bed, the book held tight to my body beneath the covers. As it turned out, after my disappearance my friends had panicked and by the time I got out of bed the next morning, convinced the whole thing had been a dream, half the army was out searching for me.
“The look on my father’s face when he saw me. I couldn’t tell if he wanted to kiss me or kill me. After that little incident, I couldn’t sit comfortably for a month.”
She laughed a hollow laugh.
Pallas’s eyes narrowed. “What happened to the book?”
“I never understood how it worked.” Her eyebrows crinkled together. “It would disappear for months on end, before suddenly reappearing where and when I’d expect it least. I might find it on the shelf of the royal library or behind a bush beyond the city walls. When I had it, I would stay up well into the night studying its secrets. It was a book of endless pages, without a true beginning or end.” We took a sharp turn to the right and her voice dropped to a whisper. “I believe the book is sentient.”
Sal snorted. “You mean it’s possessed?”
“No,” Vessa said, shaking her head. “I believe the intelligence itself emanates from within the book. I cannot begin to describe it. All I can say is that all I know of magic, I learned from the grimoire.”
I turned to Pallas. “Hey, didn’t Vala have a book like that?”
Her face was drawn into a stern line. “That’s what I was thinking. I do not know where or how Vala got her hands on that thing, although after listening to this story I have a feeling it may have simply appeared in the royal library one day.”
“The missing girl is royalty.” Panic had entered Vessa’s voice.
“Don’t worry,” Medina said. “She’s not a virgin.”
“Oh, thank the gods,” Vessa said.
I studiously avoided Pallas’s gaze. She had to know I’d slept with Vala, several times by now. But, as with most good secrets, it was best left unsaid.
“The spell will not work then,” Vessa said. “To complete the summoning, the priests must have the blood of thirteen virgins. I believe one must come from a royal family, but I’m not certain about that. I think the virginity thing is the key.” 
Medina stifled a yawn. “If you want, Cal can take yours. He’s good with that kind of stuff.”
Shut up, shut up, shut up.
A jolt of embarrassment shot through me.
To my surprise, the Konn princess turned and flashed an appraising stare my way. “I will think about that. My recent experiences have soured me on the life of a vestal virgin.”
Vessa turned and continued walking, as if she’d just said something of no consequence. Medina let out a low, ‘oooh.’
“Back to the important stuff,” I said. My voice came out unintentionally gruff. “How did you end up in Vala’s summoning circle? And why do you think she’s in your prison cell?”
We entered a large square chamber. Moss grew in slimy, green beards along the walls. Water sluiced out of half-circle openings that opened up at random along the walls. A rat squeaked in the darkness. 
“So, here’s where it gets tricky,” Vessa said, closing her eyes.
I waited with baited breath for a moment. It quickly became apparent that Vessa was talking about the chamber we were in and not whatever spell she’d used to transport herself halfway across the continent.
“Eeek,” Medina shrieked, taking several mincing steps backwards as Vessa dove into the pool, splashing the queen of darkness with fetid sewer water.
My heart beat double time in my chest. Is this a trap?
Vessa quickly disappeared in the murky blackness.
“How is that possible?” Sal muttered. Stepping forward, she dipped the butt of her spear into the water where Vessa had taken off. It sank into the murk, and kept sinking until a good five feet of its length had vanished from view.
“There’s a drop off,” she said. “We’d best stay here until she returns.”
Pallas frowned. She drew her sword. “I don’t like this. It smells of a trap.”
“I don’t think so,” I said. “I agree with Sal. Let’s wait and see what happens.”
Pallas grumbled, but she put her sword away.
“In the meantime,” Medina sang. “Henki, any updates?”
“It's cold and dark. Oh? You meant out there? No, there’s a powerful magical network running beneath this whole goddamn city. I can’t sense a thing,” Henki said.
“Thank you for your valuable input,” Pallas said.
“I’ve got an idea, how about you suck my big, gray —,”
“Shut up Henki,” Sal said.
I flashed her a smile. “Hey, you’re catching on.”
Medina pouted. “Now we’ll never know what Pallas needs to suck on. For all you know, it could’ve been something helpful.”
I covered my mouth. The lack of sleep was starting to catch up to me. Still, this was nothing compared to what I’d gone through in the military. Hell, even compared to my civilian life it was nothing more than a typical day.
I stifled a grin. Could it be that I’d gone soft since I’d been transported to an alternate dimension where 80% of my life consisted of fighting monsters?
A long black tentacle broke through the surface of the water. 
“Get back,” I said, stepping in front of the girls as I summoned a broadsword. I sunk into a battle pose as a writhing black mass burst to the surface. Shadowy tentacles that looked as if they’d been transported straight from a nightmare swirled menacingly around the room.
The black orb rolled onto its side revealing an orange sack. It looked disturbingly like a blister. The sack burst open and Vessa stumbled towards us.
“Oh my goddess! Vessy, did that thing try to eat you?” Medina said.
“Whew, sorry guys. I should’ve said something. No, that’s our transportation to the next level,” she said.
“There are levels?” I said.
A weary smile spread across her face. “These tunnels are as old as Telos. Come, it’ll be a tight fit. Fortunately, it puffs out a bit.”
Pallas did not move. “What is this thing?”
“I don’t think it has a name. Not a proper one, at least,” Vessa said. “I call it Kala.”
“And you expect me to let that thing swallow me whole?” Pallas said.
Vessa chuckled. “Of course not. We’ll merely be ensconced in a cyst. The gelatinous walls filter out air from the water. I do not pretend to understand how it works, merely that it does.”
“The things one does for duty,” Pallas said, sighing. 
She stepped towards the deflated orange sack. “What do I do now?”
“I’ll go first. Just follow me in,” Vessa said. She hesitated. “Oh, and you should take off your armor and boots. Anything heavy really.”
Pallas scoffed. “And leave myself defenseless?”
Vessa met Pallas’s eyes with a steady gaze. “We’ll be swimming immediately after we get out of here. If you don’t want to drown, you’ll give them to me.”
A dull anger flared in Pallas’s eyes as she shed her hauberk, boots and sword. “What will happen to them?” She said as she handed the bundle over to Vessa.
“They’ll be kept safe inside Kala here. Don’t you worry,” Sal said, as she set everything down in a pile at the back of the cyst.
She took two big strides forward and turned around so her back was to the tentacle monster. Sliding between the two halves of the deflated cyst, the orange flaps flew out enveloping her body. Disgust loomed large across Pallas’s face as she followed the amphibious princess inside.
“Oh yuck, how deliciously disgusting.” Medina looked positively over the moon as she slid in.
I extended my arm. “Ladies first.”
 “What a gentleman.” Sal snorted, before backing into the open sore.
“And then there was one,” I said under my breath.
I dissipated my armor before stepping backwards towards Kala. It felt like I was enveloping myself in a cuddle cocoon. With my favorite girls pressed against my back, the prospect of being plunged into a void of black filth while ensconced in what amounted to a monster pimple didn’t seem too bad.
Then the cyst folded over me. It was pleasantly warm and gelatinous. A momentary panic swept through me as it covered my mouth and nostrils, but that quickly went away as I found my breathing unimpeded. 
Kala let out a sound that sounded eerily like a chirping songbird before it sunk into the water. Everything went dark as my visibility was cut to virtually nothing. The comforting warmth of Sal and Pallas pressed up against my back kept the worst of the panic away.
We broke through the last of the muck. Crystal clear water floated in front of our faces. The world suddenly tipped upside down. Fortunately, the foamy, gelatinous material broke my fall.
A soft lit stone chamber came into view. Kala had stopped. His, her- its- membrane docked with a sheet of some soft material that glowed with a soft, lavender luminescence.
Suddenly, I was falling. Gravity tugged against me as I plummeted to the floor below. My fall was broken by a pool of water no less rancid than the one I’d just left. A stinging sensation spread up the front of my body.
I groaned as I swam to the edge of the room. The water was placid, unmoving below me. A dragon headed boat bobbed at the corner of the room. Grabbing hold of its side, I swung myself over. 
Two paddles were lashed to the side. It was long and narrow, with five one person seats stacked in front of each other. Medina dragged herself over next, Grabbing hold of the front of the boat, she heaved herself over the side with a dramatic sigh. Eschewing the empty seats in front of her, she stumbled over and plopped herself down into my lap.
Her pert ass ground against my crotch, although given the circumstances I guessed it was more of a reflexive I-want-to-get-comfy action than a come hither response.
Either way, I wasn’t complaining. I watched with muted amusement as the other girls plopped from the ceiling into the pool. Sal twisted in mid-air, diving into the water with the grace of a swan. 
Pallas, on the other hand, slapped into the water with all the grace of a stoned lemur. She doggy paddled to the boat and climbed into the back seat. I twisted around.
“Doing okay there?”
Dressed in a deep blue tunic and black leggings, the blonde warrior was a sight for sore eyes, despite her bedraggled state. ““I’ll be better when I’m out of this hell pit.”
Vessa was the last to leave. I felt the blood pulsing in my veins as I watched the blue woman execute an elegant swan dive into the pool. She landed with the barest hint of a flash. She popped up a moment later, bobbing in the water.
“We’re over here,” Medina said, waving.
Vessa held up a hand in the universal sign for hold on a second. A loud plop sounded from above. A small, orange sack split off from the ceiling and landed in the center of the pool. Vessa dived below the water and popped up on the other side. 
It only took her a moment to push the pulsating organic bag across the chamber. Leaving it by the side of the boat, she pulled herself up and sat in the frontmost seat.
“Your stuff is in there,” Vessa said.
The faint outline of what might’ve been a sword showed beneath the orange flesh. I reached down to touch it and stiffened. It was warm.
“Is this thing still alive?” I said.
“In a manner of speaking, yes,” Vessa said. “Don’t worry, it’s not sentient. It’s like a jelly-fish.”
I reached down and plucked it from the water. It was surprisingly heavy, though far from taxing for my Paladin strength. I heaved it aboard before passing it back to Pallas. She eagerly drew a knife from her waistband and got to work.
“Eew, Pally c’mon,” Medina said as dirty liquid spurted into the boat.
“By all the gates of hell,” Pallas said darkly. She pulled the sack up and manhandled it to the side of the boat. 
“Oh yeah, you have to be careful with that,” Vessa said.
Pallas fished out her stuff and threw the empty sack out into the pool. 
“Littering,” Medina said, wagging a finger in front of her. “Naughty girl.”
“Let’s go,” Pallas said.
“Good idea,” I said, leaning over and unlashing the paddles from the side of the boat. I handed one back to Pallas and took the other one in my hand.
“Where are we going?” I said.
“Straight ahead,” Vessa said. “I’ll tell you when to turn.”
We glided forward into the tunnel. Medina had fallen asleep against my left shoulder and it took some awkward maneuvering to paddle without boinking her on the head.
“So, you were telling us about switching places with Vala?” I said.
“Yes, I’d been in the prison cell for a day when the grimoire appeared to me. I opened it to a page at random and there was a teleportation spell. I didn’t think it would work, but it was all I had. I ended up using my fingernails to carve the hexagram out of lichen.”
“Did the grimoire say anything about switching places with another person?” Pallas’s voice echoed off of the low ceiling. 
“No, but as I said earlier this ground is hallowed. For centuries it served as catacombs for generations of powerful mages. Artifacts beyond the knowledge of any living Konn are rumored to have found their homes here, to say nothing of the rivers of blood spilled in sacrifice to the pantheon. Magic is thick in these tunnels, and it has a way of distorting spells, especially below ground.”
“But, what about Vala?” I said.
“Did she have the grimoire with her when she cast the spell?” Vessa said.
“No, in fact it wasn’t in her possession for quite some time,” Pallas said.
“That probably had something to do with it. You have no idea how intricate these summoning circles can be, especially once you get to the trickier spells. A single misplaced line could’ve done it,” Vessa said.
“What if it wasn’t an accident,” Sal said.
“What do you mean?” 
“What if someone disrupted her summoning and pulled her here on purpose?”
“Why? Who would do that?
“That’s what I’d like to know.”
“What’s that?” Pallas said sharply.
I swung my head to where she was pointing. An eye was staring at us through a peephole drilled into the side of the rock. Porcelain white surrounded a deep, ocean blue iris.
It’s not human, it’s a Konn!
A stone panel slid over the eye. If I hadn’t seen it move, I never would’ve guessed it was anything other than solid wall.
“What was that?” Sal said harshly.
“We’re being watched,” I said.
I began to paddle harder. A second later, the hairs on the back of my neck rose as a scream echoed through the chamber. 




Chapter 15


Vessa cursed. “We’re almost there. Turn right!”
A black rectangle opened up to the right. I switched my oar over to the other side and frantically rowed towards the source of the screaming.
Medina jostled awake as I sped up. 
“What’s going on?” she mumbled. Drool dripped from the corner of her mouth.
“Quick, we think a girl’s being held prisoner up ahead,” I said.
“I’m on it, captain,” she said, executing a lazy salute. 
“Medina, no,” I hissed, as she unsteadily climbed to her feet. 
Paying characteristically negative heed to my words, she leapt into the air. Her bat wings unfolded and then she was skimming down the stone lined tunnel. Her whip unfurled and its incandescent tip let up a plume of steam as it dipped against the water.
“No, please!” 
The words echoed faintly off the walls and ceiling. The voice obviously belonged to a young girl. My heart raced. I sped up. Straight ahead, the tunnel terminated in a circular chamber. Descending from the ceiling was a solid stone cylinder. It came to rest several yards above the surface of the water. 
Medina had already reached it. Flitting low beneath, she swept around in a broad circle. Her whip shot out and latched onto the grate. Its fiery tip burned bright and the sound of metallic creaking filled the room. She brought the whip back and lashed out again and again, strategically hitting the grate from different angles.
The ear piercing whine of metal on metal filled the tunnel. The thick metal grate fell from the stone column and landed in the pool with a resounding splash.
We slid in underneath the black square. Summoning a rope, I tossed it to Medina. She darted down low by the water before flitting up towards the hole. The sound of fierce hand to hand combat emanated from the cylinder.
I bit my lower lip and looked up, wondering if I could jump the distance. The noises ceased. A moment later, a rope fell down. 
Grabbing hold, I began to climb.
 It was a short trip. The inside of the stone cylinder was covered with patches of gross green moss and lichen. Huddled in a corner was a Konn girl. Fear and panic flashed across her eyes. A muffled sound came from her gagged mouth. 
Two dead Konn males in intricate wood carved masks lay across the floor. Long searing black burn marks tattooed their torsos. Medina stood propped up against the far wall. Her eyes were closed.
“Are you okay?” I said.
“I’m fine, just give me a sec.”
Stepping over the two dead Konn, I knelt beside the girl. Frantic cries shot from her mouth as she began to shake. I placed what I hoped was a calming hand on her bare shoulder. Her skin was warm and soft, similar to a well-moisturized woman. She was slightly wet, like she’d just stepped out of a pool.
I wondered just how much of her was amphibious and how much mammalian.  Obviously, the creatures of Telos did not abide by Earth rules when it came to genus and species.
I wished I’d studied more biology in school. This whole planet was a scientist’s wet dream. Then again, given how much of Telos was ruled by magic, it’s entirely possible they’d be equally stumped.
I found the girl’s eyes. Her gaze shot down. Moving as gently as possible, I transferred my hand to her chin. She offered little resistance as I lifted it.
“Be calm,” I said. “I’m here to help. But, I can’t do that if you’re shaking.”
I let my hand fall away. Her eyes were a brilliant shade of aquamarine. Peering into them, I saw a deep, unreasoning animal fear vying with a keen intelligence.
“Sister, it is okay. This man is with me. He will help you,” Vessa said.
I’d been so busy with the girl I hadn’t noticed the princess crouched right next to me. 
The girl stilled. 
Summoning a knife, I got to work on the ropes that bound her wrists and ankles.
“Careful,” I warned, slipping the knife under the back of her gag. After a few, tense seconds it fell to the ground and the girl was free. I let the knife dissipate before helping her rise unsteadily to her feet.
She collapsed against my shoulder, her breathing ragged. 
“Your majesty,” she said in between huffing breaths. “They caught me unawares. I apologize for my lack of vigor. I should’ve fought harder.”
“Do not apologize. You have nothing to be sorry for,” Vessa said. “They caught me too. It was only by sheer luck that I managed to escape.”
“What were those two doing here?” I said.
The Konn sniffled and clung closer to my body. Her bare skin pressed warm against me. “I think they were trying to move me. They were the ones who put the gag and bindings on me. They were just about to blindfold me when that bat-lady appeared.”
“That’s Misses Bat-Lady to you, buster,” Medina said.
“My deepest apologies Misses Bat-Lady,” the woman said, shaking. “I had no idea.”
I twisted my head and shot Medina a sour look. Not now, I mouthed.
She tried, and failed, to look contrite.
“Don’t mind her,” I said. “Hey, what’s your name?”
“I am called Zandra. And you?”
“I’m Cal, this is Vessa, the bat-lady is Medina and behind me are Pallas and Sal.”
Her eyes crept over my side. She gave a weak wave towards the girls.
“How long have I been down here?” she said.
“Five days,” Vessa said.
Zandra gasped. “But the festival of lights is in two days. How will they light the torch without us?”
I arched an eyebrow as I turned to Vessa. “What’s the festival of lights?”
“It is the day that marks the transition from the sunny to the rainy season. We light many fires to ward off the gloom. It is our way of fighting back against Shothgor.”
“That’s the night they intended to sacrifice you,” Sal said.
Vessa nodded. “That’s what I think, too.”
I looked up. A heavy stone cap covered the cylinder. They must’ve used magic to move it. 
“We have to keep going,” I said. 
“For all we know, your friend might be on the other side of the city,” Vessa said. 
“There might be more priests around,” I said.
“They’ve almost certainly fled by now. Even if they haven’t, how are we going to get out of here?”
I struck my hand against the stony wall and let out a frustrated grunt. If only I could summon a stick of dynamite. Had Vala still been with us, she might’ve been able to cook up a magical solution.
“Sal, do you think your spear could break that up?” I said.
The huntress looked doubtful. “I’ve never tried to destroy something that big before. Get back in the boat, if this doesn’t work it could mean a cave in.”
I shook my head. “No, it was a bad idea to start with. I’m not risking your life for that.”
I clutched Zandra close to my hip as I walked over to the rope. 
“Let’s get going,” I said. “We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”




Chapter 16


We returned to the palace as the first light of day dissolved the starry sky. We parted in the hallway. Vessa took Zandra to her room while the girls and I returned to our bedroom.
I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.
[image: image-placeholder]“You’re falling asleep into your eggs,” Medina said.
I jolted my head up, narrowly avoiding the face plant I’d been mere inches away from completing. If the king had noticed, he gave no sign.
A loud thud, thud, thud echoed through the room. I closed my eyes and let out a soft moan. After the approximately two hours of sleep I’d gotten last night, I was unusually sensitive to loud noises. 
Put another way, it felt like wooden stakes were being pounded into the side of my head.
“What a wondrous day for Cricila,” he boomed. “Not only has my daughter been returned to the warm bosom of our home, but our fair city has gained new friends and protectors.”
He beamed at me from the head of the table. I returned the gesture with a wan smile. 
“As is customary among my people, I will offer you and your companions a boon. Merely name your prize and should it be within my power, I shall grant it to you.”
I glanced at Pallas, not sure how to process this latest wrinkle. 
The king wagged his index finger. “I do not expect your answer now. Take your time.”
With that, he returned to the steaming fish filet that covered his platter sized plate. Relieved to be out of the spotlight, I took a pull of coffee and luxuriated in the hot, bitter sensation.
“Oooh, we get a prize! What’ll it be?” Medina said.
I put down my mug and shot daggers at the overly excited bat-girl. 
“We’ll discuss that later,” I said, casting a meaningful glance down the long rectangular table to the end seat where the king presided over his court.
“Why? He can’t hear us,” Medina said. Drawing herself back in her chair, Medina squared her shoulders. “I want a pony.
“What?” She continued. “You’re not going to tell me it wouldn’t be so much faster to ride everywhere instead of walking.”
“Half the streets are made of water,” I said, exasperation coloring my voice. “To say nothing of the sewers-”
Pallas kicked my leg under the table. I clamped my mouth tight. If the Konn to either side of me had heard what I’d said, they’d given no sign of it.
A hand clamped on my shoulder. I turned my head and looked up into Vessa’s eyes. She leaned down and whispered into my ear: “When you’re finished, come to my room. We have much to discuss.”
She looked up and nodded to Vala and Medina before walking off.
Medina pounded the table excitedly. “What did she say?! What did she say?!” 
“Are you guys finished?” I said.
“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Medina said, leaning across the table. 
I took a last gulp of coffee and set the empty porcelain mug down on the wood plank table.
“Let’s go.”





The same elderly butler from the night before showed us to Vessa’s room. Like the palace itself, it was surprisingly unostentatious. Given the strange make up of the Cricilan government, it shouldn’t be surprising that the royal family lived such a relatively Spartan lifestyle.
Vessa opened the door for us. After waving the butler away, she invited us inside. “You can come out now,” Vessa said.
A set of rich red curtains at the side of the room fluttered as Zandra’s worried face peeked out. 
“You’re sure it’s safe,” she said.
Vessa sighed. “As safe as it can be with those asshole priests running around.”
“That’s what I wanted to speak about,” I said.
Vessa plopped on the side of the large circular bed that dominated the center of the room. “I’m all ears.”
“We’re never going to fix this problem by wandering around the sewers, clandestinely saving the virgins one at a time. There’s only one solution to our problem- we have to take the fight to the priesthood.”
Vessa leaned back and sighed. I tried not to stare at her gravity defying breasts as they bounced above her flat stomach.
“I’m afraid you’re right,” she said. “It’s so obvious, isn’t it. Yet, at the same time what you’re proposing brings with it some serious risk. All out civil war is a very real threat.”
Medina plopped down next to the princess. Falling backwards, she laid across the bed’s soft expanse.
“By all that is unholy, I love these beds,” she murmured. “Cal, don’t let me forget to ask the griffin if he’ll carry one back to Andhera for me.”
“Focus,” Pallas said.
“I am- on this incredible bed.” Medina’s closed eyes were perfect half-circles. A warm grin stretched lazily across the lower half of her porcelain face, giving her a look of feline contentment.
“As a vestal virgin, you can go into the temple anytime you like?” Medina said.
“Yes,” Vessa said.
“And I’m guessing if you did, the priests would probably try to kidnap you again,” she said.
“Also yes.”
Pallas frowned. “I don’t like where this is going.”
Medina plowed ahead, ignoring the valkyrie’s protest. “Isn’t it obvious? We go with you to the temple. And when the priests try to snatch you away we go all blam, pow, splat,” Medina punched the air without opening her eyes, “and then the baddies tell us where Vala and the other girls are and everything’s gravy.”
“Excellent,” Pallas said dryly. “Now will you share how you propose we enter the temple without the priests noticing us with her?”
Medina opened one eye. “Hey, that’s on you Pally. I’m not going to shoulder this whole burden on my own. Oooh, what if we used magic? How about Bartheous? He could disguise us.”
“Bartheous got teleported away with Vala,” Henki said gruffly. “Good luck finding him with all this ambient magic swirling around.”
“Vessa, you know how to use magic,” Medina said.
“I’m afraid I won’t be of much help here,” Vessa sighed. She shot a curious look over to Zandra who was still standing half-in, half-out of the curtains. “Come over here sister, you’re safe now.”
The priestess cast a dubious look around the room before letting the curtain fall away. She moved towards the bed in long sweeping strides, before sitting down beside Vessa.
As soon as her butt touched the edge of the bed, she leapt back to her feet. 
“What is that?” she exclaimed.
I rushed over. “What’s what?”
A large, rectangular shape was outlined beneath the covers. Vessa stood up and lifted the blanket. A thoughtful look spread across her face.
“So, it’s returned.”
A large, leather-bound book sat atop the mattress. Vessa lifted it with trembling hands. Taking it over to a table by the wall, she set it down and flipped to a random page.
I remembered what she’d said earlier, how it was a book without beginning or end. How the book’s contents changed depending on the needs of the reader.
A grim smile tugged at the corners of Vessa’s lips.
“Getting in won’t be a problem.”




Chapter 17


“Where are those fools?”
High priest Kalu paced the temple antechamber. Off to his right, Vissan looked nervously at the ground. He was grateful for his mask. It provided a modicum of safety from the high priest’s blistering gaze.
“I don’t know, sir,” he said. “They were due back this morning.”
“Have you sent in a team after them?” Kalu said.
A bead of sweat ran down his forehead. Vissan briefly wondered if the scent of alcohol was heavy on him. “We haven’t had the time, sir. With the return of the princess-”
The high priest slammed his fist down on a nearby table, causing a half-melted candle to jump. Vissan watched with faint detachment as the candle fell to the floor. He’d awakened late this morning and the hangover had barely subsided before he’d been summoned to the grand temple.
Kalu drew his lips back, revealing a brace of yellowed teeth. Vissan’s heart slowed. Each tooth was filed down to dagger-like consistency. He’d seen what the high priest could do with them.
He recalled the soft tearing sound of skin pulled back from living flesh. The spurting ruby blood and the cries that continued until the oxygen had been exhausted from their lungs.
Three confident thuds sounded from the door. Kalu’s lips slid back over his cavernous jaws, sending a flurry of relief shooting through Vissan.
“Coming,” the high priest grumbled as he fumbled his mask over his face.
Compared to what many of the other priests wore, it was relatively simple, almost child-like in its simplicity. A broad wooden oval marked over with chalky white symbols, two crudely drawn eyes, narrow slits for a nose and a thin line where his mouth should be.
It was an irony of their religious order that the higher up you got in the food chain, the less ornate the masks became. 
Once the master was properly adorned, Vissan stepped forward and opened the door.
“Greetings worshiper.” His heart skipped a beat. Standing in front of him was the princess. Their missing link. The lost lamb returned to the fold. He fell to one knee. “Your majesty, what are you doing here?”
Princess Vessa swept past him without answering. Vissan awkwardly held his position for a minute before rising. 
“Blood of Shothgor,” Vessa said, bowing stiffly at the waist towards Kalu. 
The wizened blue figure took her hand and brought it to his wooden lips in a caricature of a kiss.
“You have returned to us.”
The princess took a deep breath. “Yes, I am ready to complete the ritual for the good of my people.”
Despite the mask, Vissan could practically feel Kalu’s glow.
“You’re made the correct choice,” he said, his voice licorice smooth. “It is so edifying to see one as young as yourself already so wise and brave, willing to embrace the abyss for the sake of your countrymen.”
“Will you take me back to my cell?” Vessa said.
“Yes,” Kalu said. A sour note entered his voice. He inclined his head towards the cloth square she grasped in her left hand.“What is that?” 
“A blanket,” Vessa said. “It was rather cold the last time I was locked in there.”
“I’m afraid you’ll have to leave that behind,” Kalu said. “Vissan.”
Vissan stepped forward, his arm outstretched towards the princess. 
“I’ll keep it safe for you,” he said, wincing slightly at the obvious insincerity of his own words.
Vessa took a quick step back. Her right hand whipped around and grabbed the other corner of the blanket. Vissan hesitated, mouth agape as he processed what was going on in front of him. The blanket fluttered open, revealing an ornate pentagram painted in blank ink.
A low, guttural chanting filled the room.
“Move dammit,” Kalu shouted, springing forward as smoke started to blossom from the blanket.
But, it was already too late. Vissan watched in horror as the high priest of all Cricila was impaled on a gleaming steel broadsword.
[image: image-placeholder]“I don’t like this,” Medina complained. She flipped over backwards onto Vessa’s waterbed and spread her arms and legs out like a sea-star.
“Just be patient,” I said.
“I’m with her,” Pallas said. “Optics be damned, we should’ve gone in with her. I’m tired of pussyfooting around.”
A bead of sweat dripped down my forehead. It rolled uncomfortably down the length of my nose before sliding into my mouth. I sighed. We were about a thousand years off from the invention of air conditioning, and here I was standing around in a full suit of plate armor like a jack-ass. 
Needing a distraction, I turned to the far wall. Zandra reclined on a purple divan. Below her feet was a small inground pool, just big enough for two people to sit comfortably side by side. Vessa had explained that all Konn had something similar in their homes. Apparently, it was vital for their race to spend part of each day in the water.
Zandra’s moist skin glimmered. With her large breasts and revealing bra and loincloth combo, she looked like she belonged on the cover of a Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition- not as a vestal virgin.
Concern for the recently freed captive won out over other, baser instincts. 
“Will you be okay on your own?” I said.
She opened her eyes and fixed me with a gentle gaze. “I’ll be fine, thank you.” Warmth clouded her voice. “There is nowhere safer in the city than right here. As powerful as the temple order might be, their power does not extend to the king’s castle.”
“You could come with us,” Medina offered. 
Zandra smiled. “No thank you, I would only get in the way.”
“Well, hopefully this whole thing will be over before too long,” I said, taking a few practice swings with my broadsword. 
“I’m worried,” Sal said. “It’s taking her an awful long time.”
“She’s probably fine,” I said, bringing my sword up for a forward strike. The world around me dissolved in a blinding flash of light. I swore, shuttering my eyes against the afterglow. 
A pained exhale sounded uncomfortably close by as my blade grew heavy and tugged down. 
“By Kord’s hammer,” Vessa gasped.
I blinked. Hanging from the end of my sword was a Konn wearing a crude wooden mask. Thick, ichorous blood coated the end of my blade.
“Yuck,” I said. I let my sword dissipate and the dead Konn slunk to the ground. “You okay?”
“Yes,” Vessa said. Her eyes widened. “Catch him before he escapes!”
I swung my head to the far corner of the room where a second Konn was clumsily sliding against the wall towards a door. Medina’s whip cracked as it shot out across the room. 
The end wrapped around his ankle and pulled tight, knocking him off his feet. He landed heavily on his back then slid across the floor as Medina pulled him in.
“Please, no! I had nothing to do with this. It was all his idea. I’m innocent!” The priest’s protests dissolved in a mass of sobbing cries.
I rubbed my temple. I was way too tired for this bullshit.
“Shut it,” I said. “If we wanted to kill you, we would’ve done so already.”
The priest’s cries dampened.
“Wait, you mean I can’t kill him?” Medina said, an exaggerated innocence to her tone. 
I shot her a murderous glance as the Konn’s screams started again. She lifted her shoulders, a shit-eating grin on her face.
“Listen here,” Sal said, leveling the end of her spear with his throat. “The fastest way for you to die is to continue screaming and crying. If you want to live, you’ll shut up and do as you’re told.”
The priest’s cries fell to a whimper. “Okay, but it wasn’t my fault.”
The headache had died down to an uncomfortable throbbing behind my temples. “Whatever, stand up. You’re going to show us where the missing girls are, starting with the elven princess. If you do a good job for us, we’ll let you keep your life. If you try to yank us around,” I drew a finger across my throat in what I hoped was a universal gesture.
“That means he’ll kill you, shitbird,” Medina said, as she stepped forward to kick him in the ribs.
The Konn priest moaned pathetically. “What was that for?”
“Do you really want to start with me?” Medina said. “How about kidnapping my friend, for starters.”
I hooked my arm under her elbow and pulled the queen of darkness back before she could do more damage. “Let’s leave the guy alone for now.”
“Bah,” Medina said. With a flip of her wrist, she retracted the rest of her whip before stalking off.
I looked down at the priest. He’d begun to shake, and judging from the dark patch on the front of his loincloth, he wasn’t taking our appearance too well. I wrinkled my nose. My experience in the military told me if I didn’t smell it now, I would soon.
“Let’s go,” I said. “On your feet.”
The priest flipped over and slowly drew himself up. A different scent than the one I was expecting assaulted my nostrils. 
“Christ dude, how much have you been drinking?” I said.
“That bad, huh?” he said in a small voice.
Before I could get another word out, Pallas stepped in front of me. Practically glowing with righteous indignation, she shouted, “The princess. Now!”
The priest snapped to attention. “Yes ma’am.”
He turned and walked off towards the interior door. It opened into a musty smelling nave. Black curtains filtered what small amount of light managed to break through, casting the wide circular room in half-shadows. 
Squinting into the darkness, I made out the first in a line of concentric circles dug into the floor. 
Water, their pews were nothing more than narrow pools of water.
Goose-pimples rose on my arms, and I gripped my sword more tightly.
The priest walked with a slight, but noticeable limp. A smile curled up the side of my face. Medina might be a loose cannon, but sometimes she had a way of doing exactly what needed to be done.
A thin land bridge led to a raised platform in the center of the room. While the worshippers would presumably be in the sunken pools, the priest was supposed to stand atop the dais where he would be visible throughout the room.
“I don’t trust him,” Sal whispered in my ear.
‘“We don’t have much choice,” I said. I paused, before I continued. “I’ll keep an eye on him.”
She nodded curtly and drew back as we reached the land bridge. It was only wide enough for one person to stand abreast. Dank pools of black water glittered along either side, looking up at me. Watching me with cold, fathomless eyes. Without thinking, I summoned a bow and fitted an arrow to its string.
The priest’s flabby back made for a perfect target. With my Paladin reflexes, it would take little more than a second to pull, target and release.
“Here we go,” he said, ascending the short staircase to the stage. He looked back, his mask a web of thin lines turned black in the dim. “Stay back, I’ll tell you when you can come up.”
“Like hell you will,” Sal said.
Leaping lightly around me, she scurried up to the top of the dais and stuck her spear beneath the priest’s chin. “Whatever you need to do, you’ll do it with me here. Standing beside you.”
Vessa slipped in on the other side. Her hands burned with a magic fire.
He stiffened. “Yes ma’am.” He looked at her feet. “It’d be best if you kept to the edge. I’m going to open up the floor in a minute here, and I don’t want you falling through.”
Sal nodded and edged back until her heels were half-hanging off the side of the dias. 
Dropping awkwardly to his knees, the priest nervously pawed at the center of the dais. I drew back my bow ever so slightly. A soft, metallic click echoed through the room. The priest stood up triumphantly.
“Just a second,” he said.
The creak of metal on metal filled the room. Without a word, the priest jumped into the newly created hole, and disappeared from sight. Vessa slipped in after him. Sal let out an angry cry and rushed in after the two.
I rushed up to the dais, but the sound of creaking metal had already begun to fill the room. The stairs flew under my feet and I got to the top just in time to watch two metal half-circles mesh together with a deafening thud.
My heart sank. 
The whoosh of Medina’s pulsing wings signaled her arrival beside me. 
“What happened?” She said, wide-eyed.
I let my bow dissipate before summoning a heavy war hammer. 
“They disappeared into a hole in the ground,” I said, positioning my body for a powerful downward hammer blow.
“Guys,” Vessa said in a low, urgent voice. A sheet of water slammed against my back, sending me stumbling forward. The hammer slipped from my hand and clanged off the steel opening. I dissipated it, before it could bounce and hit Medina. 
“What is it?” I said, twisting around.
A chill ran over my skin. In the short time I'd been focused on the dais, the entire nave had transformed into a scene from a mash-up of the Night of the Living Dead and The Creature from the Black Lagoon.
Pallas swung down with her broadsword, beheading a ghostly white Konn that was climbing out of the water.
She looked up, locking eyes with me. All the blood had drained away from her face. 
“We’ve got company.”




Chapter 18


All around the room more Khonn were rising from the semi-circular water pews.
“Get up here!” I yelled, summoning my bow.
Vessa didn’t need much encouragement. She sprinted up, and clung to my side while Pallas kicked another rising hell-spawn back into his watery trough. Then, she booked it for the dais. I took aim and began to rapidly fire off shots.
The Konn were unarmored and theoretically should’ve been easy targets. I’d shot off half a dozen arrows when Medina tapped me on the shoulder. 
“Uh big guy, they aren’t going down,” she said.
She was right. Despite the arrows sticking from their chests, stomachs and in one case an eye socket, the whitish Konn’s advance had barely slowed. Making matters creepier was the total absence of blood from their wounds.
Something crashed loudly to the side of the dais. The sharp sound of steel tearing through bone grated against my ears.
“Get off of me you filthy animal,” Pallas said.
I rushed to the side of the dais just in time to see Pallas kick a Konn zombie squarely in the face. It groaned as it fell backwards into the narrow pool with a splash. Its arm did not follow. 
Pallas pushed herself to her feet and rushed up the stairs with a hairless zombie arm clinging to her ankle. Breathing heavy, she dropped into a crouch with her sword extended in front of her.
“Pally, ya missed a spot,” Medina said, looking pointedly downwards at the severed arm.
Pallas followed her eyes and let out a frustrated yell. Stomping down on the arm, she awkwardly yanked it from her ankle before punting it out into the darkened church.
“That bastard,” she said.
Ya gotta breathe, son. 
Gus’s voice flowed through me and I felt remarkably tranquil, despite the hideous zombie army that was slowly crawling towards us.
“We’ll get him,” I said. I squinted towards the headless corpse Pallas had left further down the chamber. It wasn’t moving. “Look, I think that the only way to kill these guys is to take their heads off.”
“No problem boss.” Medina leapt off the side of the dais, her wings extending out to either side. Swooping low over the moaning monsters, her whip shot out and wrapped around one’s neck. It glowed a bright, incandescent red and its head popped off.
A pained moan rose up from the stairs. They were here.
Summoning two long swords, I swung into action. Sprinting forward, I swung them both in together like a giant pair of scissors. Dead blue eyes stared out dully. The creature’s expression never changed, not even when its head went flying back into the darkness.
A distant splash sounded as I raised my leg for a savage front kick. The sole of my foot planted squarely in the center of his chest, sending the headless corpse flying.
Off to my right, another head exploded as Medina whizzed by. 
Two zombie Konn rushed up the stairs at once. To my surprise, they were actually shoving each other to be the first to the top. The larger of the two turned and gave his comrade a two handed shove that sent him crashing down to safety. He turned his head to me just in time to lose it. 
I watched the bloodless dome bounce away like an oddly shaped soccer ball, shaking my head at their mindless stupidity before decapitating a kamikazee runner with a single quick swipe.
The heat of battle descended over me, and I lost myself to the carnage. My muscles loosened as a thin sheen of sweat spread over me. As fearsome as the Konn zombies appeared, they were unarmed and unarmored making them easy prey for my blade.
Their sole advantage lay in their numbers. They were relentless. Wave after wave rushed up the narrow stone steps. I cast a worried glance off to the side of the stairs. Enough bodies were piling up on either side that soon they’d be able to climb over their corpses.
Behind me, Pallas let out a pained cry. I twisted on my heel just as Pallas shoved a sword directly into the belly of an oversized Konn that’d climbed over the far side of the dais. Vessa cowered behind her.
Undeterred, it swiped at her head. I watched with mounting horror as its oversized paw connected with her face, sending her tumbling forward. Her sword pulled halfway out of its belly, hanging like something forgotten. The Konn advanced menacingly on Vessa.
I crossed the dais in two furious bounds and swiped up with my sword. The Konn’s neck crunched and then its head fell away into the black. Reaching forward, I pulled out Pallas’s sword before the body followed. 
Then I turned to the guard captain.
“Are you okay?” I said.
She looked up blearily. Her eyes widened in panic.
“Behind you!”
I swung around, but the Konn was already too close. I caught him in the belly with the steel edge of my vambrace and sent him tumbling into the dark. More ghostly bodies swarmed at the far end of the dais. 
I let out a battle cry as I shot forward into the fray
They fell like freshly mown grass beneath my scything blades. My Paladin reflexes quickened as I ducked, dodged and slipped beneath their grasping claws. The battle raged for what felt like an eternity. Then, quickly as it had begun, it was over.
I looked out over the dim lit room. Nothing moved.
“Well, that’s a little anticlimactic,” I muttered.
“Uh Cal, you might want to move,” Pallas said.
 A blue light glowed beneath my feet. I jumped down the stairs just as the steel lid covering the dais dissolved in a haze of electric blue. I looked across the gaping hole at Pallas. She was still on her side, balancing on the thin edge.
I leaned over the hole. “Hey Sal, you there?” 
“Come on down, the water’s fine.”
Medina swooped down and picked up Pallas by the armpits. The guard captain let out a surprised yelp. I stifled a grin at the noise, so uncharacteristic for the stern warrior.
“You heard the lady,” Medina said loudly as she shot straight for the ceiling. Flipping around at the last second, she dive bombed the black hole. Pallas screamed. 
I caught a glimpse of a cheeky smile on Medina’s face and a look of abject terror on Pallas’s as the duo hurtled past me into the hole.
I shrugged and turned back to the room. Piles of torn zombie flesh were layered haphazardly here and there. Despite the mounds of torn flesh, not a drop of blood was to be found anywhere. 
“What were those things?” I said.
“Creatures that should not be alive,” Vessa said. She sank to the floor and hugged her knees tightly to her chest.
A shiver wracked my body as I dropped to the edge of the pit and wrapped an arm around the princess. After a moment of hesitation, she leaned into me. 
Her head drooped across my shoulder and we waited.
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“What would you do?” Sal said.
“She has a point, Pally,” Medina said.
Pallas studiously ignored her. 
I looked around the cavern. I couldn’t see anything beyond the small circle of light that extended from my torch. “We’ll just have to continue moving. Henki, you got anything?”
“For the millionth time, no,” the demon said. 
“Geez, someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed,” Medina said.
Where to go?
The question echoed aimlessly in my mind. From what little I’d seen, the sewer, with its multiple layers, might very well be larger than the city itself. If that was the case, then we could spend weeks, if not months wandering in the darkness with little to show for it.
I blinked. Is that what I thought it was? A glimmer of blue light shone at the edge of my vision. I took a few steps towards the phantom glow, but it was already gone.
“Hold on you guys, I think I’ve got it,” Vessa said excitedly. 
I turned back and saw the Konn princess eagerly flipping through the grimoire. The living book had disappeared after Vessa had copied the hex onto the blanket. I hurried over.
“What is it?” Sal said, kneeling beside her.
“A spell.” Vessa bit her lower lip. “It’s black magic of the sort I’d normally refrain from using, but this might be our only shot at finding your friend.” 
Medina clapped her hands and squealed. “Oooh, that’s my favorite kind.”
“Did anyone bring salt? Sand or chalk would also work,” Vessa said. 
“I got you covered, sis.” Medina plucked a small pouch from her waist and passed it over to Vessa.
“What type of spell is this?” Pallas said.
Vessa raised her head, a grim look spread across her face. She only spoke one word, but that was enough to send a chill running down my back.
“Necromancy.”




Chapter 19


“Are you sure this is going to work?” I said.
“No,” Vessa said confidently. “But, it’s the best I’ve got.”
I cast a skeptical glance towards the Konn with the blown out chest cavity sitting awkwardly in the center of the salt hexagram. 
“Alright everyone, stand back.” Vessa flared her arms dramatically, before she began chanting in an indecipherable language.
Without thinking, I summoned a longsword into my right hand. Its familiar leather grip provided scant comfort from the angry gray fog-banks that’d begun to roll across the floor.
Electricity crackled from one edge of the hexagram to the next, and the dead Konn’s shoulders rolled with a start. His head snapped back, a move made grotesque by the inhuman mask covering his features.
He let out a low, Frankenstein groan. One hand moved reflexively towards his stomach. “What the hell? I feel like I drank a whole bottle of glibstone wine.”
Without warning, he turned to the side and began to retch. A thin stream of green slime slipped from his mouth. It fizzled against the salt lines, transforming into a plume of steam.
I watched with mounting horror as his internal organs spasmed in his exposed chest cavity.
Vessa moved in, kicking aside the salt. “Get up, you’re going to show us where the girls are, starting with the elf.”
The Konn staggered uncertainly to his feet. “I was having the weirdest dream.”
“You weren’t dreaming. You was dead, fool,” Medina said.
“What?” he spluttered.
“You’ve got a hole in your chest,” Sal said.
“No, I don’t.”
“Yes, you do. I should know. I put it there.”
The Konn slowly lifted his fingers to his chest and touched the edge of the gaping hole that ran straight through his torso. His fingers came away, bloodied.
“Told you,” Medina said.
The Konn buckled at the knees and fell forward, face-planting at Vessa’s feet.
“Can dead people faint?” Medina said.
“Apparently.” I sighed. “Do you have a spell to wake him up?”
“Cold water should do the trick,” Vessa said. 
I closed my eyes and visualized a bucket of water. It was a longshot, but there wasn’t any harm in trying. A thin metal loop bit into my palm. I opened my eyes. 
Was it because I intended to use it as a weapon?
I’d have to experiment more with this later. For now, I strode forward. Dissipating the sword from my other hand, I took hold of the bucket with both hands and splashed it onto the crumpled figure.
A chorus of laughter rang through the chamber as the undead frog-man jumped to his feet. The force of the water had pushed down his mask, revealing two puffy cheeks and bloodshot eyes.
“Jesus, you look like death,” I said, earning another round of laughter.
The Konn pointed one narrow finger at Sal. “You- you killed me.” His other hand reached up and gingerly touched his gaping chest wound.
“Don’t act like it’s a big deal,” Sal grunted.
“But,-,” he froze as Vessa broke in. 
“The girls, now.” 
I lifted an eyebrow. It was as if his whole body had suddenly turned to iron. Without another word, he turned and marched mechanically into the darkness.
“Alright Vessy,” Medina said, high fiving the princess.
A pleased look had spread over her face. “The spell had said he was bound to follow my instructions, at least for as long as he’s animated.” A frown flickered across her face. “We don’t have that much time, though. The spell will only last until the next new moon, and that’s only a day and a half away.”
“That’s plenty of time,” I said, summoning my torch as I set off behind the herky-jerky zombie. 
“Let’s just hope nothing happens to him. At least, not before we find Vala,” Pallas said. 
[image: image-placeholder]The cavern eventually narrowed off into a tunnel that sloped down at an angle. Pallas and Medina brought up the rear, while Sal and I stuck close to the zombie priest. Vessa was sandwiched in the middle. Unfortunately, the grimoire had disappeared shortly after she’d completed her spell.
“What’s your name?” I said.
The Konn was silent. He hadn’t bothered to pull the mask back up, and it hung half-on, half-off his face. Overall, he didn’t appear too happy about the whole being raised from the grave thing.
“You have to answer him,” Vessa said. “In fact, you have to answer any question, anyone in my party asks you.”
“I’m Vissan,” he said in a sullen voice. 
“Vissan,” I said, nodding. “Where did the zombies come from, Vissan? And more specifically, are there any other traps waiting for us?”
“What zombies?”
“The ones that attacked us in the church nave right after you jumped into your hidey-hole.”
His face contorted into a mask of confusion. 
“There were zombies in the church?”
Obviously, I wasn’t getting anywhere with this one. 
“Are there any traps we should be aware of up ahead?” I said, repeating my earlier question.
“No.” He shook his head. “But, these tunnels are rife with monsters.”
I resisted the urge to face-palm. “Well, will you give us a head’s up before we reach said monsters?” 
“Yeah, sure. There are some right up ahead here.”
I stopped. Vissan continued on in his herky-jerky robo-way for a few steps, before I realized that I had to command him to stop as well.
“Stop,” I said.
The Konn froze. A second later his head burst off his neck. I let out an oath as it flew through the air towards me.
Summoning a large kite shield, I knelt and pushed it out in front of me. “Get down!”
A whirling gold thing shot over my head. I peeked over the top of my shield. Aside from Vissan’s collapsed body, only darkness greeted me. I pitched my torch over the top of my shield. It tumbled in a broad, twirling arc through the darkness and landed maybe fifty yards down the tunnel. 
Something faintly gooey white and luminous lit up from its glow. A black dot ringed by a faint blue nimbus flitted down into the firelight.
Is that a giant, floating eyeball?
A whirring drone filled my ears. I swung my head around just in time to see the gold thing that’d passed by overhead just moments ago collide with the tip of Medina’s whip. It exploded in a haze of misty yellow.
“It came back around,” Medina yelled. 
I was about to ask her what she meant, when I was thrown off my feet. Landing heavily on my back, I looked down at my shield where a golden V-shaped thing no more than a foot long wiggled furiously. At its center was a small ball. Clusters of oily black eyes shot about nervously. Despite its metallic glow, the creature was obviously alive. Three more zipped by overhead. Summoning a hammer small enough to be wielded with a single hand, I slipped my shield off and slammed it down on the writhing whatever-the-hell-it-was.
It burst apart with little resistance. I breathed a sigh of relief. At least whatever these were weren’t difficult to kill. 
A flurry of pain blossomed in my shoulder as I was thrown to the floor. Another V-shaped creature had lodged itself in my shoulder. Miraculously, it had managed to tear through my thick plate armor, although it had barely penetrated enough to do more than leave a scratch.
I plucked it out of my armor and threw it against the stony wall where it exploded in a cloud of golden dust. The whirring sound was omnipresent now as more gold blurs passed by overhead.
A series of rapid fire explosions sounded from behind me. I twisted around just in time to watch Pallas catch one on her shield. The valkyrie let out a war cry as she slammed it against the cavern wall.
They were boomerangs.
Medina’s warning made sense now. If I didn’t get them on their way in, they’d reverse course and come in from the rear. I let my old shield dissipate. Summoning a new shield, I sprang to my feet and charged down the cavern.
A metallic clank reverberated across my shield and I was thrown to the ground. I let it dissipate and leapt to my feet. More golden glows shimmered in the half-lit tunnel. Letting my mind go blank, I relied on my Paladin reflexes as I charged towards the glistening eye.
Swiping out with my hammer, I swiped out a golden blur as it whizzed by me. It exploded in a cloud of dust. I let the hammer fall, before twisting it back up to take out another flashing gold streak as it whizzed directly for my head. 
As it burst apart, I let the hammer dissipate and summoned a spear in my right hand and a torch in my left. The sudden burst of light lit up the rest of the massive eye clogging the end of the tunnel. 
I muttered an oath. The creature was more horrendous than it had any right to be. Numerous pupils slid around its milky expanse. It had to be at least seven feet in diameter. Wriggling tentacles extended from its body at random.
A coiled green tentacle shot out towards me. I ducked beneath its grasping length. Falling to one knee, I launched the spear directly for center mass. It hit the eye and sank in about a third of the way before stopping.
The tentacle lashed down and fell heavily across my back. I let out an oomph as I dropped to the floor. Twisting onto my back, I summoned a machete and struck up blindly at the tentacle.
Thick, oozing slime dripped down from its length onto my body. I let out a cry of alarm as it sizzled against my thigh. 
Acid blood, just what I needed.
Striking out again, I rolled to the side. More droplets hit the ground beside me, sending up clouds of hissing steam. 
“Shield yourself,” Sal shouted. 
A bolt of blue lightning arced overhead. I quickly summoned a kite shield large enough to cover my entire body. And not a moment too soon. The entire chamber filled with an angry sizzling.
I watched with mounting horror as quarter sized holes appeared throughout my shield. A pained yelp shot out from behind me. Without thinking, I threw my shield to the side. Leaping to my feet, I charged down the hall towards the source of the noise.
“Are you okay?” Medina shouted.
“I’m fine, what about you guys? Who’s hurt?”
“No one.”
Confusion rushed through me. Four shadowy figures stood further down the hall. Meanwhile, the moaning continued suspiciously close to my feet.
“But, then who-?” I let the question hang.
“For the love of Loomine, will somebody please help me?” Vissan moaned.
I swung my torch lower to the ground. “Oh, it’s you.”
“Yes it’s me,” Vissan said. “Now, is someone going to put me back on my body.”
Before I could reply, Medina skipped down the hallway and scooped up the dismembered Konn. “I don’t know, I kinda like him this way. You’re a lot more handsome without the mask you know.”
She winked.
Panic flashed in Vissan’s eyes. “Body. Now.”
“Sorry buddy,” Vessa said, sliding up. “But, my book of spells is currently on hiatus. I’d like to thank you for not dying again. That was pretty thoughtful of you.”
The headless Konn let out another gargling moan. “Could this day get any worse?”
“Hey, we’ll have none of that,” Medina said. She shifted the dismembered head into the crook of her arm before wagging her finger at it. “From here on out this is the positivity team. Only good vibes are allowed.”
His mouth drew into a pained smile. I remembered what Vessa had said earlier about him having to follow our requests and chuckled.
“Poor guy,” Henki said. “You know this whole trapping unfortunates into involuntary servitude is becoming a nasty habit for you.”
“Shut up Henki,” I said reflexively.
Turning around, I peered back at the space the eye monster had so recently occupied. Bits and pieces of its gelatinous mass spread across the walls, floor, and ceiling. A few tentacles continued to writhe on the ground, moving to the beat of chaotic bursts of randomly firing neurons.
The golden boomerangs had stopped, thank God. I wondered what their connection to the eye thing was. Hopefully, that was a mystery we wouldn’t have to solve. 
If I went the rest of my life without seeing another one of those creatures, I would be more than happy. 




Chapter 20


“Did you see that?” I said. 
“See what?” Medina said, looking over lazily from the side of the boat.
“Never mind, it’s gone.”
A feline curiosity entered her eyes. “What was it?” 
I peered into the darkness. “There was a burst of blue light just up ahead.”
“It’s probably witchlight,” Vessa said. “Sometimes it forms over the water down here.”
A wave of doubt washed over me. “I also saw it back in the tunnel with the giant floating eye.”
Vessa shrugged. “I wouldn’t worry about it. People’s minds have a way of playing tricks on them down here.”
“You’re probably right,” I said.
But, she’s not. You know what you saw.
Did I? Or was it merely the result of an overactive imagination? 
“Okay, take a right up here,” Vissan said. 
“Thanks buddy,” Medina said affectionately. The queen of darkness reached over my shoulder and patted the undead Konn on his bald pate. 
“You know, you could just hold me,” Vissan grumbled.
Medina gasped. “But then we wouldn’t have our super-awesome mascot.”
I stifled a grin. It hadn’t been my idea to stick Vissan’s head on top of the gondola’s prow. But, I had to admit it added a certain charm to the boat. Plus, it freed up a pair of hands. Not that we needed them. 
The water was considerably shallower here than it had been on our last trip. A single person was able to propel the boat with one of those long sticks that you always saw gondoliers using in Venice. Not that I’d ever been to Venice, but I’d watched enough of the Travel channel to get a general idea for how those things operated.
Currently, Pallas was on pole duty. 
As I’d handed it off to her, I’d made a pole dancing joke that fell completely flat. Apparently, Telos was a long way from inventing strip clubs.
Needles pricked my back as the boat turned into a torch lined passage. 
All of the other tunnels we’d navigated had been pitch black, save for the light from my torch and the occasional patch of bioluminescent lichen. 
“Who else is down here?” Sal said sharply.
“Don’t get your panties in a bunch, sweetheart. These are ever-burning torches. They can go for months,” Vissan said.
“Medina, will you slap the talking head for me,” Sal said.
“Gladly.” Medina planted a hand on my shoulder as she began to crawl over me. I reached up and gently forced her back down.
“Let’s stay on track you guys,” I said. “How much further down is Vala?” 
“At the end of this tunnel,” Vissan said. “Listen, I don’t like this whole kidnapping and sacrifice thing anymore than you do, but what exactly is your big plan for stopping the vrag? Isn’t it better that a few die, so the many can live?”
“That is quite the ethical conundrum,” Pallas said. “Unfortunately, you’re not going to convince us to let you sacrifice our friend to your demon God.”
“Hey, I’m dead anyway.” He yawned. “How much longer do I have until I die for real this time?”
“Like a day and a half,” Vessa said. 
“Damn, you guys interrupted the awesomest dream. I was flying through these clouds and a giant bird was chasing me.”
“Shut up, Vissan,” I said absentmindedly. A thought spun through me. “Is that your afterlife? Getting chased by a giant bird through a bunch of clouds?”
Vessa snorted. “I have no idea what he was talking about. The Konn afterlife is elaborate in scope and grandeur. I could spend the better part of the next three days reciting the Veesaw Roe-si, our central religious text that chronicles the thief turned prince Kansu as he travels through the nine celestial realms before finally arriving at the afterlife where he successfully tricks Shothgor into releasing his beloved from the underworld. Buuuut, seeing as we’ve arrived at your friend’s prison, I’m afraid that will have to wait for another day.”
We floated from the tunnel into a circular chamber not unlike the one we’d rescued Zandra from earlier. Dominating its center was a long, cylindrical object. In the center of its bottom was a metal grate.
“Vala! Vala, are you in there?!” Medina shouted.
She stood up and her wings stretched to either side. I scooted back from where the bat skin pressed uncomfortably against the side of my face. 
“Mind doing that somewhere else,” Pallas said darkly.
For once, Medina didn’t respond. Leaping from the boat, she soared around the chamber. Just like before, her whip shot out. Its tip glowed incandescent as it snapped against the metal grating. 
It only took a few snaps before the entire square gridwork fell into the water with a splash.
“This time wait for us,” I called, but to no avail as Medina shot into the narrow hole. 
I gritted my teeth. “Goddamnit.”
Standing up, I summoned a grappling hook. Before I could throw it, Medina’s face popped out of the blackness. I could tell from the look in her eyes that something was wrong.
“It’s empty,” she said. “No one’s here.”
My stomach sank. It was the unstated fear I’d tried so desperately to push to the side. 
“What happened?” I growled. “You said she’d be here.”
“They must’ve moved her,” Vissan said. “Hey buddy, don’t take it out on me.”
“Gah, come back down,” I said.
“Already on it.” Medina’s face disappeared into the darkness. A moment later, her leg swung out. 
Back to square one. A pit formed in my stomach. If Vissan couldn’t lead us to Vala, then we were all out of leads. And with only a few days to go before the sacrifice, we couldn’t afford to spend hours wandering through dark tunnels hoping to come across Vala and the other girls.
I frowned. Medina’s other leg hadn’t swung out. It was just the one white leg swinging gently over the water.
“Are you coming?” Pallas said. Impatience colored her tone.
Medina’s leg shot into the darkness. A thin shriek emanated from the cylinder.
“Medina!” Swinging the grappling hook overhead, I launched it into the dark circle. I pulled it back until it found purchase at the lip of the hole along the protuberance that’d held up the metal grate. Pulling tight, I clambered up the rope hand over hand.
I got within a few feet of the opening and launched myself inside. Shooting straight into the air, I summoned a long sword in my right hand and a torch in my left.
I landed with a thud on the stone floor. Waving my torch from side to side, I spun in a circle. Nothing, but the stone walls greeted me. 
“Show yourself!” I cried, overcome by frustration and anger.
I was answered by silence.
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Sal cast a dubious glance upwards as she gave the ceiling another poke with her spear. “I doubt she left through here.”
Just to be on the safe side, she gave it another jab. The sound of metal clanging against stone rang through the stone cylinder.
I slumped against the wall and buried my head in my hands. “This can’t be happening. How? How?”
Soft fingers caressed my shoulders. 
“We will find the ones responsible and we will bring them to justice.”
I let my hands fall. Vessa knelt beside me. Concern lined her face. 
“But, how?” I said. “Vissan obviously doesn’t know, Henki doesn’t know and unless you have a trick up your sleeve I don’t know about, we’re all out of options.”
Vessa’s hand slipped under my chin and lifted up my head. “We’re never out of options so long as we have hope.”
I closed my eyes and steadied my breathing. “You’re right. Whoever took her from here obviously used some form of magic. Henki, do you have anything?”
“Look who finally remembered he was carting around an immortal spirit. Why yes, as a matter of fact, I do. Despite the magical interference messing up my systems, I am able to detect the recent use of shadow magic approximately three inches from where you’re sitting now.”
“Shadow magic?” I said. “What’s that?”
“Ah, once again the meat-head jock has reduced himself to looking over the shoulder of the only kid in class who did his homework. Pitiful. Shadow magic is exactly what it sounds like. Somebody uses magic to connect two shadows together. He- or she, the year is 11307 after all- essentially uses the linked shadows as portals. It’s pretty potent stuff: not the dollar store variety sorcery you plebs are used to.”
Vessa’s brow wrinkled. “I only got about half of what the angry imp said, but if I’m understanding him correctly then what he claims is powerful magic indeed. And there is only one man in the city who possesses such strength.”
I got to my feet. “Who’s that?”
“The high priest, Kalu. He was the man you killed when you entered the temple.”




Chapter 22


“So, you’re telling me we’re dealing with another zombie?”
My muscles turned cold and leaden as a feeling of exasperation took hold of me. All I wanted to do was hole up in a warm bedroom and sleep for 17 hours. 
A solemn expression spread across Vessa’s face.
“I do not know what he is. I knew he was a powerful mage, but I’ve never seen a man survive a gutting such as you’d meted out to him.”
“Where would he be?” I said.
“I can’t say. He might remain in the temple and pretend as if nothing had happened, or he might still be here in the catacombs. There’s no way of knowing,” she said.
I closed my hand into a fist and brought it down against the floor. Pain flared up through the bottom of my hand and for a fragment of a moment I was okay. The distraction kept my thoughts from my missing girls and the impossible task that lay ahead of me.
Sal gasped. “What’s that?”
I looked up. Floating over the center of the floor was a mass of swirling blue electricity. 
“Another one of Kalu’s tricks, no doubt,” Vessa said warily.
Swirling energy danced across her fingers. Before she could do anything, I reached out and grabbed her forearm. 
“No,” I said. “Look.”
A figure was taking shape over the opening in the bottom of the cylinder. It was vaguely humanoid. A bust and the fuzzy outline of a short skirt marked it as female. Then I saw the pointed ears and I knew.
I stood up and approached the swirling blue energy. “Vala, is that you?” 
“O Paladin, hear my plea.” 
Pallas let out a gasp. It was recognizably Vala’s voice, although it sounded as if it’d been filtered through some sort of electronic filter. A mounting suspicion grew within me. How did I know it wasn’t this Kalu guy playing a trick on us? It wouldn’t be hard for an accomplished mage to fake her appearance. Not to mention the oddly formal way she’d addressed me.
“Cal, there’s not much time. You have to help me!” 
I perked up. 
“Vala, where are you?”
“I’m- vrip-,” the image fuzzed. “Below the vrip.”
“Where?” Medina said.
“I’m-.”
The image fell away.
“Gah,” I clenched my fist. “So close.”
I turned to the girls. “Let’s go back. We need to find Kalu before it’s too late.”
[image: image-placeholder]The ride back through the sewers passed in silence. The oppressive weight of the task that lay ahead draped our party in a somber mood. After everything we’d been through, it was maddening that we were no closer to rescuing Vala.
Finally, we’d arrived back at the blackened chamber we’d first entered into. I’d been worried we wouldn’t be able to find our way back. Fortunately, Vessa proved an able guide.
I sent another grappling hook sailing through the hole, although this time I let Sal climb up first. She clambered over the side of the hole and disappeared from sight.
“All clear?” I said.
My stomach sank as the pause stretched on just a hair too long for comfort. 
“All clear.” 
I frowned. Sal’s voice was wooden. I locked eyes with Pallas. From the look on her face, I could tell she felt the same way. I gave her a short nod and turned to Medina. Leaning close enough that my lips brushed the edge of her ear, I dropped my voice to a whisper.
I finished. 
On impulse, I leaned over and planted a peck on her left cheek. Her skin was warm to the touch.
“All good?” I said.
“Aye-aye, captain,” she said softly. 
“Are you coming?” Sal’s voice echoed down into the stony chamber. A sharp edge had intruded into her speech.
“Just a sec.”
I dissipated my plate armor, replacing it with a comparatively lightweight mail hauberk. Beneath, I summoned a leather buff coat. If I was walking into an ambush, it’d be far from ideal. But, the trade-off in terms of speed would be worth it.
I walked to the rope and began to climb hand over hand. When I got about two feet from the edge of the opening I summoned a longsword into my right hand and stopped.
“Cal?” Sal said.
“Almost there.”
Strong arms hooked under my armpits and then I was rocketing up through the hole. I briefly saw two muscular Konn holding Sal between them and then Medina made a 90 degree turn, putting us parallel to the ceiling.
“Now!” I shouted.
My stomach rushed into my throat as I suddenly became weightless. The floor rushed up towards me. I angled my body into a pencil dive. 
God, this is a stupid plan- I can’t believe it’s working, I thought as I crashed feet first into the upper back of the rightmost Konn. He went down like a bag of bricks. I rolled off of his body and popped to my feet. 
Swinging around, I charged at the remaining Konn, and immediately stopped short as Sal kicked sharply backwards against the his shin. He let out a pained cry as he stumbled backwards. Reaching to the floor, she grabbed her spear, spun around and stabbed the amphibious creature in the stomach.
He dropped to his knees. A steaming pile of entrails descended from the gaping wound.
“Nice work,” I said.
“Couldn’t have done it without you,” Sal said.
“Uh, guys,” Medina said.
I turned to the door and let out an exasperated sigh. 
Things could never just be simple.
Walking through the temple doors was a procession of armed Konn soldiers. They silently filtered around the perimeter of the room. 
“Stay back,” I grunted.
I summoned my full plate and a broad kite shield. Pallas drew up next to me.
“You think we can take them all?” I said. There had to be at least a couple hundred by now.
She turned and spat. “I’ve always been fond of frog legs.”
“That’s the attitude,” Henki said.
“Why aren’t they attacking?” Sal said.
Medina made a tight loop overhead, before dropping down beside us. “Probably for the same reason they didn’t kill Sal.”
“They want us alive,” I said. “But, why?”
Medina shrugged. “Guess we’re gonna find out. Look.”
I followed her finger down to a man in a wooden mask who’d just entered through the double doors. A shiver of revulsion ran over me. The face was a childish monstrosity. A gaping mouth sat lopsided beneath two mismatched oval eyes, one twice the size of its neighbor.
I stepped forward. “What’s the meaning of this?”
“You and your party are wanted for the murder of the high priest Kalu and the acolyte Vissan,” the priest said. He cast a distasteful glance at the two dead guards. “I suppose we’ll have to tack on a double homicide charge. If you surrender peacefully, you will not be harmed. I can guarantee a free and open trial after which you will be summarily executed.”
Pallas raised an eyebrow. “What’s the point of a trial if you have already decided to execute us?”
“Why, it’s the law. I don’t know what barbarous land you hail from, but in Cricila the law is sacrosanct.”
“Wait,” I said, pushing two fingers against my temple. A headache had begun to thrum inside my forehead. “How do you know that we did it? I mean if both of those guys are dead, and there aren’t any witnesses...”
I trailed off.
“There is a witness, a witness whose very word is incontrevenable,” the priest said. 
“And who’s that?” 
“The high priest Kalu himself.”




Chapter 23


Jesus, I was not operating off nearly enough sleep.
“How can Kalu be a witness to his own murder trial? That doesn’t make any sense.”
“High priest Kalu,” he said. “And by the grace of Loomine, not all who die are gone. The almighty has not deigned that Kalu be lost to the spirit realm just yet.”
“Great, so a zombie is your star witness,” I said. 
“Why don’t you take this one too? It can’t hurt,” Vessa said.
“What are you doing?” Vissan’s voice came out high and panicked as the Konn priestess strode past me with the priest’s head tucked close to her hip. Heaving him up in a parabolic arc, Vessa threw the head underhand towards the priest.
“No, no, no, no,” Vissan yelped.
The priest froze. At the last second, his arms shot out and caught the flying head.
“You can keep him,” Vessa said, she raised a hand to stifle back a yawn.
Looks like I’m not the only tired one. Oh shit, her hand is glowing magenta.
The first energy blast sent the priest careening back through the double doors. The second went straight into the air and exploded above our heads. 
“Be still,” Vessa shouted. 
The soldiers froze. A forest of spears wavered hesitantly in the air.
“The high priest Kalu has corrupted the temple brotherhood. Together, they plot to sacrifice the vestal virgins, myself included, to summon Shothgor the terrible.” A terrible anger burned in her eyes. “A stop must be put to this mad plot. I ask you now as heir to the throne of all Cricila, will you serve the forces of darkness. Or will you hearken to my banner to expel the evil that has taken hold in our ancient and blessed city.”
 I bit my lower lip, remembering what Vessa had said about the tripartite nature of her city’s government. If these forces answered to the king, there was a very real chance they’d obey the princess despite all that’d just occurred. Then again, would the priest have brought them here if he thought their loyalty might be in doubt?
A soldier stepped to the fore. He was not taller nor more imposing than the other soldiers. But, his ornate breastplate and stern features marked him as a commander.
“Your majesty,” he said. “What you say is concerning. But, your authority does not extend to us. We are a nation of laws. Laws which bind all citizens from the very high to the very low. If your claims have merit, let them be spoken in the public square where the truth can be ascertained for all to see.”
I weighed the odds in my head. Despite their numbers, I was confident I’d come out of it alive. I wasn’t so sure about my companions. Evidently Vessa reached the same conclusion.
She lifted her chin high. Pride shone in her eyes as she spoke: “Very well, take us to trial.”




Chapter 24


They didn’t try to disarm us. I think they knew they were pushing their luck just getting us to leave without a fight. Miraculously, Vissan’s head had survived Vessa’s energy blast. 
The army commander didn’t even put up token resistance as Vessa retrieved the fallen head. He just shrugged and ignored the fallen priest’s cries for help.
As we exited the temple, I shielded my eyes against the sun’s rays. It didn’t seem like we’d been gone that long, but the sun was already descending in its Western arc. If I had to guess, it was probably some time in the mid to late afternoon.
Beads of sweat were already pooling under my armor, but I refrained from dissipating it. As uncomfortable as I was, I’d be a hell of a lot more uncomfortable with a spear sticking through my ribs.
The Konn soldiers surrounded us on all sides and boy, they did not look happy. I couldn’t blame them. Not after we killed two of their fellows.
“Why don’t they obey you?” I asked Vessa.
“These are the temple guards. They don’t answer to my father. In fact, we’re lucky they even listened to me. The lead guard is a man named Zein. I know him from my time as a vestal virgin. He is a good man,” she said.
I’d begun to recognize some of the buildings that we passed by. A lightbulb lit up over my head.
“We’re going to the market, aren’t we? I mean, the place where the griffin set us down,” I said.
“Yes,” she said. “And expect it to be packed. As much as the Konn feign indifference to matters outside their purview, they live for trials.”
“It’s your version of reality TV,” I said.
She shot me a curious glance. Of course, she wouldn’t know what that is. I wondered if I’d ever get the hang of living in a universe where the only person who got my references was a salty old demon who lived in a tiny silver trinket.
“Where I’m from, we have a magical device that allows us to watch other people put on plays from far away. A popular type of play follows regular people as they live their day to day lives,” I said.
She wrinkled her nose. “That sounds intrusive. And boring.”
“Eh, I’ve never been a fan of it.”
The guards in front of us stopped and parted. Directly in front of us was the massive public market we’d landed in just a few days prior. I swallowed. Vessa wasn’t lying. The Konn had already set up massive bleachers along either side of the public square. And they were packed. Not a single seat was left empty. Great crowds swarmed along the edges. Children ran by underfoot and there was an almost carnival air to the atmosphere.
Between the two bleachers was a low wooden stage. At one end lay two wooden tables between which an elderly Konn sat hunched over in a finely crafted oaken rocking chair. His chin was tucked into his collar bone, hiding his face. Next to him, a diminutive masked figure hunched forward on a stool. The markings on his mask resembled more an abstract painting than anything with a verisimilitude of reality. Rounding out the trifecta was a familiar paunchy figure.
“Vassar,” I said under my breath. 
The flabby businessman sat leaning forward, his chin perched atop his interlaced fingers. His gaze roamed over me, hawk-like. 
But, it was what was at the other end of the platform that caused my blood to run cold. 
Five nooses hung from a gallows set up on the far right side of the stage. They wouldn’t even have to transport us to our execution. 
A priest in a crudely painted wooden mask sat behind one of the tables. A shock ran through me as I recognized the remaining figures.
The priest was Kalu. After accidentally running him through with a sword, I’d know that mask anywhere. The elderly figure in the middle raised his head, giving me a start.
“Is that your dad?” Medina said.
“The king is the final judge in all cases that might end in death,” Vessa said.




Chapter 25


“Isn’t that a conflict of interest?” I said as we strode towards the stage.
“I do not know what that means,” Vessa said.
Before I could follow up, we reached the stairs and my mind switched to more important matters. Like how the hell we were going to get out of here without fighting off half of the city.
The old king had a look of grave sadness and disappointment about him. He did not greet us as we walked up to the table.
Kalu looked out, straight ahead. The gaping wound I’d inflicted on him had healed, although I thought I saw a faint white line running up his front.
 If he noticed us, he gave no sign.
Five chairs were arrayed behind what I assumed was the defense table. They were low to the ground, little more than stools. Annoyingly their backs barely extended more than six inches.
I shook my head. What a thing to worry about at a time like this.
The king stood and extended one arm. The crowd became silent.
“We have gathered here on an occasion most sad. Sad, not merely because it involves one close to my heart, but also because I must cast judgment on one who has been an ever present companion since my ascension to the throne all those long years ago.” The king turned and coughed into his sleeve. I was close enough to see the glistening tears below his eyes before he hastily wiped those away.
He turned to Kalu. “Do you have any questions before the proceedings begin?”
The high priest shook his head silently. He turned to us: “And you?”
Medina gestured vaguely. “Yeah, how does this whole thing work?” 
The question was directed at the king, but it was Vassar who piped up. “Each side will be given an opportunity to share their testimony. At the end, we will take a vote. The winner shall be granted a pardon, and the loser will be hung by the neck until they die.”
Confusion swirled in Pallas’s eyes. “Wait, so if we’re found innocent then Kalu will be executed?”
“That is quite a big ‘if’,” Vassar said, opening his mouth wide enough to display a dazzling array of needle-like teeth. “But, yes. You are correct.”
“That is barbaric!” Sal said.
Vassar shrugged. “It is the law, and Cricila is nothing if not a nation of laws.”
I felt like rolling my eyes. I’d been subjected to some mind-numbing ineptitude during my time in the military, but even at its worst I’d never encountered anything approaching this level of insanity.
“Let the trial begin,” the king said without further ado.
[image: image-placeholder]The air grew leaden as Kalu stood. The silence was unbearable. He turned slowly, facing first to the left, then to the right. 
When he spoke, it was a knife tearing through the veil. 
“I see friends, I see faithful adherents, I see tithe-givers and I see truth-tellers. You know me. For generations I have served this city and her people. I have lit the Loomine flame 40 times- a lifetime for many.”
He turned to us. A bead of sweat slid down my cheek as his inhuman, wood-slotted eyes bore down on me.
“To my left, I see defilers. The unfaithful. The profane. It started with Princess Vessa, a so-called vestal virgin. It is well known that she abandoned her duties, running away to the North to engage in vile acts of harlotry.”
A gasp rose from the crowd. The king’s eyes bugged out. He looked ready to beat the priest into a bloody pulp.
“What evidence do you present for this spurious claim?”
Kalu extended one slender finger towards me. “Only a fool would be so blind as to interpret the princess’s disappearance and reappearance with this outlander whoremonger in any other fashion. Why, look at how many wives he has taken for himself. Is this a man a vestal virgin should be associating with?”
“I’m not married-,” the king cut me off with a swift chopping motion. I stopped, stunned at the strength of his reaction. Somehow, he managed to look even angrier with me than he did with Kalu.
“You will not speak until it is your turn,” he barked. “You are outlanders, so I will leave you with a warning. However, should it happen again your case will be forfeit and both you and your companions will be immediately sentenced to the gallows.”
If I didn’t get a lawyer pronto, I was going to get us all killed.
The king turned back to Kalu. “Continue,” he said stiffly.
“As I was saying, this strumpet returned to the employ of the temple as if naught were amiss. Despite her unexcused absence, I received her with cheer and welcome. She repaid me by creating a portal through which her whoremonger companion stepped out and killed me.
“I plead now to you, my faithful adherents. Send these villains to the grave.”
I watched in puzzlement as the crowd broke into uproarious applause. Why hadn’t he addressed the panel of judges? 
Kalu bowed slightly before returning to his seat.
The king turned to us. “Begin.”
I stood up and was immediately met with a chorus of boos. 
“Outlander scum!”
“Vile whoremonger.”
“Marry me Vessa!”
“Die! Die! Die!”
The screams blended together into a dizzying cacophony. I clutched my head. What I’d give for a nap right about now. 
A soft hand found my shoulder.
 “I got this,” Vessa said, her voice cutting through the noise.
I sat back down. Vessa raised both arms in a V-shape overhead. Despite fighting for our lives, I took a moment to admire her smooth, athletic curves and generous bust.
The crowd became silent. I looked over and my eyes widened as they fell on a thick leather bound book that lay open on her seat.
“The high priest Kalu has given an impressive account. Unfortunately, it is riddled with lies. I did not abandon my post. I was taken from it and by the very man who has accused me here of crimes most foul.” 
Scattered gasps rose from the audience.
“However, I would not expect you to take me at word. That’s why I’ve brought a witness.”
A second, louder gasp sounded as she plopped Vissan’s head on the table.
“Honey,” the king said.
“Yes dad?”
“Did you kill him, too?”
Pointing to Sal, she answered in a cheerful voice. “My friend did.”
The king clutched at his forehead and sighed. “Add it to the charges.”
“Okay, but make sure it’s attempted murder and not the actual thing. Not yet at least,” Vissan said.
This elicited the loudest gasp of all.
Yeah, these guys would go nuts for the Real Housewives of Atlanta.
“What is that?” Vassar said.
“What does it look like? I’m a talking head. By the grace of Kord, won’t someone give me my body back,” Vissan said.
The poor guy looked to be on the edge of tears. I had to remind myself that he’d been part of a plot to kill Vala in order to open a portal to the underworld.
“Sorry buddy,” Vessa said. “Now, if you’ll please be quiet.”
She tapped him on the top of his head and his eyelids shuttered. Then she turned and faced Kalu. A fierce glimmer shone in her eyes. “This right here is my star witness and in a second he’s going to show everyone here exactly what happened not only to me, but to the rest of the missing virgins.”
Her fingers began to trace a series of complex shapes atop Vissan’s head. As she drew, she chanted. The dead priest’s eyes widened into a blank stare. Twin beams of light shot out from his pupils, as if his head was a movie projector.
As it turned out, that was the perfect analogy. The light stopped at a point just beyond the last bleacher seat where most of the audience would be able to see. It expanded into a rectangle slightly wider than it was tall.
Surprisingly, the crowd didn’t let out a gasp when Vessa appeared on the screen. She was alone in a darkened room, kneeling before an idol carved from ivory. The only light came from a collection of candles burning high atop a wooden table.
A figure wandered into frame. Hanging from his right hand was a wad of cloth. With a sudden ferocity, he sprang on her. Vessa shrieked as she jerked backwards. The assailant pushed back and then she shoved him heavily to the side.
As his face came into frame, a familiar voice was amplified over the crowd: “Don’t just stand there you dimwit. Help!”
The image became shaky as Vissan ran towards the two. But, it didn’t matter. Everyone had seen and heard Kalu attacking Vessa.
The movie turned black and for a second, I thought that was the end of it. Then it started up again. Vessa was huddled against a damp stone wall. Her arms were drawn behind her back, pushing her ample chest forward. I immediately recognized it as one of the giant stone tubes the priesthood were keeping the girls in.
“Why are you doing this?” she cried. 
“Hush child, I know you’re scared, but you really should be delighted. Your sacrifice is a noble one. It will allow the Cricilan race to continue. Think of all you will help- friends, neighbors, your own father.”
“By summoning a demon?” Vessa spat at the priest.
He took a quick leap back, then darted forward and smacked her across the cheek. Her head snapped to the side.
“You will not speak of Shothgor the munificent in such a manner. He is greater than you could ever dare to dream. His power echoes through the universe.”
A trickle of blood ran from the corner of Vessa’s mouth. That didn’t detract in the slightest from the defiance that shone from her eyes.
“He is a demon and you are a fool. If you summon Shothgor, you will doom us all.”
Kalu scoffed. “Shothgor is the only being who can save us from the vrag. You are-”
The feed froze. A white line rippled through it, reminding me of the VHS cassettes I used to watch as a kid.
Vissan groaned. “By Kord, I have the worst headache.”
Vessa ignored him. “As you have all seen, I was kidnapped. Held hostage against my will, and if he had had his way, the high priest Kalu would have sacrificed me to Shothgor, the terrible.”
An explosion of anger sounded from the bleachers. Now, I understood why Kalu had addressed his testimony to the assembled Konn. The judges might be voting on our sentences, but it would be the people of the city who would be the true arbiters of our fate. This wasn’t a trial- it was a plebiscite on our guilt.
And if the crowd’s reaction to Vessa’s magic trick was any indicator, it wouldn’t be us hanging in the wind. 
The king raised a hand and a tense silence descended over the crowd. “Each side will now have an opportunity to rebut the other’s claims.”
Is this a trial or a high school debate competition?
Kalu shot to his feet.
“This is absurd,” he sputtered. “You would believe such illusions? It is nothing more than magical trickery.”
The king turned to Vessa. 
“Daughter,” he said softly.
“I would ask Kalu this- if it is true that my companion killed you, how is it that you raised yourself from the dead? Surely only a disciple of Shothgor could manage such a feat. And even a devoted disciple would find it difficult- nigh impossible even- if he had nothing to offer to the nightmare God.”
Kalu’s lips trembled through his mask’s crude opening and for a moment it looked as though he’d speak out of turn. 
Folding his arms across his chest, he plopped into his chair. Even with the disconcerting mask, he looked like nothing so much as a petulant child. 
A grave expression passed over the king’s face.
“You have given us much to consider.” He turned to the priest who’d sat silent through most of the proceedings. “What say you?”
“I decide in favor of the high priest Kalu,” he said.
I let out a whoosh as a chorus of angry shouts buzzed through the air. Despite Vessa’s impressive performance, I hadn’t held out much hope for him.
“Very well,” the king said. His voice was impassive, though I could see the pain reflected in his eyes. “I have weighed the evidence carefully and impartially. The preponderance lies with Vessa and her companions. I condemn the high priest to death.”
One and one, I thought.
The king’s proclamation was met by an outpouring of cheers, with a few boos scattered in. My eyes fell on Vassar. The rotund merchant’s position in his chair hadn’t changed. His hands were steepled in front of his face, covering his mouth and nose.
His sharp blue eyes were fixed on a point in the middle distance.
The king turned to Vassar. “And you brother? How will you cast your vote.”
The fingers fell away revealing a mouthful of needle sharp teeth. He grinned wickedly. 
“I find for Kalu.”
An eruption of angry jeers sounded from the stands. The soldiers shifted nervously below. It looked like we were about to have a riot on our hands. I shot to my feet, a broadsword clutched in my hand.
Just as all hell was about to break loose, a burst of electricity filled the air with a buzz. I didn’t have to look to know who it was.
“He is the one who’s kept me here.”
Vala’s voice echoed angrily across the makeshift stadium. A hush fell over the crowd. Floating twenty feet off the ground in the dead center between the two bleachers was a cloud of blue electricity.
It was easily three times the size of Vala, but otherwise it was a perfect rendering of the lost princess. 
One sizzling finger extended directly towards the undead priest. 
“He’s locked me away in this prison.” She lowered her finger and swung towards me. I bit back a gulp at the sight of her crackling electric blue eye sockets. “Medina’s with me, but she’s not doing well. I think she’s in a coma. If they would just untie me, I could help her.” She bit back a cry. “We’re not under the city anymore Cal. They’ve moved us, but I don’t know where. There’s fog everywhere. It’s really creepy. Please come save me, I don’t know how much longer I can do this.”
Before I could respond, the electric girl fizzled and burst apart in a cloud of sparks.
A switch went off in my head. I strode across the stage. Grabbing hold of Kalu by the neck, I lifted him off the ground.
“Hey, you can’t do this.” He squirmed. “The court found against you.” The mask slipped off, revealing a face that was rapidly turning purple. “We. Are. A. Nation. Of. Laws.”
I shook the priest like a dog shaking a new toy. “Bitch, I’m the law. Now, you’re going to show me where Vala is, or we’re going to see how many times that coming back from the dead trick works.”
“Don’t bother about your whore, she’s already as good as dead,” he snarled.
With a surprising burst of strength, he pushed me, sending me swinging back a few inches. My grip loosened and for a second it seemed like he was going to fall. 
“You’re not getting away that easy,” I grunted. 
“Watch me, outlander.”
His other hand slipped beneath his loincloth, reappearing a moment later wrapped around a black ball. Grunting loudly, he threw it to the floor where it exploded in a cloud of smoke.
I tightened my grip. “Don’t think you’re getting away that easy.”
“Oh, I’m not. We are,” he cackled.
A burst of heat ran through my gauntlet. I cried out in pain as I let the priest go. The sound of scurrying feet penetrated through the smoke.
“Where’d you go,” I said, sweeping through the smoke with my sword. The smoke parted by my feet revealing a stony floor. The noise of the crowd had disappeared. 
Wherever I was, I wasn't on the platform anymore.
The sound of crashing rock filled the air. It was followed a moment later by Kalu’s thin voice.
“Attack!”




Chapter 26


Where am I?
The steady crash of stone on stone filled the cloud of misty gray. It sounded like a landslide that was coming closer with each thudding fall.  
I twisted around. I was flying blind.
By the time it burst through the smoke, it was too late to dodge. A boulder sized head lowered and slammed into my belly, picking me up and tossing me through the air. All the oxygen left my lungs as I collided with the ground.
I sat up and dissipated my armor. Running a hand gingerly over the affected part of my body, I winced slightly as it touched against a bruised rib. Miraculously, it didn’t seem that I’d broken any bones, although I was sure that when I took off my tunic tonight the whole front of my torso would be a nice shade of purple.
That’s assuming, of course, that I would make it through the day.
I staggered to my feet and resummoned my plate along with a heavy, two handed battle hammer. 
“Come and get me,” I shouted into the fog.
My challenge was answered by a deep braying sound. 
The steady, galloping clop-clop-clop started up again. I braced myself against the ground. I’d gotten lucky that first time. I couldn’t count on that happening again.
I closed my eyes and concentrated on the noise as it came closer. I’d have to use every ounce of my Paladin reflexes if I hoped to make it through this alive.
Now.
The thought shot through me like a lightning bolt. Pivoting on my back leg, I swung the hammer up in a sharp arc. It connected with the underside of a monstrous stone face the second it appeared through the fog.
The braying rock creature’s head snapped back, but its body continued plowing forward. Dropping the hammer, I used my momentum to side-step the charging beast.
As it passed by, I got my first good look at the creature. It was a stone bull, easily six feet tall at the shoulder. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what it weighed.
Then it was gone. 
It disappeared deep into the mist. I spun around and resummoned my hammer.
The clap of stone on stone ceased. It was turning around for a third charge. The hellish braying sound echoed through the air again. I planted myself firmly against the stone and resummoned my hammer.
I was sure I’d done some damage on his last pass through. Another solid hit with the hammer may well be enough to knock its head clean off.
The ear-shattering smack of stone against stone sounded again and the bull was racing towards me. 
I closed my eyes and waited for the crescendo to build. When it was unbearable, I side-stepped and swung my hammer out in a vicious half-circle that kept it parallel to the ground.
The hammer connected with a solid thwunk that left the bones in my hands and arms numb. A slender black crack spit the side of the stone bull’s crude head before spider webbing out into a delta of hairline cracks. 
The bull pulled up short and reared its head back before letting out another braying cry. That was all the time I needed. Swinging my hammer down behind me, I swung it up over my head in a devastating downward sweep. 
Its head shattered into a million tiny pieces.
The stone monstrosity slumped forward onto its knees. It shuddered then fell apart. I darted back as rocks rolled towards my feet.
I let out a sigh of relief, before immediately doubling up in pain. The adrenaline had already begun to leave my body and my bruised ribs were crying out with a vengeance.
I peered blearily into the steel gray wall ahead of me.
What I’d give for a GPS tracker right about now.
A crackle of blue lightning flashed in front of me. 
“Vala?” 
The sparks grew in intensity and then a ghostly blue apparition was floating before me. Hovering no more than a few inches above the ground, this avatar was roughly the size of her physical body.
“Cal, he’s here. I’m holding him off, but I don’t know for how long.”
“Where are you?” A thousand thoughts swirled through my mind. 
“Follow me.”
Vala turned and drifted through the fog. I took off after her, dissipating my hammer and summoning a sword and shield as I trotted.
“What’s happening?” I said, catching up with the ghost.
“I’m not sure,” Vala said. Whatever spell she was casting, she’d gotten progressively better at it. I could make out individual strands of hair floating behind her. “The grimoire came to me, Cal, the same one I used to summon you. It just appeared out of nowhere. When I opened it up I came across this spell. While I’m in this state, Medina and I are protected. But, he’s here. Just outside my bubble and if the spell ends he’ll be able to get to us again.”
“That won’t happen,” I said. My words came out gruffer than I’d intended. “How much further?”
“We’re almost there. Hold on.”
She stopped. Beneath her feet swirled more fog. “We’re at the edge of the pit. You’ll have to let yourself down.”
“How deep is it?” I said, summoning a grappling hook and dissipating my armor and weapons.
“Not deep,” she said. “Maybe twenty feet at most.”
“Got it,” I said. I found a solid spot to anchor my hook and then I leaned up against the side of the cliff. I’d never been fond of heights. Somehow, the fog made it easier.
Pushing off, I rappelled backwards. Vala was right. No more than half a minute passed. A breath-taking, dizzying thirty seconds. I was glad for it to be over.
I dropped to the floor where Vala was waiting for me.
“I feel weak,” she said in a whisper. “We must hurry.”
“Let’s go.”
She soared through the pea-fog, her body flashing alternatively bright and dim. A distant blue light glowed ahead. A jolt of crimson flashed. It was followed a half-second later by a crashing explosion.
Vala blurred. Her body became faint and wraithlike. 
“He grows impatient. I must rest.” She faded and shrunk. “Go. Now.”
I sprinted ahead, summoning my sword and armor as I ran. I didn’t need her guidance now. The blue bubble glowed brighter and brighter. Another flash of crimson burst through the fog followed by a thunderous crack.
As I drew near, a wrinkled blue shape became visible through the wafting mist. I transformed my sword into an ash-hafted javelin. Planting my feet firmly against the ground, I stopped twenty yards away and hurled it towards the half-naked priest’s back. 
He had leaned back, a swirling vortex of crimson centered on his hand when the javelin struck. It tore through his paper skin with the ripping force of a viper’s strike.
A peal of terror left Kalu’s lips as the energy about his hand dissipated into nothingness. He toppled over, face forward.
The blue shield flickered before dissolving into tendrils of empty nothing. I raced towards the cerulean skinned corpse. A double headed ax formed in my hand. Drawing up a few feet from the blood stained body, I brought the ax down heavily onto the Konn’s head. 
It crunched apart, sending flakes of bone flying past my face. I lifted the ax and brought it down again and again. The bugger had already come back from the grave once. I wasn’t about to give him another shot if I could help it.
I finally relented when the high priest was little more than mashed hamburger. Throwing my ax to the side, I let my armor dissipate. I welcomed the cool, clammy fog against my skin.
“Are you okay?”
Vala was huddled against the far, rock wall. A wave of shame burst over me. I quickly stepped in front of the corpse. 
“I should be asking you that,” I said.
“I am fine,” Vala said. “But, I fear Medina is not.”
The queen of darkness lay nearby. Her breathing was shallow, her eyes closed. I laid a hand against her forehead. A fever raged inside of her.
I struck the ground with my bare fist, stifling a curse.
“Cal?” Vala asked.
“I’m going to find every last bastard responsible for this travesty and make them pay,” I said.
I closed my eyes and tried to think. Pain pulsed up from my bruised ribs. I leaned to the side and something sharp poked against my ribs. 
The feather!
Excitement jolted through me as I reached into my pocket and plucked out the griffin’s feather.
Vala’s eyes widened. “What’s that?”
“Our ride home,” I said.
I placed the end of the feather between my lips. Its scratchy, dry length scraped uncomfortably against my skin. Filling my lungs through my nostrils, I blew into the feather with all of my might.
A thin, high clear note sounded from its end. I plucked the griffin’s feather from my mouth and placed it back in my pocket.
“What do we do now?” Vala said.
My eyes fell on Medina’s unconscious body. 
“Now, we wait.”




Chapter 27


We didn’t have to wait long. No more than a few minutes elapsed before the steady wingbeat of the griffin sounded from on high. His piercing yellow eyes burned through the fog like a pair of headlights and then the mythical creature was crouched beside us.
“Ready to leave so soon?” He turned and preened the feathers on his left wing, but his eyes never left me.
“I’m afraid we’re not going back to Andhera,” I said. “We need to get back to Cricila. Medina’s hurt.”
“Very well,” Aaron said. “You should know that if you use your return trip on this errand, you’ll have to find an alternative means of conveyance back to the shadow lands.”
“That’s fine,” I said distractedly. I had two fingers against Medina’s throat. Her pulse was slower than it should be.
He lowered his head, so that his neck was flush with the ground. “Climb aboard.”




Chapter 28


“You chose well, the Durga is twenty miles hence,” Vessa said.
Vala huddled closer to me. Without thinking, I wrapped an arm around her waist and gave her a squeeze. “But, what was that place?”
“Durga is an ancient city, long abandoned,” the blue skinned princess shivered. “Long ago, when Telos was still young, three Konn emerged fully formed from the ground. They were the first of our race. Ackhard the eldest founded the city of Alisia at the mouth of the Tyr delta. His city was built in honor of Loomine.”
“I have never heard of such a city,” Sal interjected.
Vessa looked at the huntress sadly. “The Alisians gradually descended into wickedness until even the God they worshiped could not stand the sight of them. Thus, he sent a cataclysmic flood to wipe away his shame many hundreds of years ago.”
“Harsh,” I muttered.
“Our city was founded by the second brother. Promius built Cricila in honor of Kord, the Law Giver. We who have always maintained our sacred and ancient laws have kept safe from catastrophe.”
“And Durga?” I gently prodded.
Vessa was silent for a moment, before continuing. “The last brother to emerge was Zizerath, the deformed. His body was pure, but alas his mind was twisted. His settlement was the smallest of the three, and it was not a city in the truest sense of the word, for it was not built in the interest of life, but of death. As you can already guess, Durga was built in honor of Shothgor, the Destroyer. Konn sacrifices were frequent and bloody. Even those who were permitted to live mutilated themselves in strange and horrific ways.”
“Did one of your guys send a plague to wipe them out?” 
“No, we did,” Vessa said. “Despite the terrors they meted out upon their own population, the law of fraternity kept us locked in trade with the Durgans. That is, until they came to our city to celebrate the rain festival.
“Our king at that time had a single heir, a daughter entering into her eighteenth year. She was reported as beautiful beyond measure, kind and graceful. All the people of the city loved her.
“In a gesture of goodwill, the Durgans asked that she be allowed to dance in their rain festival. The king granted their wish in the hopes that it would bring the two kingdoms closer together.”
“I don’t like where this is going,” I said.
“On the day of the festival, the Durga envoys came to the city in a series of covered coaches. When the king asked to see his daughter, the priests simply laughed and told him to wait for the performance.
“The whole city assembled in the market square to see what the Durgans had prepared. What climbed to that stage was nothing that had been touched by life. The princess’s skin hung limp from the body of their high priest. 
“Confusion, then a wild anger swept through the crowd as they realized their beloved princess had been flayed and turned into a skin suit. They crushed the priest beneath their feet and then the people of the city marched the twenty miles to their sister city and put their scant population to the sword.
“The chronicles record that the Durgans did not resist. If anything, they welcomed death. Later scholars believe the provocation was a deliberate act to trigger a mass sacrifice to their terrible God.”
“That’s what Kalu intended to do to Vala, Medina and you,” Pallas said sharply. 
“But, those two are not virgins?” Vessa said.
“It doesn’t matter,” Pallas said. “Think about it- if it did, why didn’t he take the other vestal virgins to Durgas? It was a smoke screen. A way to cover his tracks. What’s important isn’t that the sacrifice is a virgin. It’s royal blood that matters. That’s why we’ve been drawn here.”
Vessa’s brow wrinkled. “That makes sense. But, it’s so complicated.”
“We’re dealing with Gods, not mortals,” Vala said.
The door swung open and an unfamiliar blue face poked in. She was plump in a pleasant way, with a bust that extended beyond the tip of her nose. 
“Your majesties,” she said, bowing deeply. Her already exposed cleavage filled my field of vision.
I forced myself to look to the side as she straightened up. “Your companion has recovered.”
[image: image-placeholder]It took surprisingly little time to get Medina up to speed. While we were discussing the events of the past several days, two busty, blue servants brought in bowls of soup on a wheeled cart.
By this point, I was wise enough not to inquire after their contents. The soup was savory and succulent. After draining two bowls, I was ready for a nap. Evidently, so were the rest of the girls.
After Medina nodded off in her hospital bed, Vala demanded a cot be brought into her sick ward. This created a domino effect and by the time the dust had settled, you couldn’t move from one end of the room to the next for all the beds that the Konn had stuffed in here.
Most surprising of all, was Vessa’s wish to sleep with us. When I tried to gently dissuade her, she argued that she didn’t feel safe in her normal bed. Despite having personally reduced Kalu to a pile of hamburger paste, I had to agree with her.
He’d already risen from the dead once. I wouldn’t put it past him to do it again.
And that was to say nothing of his accomplices. A plot this intricate was more than a two man show. Speaking of which, I’d have to find out what had happened to Vissan’s zombified head.
Or not. After my Cricilan travails, a life-time free from the undead wouldn’t be enough. 
Pallas volunteered to take the first watch. Under ordinary circumstances, I would’ve protested. But, with my eyes ready to close of their own accord, I ceded the shift to Pallas.
The last thing I thought before my head hit the pillow was how grateful I was to be surrounded by a group of women who loved and cared for me.
Most men dreamt of having one woman’s affections, and here I was with four. Vessa’s energetic blue eyes met mine across the room and a strange look passed over her face.
Possibly five, I thought as I drifted off to sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]“Hey sleepy head, wake up!”
I startled awake. Soft, damp hands shook my shoulders. 
“What’s going on?” I said.
A damp finger pressed across my lips, silencing me. I looked up into Vessa’s electric blue eyes. She flashed a nervous smile. The dappled light ran over her nude body, wrapping her in alluring shadowy stripes.
She pulled back my blankets, and then I felt my breeches being slowly pulled down. Her head dipped to my crotch and her lips began to slide smoothly up and down my crotch. 
I let out a small gasp. 
Glancing from side to side, I wondered if the other girls could hear me. If they could, they gave no sign of it. 
My eyes returned to the sexy, blue bobbing head that was moving gently up and down my mid-section. 
Her sultry eyes met mine, and then she gave her head a little shake as she moved it up the length of my cock. 
“I want you to take me,” she whispered.
Without waiting for a reply, she slid her crotch over my erect cock and slid downwards. Her tight pussy walls clamped around my erection, gripping me tightly. She began to bounce up and down across my waist, sending flurries of ecstasy through me with each movement.
My eyes shot across the darkened room, and I caught sight of two luminous green eyes staring out. A wry smile crossed Medina’s face, while equal parts amusement and lust flashed across her eyes.
Vessa leaned over me, and I redoubled my efforts. Taking hold of her breasts, I eagerly ran my fingers across their smooth surface, stopping to rub at her rough nipples.
She let out a muffled cry, and if the other girls weren’t awake before, they had to be now.
Not that I cared. I was reaching my climax. Vessa’s breath came heavy and hard, and then she was stiffening against me.
I followed a moment later as I came deep, deep inside of her.
[image: image-placeholder]By the time Pallas poked her head back into the room, Vessa had returned to her bed. The warrior cast a suspicious look my way, but if she suspected anything she kept it to herself.
Swinging out of bed, I passed by Pallas on the way to the door. I caught her around the waist. Spinning her towards me, I planted a kiss on her lips. A half-smile curled up her face.
She leaned backwards, her clear blue eyes locked with mine. Then, she leaned forward and planted a soft peck on my lips.
Tilting her head back, she whispered: “And for what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Just because.”
“It’s been too long.”
“I’ll rectify that soon enough.”
She lightly swatted my butt. “You better.”
The warrior turned and sashayed to her bed. Even beneath her scaled hauberk, the twitch of her hips was evident and alluring. 
I shook my head as I walked out into the hallway. Summoning my plate and blade, I straightened my back and stood guard until I heard the first stirrings of life from within the chamber.




Chapter 29


“It’s time to get ready.”
The busty messenger from earlier had stuck her head through the doorway, once again subjecting us to a glorious view of her deep cleavage.
“Ready for what?” I said.
“The feast tonight, silly!” 
I looked at the other girls before looking back at that deep blue valley. 
“There’s a feast tonight?”
“Oh, everyone’s going to be there!” The messenger gushed. She straightened up. A jiggle ran over her twin mounds. “The king is throwing it in your honor. Not only is it the day betwixt the dry and rainy seasons, but the good princess Vessa is safe and sound, and the Shothgor plot has been thwarted! Oh, it’s a day that will be remembered for generations to come.”
I stood and stretched. I’d dissipated my armor and was back in my tunic and breeches. Soft calf-skin boots stretched up to just below my knees.
“Just follow me,” the girl said. “We must be on our way.”
I turned to Medina. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, boss.” She stretched out her arms towards me. “But, I could use a piggy-back ride.”
Rolling my eyes, I presented my back to the bed-bound girl. My knees buckled as she threw herself onto my back. 
“That’s more like it,” she crowed. “Looks like Vessa isn’t the only one who gets to ride Cal today.”
“What do you mean?” the messenger said politely, although I could make out the barest hint of a smirk on her face.
The Cricilan princess looked down and to the side. The skin on her face had turned a mottled shade of dark blue. I wondered if that was the Konn version of blushing.
“Oh nothing dear,” Medina said. “Ride pony, ride!”
“I’m about three seconds from dropping you on your ass,” I warned.
“My apologies. Now if you’ll excuse me, yippee ki yay motherfucker.” 
I locked eyes with the messenger girl. “Have you guys invented wheelchairs yet?”
[image: image-placeholder]As it turns out, they hadn’t. So, it was that Medina walked to the spa under her own power. We cut through a maze of twisting stone corridors that descended lower and lower into the ground. I was surprised. Being mostly underground, the palace was larger than it appeared from the outside. 
A plume of steam rushed up, enveloping us as we climbed down a set of finely hewn granite stairs. The warm moist air tingled against my pores, loosening my muscles. Below, a wood plank door stood open. 
Standing beside it was a finely featured Konn woman. She was completely nude.
I couldn’t help, but appreciate her taut muscles and finely shaped curves. A narrow, neatly shaven V nestled between her thighs, while two C cup breasts sagged ever so slightly: her body’s only concession to age.
My eyes swung up to her face. A lively intelligence played behind her eyes. She looked to be in her mid-thirties with the body of a yoga instructor.
“Greetings,” she said, bowing. As she straightened, a wolfish smile flashed across her face. “It is my honor to serve you and your guests, your majesty.”
“Trish!” Vessa squealed. 
She bounded down the last few stairs and rushed over to the nude woman. The two embraced in an unself-conscious burst of affection. 
As I watched the two hug, my loins stiffened. I adjusted my stride, hoping the other women didn’t notice. The two parted and looked up the stairs.
“I call dibs on the outlander,” Trish said.
“He’s a handful,” Vessa said, laughing.
“You’ve had him?” Trish raised an eyebrow.
“Let’s just say I’m not a vestal virgin anymore.”
“Oh girl!”
Trish high-fived the princess. Inside of me, pride mixed with embarrassment. 
Did they really have to have this conversation right here, in front of everyone?
The messenger gave no sign of hearing. 
“Attaboy,” Medina smacked me on the back.
I could feel my face turning beet red. I knew she was just doing this to embarrass me, it’s not like she hadn’t already watched us.
Delight flickered over Vala’s face. “Oh, you have been with Cal too? How wonderful, it is as if we are all sisters now.”
Pallas flashed me a gentle smile.
“Let’s get you cleaned up,” Trish said. “Into the sauna you go.”
I entered through the double doors. To my left were a series of cubbies. 
Trish wrinkled her nose. “Clothes off before you get any further. It’s unsanitary.”
Without thinking, I dissipated my tunic, breeches and boots. After having gone nude at the Temple of the Moon Goddess, I was somewhat inured to the prospect of parading naked in front of an unfamiliar woman. 
It was still a little weird, though.
Trish clapped. “That’s a neat trick.”
“Thanks,” I said, not sure if that was an appropriate response.
Fortunately, the other girls were too busy disrobing to tease me. Medina flashed me a wolfish grin as she slipped her top off, revealing her perky, compact breasts.
“Let’s have a chicken fight in the pool,” she said. “You and me against Pallas and Vala.”
I raised an eyebrow. “They have chicken fights in Telos?”
“Are you kidding me, they have chicken fights everywhere!”
I shook my head. Every day brought a new surprise. I let my eyes roam over my girls. Despite having slept with all of them, I couldn’t say I was tired of looking at their nude bodies. I doubted I’d ever be.
From Sal’s curves to Medina’s slim lines, Pallas’s smooth, developed musculature and mature features to Vala’s heartbreakingly innocent smile and blemishless, milky white skin, they were all gorgeous in their own unique ways.
And then there was Vessa. The newest addition: blue skinned and amphibious, yet somehow more beautiful than 99% of the women I’d known on Earth. She combined the elegant grace of a Milan runway model with the robust build of a volleyball player. 
The princess cum mage was a force to be reckoned with in more ways than one. She caught my eyes and gave me a little wave. An easy smile broke over her face as she sauntered over to me.
She’d already undressed and as she pressed her nude form to mine, I felt myself grow hard against her. Tilting her head to the side, she flashed me a bemused look.
“Seems our little tryst isn’t such a secret after all,” she said.
Before I could respond, she’d taken hold of my waist and pulled me closer to her in a passionate embrace. Her lips met mine, her tongue danced in me and I could taste her.
Medina let out a little whoop. When Vessa parted, the mottled flush had reappeared on her skin. Looking over her shoulder, I caught a hungry glimpse in Vala’s eyes. 
Trish playfully swatted my ass as she strode past me. “Enough dilly-dallying, let’s get you folks in the pool.”
The stone cavern turned out to be a sort of primitive hot springs spa. It was also in use. I forced myself not to stare at the naked blue women who eyed us as we walked through, although I could certainly feel every eye on my exposed crotch.
After a while, curiosity got the better of me. “Hey, why are there only women here?”
“It’s ladies night,” Trish said. A worried look passed over her eyes. “I hope you don’t mind.”
“No, not all.”
We continued on for perhaps fifty more feet before stopping at an in-ground pool. Steam wafted lazily into the air off of its surface.
“Be careful, the pool is heated,” Trish said. 
I dipped my big toe in the water. It was about as hot as a hot-tub. Not somewhere I’d like to spend an hour in, but perfect for loosening up my muscles after a long day’s work.
I slipped in the water. Trish sunk in next to me. In her hand was a bar of whitish soap.
“It’s my job to give you a proper scrubbing,” she said.
“Thanks, but I think I can handle that on my own.”
“Are you sure?” Disappointment flashed in her eyes.
I chuckled. “I think I can manage.”
She drifted over to me and actually mounted my body. Her crotch pressed tightly against her stomach, her breasts came just below my chin. 
What’s going on?
She dismounted, her bare pussy sliding tantalizingly close to my member. 
“Here you go,” she said, handing me a bar of soap.
Trish drifted over to Vessa, a pout on her face. As much as I wouldn’t mind having the beautiful and busty Konn wash my naked body, there were some things you didn’t farm out.
I got to work washing the accumulated grime from my skin. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a proper bath. Watching the layers of dirt slide from skin brought me a little surge of joy.
After I’d scrubbed each patch of skin for the third time, Trish returned. This time she had a look on her face that would brook no disagreement.
“Time for your massage,” she said.
I spread out my arms. “I’m okay, really. This hot tub is already so relaxing.”
In response, Trish climbed over me. I grew rigid as her buxom breasts pressed against my face. This time, she climbed all the way out of the pool. I got a tantalizing glimpse of her bare pussy just inches from my face before she heaved herself onto dry land.
Two arms hooked around my armpits and then I was being dragged up like a fish in a net. A few of the girls caught sight of what the masseuse was doing and laughed.
“Fine, fine,” I said. My butt slid onto the cool, tiled floor. “I give up.”
“That’s what I thought,” Trish said in a saucy tone.
Standing up, I turned and found myself brushing up against the blue-skinned beauty. Her nipples grazed against my chest. Lifting a finger, she traced a figure eight across the lower half of my stomach, dipping low as it traveled above my cock.
“I’m going to have fun with you,” she murmured. Her electric blue eyes found mine and an undefinable look swept across her face.
Her hand slipped over mine, wet and warm against my skin and then she was leading me past the curious stares of the female bathers towards the edge of the room where a massage table had been set up.
“Lay face-down.”
I obeyed. Despite my earlier objections, her flirtations had sparked a fire inside of me that demanded to be sated. The massage table was surprisingly similar to the ones I’d seen on Earth. 
I’d never gone to a masseuse before. Even with my physically active life-style, I’d always looked down on the practice as something both expensive and unnecessary. A dandified way of easing tensions in the body.
Something told me this wouldn’t be the case this time. A second weight lifted onto the table, and then Trish was rubbing the entirety of her nude body against mine. I let out a low moan. 
It felt so good.
And not just from an erotic angle either. Whatever techniques she was using, they were working. I closed my eyes as knot after muscular knot unraveled, dissipating into little pockets of bliss.
Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the pressure fell away from my back. 
“Turn over,” she said. “Let’s do your front now.”
I flipped over and found myself staring at Trish’s nude body kneeling at the foot of the bed. A surge of lust ran through me, and an uncontrollable erection shot up from my mid-section.
A frown flitted over Trish’s face. “Well, that won’t do.”
“It’s not exactly something I can control,” I said. It was an awkward position to be in, but I wasn’t about to apologize for my body’s natural functions.
“No, it isn’t. But, it’s something I can control,” she said.
Leaning forward, she took my manhood in her mouth. I let out a soft gasp. She pulled her head away, a look of concern flashing across her eyes. 
“Is everything okay?” she said.
“No, that’s amazing. Keep going,” I said.
She smirked. “I will.”
Her head dipped back over my crotch. I bit my lower lip as pangs of exhilaration and pleasure shot through me. The visual of Trish with her ass raised high, her slim waist and generous hips was almost too much to bear.
Her lips slid up and down the length of my shaft, before rising to enclose my cock completely. Then her head was bobbing up and down in a rhythmic motion. I closed my eyes as I came into her mouth.
Cascading waves of ecstasy rushed through me.
Then it was over.
Trish raised her head, a wicked smile spread across her face. “You taste good. Whatever your diet is, keep it up.”
I nodded weakly, incapable of speech.
The masseuse chuckled at my state. Then she got to work. This time, I had not only the sensation, but also the visual. Trish’s amphibious skin worked as a sort of natural lubricant, giving me the sensation that she was gliding over my body wrapped in oil.
It wasn’t long before I got hard again. Trish took care of the erection uncomplainingly, this time with her breasts. I bit my lower lip as her generous mounds rubbed against either side of my shaft, sending me to dizzying heights of satisfaction.
Finally, when she was all done I stood up and sunk back into the pool. By this time, the girls had already left. I wondered if they’d also gotten a massage from one of the other girls in the sauna.
Somehow, I doubted it. I got the feeling that what Trish had done for me might not exactly be standard protocol. The feeling intensified when I got out of the pool and the buxom masseuse wrapped her arms around me, before planting a generous kiss against my lips.
Parting her lips from mine, she fixed me with a hungry gaze. “If I come to your room tonight, will you turn me away?”
“No, I can’t say that I will. But, knowing my girls you might have to share,” I said, somewhat shocked at my own boldness.
A knowing grin spread across Trish’s face. One hand casually fell around my cock, giving it an absentminded stroke. 
“I don’t think I’d mind that..”
I flashed her a final smile, and began walking to the exit. As I walked, I summoned a finely stitched light green tunic, tan breeches, and soft calfskin boots. 
Whatever pleasures lay ahead of me, I still had a party to get to. 
I whistled a merry tune as I stepped out of the sauna. The muscles in my back felt better than they had in ages.
There really did seem to be something to this massage thing.




Chapter 30


Trestle tables spilled out from the front of the palace down the street for as far as I could see. It looked more festival than feast, with jugglers tossing torches in the air, fortune teller booths set up around the periphery and even some bizarre carnival games including one that involved nuts and a three pronged whistle.
A hand clapped my back.
“Come here, son,” the wizened old king said.
“Sir,” I said, hunching forward into an awkward bow. 
The king chuckled. “We’ll be having none of that now. Come along, tonight you’re sitting at the king’s table.”
I followed him through the bustling crowd. As we passed by, a few of the revelers raised their tankards to us. The king returned their salute with a jolly wave.
“These are good people,” he confided to me. “In many ways simple, but good nonetheless. Kind, noble-hearted adherents of the law. I couldn’t ask for a more pleasing job.”
“About the priest,” I said. “I’m afraid he might not be done. This was the second time I killed him. I’m afraid there might be a third.”
The king sighed. “Yes, I’ve done what I can to mitigate that threat. Mages and squadrons of soldiers have been stationed at strategic points around the city.”
A thought occurred to me. I felt like slapping myself for not thinking of it sooner. “Sir, what about the other girls? The vestal virgins?”
“All have been accounted for,” he said gently. “After Kalu’s little reveal on stage, Vassar revoked his earlier decision against you.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Between you and me, I’d watch out for the old son of a bitch. I could never prove it, but I’m certain Kalu bribed him. He’s a dangerous man- you don’t get to his level of wealth and influence without cracking a few skulls along the way.”
I nodded, a grim expression spread across my face. I’d surmised as much. 
He waved his hand as if to dispel such unpleasant thoughts. “Anyway, after we flipped the tables it was laughably easy to get a verdict against the upper portion of the clergy.”
He winked. “Only a little arm twisting was necessary to get the locations of the missing girls out of Kalu’s accomplices. But, let us worry about that tomorrow. Tonight we celebrate. My daughter has been returned to me and a plot to uproot the very fabric of our society has been foiled.”
We’d reached the market square. The bleachers and the platform with the gallows had been removed. In their place was a large rectangular wooden platform that rose no more than four feet off the ground. Just high enough to provide a clear view over the bustling crowds of Konn.
The king stopped at the foot of the staircase. 
“Understand that I’m saying this to you in confidence and I don’t expect an answer tonight. But, after all that you’ve done for the kingdom, I would be honored if you took my daughter’s hand in marriage.”
My jaw dropped. “I’m honored, sire. But, isn’t it a bit quick for that? I’ve only known her for a few days.”
A deep, belly laugh rumbled through the king. “You have no idea of our customs, boy. In Cricila, a man and wife typically do not see one another until the day they’re married. You’ve already broken the mold in that regard.”
“How does Vessa feel about this?” I said.
“It was her idea,” the old king said. He must’ve picked up on my hesitation. Clapping a hand on my shoulder, he continued in a fatherly tone: “Like I said, don’t feel as if you have to rush into anything. Take your time. However, I would like you to know that this isn’t a decision I came to lightly. Should you accept, all of Cricila will be in your hands once I pass. Despite your short time in our city, you’ve already demonstrated all of the qualities one needs in a leader: courage, selflessness and an unwavering devotion to the greater good. I would be honored if you’d accept.”
I met his level gaze, overwhelmed by the opportunity that’d been thrust upon me. As dazzling as the prospect of a kingship was, I knew I couldn’t accept it. There was still so much for me to do, and that was to say nothing of the other girls.
A toothy grin split the king’s face. “Don’t think too much about it tonight lad. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to get good and drunk off of some fine eel-berry wine. You’re more than welcome to join me.”
“Thank you, sir. But, there are some people I need to see first.”
He clapped me on the back. “Suit yourself, son. If you care to join me later on, I’ll be up here.”
He ascended the staircase to the platform. I followed shortly after, but instead of turning to the long trestle table that dominated the far edge I walked to a smaller, circular table set two thirds of the way down the stage.
“Well, well, well, look who finally made it,” Medina said, leaping up from the table. “Come here you big lug.”
She wrapped her body tightly around mine. The fresh smell of soap and suds rose from her skin.
“Hey there,” I said, pulling her tight against me. “You gave us all a scare.”
“Us?” she said questioningly, her head pressed tight to my chest.
“Well, me in particular.”
“I’ll take it.”
She unwrapped herself from my body and I took a seat between her and Vala. Sal and Pallas sat on the other side. I was disappointed to see Vessa missing, although after my recent conversation with the king, maybe it was for the best.
She was a fantastic girl, but I had no intention of tying myself down in this faraway kingdom.
A platter of writhing grey tentacles was already placed before me. A thin, lime-green sauce had been drizzled over it. I pushed it to the side, my stomach turning. 
“I think I’ll stick to drinks tonight,” I said.
“C’mon ya wuss,” Medina said before picking up a spasmodically curling tentacle from my plate and placing it in her mouth.
A warm hand folded over mine. “Try some of this,” Vala said in a soft voice.
She lifted a forkful of long green grass, drizzled over with a whitish substance to my lips. I opened my mouth and stifled an oomph as an explosion of flavor rocked through my body.
I closed my eyes as I chewed. The grass itself was sharp and minty while the white sauce was savory in a perfectly complementary way.
“This is delicious!” I exclaimed, swallowing down the last of the salad. 
Vala drew my face towards her and planted a soft peck on my lips. “Glad you liked it.”
An explosion rocked the air. I shot back in my chair. A plume of fire rose far in the distance. The howling roar of a war horn filled the square.
I leapt from my seat. Before I touched the ground, I’d already summoned my sword and armor. I landed with a heavy thud.
Below the stage, the feast had already been forgotten as the Konn rushed about in distress.
I scanned the far edge of the square. Nothing. 
A chorus of cries cut through the scattered confusion. I closed my eyes and concentrated on the word that was being repeated over and over again. Many voices coalesced into one:
Vrag.




Chapter 31


“Take me up,” I said to Medina.
“I’m going with you,” Pallas said.
“Can you handle her?” I said. 
Medina’s eyes glittered. “Not gonna lie, it’ll be tough.”
I made a snap decision. “Okay, Pallas you stay back with Vala. Sal, meet us at the front.”
“I can help!” Vala said.
“Remember last time?” I said. Vala’s face fell, but a stubborn resilience glowed in her eyes. 
“That was different,” she protested.
I gripped her upper arm. “I can’t afford to lose you Vala. The best thing you can do for us, for me, is to keep yourself safe.”
She held my gaze, then broke.
“I’m not a child,” she said softly.
“I know, you’re an incredibly smart, talented and strong young woman. But, right now we are fighting a goddamn war and I can’t afford to lose you again.” I caught myself. My words had become rough and raw at the end. 
She nodded. When her voice came out it was small. Defeated. “I understand.”
“I promise this isn’t permanent,” I said.
I gave her bicep a light squeeze and stepped away. Medina spread her arms wide. I stepped up and slipped my forearms beneath her armpits. She wrapped her arms around me in a hug, and then we were soaring upwards over the city.
Scattered fires twinkled throughout the city, while dark figures scurried through the streets below. It seemed like the entire population of Cricila was out on the streets tonight celebrating. I pressed my lips together into a thin line.
If we could rally the Konn, this might well work to our advantage. Up ahead, the walls of the city appeared. They were brightly lit by bonfires perched high atop the crenelated towers.
A flurry of flames burst over the side of the wall. Beyond the wall lay a forest of torches. This wasn’t just some rinky dink guerilla raid. It was a full blown invasion.
Rolling off the vrag forces like a tidal wave was a deep guttural chant. I couldn’t make out what they were saying, not that I cared to. All that I cared about was putting those bastards in the ground.
“What do you think, boss?” Medina said.
As much as I’d love to go in solo and start slashing, it was obviously suicide. “Do you see the bonfire over there, with all those shadows around it?”
“Affirmative,” Medina answered.
“Take me there.”
“Aye-aye cap’n.”
We soared low towards the bonfire. I wondered what the Konn would think about a bat-lady holding a knight fully clad in plate armor. We’d probably be riddled with arrows before we landed. 
Fortunately, everyone on the wall was looking out towards the battle-field, away from the city.
We landed lightly on the stony tower. Medina released me and I stumbled forward into the light. Pushing my arms out in front of myself, I regained my balance.
“Who’s in charge here?” I growled.
A bulky Konn with a jagged white scar running down the back of his neck into his cuirass spoke up. “As of right now, that’s me.” He fixed me with a level gaze. “The lieutenant’s in the infirmary. Arrow to the throat. Doubt he’ll make it. Who do I have the honor of speaking to?”
I dissipated my helm. His expression remained unchanged. “So, they decided not to hang ya.”
I reformed the helm. “No, now I need to know what’s going on and where I can help.”
“Blasted if I could say. Vrag rolled up not five minutes ago. They probably killed the scouts, far as I figure. As to where you can help, they’ve been blasting our walls with their catapults. Rocks and flames. Real nasty stuff. I’ve seen some ladders out there, but no towers. Figure they’ll try’n soften us up before they go full frontal.”
“Got it,” I said. “Medina, let’s go break up some catapults.”
“I thought you’d never ask.”
This time, her arms slipped under my armpits and she lifted me into the air with my front facing forward. 
I summoned my bow and arrow. Squinting against the darkness, I spotted my first catapult. It wasn’t hard to sight. Torch wielding vrag clustered around it. They were heavily armed and armored. Heavy kite shields covered their arms.
But, those same shields were stuck into the ground. They were relaxed. Too far out of range for the wall defenders to reach them, they thought they were safe.
They thought wrong.
I loosed a flurry of arrows. All it took was a half minute for the two dozen defenders to turn into two dozen pincushions. Before the surrounding vrag could cotton on to what was going on, I tapped Medina’s arm.
She swooped down and dropped me from ten feet up. I dissipated the bow and arrows mid-air. By the time I hit the catapult, I had my ax in hand. It was at this point that I realized I knew next to nothing about the actual mechanics of how a catapult worked. 
So I started hacking. 
It turned out that catapults were like most pieces of machinery. If you hit it enough times with a giant ax, it fell apart. It wasn’t long before more vrag were rushing up to the ruined war machine. 
But, by then it was already too late. A seven foot tall demon dragon with angry red scales sprinted towards me with fire in its eyes and a heavy ball and chain mace dangling at its side. 
Swinging my ax out in a wide half-circle, I loosed it towards the hellspawn. The ax made three full revolutions before burying itself in the dragon’s neck. He coughed, letting out a spurt of blood before falling face forward onto the ground.
The next second I was airborne, flying over a crowd of swarming vrag. I felt like I was being lifted out of the world’s angriest mosh pit. An arquebus bolt hurtled an inch past my left foot and Medina jerked us straight up.
I summoned my bow once again. 
“And this, my friends, is called the incredible make everything burn trick,” I muttered.
Summoning fire arrow after fire arrow, I sent the flaming darts cascading towards the ruined catapult until a steady inferno was blazing. I watched with grim satisfaction as the remaining vrag fell back from the ruined machinery.
We worked our way up and down the vrag line. By the time we got to the third catapult, they were expecting us. 
“Gah,” I cried out in frustration. The vrag had formed up into a semi-circular shield wall around their catapult. Arquebus men lurked within the enclosure. They couldn’t see us, so long as we stayed out of sight, locking us into a frustrating stale-mate. 
“There’s only one thing you can do,” I said. We were about fifty feet up, directly over the catapult. “Drop me.”
“From this height? Don’t be stupid, you’ll break both of your legs,” Medina said.
“Dive bomb me then.”
“Great, then we’ll both die. Here’s an idea. Let’s call it quits and go back to the wall.”
“No,” I said. Frustration tore through my mind. “We can do this.”
I can do this.
“Drop me.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“Goddamnit Medina.”
“Fine.” Medina threw her hands up. “Have it your way- oh shit.”
I barely heard her as the wind rushed up and around me. Summoning an eighteen foot long pike, I stuck it straight down and wrapped my legs around it like a pogo stick. 
It crashed through the big wooden bowl, throwing me forward. My eyes widened as I fell in a downward arc. Summoning my sword and shield, I readjusted my body in mid-air, positioning my shield out in front of me. 
And not a moment too soon. An arquebus bolt splintered against my shield. A second later, my foot crashed onto the shoulder of a vrag. He pitched face forward, while I bounced back towards the catapult. 
Glaring crimson eyes burned through the black. I darted out, my sword quick as a viper’s blade. It bit deeply into the vrag’s neck and he let out a peeling cry of pain. I spun back and chopped my blade low. It bit deeply into thick shin muscles. I spun around as four hundred pounds of reptilian waste collapsed behind me.
Instincts took over and my blade darted up and tore through a vrag’s exposed neck. He fell to his knees. But, I was already darting up onto the catapult. Summoning a battle ax with a four foot haft and a single, heavy blade, I slammed it heavily against the ropes that ran taut around the sinister war machine.
The arm scoop swung out and to the side. I danced over its length and then I was being lifted up into the air again. 
“Don’t you ever do that again,” Medina said, sounding genuinely pissed off for once. Hiding beneath her anger was a bright red thread of worry, of fear.
“You were the one who dropped me.”
“Bah, you were the one who- you know what? Never mind, it doesn’t matter.” She took a deep breath. “You got ‘em Cal. Good job.”
“Thanks coach,” I said. 
I peered out over the battle-field. If there were more catapults, I couldn’t spot them. But, what I did see gave me pause.
“They’re starting the ladder assault,” I said.
“Already on it,” Medina said. “You want to go kick some vrag butt?”
“You know it.”
[image: image-placeholder]They never saw it coming. 
Medina flew in low and fast, running parallel to the wall. I’d dissipated my shield and sword. The first ladder appeared, a knotted thing of dark walnut barely visible in the half-light. Medina swept low between two vrags. Reaching out, I gave the ladder a mighty yank and it pulled forward. 
The vrag above me let out a piercing screech as he fell fifty feet backwards. Medina darted up and down the length of the wall. Moving quickly, together we pulled and pushed down a solid two dozen ladders.
For once, the darkness worked in our favor. The vrag arquebus men were shooting at shadows. Bolts burst behind us, shattering in bursts of splinters. 
Finally, we reached the end. Medina pulled up sharply and we landed atop the wall. Konn archers were lined up shoulder to shoulder. Behind them, a steady stream of assistants were busy resupplying them.
I peered over the edge. The arrows seemed like little more than a nuisance for the heavily armored warriors. Though a scattering fell with each volley, most of the darts sank harmlessly into the vrag’s large shields. 
The vrag were silently parting, creating a long aisle between the forces. I squinted and caught sight of a covered wagon pulling through the ranks. 
“It’s a battering ram. They’re going for the main gates.”
The bulky Konn who’d spoken to me earlier had reappeared by my side. 
“I’ll stop it,” I said.
He snorted. “You and what army?”
“You.” I held his gaze. “You and me and Medina.”
A toothy grin split his face. “I can get behind that.”
“Good,” Medina said. “Because I’m behind you.”
Looping one arm under his and another under mine, she flitted into the air. “By the gods you’re heavy,” she grunted. “We can’t go far like this.”
“That’s fine,” I said. “Just take us down.”
“Got it.”
We shot down at a pace that sent whipples of air rushing through my hair. I landed in front of the advancing battering ram.
A team of burly vrag soldiers were bearing down on me. Summoning my sword, I sallied forth. The first two were cut down before they’d had a chance to drop the battering ram. 
On the other side, I caught a glimpse of the Konn locked in combat with the lead vrag. A spear darted toward my head and I ducked a half-second before it hit.
Stay focused, I thought.
The battering ram teetered forward and crashed into the ground, sending up a spray of mud. I surged forth, cutting down demon after demon. Limbs fell beneath my blade. Bodies thrashed and spines severed. 
The spirit of the Paladin overcame me and I moved with a grace and a strength I’d felt only rarely before. Suddenly, I was back beneath the Manor House of the Clan Hearthstone, slaying kroteins. 
My sword dipped and slashed, stabbing and parrying. A cry rang out from behind me. Not the vicious, guttural cry of the dying vrag, but something almost human in its feeling and intensity.
My stomach sank. Darting beneath a swinging blade, I swept out with my sword and cut the attacking vrag off at the knees. Moving with the momentum, I spun all the way around just in time to witness a vrag warrior bury a third spear into the unnamed Konn’s chest.
The stout stabbing weapon slid neatly between his shoulder and left pectoral muscle. The Konn dropped to his knees. Over the fray, his eyes found mine. Fear, anger, and defiance mixed together in a potent pool of emotion.
Leaping over the battering ram, I sprinted towards my downed comrade. It was already too late. The vrag drew a broadsword from his sheath easily four inches across and with a single, fluid motion he parted the Konn’s head from his body.
A high, keening cry rose from my lungs. Summoning a one sided hammer into my hands, I swung it high overhead and brought it crashing down on the back of the vrag’s head.
It cratered with a loud crunch. Sweat poured down from my brow and into my eyes. Not caring about the battle that still raged around me, I dissipated my helm and gloves and wiped the sweat from my eyes. 
I turned around and eyed the downed battering ram. Summoning two torches, I threw them at the base of the steel capped log. My helm and gloves reformed and then Medina was lifting me through the air. 
As we reached the lip of the wall, an arquebus bolt exploded against my right shoulder, sending a pang of pain jolting through my body.
“Are you alright?” Medina said.
“I’ll be fine,” I growled.
Medina dropped me atop the wall. From this new vantage point, I could see the vrag had begun to pull back. This time it was an orderly and disciplined move away from arrow range.
I rested my forearms against the crenellations, and wearily watched the vrag retreat. 
I knew them well enough by now to know that they didn’t just give up. The vrag fetishized death in combat, much the way the old Norse and Spartans were said to have done.
“Someone else is commanding them,” I said. 
Medina raised an eyebrow. 
“This was a tactical retreat. Not something the vrag are big on. No, someone else is pulling the strings,” I said.
“But, who?” Medina said.
A familiar figure strode out from the darkness. His crudely carved wooden mask jeered up at the battlements.
Though he must’ve been at least a hundred yards away, when he spoke it was as if he were standing right beside me, whispering into my ear.
“Miss me.”




Chapter 32


“How does this keep happening?” I said.
“Whatever magic he has, it must be quite potent,” Vala said.
“It’s because he has direct access to Shothgor,” Vessa said quietly. “Power flows from the gods, and with Shothgor being the god of destruction, well, it’s going to make destroying him pretty hard.”
Pallas’s eyes narrowed. “What I don’t get is why the vrag are answering his orders. First, Tzoa and now this. Are the creatures capable of independent thought?”
“It’s not an unheard of tactic to co-opt native fighters for their local knowledge, but you’re right. This seems to go beyond that. It’s entirely possible the vrag are simply susceptible to persuasion. Or perhaps they recognized Tzoa and Kalu’s magic as a higher power. Regardless, we’re going to have to figure out how to take out the army and Kalu,” I said.
I looked out the arrow loop at the muddied ground below. The vrag had halted their retreat roughly three hundred yards beyond the city walls. Wisps of fire curled up into the sky from their camp.
“I know what to do,” Vala said. All eyes turned expectantly on the princess. A slight blush ran up her cheeks. “We must confine him.”
“Easier said than done,” Sal said. 
I ignored her. “Can you do it?” I said.
Vala lifted up the grimoire from her lap and set it on the table. She flipped it open to a page that I knew was chosen at random. Dense text surrounded a series of complicated symbols. 
“All we need to do is get him onto this hexagram and say the words and we can trap him within an object, like this,” Vala said, holding up a small box.
“Oh great, is that your people’s fetish- locking up poor defenseless creatures in tiny objects,” Henki groaned.
“Shut up Henki.”
Pallas arched an eyebrow. “And if he’s freed?”
“Let’s make sure that doesn’t happen,” I said.
“There is a catch,” Vala said. “For a spell of this magnitude, I’ll need another mage to help me.”
Vessa flashed a wide grin. “I’d be honored.”
“Then all we need is a plan,” Pallas said.
[image: image-placeholder]“Couldn’t sleep?” I said.
“No,” Vala rested her arms on the battlements and stared out at the inky sky. “You know, when I was trapped in that tube, I had a lot of time to think.”
I rested a hand against her waist. “What did you think about?”
“My life. If I’ve lived well.” She sighed. “But, mostly I thought about you. I thought about us. Our time together, and how it's been so short.”
I pulled her tight against the side of my body. Her bare skin felt warm through my tunic. “Much too short.” 
She nestled her head against my shoulder. 
“How do you feel about tomorrow?” I said.
“I’ll be fine.” A comfortable silence filled the void between us. “As long as I’m with you, I’ll be fine.”
She twisted in my arms and pushed herself up towards me. Her lips found mine, and then I was lost in her honeysuckle scent. Something new brightened her embrace. Somewhere in her imprisonment, an added layer of melancholy had woven itself into her.
Vala had always been cheerful, sweet and naive, sometimes painfully so, but now she was changing. It was not a sea change, but something subtle. A maturation of her character, of her inner strength and beauty.
It was both sad and sweet.
I would not mourn for what was lost, I decided. Instead, I would celebrate what was in front of me.
Vala’s hands tugged eagerly at the hem of my tunic. I reached down and pulled it over my head. Her palm slid over my well-muscled chest, my flat, hard stomach and then lower to something equally hard. 
“You’ll want to take those off first,” I said gently.
Without waiting for a reply, I slid my breeches down exposing my erection to the night air. We were alone, the crenulations rose to mid-chest height. Barring a sudden vrag assault, it was unlikely we’d be disturbed.
Not that I cared. One of the benefits to becoming a bad-ass magical warrior is you had considerably less fucks to give about what people thought of you.
Vala knelt before me, and slid her mouth around my manhood.
I leaned my head back and moaned. One hand reached out gently, brushing aside a stray lock of Vala’s hair. 
The moonlight shone strong on her milky white skin. Her warm blue eyes were lit up with pleasure and excitement. Tremors of ecstasy shot through my body. 
When I could take it no longer, I reached down and lightly placed my hand on her shoulder. Answering my signal, Vala slowly slid her mouth off of my manhood. A long strand of spit connected my cock to her hungry smile.
“Make it hard. Make it rough.”
I could hardly believe my ears. Where was the blushing princess I’d met not so long ago?
Crossing her arms in an X-shape over her breasts, Vala took hold of her top and pulled it off in one easy motion. I bit my lower lips as her firm breasts bounced into view, each topped by a strawberry pink nipple.
Unable to resist, I leaned forward and planted my mouth above the top of her right breast. Vala moaned as I sucked and nibbled. My left hand crept up and began to play with her other breast, caressing, pinching and teasing.
A shudder ran through her. She lifted her head back high and whispered sounds that weren’t quite words, though their meaning was unmistakable. I moved lower, planting kisses down the length of her body until I reached her waistline. 
Taking hold of each side of her skirt, I tugged it down. My lips found hers, and then my tongue was darting in and out of her most secret places. 
Her hands gripped the side of my head. She thrust her pelvis against me and then she was coming against my face. I eagerly lapped at her juices. When her breath softened, I straightened up. 
Bliss and quiet expectation were plastered across her face. Taking her firmly by the hips, I moved Vala towards the wall. Her round ass bobbed out eagerly in front of me, I slipped into her waiting wetness and slowly began to pulse my hips back and forth.
“Yes Cal, fuck, you don’t know how long I’ve been waiting for this,” Vala said. Her voice was parceled out in hurried breaths. 
I responded by increasing the speed of my thrusts. She let out moan after low moan, her voice amplified by the still night air.
Faint starlight spilled across her back, casting her blemishless skin in perfect illumination. 
“Stop, I’m going to try something,” Vala said.
Intrigued, I stopped, leaving my cock only a third of the way in. Vala began to push back against me. I bit my lower lip as the subtle change in sensation washed over me. 
Her ass rode high, then dropped lower. Her body was undulating like a wave across me, and with each backward push I came closer and closer to release. In tandem with my desire, her movements increased and then I was coming deep inside of her.
That seemed to be the trigger. She froze against me.
“Oh goddess, yes,” Vala said. “Yes, yes, yes.”
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“We must bring the fight to the enemy. Everyday we wait is another day that they have to rearm, to strategize and scheme. If we hit them now, we’ll have the element of surprise on our hands.”
The general punctuated his speech by bringing one fist down hard on the wooden table. A tremor ran over its surface like an earthquake. The tendons in his bare arms stood out like steel cables.
Despite his advanced age and wiry build, this was one Konn I did not want to mess with.
“Please, there’s no need for such theatrics,” counseled a Konn seated at the far side of the table. His rolls of fat spilled over his lap, hiding his loincloth and giving him the appearance of a nude Buddha. Vessa had whisperingly introduced him as the minister of plenty- whatever that was- before the council meeting had begun. “So long as we are behind these walls, we are safe. We have the upper hand. Try though the vrag might, they’ll dash themselves against our walls like so many waves against a stony cliffside.”
“And what of the sorcerer?” The general leaned to the side and spat on the floor. Gross. From the way that his face twisted, you’d think he was regurgitating a living frog as he spoke his next words: “The disgraced priest Kalu.”
“What of him?” A solid chested Konn interjected. “His power alone is not enough to grant the vrag a decisive advantage. If it were, he would’ve made his move already.”
“How do you know for certain,” the minister of plenty said. His belly jiggled distractingly as he spoke. “The time of the rainy season is nigh and with it Shothgor’s powers. If he really is in league with the vile God, then his powers are already at their zenith.”
“But, he doesn’t have his sacrifices,” I said.
The Buddha cast a sideways glance my way, as if he wasn’t sure what to make of me. “Just because he isn’t able to summon Shothgor from his shattered realm doesn’t mean he can’t access the cursed god’s powers. His inability to stay dead is ample evidence of that.”
I took a breath and looked towards the king. He lifted his chin in a nearly imperceptible signal. 
“It seems to me that we’ve aligned on a primary obstacle. Before we can defeat the vrag, we must take out Kalu. And with the start of the rainy season upon us, it’s imperative that we do this now.”
All eyes were on me. I stilled my fast beating heart. If they refused my proposal, we’d go ahead with it anyways. But, if they chose to attack, that would make our task one hundred times more difficult. 
“My companions and I will infiltrate the vrag camp. We will seek out Kalu and deal with him. After our task is complete, you can do whatever you want. I have a feeling the vrag are going to attack anyway.” I nodded to the fat man. “At least, if they don’t have Kalu breathing down their necks.” 
“And how exactly do you plan on sneaking into their ranks?” The solid chested man said skeptically.
“Bartheous, if you would,” Vala spoke up.
A chorus of gasps and the shriek of wood on stone filled the room as the Konn shot back in their chairs. I noticed with mild alarm that a few were now clutching their weapons.
“That’s enough Bartheous, thank you,” Vala said.
The glamour disappeared. A pang of worry shot through me. Buddha had his hand over his chest. If we weren’t careful, we’d give the jolly old fella a heart attack.
“What was that sorcery?” the general asked angrily.
“Maybe you were too busy huffing milano fumes in your youth to go to school, but most educated persons would recognize that as an illusion,” Bartheous said, a sour edge to his voice.
“You- you tricked us!” Buddha sputtered.
“If we could trick you with us standing right in front of you not a moment ago, think how easy it will be to trick the vrag,” I said.
“And the mad priest,” the king said.
I noticed he too was avoiding Kalu’s name. I wondered if that was a superstition among their kind. After all of this was over it would be fascinating to do a study on the Konn and their culture. 
I shook my head. Now wasn’t the time for such thoughts. We had a war to win.
“As the general so astutely pointed out earlier, he cannot be killed,” I said.
“However,” Vala cut in. “He can be trapped.”
She hefted a heavy leather book off of her lap and onto the table. Flipping open to a random page, she pointed to a thick curtain of text that wrapped around a complex hexagram.
“I’m afraid I don’t follow,” the king said.
“If we lure him into this hexagram, we can bind him to a physical object. It’ll act as his prison for all of eternity.” She paused, and continued uncertainly. “Or until it’s broken.”
“This is a horrible plan!” The general spat. “You propose to lock the greatest enemy our people have known in generations, a known traitor and worshiper of Shothgor nonetheless, in a prison? The law says he must be killed, and we are nothing if not a nation of laws.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but the king silenced me with the sweep of his hand. “Sometimes, other factors must be taken into consideration. The law is a great tool, and one without which our race would be bereft. But, Kord gave us the faculty of reason for a purpose.”
He looked sternly at the steely eyed general. He held the king’s gaze and for a terrible moment I was afraid a fight was going to break out at the council table. His eyes flicked away and like a smaller dog confronted by a bigger dog, he backed down.
“There’s one catch,” I said. I took a breath. This would be the tough part. “For the spell to be completed, two mages must cast it.”
For the first time, Vessa spoke up: “I need to go with them, daddy.”
I’d expected almost any reaction from the king, except the one I got. He merely nodded his head, before turning to me.
“In your heart of hearts, do you really believe this is the best option before us?”
A thin smile split my face. “In order to kill a serpent, you must first chop off its head.”
“Very well,” the king said. “Council adjourned.”
[image: image-placeholder]Medina let Vessa down at the edge of the stream. I stepped down from the treeline and greeted them.
“Are you ready?” I said.
“I was born ready,” Medina said, though the look on her face said otherwise. 
Trepidation ran through me. If we were exposed at any point during our mission, we were dead meat. 
“You don’t have to go with us,” I told Medina. “You can wait here for our return.”
“Don’t be stupid. Vala, do your magic thingy. I’m going to look so awesome as a monster lizard.”
“Bartheous, please transform us into vrag,” Vala said. 
“Bartheous do this, Bartheous do that. Has it ever occurred to you that maybe what Bartheous wants to do is take a goddamn nap,” he said.
“Don’t even bother with them. It’s like a fetish. Did you hear what they’re planning on doing to that poor priest?” Henki spoke up.
“A man of the cloth. My mother is rolling in her grave,” Bartheous said.
“Your mother’s dead?” I said. I was mildly surprised, I didn’t think demons like Bartheous were capable of dying.
“No, she’s a mummy trapped beneath a cursed pyramid in the sands of Azozogoth. Okay, enough chit-chat. Let me do my thing,” Bartheous said.
A burst of light filled the glade and then three vrag stood staring back at me, wide-eyed.
Medina looked down at her scaly arms. “Oooh, this is bad-ass!”
I ignored her preening. “Okay, from here on out, no talking unless it’s strictly necessary. That goes doubly for you, Bartheous and Henki.
“Any questions?”
Silence greeted my query.
“All right, let’s roll out.”
I turned and headed for the treeline. A scaly paw swung out in front of me.
Damn, this is pretty bad-ass, I thought.




Chapter 34


“What are you lot doing here?” 
The vrag shot a murderous look our way as he picked his teeth with the tip of a dagger.
I stepped forward. “Just got back from a scouting mission. We’re on our way to camp.”
His eyes narrowed. The dagger moved away, but did not leave his hands. “Ain’t no scouting mission s’pposed to be out in these woods.”
Vessa piped up.“Well, there is and we’re it, so if you’ll stop bothering us we’ll be on our way now.”
Her words cascaded over one another, entirely too fast. The vrag didn’t move.
“What’s yer name, soldier?”
“It’s-,” Vessa cut off as she hurled a ball of fiery energy at the vrag’s face.
His head exploded like a popped meat balloon. Blood and gore showered everywhere.
“I’m sorry guys! I don’t know what happened, I just panicked and it kind of came out of me,” she said.
“Not much we can do about it now,” I said.
I wiped away a glob of vrag meat from my hair. Unfortunately, Bartheous hadn’t used his force-field powers to surround our illusions.
“Henki, where do we go next?” 
“Straight ahead, about a quarter mile. Ya can’t miss it.”
“Thanks buddy.”
I was answered by indistinct grumbling. A surprisingly large part of me felt bad for keeping the old demon captive. I’d have to free Henki, for real this time, as soon as the mission was complete.
Fortunately, the rest of our walk through the forest was tranquil. We entered the vrag camp without incident. I was surprised that we weren’t stopped by sentinels as we neared the first tent. 
A few armor clad vrag looked our way, then looked away without comment. It seemed that we’d had the misfortune of running into a sourpuss.
All was orderly, the tents aligned with the neat military discipline of a Roman legionnaire’s camp. We started along a wide road that cut through its center.
As we passed by an intersection, I caught sight of a fire that was slowly dwindling to ashes. A single vrag absentmindedly poked at the cinders with a stick, but that’s not what drew my attention. 
Five large eggs that looked like they could have popped out of a dinosaur sat huddled at regular intervals around the fire. I waited until we passed to speak.
“Where are the vrag women?” I said.
“Huh?” Medina said.
“We’ve only seen men so far. It makes sense that they wouldn’t send the women to battle, but usually camps have hanger-ons: prostitutes if nothing else. And it’s strange that in all my time here, we haven’t seen a single vrag female.”
“It’s a mystery,” Vala said. “It truly is, and it’s one that has vexed the forces of Odras for quite some time.”
“I saw a few eggs back there,” I said. “In the fire.”
“Then there’s one in this camp,” Vessa said.
“Possibly,” I said. “Or maybe they were birthed in another location, and brought here with the army.”
I let the conversation lapse into silence. The origins of the vrag was an important topic, but one better left for another day.
A group of vrag marched past us. Our disguises must’ve worked, because they barely spared us a passing glance. I waited until they were gone to ask the question that’d been burning inside of me since we entered the camp.
“Where do we go from here?” 
“You’re almost there, hook a left seven tents up and keep going until you hit the big tent. You’ll know it when you see it.”
“Thanks buddy.”
“Go shove it up your-,”
“Shut up, Henki,” Vessa and Vala spoke at the same time.
They turned to each other and giggled. 
We passed the seventh tent and turned onto a narrow road made from hard-packed dirt. Henki was right, Kalu’s tent contrasted jarringly with the uniform spartan layout of the vrag camp. Opulent purple velvet sheets swept twenty feet off the ground, towering above the neighboring tents. At the entrance, brass braziers burned with orange licking flames.
Two guards were stationed at the entrance. 
“Okay girls, this is it. Ready?”
Medina snorted. “I was born ready.”
And before I could stop her, she was striding across the camp towards the first guard. 
“Hey,” she barked. The vrag clutched their halberds a little tighter as they straightened up. Medina continued on in the same harsh voice. “Did you hear about the frog who broke his leg?”
The two vrag stared blankly at her for a second. Finally, the nearest one spoke. 
“No sir. Should we assault the frog’s position?”
“Well, he’s feeling unhoppy.” Medina had stopped several paces away from the nearest vrag. Even from behind with her vrag glamour, I could tell she was wiggling her eyebrows at the confused guards. 
“Sir?”
“Get it- unhoppy?” The vrag continued to stare at her in confused silence. “By the goddess, you uncivilized swine deserve death.” 
A sharp crack split the air as the burning tip of Medina’s whip collided with the closer of the two. His body fell away into ashes. Before the other guard could react, his head burst apart in a cloud of flames.
I turned and gave Vessa a high five. “Nice going!”
She smiled and looked at the ground. It was endearing yet also slightly disconcerting, given that she looked like a seven foot tall vrag with angry red scales.
“What about me!” Medina’s pouting vrag face was even weirder.
“You did good, kid,” I said, breaking into an easy smile.
“It’s you did well,” she sniffed. “And truly, twas nothing.”
She curtsied an invisible skirt. 
“Well, let’s get this show on the road,” I said.
I lifted back the tent flap.




Chapter 35


The outer opulence of the tent was not matched by its insides. Kalu hunched over a dull iron urn that glowed with a blue fire that even from the doorway, I knew was not real. 
With his crude mask over his face, and a short staff in his hand, he looked every inch the witch doctor from a 1950s pulp fiction paperback cover. 
 “Sir,” I began. “We have urgent news from the front.”
Vessa and Vala were already creeping around to the sides. 
He spoke without looking up from his fiery cauldron. “Is the news that three princesses and a man who should know better have infiltrated my inner sanctum.”
His mild tone belied the danger lurking behind his words. Vessa and Vala darted forth. The rough leather grip of my bow filled my hand and then I was loosing arrow after arrow at the priest’s bare chest.
The fire exploded. 
The blue flames arced outwards, becoming great, writhing arcs. The blue coarsened, turning to a flickering black. My arrows sank harmlessly into the shadowy tentacle that raced across the room towards me. Then it smacked into me, driving all of the air from my chest.
I let out an oomph as I crashed against the ground near the mouth of the tent. The tentacle wrapped around my waist and lifted me into the air. Medina flitted by, her bat wings poking incongruously from the back of her vrag glamour. The burning tip of her whip snapped back and exploded against the tentacle chasing her.
It stopped and writhed in mid-air, twisting in on itself in a soundless scream. Vala let out a cry as the tentacle lifted her off the ground. Across the room, Vessa struggled mightily against the tightening black anaconda. A burst of fire glowed between her and the tentacle. It shook in pain, then wrapped tighter about the flailing princess. 
“Now, now, what’s this?” Kalus said.
The tip of the tentacle lifted something from Vala’s neck. It squeezed tight and a burst of sparks shot out. A whoosh of air swept the room, and then a vague red blur shot by overhead.
“So long suckers,” Bartheous boomed. 
The illusions surrounding us flickered out of existence.
“So much better,” Kalu muttered. 
My eyes turned back to Medina who was zooming over the cauldron, a fifth tentacle sprang up with explosive force knocking her from the air. Like an injured bird, she fell to the ground.
“Medina!” I yelled.
Inches from the floor, the tentacle swept out and wrapped around her.
“That won’t do,” Kalu tut-tutted. “I’ll need all three alive. Truth be told, one would be sufficient for Shothgor’s hunger. But, the power that will flow into him when I spill three vessels of royal blood in his name. Odras, Andhera and Cricila united behind Shothgor, the terrible.” He laughed. Stopping, his cold gaze fixed on me. “Unfortunately for you, Shothgor does not require a pissant’s blood. Say your goodbyes, girls.”
The tentacle tightened around me. I pushed against it, flexing with every ounce of strength that ran through my body, but to no avail.
“Come on,” I grunted. 
You are more powerful than you realize.
The thought appeared in my head as if I had spoken it. I recognized the source of the words instantly: they had come from the spirit of the Paladin.
“What do you mean?” I choked out the words. The tentacle was crushing against my chest. Soon, I wouldn’t be able to breathe. Not that it’d matter. With the way the tentacle was pushing against me, my rib cage would soon be turning my internal organs into a pincushion.
There is a power hiding within you. A latent force that has been with you since birth. 
It is yours to call upon, if you’ll only say your father’s name.
“Jim?” I croaked.
Your real father, Cal. You must call upon him now or it will be too late. Repeat after me: By the power of the light of day, I invoke-
“By the power of the light of day, I invoke-,”
-the watchful-
“-eye of the sun-”
-to smite thine enemies-
“-and preserve the land-”
-which gives me life-
“-and the people I have sworn to protect.”
The last words left my mouth as little more than a whisper. I could feel my ribs cracking, the plate armor bending into my torso no stronger than an aluminum can.
Then, I was falling. The tentacle writhed, twisting away. Blackness scattered across the floor like chips of drying paint. I landed on my feet, feeling little more than a slight jolt that ran up the soles of my feet.
Kalu threw his arm over his face, shielding his eyes. For a split second, the room became fuzzy. Each person and each object exuded a golden glow. Except for Kalu. Standing behind the mad priest was a shadowy giant. Ram’s horns wrapped around the sides of his head. His body was broken, twisted in terrible ways and in his many hands he held weapons of destruction. Crude smashing things meant not for life, but for death.
Then it was gone. The tentacles had released the girls and they were twisting on the floor, flashes of fire burned across their length, licking at their dark shadow flesh.
Kalu let out a yelp as he fell heavily backwards. His crude wooden mask fell to the ground. A crack zig-zagged down its center.
“Please, no. Stay back. I’m better off alive than dead. I can pay you. I have great stores of wealth hidden across the city. If you let me live, I’ll tell you where they are. Mountains of jewels and gold coins, wealth beyond imagination.”
I summoned my broadsword. A flaming halo appeared near its tip. It collapsed against the blade and ran down its length. I brandished my sword at the quivering heap.
When I spoke, it was with a voice I did not recognize. “Kalu the unfaithful, you have turned on your God and your people. You have acted in vile ways for selfish gain. For these reasons, your life is forfeit. Prepare to die.”
“No, please I-”
The blade cut neatly through his throat, severing his neck. His wizened blue head bounced across the tent like a beach ball.
I stared down at the headless corpse at my feet and felt nothing. No, that wasn’t true, I realized as a great tiredness seeped through me. It took hold of my bones and pulled me down with a terrible weight.
“Let’s go,” I said in a mechanical tone.
I looked at the girls. Something was off about their expressions. It took me a second to recognize what it was: Shock and awe covered their faces.
“Cal, are you okay?” Vala said.
“Yeah, why?” I said.
“Dude, you’re glowing,” Medina said.
I held my hands in front of my face and crinkled my eyes.
“Huh, that’s new,” I said. I lowered my hands. “So, I guess my real dad is the Sun God. How does that all work, with the different countries each having their own gods? Is it like a- you know what, never mind.” I stifled a yawn. “Let’s leave that question for another day.”
I was reaching for the tent flap when a high pitched, squealing cry reached my ears.
“Does anyone else hear a dying dinosaur?” I said.
“Yo, check this out,” Medina said. 
She was at the back of the room, holding a small flap in the back curtain I’d overlooked in the heat of battle in her hand. My heartbeat quickened.
“Is that what I think it is?” I said.
“If you think it’s a mix between a vrag and a cow, you’re on the right track,” Medina said.
Vala and Vessa had already entered the back room. Vala let out a sharp gasp. A second later, I was by her side. Medina sidled in beside me.
A mix between a cow and a vrag was the right way to describe whatever it was that lay in front of us. It was larger than any vrag we’d seen, and seemed to be mostly belly. Thin, atrophied legs crowned the upper and lower half of its body. Whether it was bipedal or quadrupedal was impossible to say. It’d obviously been laying on its back for a significant amount of time-there was no way its limbs could support its body.
“I think we found the mythical vrag female,” Medina said.
She was crouched by the creature’s hindquarters. Straightening up, she lifted a large dinosaur egg, similar to the ones I’d seen earlier around the fire.
The cry we’d just heard was the vrag giving birth.
“Stay back,” I said.
“It’s obviously not a threat,” Vessa protested.
I shot her a look. “Nothing is obvious, especially when it comes to the vrag.”
A look of protest passed over the princess’s face, but she nonetheless took two big steps back. I summoned a large, cleaving knife into my hand. I was relieved, and a little disappointed, when this one didn’t burst into flames.
“Can you speak?” I said as I advanced on the mother vrag’s face. 
She twisted her neck towards me in a pitiful gesture and let loose with an inarticulate cry. There was a glassiness to her eyes, and her movements were slow and spasmodic.
“I think she’s been drugged,” I said.
Reaching out slowly, I laid a hand across her neck. Beneath the scaly skin, her heart beat slowly and weakly.
“What do you mean?” Medina said.
A lightbulb went off above my head. “That’s how he controlled them.”
Kill me.
My eyes narrowed. I was getting really tired of this whole random voice popping into my head thing. If it kept up, soon I’d find myself in a psych ward.
“Say what now?” I said.
Please kill me. Free me from this prison.
A fat tear dribbled down the vrag’s cow-like eye. I shook my head. I never thought the day would come when I’d feel sorry for a vrag.
“Cal, what’s going on?” Medina said.
“It’s talking to me, can you hear it?” I said.
“No,” she said hesitantly. “Are you sure?”
“I’m sure,” I grunted. “Just hold on.”
As much as I felt pity for the vrag mother, there were things I had to do before I could grant her request.
“How did you get here? Tell me what happened,” I said.
The masked one… he abducted me… isolated me from my mates, except to breed… made me tell the others to follow his commands… he laid… curse… on me…
The voice was cutting out more and more frequently, and it was clear she was only able to speak with great effort. A jolt of fury rushed through me. If I could kill Kalu again, I would. 
Everything he’d said about sacrificing the girls for the good of the Konn had been a bald-faced lie in the end. For him, it’d always been about power: wherever and however he could get it.
The only thing that masked bastard had ever cared about was himself.
I laid the back of my hand against her cheek and softly caressed the rough, pebbly skin. It was a shock to think that this was the mother of those monsters who’d tried so desperately to kill me. Was it possible there could be redemption for the vrag after all?
“Close your eyes,” I commanded.
Relief flowered in her glassy eyes and then they shuttered. I lifted the cleaver and split her throat with a single, fell strike.
“Let’s go,” I said, feeling unexpectedly light-headed.
“What should we do about the egg?” Vessa said.
I squeezed my eyes shut. For all my tender thoughts about redemption, there was still the fact that whatever was in this egg would almost certainly grow up to be a cold blooded killer.
“Gah, leave it where it is,” I said.
“But, Cal-,” Vessa began.
“I may be a lot of things, but I’m no baby killer,” I said. “C’mon, let’s go. We’re gonna have a hell of a time getting out of here.”
I flipped open the flap into the other room and almost tripped on Kalu’s head.
I muttered a curse as I stepped around it. 
“We’re going to have to fight our way out of this,” I said. “Stay close to me. Once we hit the treeline, we should be fine.”
“Cal,” Vala said. “I don’t think that’ll be necessary.” She exchanged a glance with Vessa. “We can open a portal back to the castle, right?”
Vessa nodded. “It’s a relatively simple spell. Between the two of us, it should be possible.”
A wave of relief swept over me. Fighting for our lives through a camp of enemy vrag wasn’t exactly high on my to do list. Especially with three girls to protect. I was a little surprised to realize I’d barely thought of my own danger in assessing our retreat. My only thoughts had been for Medina, Vala and Vessa.
“Done,” Vessa said.
I looked over at the intricate lines of salt the two had spread across the floor and shook my head. I’d never understand how those girls did it.
Medina cast a skeptical eye on the work. “You guys are sure this won’t transport us somewhere random, like the bottom of the ocean.”
Vala clapped Medina on the back. “Nothing in life is certain, sister,” Vala said cheerfully.
“Great,” the queen of darkness muttered.
“All right, everyone in the center. Be careful not to smudge the lines,” Medina said.
“Hold up,” I said. “I need to get something first.”
Medina wrinkled her nose. “Do you really need that?”
Stepping into the circle, I shrugged. “They’re gonna want proof.”
It was a tight fit, not that I was complaining. There was nothing I liked more than smushing up nice and close to my three favorite girls. 
“Are you ready?” Vala said.
“On the count of one,” Vessa said.
“Two.”
“Three,” they chorused in unison.
A flash of light blinded me and I had the uncanny sensation that I was being lifted through a space outside of time. Black walls surrounded me. Dominating the center of the room was a round wooden table. A gaggle of surprised old Konn stared at me.
“You’ve returned,” the king said, his face lined with shock. 
“Was your mission successful,” the iron general said.
“You tell me.” I tossed Kalu’s head underhand onto the table. It landed with a soft thud and rolled to a stop mere inches from the general. I watched with amusement as his chair shot back, his usually stern face transfigured by alarm.
A slow clap filled the air. I looked up and saw it was the king. Buddha picked up and soon the room was filled with uproarious applause. A tired smile split my face. We were far from finished, but progress had been made today. 




Chapter 36


“I don’t expect an answer from you today, but I wanted you to know that my offer still stands,” the old king said.
“Thank you sire,” I said, bowing my head. As I straightened, I caught Vessa’s eye. She gave me a wink.
We were alone in the king’s study. It was a spare room, the far side of which was dominated by a large desk beside which sat a bookcase. Aside from that, it was empty. A single, narrow window looked out over the city. 
“Sir,” I said. “What the vrag are doing here is merely a symptom of a wider problem. The vrag must be expelled completely from Telos. We’ve already assembled an army in the North of a combined force from Andhera and Odras. After we’ve dealt with the remaining vrag outside the city, I would ask that you’d lead your forces up to Odras. Together, we should be enough to push the remaining vrag into the sea, and then Telos will finally be free of those animals.”
The king scratched his chin. “The council won’t be too pleased with that proposal. HIstorically, we’ve refrained from sticking our noses in other people’s business.”
I gestured with my chin towards the window. “As you can see, the vrag are everyone’s business.” 
He sighed. “You’re right, and I don’t disagree with you. I’ll tell you what, let’s focus on taking care of the problem outside our doorstep first.”
“It’s a deal,” I said.
I stuck out my hand for a shake. He regarded it curiously.
“Shall I touch it?” he finally said.
“Among my people when a deal has been agreed upon, we clasp hands and shake,” I said.
“What a curious custom,” the old king murmured.
Nonetheless, he grabbed hold of my hand and gave it a vigorous shake causing my arm to loop up and down like a roller coaster. I stifled a smile.
The old king’s eyes met mine and he gave me a level stare. “You’ve done a great thing for Cricila,” he said.
“Don’t go thanking me yet, we still have ten thousand lizard-men to take care of first,” I said.
The king shivered. “Sorry, I can’t stop thinking about the Northlands. Brrr, that’s going to be a chilly march.” He shook his head. “I’m needed elsewhere. If you’ll excuse me.”
“Of course,” I said, grateful for the chance to let go of the old king’s hand. 
He walked off into the hallway. I waited until his footsteps had faded into silence, before turning to Vessa. 
Stepping towards her, I wrapped one arm around her waist and pulled her tight against me. Her warm body pressed against mine, and she let loose with a little giggle.
“How do you feel about all of this?” I said.
Two limpid doe eyes stared back at me. “I’d follow you wherever you go.”
I frowned. “Even if it meant giving up your kingdom.”
“Who needs a kingdom, anyway? Besides, I have plenty of family who’d be more than happy to step up and act as regent.”
Unable to resist any longer, I leaned down and planted a heady kiss against her lips. 
“You are amazing, you know that?” I said. 
Her index finger reached up and pressed lightly against my collarbone. “The girls and I have prepared a little surprise for you.”
“Oh really? And what might that be.”
“Come see,” she said.
Taking my hand, she led me into the hallway. 
We slipped through stone lined corridors back to our chambers. As we moved, anticipation built within me. She didn’t volunteer any information, and I didn’t ask. 
It’d been much too long since I’d had a pleasant surprise.
“Close your eyes,” she said.
“This isn’t an ambush, is it?” I said.
“Of sorts,” she chuckled. “Maybe not the type you’re imagining.”
I closed my eyes and heard the gentle swing of the door on its hinges. Vessa lightly gripped my hand and led me into the room. Soft hands tugged at the waistband to my breeches and then something soft and wet was wrapping itself around my manhood.
I let out a soft gasp. Unable to resist any longer, I opened my eyes. Kneeling before me was Medina and Vala. The two were naked and trading turns at my cock.
“Lift your arms,” Vessa softly whispered in my ears. 
Automatically, I lifted my arms to obey. She tugged the tunic over my head. The sound of it softly falling to the floor reached my ears. Then she was pushing herself up against my back, her warm, damp skin pressing against mine.
I let out another gasp. Below, Vala’s mouth glided smoothly over my shaft. Medina twisted her head up and gave me a wink, before enveloping my balls in her mouth.
Vessa nibbled gently at my ear, and whispered: “I want to feel you inside of me.”
“I can do that.”
Looking down, I watched Vala’s sweet lips slip and slide over me. Her face was contorted into something approaching bliss. I bit my lower lip. Just as I was reaching the point where I could take no more, Vala slid her head back. Medina and her straightened up at the same time.
Taking hold of both of my hands, the two girls led me to the bed. 
“Lay down,” Medina said.
I obeyed. A moment later, Vala was straddling my face. Her pink pussy dipped over my mouth and I lapped up at her sweetness. She let out a moan of pure pleasure. Damp skin slid over my midsection as Vessa mounted me. My cock filled her, and then she was riding me in a gentle rhythm, up and down.
Medina’s slender fingers ran across my mid-section, caressing and teasing.
Vessa increased the pace. I bucked my hips, eager to match her. Vala froze against my face. She let out a soft moan as she came against me. 
I lapped eagerly at her soft pussy lips as an uncontrollable urge started to build over my midsection. I was reaching the point of no return when Vala clambered off my face. At the same time, Vessa stopped. Her pussy enveloped my cock, sending waves of pleasure soaring through me.
She looked down on me, a look of pure bliss plastered across her face, her generous bust jiggling. She bit her lower lip, then she climbed off.
Medina’s voice filled my ear. “We have a little bet going.”
“Oh really,” I said. “What’s that?”
“Whose pussy is the sweetest.” Medina’s voice curled up in my ear like a flickering flame. “Think you can handle that?”
I let out a soft chuckle. “Well, I’ll do my damndest.”
I propped myself up on one elbow. The girls had stepped onto the floor. I joined them.
“Up against the bed, ladies,” I said.
“Yes sir,” Medina said, her voice high and sweet.
“Oh, I hope he picks me,” Vala said, closing her eyes. A look of naive worry spread across her face.
I gave her ass a playful slap. She let loose with a gasp of aching pleasure.
“Don’t you worry,” I said. “I doubt I could pick a favorite.”
“Nuh uh,” Medina’s voice came out in a taunting tease. “That’s not how this works.”
I reached out and gave her petite bubble butt a tight squeeze. “Then you’re going to have put on quite the show for me.”
She responded by pressing back with her ass against my crotch. I suppressed a moan of pleasure as her ass rubbed up and down the length of my cock. Taking my cock in one hand, I slipped it into her.
“Yes, yes, yes,” Medina said, pushing herself up against the bed. “Ride me cowboy.”
Leaning down, I gave her ass a playful swat. Then I was jack-hammering into her wetness. Medina’s voice dissolved into fits of pleasurable squealing.
A chorus of sheer ecstasy flitted up my body as I rocketed in and out of the young queen. Finally, when I could take no more, I reluctantly pulled back.
Vala’s curvy figure filled my field of vision. She leaned over the bed, with her head buried in her arms. I took hold of her generous ass.
“How do you want it?” I said.
Vala’s voice came out high and sweet. “Rough and strong,” she paused for a moment before adding almost shyly, “Like you.”
I chuckled. “Good answer.”
I slipped into her waiting wetness and let out a gasp. She was tight, but not painfully so. More like a glove, a perfect fit. I slid in and out of her welcoming warmth. Gasps of pleasure left my lungs with each thrust.
“Yes Cal, harder. Faster. Make me yours,” she said.
“You got it,” I grunted, speeding up. I gave her ass a generous swat and was rewarded by a gasp of pleasure. 
Her soft flesh rippled and shook beneath my hands and then, I was out of her. As much as it pained me to exit prematurely, I had a contest to judge and it wouldn’t be fair to leave Vessa out in the cold. 
Her blue ass wiggled alluringly. I slid behind her and without prelude, entered her most secret place. 
“Take me Cal, make me your bitch,” she said.
Her words were sharp, but just what I needed to hear. “As you wish.”
I started off gently, slowly building steam as I thrusted in and out of her tender pussy. She gripped the sheets like she was hanging on for dear life. Her tight pussy walls contracted around my cock and it was all I could do not to come.
Our ragged breathing matched. Desire and pleasure mounted in a fount of sheer ecstasy. She pushed back hard against me, moaning. Her head tilted back, her eyes closed. 
“By Kord, I’m coming.”
Her plump ass pushed heavily against my mid-section. I let out a little gasp. I didn’t have much longer.
I slid out of her. “Gather round, on your knees.”
The girls hastened to obey. Three eager faces stared expectantly at my cock. That did it for me. I erupted in a flurry of pleasure. Strands of sticky white seed flew onto their faces, coating them in my desire.
A smile crept over my face as Medina turned to kiss Vala. They parted lips and Vala turned to Vessa. The three traded french kisses, lapping and licking at my hot seed.
Finally, they finished. Straightening up, they took me by the hand and led me to bed. Medina snuggled up tight against my right side, while Vala and Vessa somehow managed to squeeze in both of their bodies against my left.
“So, who won?” Medina said.
“It was a three-way tie,” I said.
“Bullshit,” Medina said, snuggling up closer to me. “But, right answer.”
I closed my eyes. Now that I was finished, a wave of happy tiredness spread across me. Despite what it sounded like, I hadn’t been bullshitting her. There was no way in hell I could pick out a favorite. 
Not when I had three perfect girls cuddled up by my side.
After all, what more could a guy ask for?




Chapter 37


“Ready freddie?” Medina said.
“Ready as I’ll ever be,” I said.
We stood atop the battlements. Surprisingly, the vrag hadn’t left their camp since our incursion. Without Kalu to command them, I’d assumed they’d either attack immediately or disperse.
It turned out I hadn’t given the vrag enough credit. Scouting reports indicated they were assembling siege towers. From the looks of things, they’d be ready as soon as tomorrow.
Medina and I were going to put a stop to that.
She slid her arms under my armpits and lifted me into the air. We flitted out over the field that lay directly beyond the city walls as we floated through the sky towards the forest where the vrag encampment lay.
I summoned a bow and a quiver of arrows. 
The trees broke and then we were flying low over the encampment. Even in the darkness of the night, I could hear the vrag working. Their hammer falls rang dully through the air. Bonfires illuminated the ground in scattered patches of light.
Fitting an arrow to my bow string, I lit the tip with a thought and took aim towards one of the looming shadows below. I loosed the air. It thudded against the side of the tower. The flame flickered before wisping out. 
I frowned. That wasn’t supposed to happen.
The twang of snapping arquebus strings filled the night air and Medina let out a small yelp. We dipped dizzyingly towards the ground, before she righted herself.
“Are you okay?” I said.
“Buggers grazed me,” she grunted. “I’m losing altitude.”
“Take us home,” I said.
“No, we can still do it,” she said through gritted teeth.
“Not tonight, they’re prepared. Now go before the next volley takes us both out,” I said.
She sighed and swung around back towards the forest. We’d been stymied. The vrag were more capable than I’d given them credit for. As Medina swung back towards the safety of the city walls, I looked over my shoulder one last time at the towers that blotted out the stars.
Tonight was not a defeat, merely a setback. We would battle eventually, and I would tear those war machines apart, board by board.
[image: image-placeholder]The vrag were arrayed before the city walls by the first light of dawn. Their siege towers punctuated the disciplined lines of vrag troops, each the width of an NFL linebacker with the height of an NBA star.
We had our work cut out for us.
After we’d returned, we’d gotten a few hours of sleep, before we got to work preparing for the day’s battle. A pit formed in my stomach. I had a feeling that whatever went down today, it was going to be long and it was going to be bloody.
“Are the catapults in place?” I said.
The Konn commander nodded curtly, before conspicuously turning back to the battlefield. Apparently, there were still hearts and minds to be won. Oh well, as long as we defeated the vrag I didn’t really care if I was loved or hated. There were more important things to worry about.
I examined the heavy onager that sat perched atop the tower. The Konn had taken a page out of the vrag’s book, crafting their own catapults in the short interregnum between now and the first attack. Piles of stones, each as big as a hubcap were loaded onto the war machine’s spoonlike depression.
I lifted an eyebrow. A single stone was large enough to crush a fully armored vrag to death, and there had to be at least half a dozen there.
Flanking it on either side were two ballistas. Each bore a bolt at least a yard in length. Stern looking Konn infantrymen handled the artillery. I turned back to the battlefield. 
The vrag ranks parted like the red sea, and a heavyset figure strode out to the head of the army. When he spoke, his voice boomed across the battle-field reaching all the way to my ears.
“Today, we fight!” He thundered. “Today, we kill! All those who stand before us shall perish. We shall drive these vile frogmen back into their mud pits, bloodied and shattered. We shall tear their homes down stone by stone. Blood, fury and glory is ours today!”
A low rumble swept over the assembled soldiers.
Summoning my bow, I took careful aim at the commander’s unarmored neck. He stood just out of range for any conventional bowshot, but with my Paladin strength and weaponry, I thought I had a chance.
A loud twang sounded beside me. Almost simultaneously, a ballista bolt bit through the colossal vrag’s stomach, sending him flying back onto his ass. A roar rose up from the vrag army: something deep, loud and primal. 
Then they were rushing forth, their shields raised to the sky. I was more concerned with the lumbering siege towers. Five dotted the horizon. Steel plates and wet blankets coated the sides.
Scores of arquebus men surrounded each tower. Taking them out wasn’t going to be easy. 
The crack of the onager sounded and then the first hail of rocks fell upon the advancing troops. Screams of rage filled the air as pockets of vrags fell. I noted with approval that the stones had a tendency to ricochet off their victims or the ground, hitting multiple targets before losing momentum.
I took aim with my bow and began to fire dart after dart. My enhanced vision allowed me to search out chinks in the vrag’s armor, cracks and crevices that I could take advantage of.
A dozen vrag fell to my darts in half a minute, but it wasn’t enough. And still the siege towers rolled closer, elephantine, impenetrable and looming. I had to figure out a way to get to them before they reached the walls. 
I couldn’t use Medina. Although we’d gotten back safely, and we’d healed up her injured wing with elixir of dar, I was unwilling to put her in such a dangerous position again.
Unfortunately, that didn’t leave us with a lot of options. 
I eyed the onager. “Do you think you could fit a person in there?” 
“Yeah, sure,” the Konn worker said, barely registering what I said as he loosed the catapult at the vrag lines. The stones arced out, spreading mayhem and strewing bodies across the field. I eyed the siege tower. It was almost in range.
“Put me in and shoot me at the tower,” I said, pointing towards the nearest siege tower.
“What?” 
“You heard me.”
The catapult arm was nearly back in place. Without waiting for approval, I leapt into the spoon like depression at the end of the weapon.
I fixed the soldier with a stern look. “Fire!”
“Your funeral,” he grumbled.
I left my stomach on the ground. Wind whipped past my face as I hurtled through the empty air. The siege tower was coming up faster than I’d expected. A large wetted blanket covered its side. 
Summoning my armor, I lowered my shoulder, treating my body like a battering ram. I slammed against the side of the tower with incredible force, tumbling inside on my hands and feet.
Holy shit, that worked!
I straightened up and came face to face with a very surprised vrag soldier. Before he could register what’d happened, I’d already buried a dagger deep in the base of his neck. 
He gurgled, choking on his own blood before collapsing to the floor. 
I scanned the room. But, there was no one else. At the back was a ladder that ran up through a hole in the ceiling. The sound of vrag chatter rang down the hole. I walked over to the ladder and began to climb.
When I got just a few feet below the edge of the hole, I pulled with all of my strength and shot up into the floor above. Summoning a broad sword, I spun 360 degrees, cutting out the throat of a nearby vrag.
I wondered when they’d catch on that the throat was actually a pretty important body part to cover up. A good two dozen vrag stood near the end of the siege tower. Once they got close, that would be the area which would open up. 
Right now every eye in the room was centered on me.
I let out a yell as I launched myself forward. Still sprinting, I summoned an absolutely massive war hammer. This wasn’t the stuff of history. This was a final fantasy, anime tier hammer of the gods- the type of weapon that no normal man should be able to wield. Even with my enhanced strength, I could already feel the muscles in my arms and shoulders aching.
Sweeping the hammer parallel to the ground, I sent it slamming against the front row of vrag. Three vrag crumpled before me, flying away into the aether. I spun the hammer around in a tight circle and another group of vrag were crushed beneath its wrecker ball strength. 
I let go of the hammer and summoned two swords. Darting forward, I slid beneath the vrags’ powerful, but clumsy blows. My blades danced in the dim light, seeking blood like a shark in the open ocean. 
The vrag began to edge towards the back of the room, a strange look filled their eyes. 
It took me a moment to realize what it was- they were unnerved. 
They were scared.
And I was glowing.
The tower stopped. A grin lit up my face. Summoning two torches, I threw them to either side of the tower. Fire lapped at the wooden interior. Sprinting forward, I burst through the wooden side of the tower and leapt onto the city wall.
A coterie of stunned Konn warriors stared at me, weapons raised. 
“Don’t worry about me, worry about them,” I said, pointing to the hole I’d made in the wall. 
“Who?” One Konn said, lowering his bow.
I squinted. Despite the fire that was steadily enveloping the siege tower, none of the vrag were even trying to storm the city walls.
Had my sudden glowing power really had that much of an effect on them?
Yes. Yes, it did. Christ, what else could I do? I turned towards a second siege tower that was slightly further off. Lifting my arm until it was parallel with the ground, I stuck my hand out, palm facing forward like I was in an Iron Man movie or something. 
I closed my eyes and concentrated on the fire that burned within. Something hot and heady coursed through my veins. An orange glow began to pulse from my open hand and then it was beaming towards the distant tower.
A cloud of steam rose from the tower side and then the whole thing was ablaze. It froze, no more than twenty feet from the wall. So close, yet so far away. I watched vrag after vrag jump to their deaths, choosing an eighty story drop over the licking flames of the tower’s interior.
I turned and repeated the process with the other three towers. By the time the third was alight, I was on the verge of collapse. Thick sheets of sweat dripped down my face, burning my eyes and filling my mouth with the sharp taste of salt.
I leaned back against a nearby stone crenellation and slumped to the floor. 
I closed my eyes, certain that I could sleep for a thousand years. A soft hand grabbed hold of my chin, lifting it skyward.
“Here, drink this,” Sal’s voice cut through the mayhem below the city walls. The familiar taste of elixir of dar filled my mouth.
I swallowed and opened my eyes, already feeling a little better. 
“Thanks Sal, but I was just tired,” I said.
“Bah, tired. I recognize that look, you were on the brink of death,” she said grimly. “A body only has so much energy to give.” 
She reached down and grabbed hold of my hand. She pulled me to my feet, and I stumbled towards the city wall. With their siege towers burnt, the vrag were having a difficult time making headway.
Far off to the right, a ladder swung against the city wall. A long, two pronged pole stuck out and pushed it back into the crowd. 
Meanwhile, the Konn defenders were battering away at the vrag with arrows and stones, burning oil and ballista bolts. Most of the missiles bounced off the vrag’s thick armor, but enough made it through to put a dent in their forces.
I resummoned my bow and arrow. Taking aim at the soldiers below, I sent a flurry of darts raining down among them. 
Sal grabbed hold of my shoulder. “Look!”
I followed her finger and my heart blanched. Further along the wall, the gates were sliding open.
“What the hell is going on?” 
Concern flashed in Sal’s eyes. “I don’t know, but I do know that if we don’t get down there right now, it’s going to be a bloodbath.”
I rushed across the tower wall, sprinting past Konn archers and artillery. A staircase appeared on my right. I took the steps two at a time, and jumped down the last five. 
I landed heavily next to a very surprised Konn porter. His eyes widened, but by then I was already gone. A huddle of pikemen were pushing back against the vrag intruders to little avail. They were simply too small, too weak.
When it came to hand to hand combat, it was no contest. 
A vrag wielding a heavy, double sided battle ax leaped forward, slashing down at the wall of pikes before him. The poles dissipated into a cloud of splinters. He let out a savage war cry as he rushed forward.
The Konn line broke. I redoubled my speed. I had to get there before the fray turned into a total rout. 
The double-sided ax sank deeply into the shoulder of a Konn soldier, tearing through his metal cuirass like tissue paper. He let out a gut-wrenching cry and fell to his knees. Before his head hit the ground, the vrag had already claimed his next victim.
This was turning into a bloodbath.
Some of the Konn had chosen to stand, and make a fight of it. But, with their line broken and their ranks depleted by desertion, they’d make easy pickings for the hellspawn that’d been loosed upon them.
I put on a last burst of speed and then I was upon them. The vrag were so focused on moving forward that they didn’t see me coming in from the side until it was too late.
Throwing caution to the wind, I summoned a spiked mace. Swinging it high overhead, I brought it down in a vicious arc upon the nearest vrag’s head. His helmet sunk inwards, his grey matter splattered out like silly string.
The vrag were packed tight through the open gateway, leaving little room to maneuver. Several vrag turned, taking note of me. I dropped the mace and gave the nearest vrag a powerful shove, sending him stumbling back several feet. 
I ducked under the other vrag’s hacking sword strike. Reaching up, I grabbed hold of his wrist and gave it a savage twist. The lizard demon let out a cry as he dropped the single sided blade.
Sweeping low, I picked it up and slammed it up beneath his breastplate and into his belly. 
Blood burbled from his mouth, and his legs went slack. I left the blade in his belly, and ducked low. The whizz of a hand and a half sword passing inches overhead filled my ears. Summoning two daggers, I spun in a tight half circle slicing through the exposed achilles tendons of several nearby vrag.
Their cries were lost in the din of war.
Leaping to my feet, I jumped back several paces opening some room between myself and the onrushing vrag.
I gritted my teeth. In just a few short seconds, I’d managed to kill and maim a good half-dozen. 
And it hadn’t made a lick of difference.
A haze passed over my eyes. Summoning my massive war hammer, I sprinted back towards the steady stream of onrushing enemy soldiers.
If those fuckers wanted a fight, I was going to give them one.
Several of the vrag had set up into a crescent shaped defensive position. Their shields faced outwards and their weapons were held pointing outwards.
That wasn’t going to save them.
I swung my warhammer high overhead. Leaping in the air, I brought it crashing down like a meteor a yard away from the nearest vrag. 
Shockwaves spread out through the ground like a mini-Earthquake. The vrag collapsed in a heap as they lost their footing. A frenzy passed over me. I wanted these demons dead.
I was barely cognisant of the war cry that fled through my open lips. Bringing my hammer up, I shrunk it into something more agile and then I was pounding the downed vrag.
Their blood washed the ground and their cries filled the air. My vision reddened and there was no world for me but the steadily spreading death at my feet. 
I rampaged until my muscles went numb and slack and the steady stream of vrag slowed to a trickle. I caved in the skull of the last vrag, and turned to the city gates. They were closed. Somewhere in all the fighting, the Konn had managed to retake control.
My senses were heightened, my mind dulled and my body weary. I set down my hammer and found I could no longer stand.
“Cal!”
Vala appeared, blurry in my vision. Standing off to the side were Pallas and Medina.
“What are you doing here?” I croaked. “It’s dangerous.”
Vala shook her head, before running up to me. She threw her arms around my shoulders. I let the armor dissipate and then she was kissing my heavily stubbled face and rubbing the weary muscles that topped my upper back.
“Oh Cal,” she murmured, burying her head in the crook between the side of my head and my shoulder. “You did it, you turned the tide.”
“What?” I said.
“The vrag are scattered. Their forces have broken. We’re victorious.”
I pulled her close to me, and cradled her body softly against mine.
“We’re victorious,” she murmured. “The vrag have been defeated.”




Chapter 38


The broken bodies of vrag littered the field outside of Cricila. This time around, the Konn hadn’t celebrated their victory. A sense of weary calm seemed to hang over the city.
A disaster had been averted. Knowing that, the people of Cricila clung tight to their families.
I wandered through the wreckage- the charred towers and the arrow bitten corpses- and wondered for what purpose had this heinous enterprise been undertaken. 
Why did the vrag rampage so? What compelled this race to wreak unchecked havoc wherever they went?
And how was I to clear Telos of their violence.
A blue-grey rock sprung through the muddy carnage, the only solid surface in sight. I settled down against its side where the sloping stone formed a sort of rough seat.
Slipping the necklace from around my neck, I laid it on top of the stone. 
“I’d like to thank you for all the help you’ve given me and the girls,” I said.
“What’s this,” Henki said, a note of suspicion in his voice.
“I’m letting you go, for real this time,” I said.
“You’ll forgive me if I have a hard time believing you,” he grunted.
I ignored the irate imp. Summoning a small ax, I gently split the small crescent moon trinket in two.
Henki appeared in his little green goblin form. He frowned at me: “I oughta slap you for all the shit you put me through.”
“Okay, buddy,” I said, stifling a yawn. “You’re welcome by the way.”
“Bah,” Henki turned and spat a burst of ectoplasm. It splattered harmlessly on the ground. 
He extended a tiny hand. Its fingers ended in hooked claws: “Until next time?”
I shook. “I’ll see you around.”
His grip was surprisingly strong, his skin cool to the touch.
I watched with mild interest as his body slowly faded in front of me. His skin turning pale green until he was totally transparent and then he was gone.
I swept the battlefield with my gaze. The girls were safe inside the city. They were waiting for me. 
Waiting for me to make a decision.
I blinked.
Less than a second of darkness had passed over my eyes, but that was enough. The world was swept away. The hard stone seat beneath me had been replaced by a soft hummock of uncut grass.
The sky was dark.
I got to my feet, and began my walk up the hill. The familiar dwarf maples with their luminous orbs, each containing uncountable futures, distant worlds I could never know. 
I stiffened. A man-sized cloud of flames drifted aimlessly past not a hundred yards distant. 
“Sad, isn’t it?”
I didn’t need to look to know it was the goddess standing beside me.
“What is it?” I said.
The moon goddess sighed. “He was once the most powerful being in all of Telos. Worshiped by many, feared by more, seen by all. My divine consort.”
“The sun god. My father.”
I turned to her. Her silver eyes glowed brightly. A scrap of old Greek legend popped into my mind. “Why are you trying to help me? Shouldn’t you be angry that I exist?”
“Why would that be?” A warm, teasing curiosity entered her voice.
The legend of Hercules and the wrath of Zeus’s spurned wife, Hera filled my thoughts. “I mean, he’s your husband isn’t he?”
“And you believe I would be jealous that he laid with a human woman? After all the wives you’ve taken for yourself, I would think such questions would be beyond you.”
She peered off into the night. The cloud of luminous flames disappeared and she continued. “Beings such as we are do not operate by the rules of mortals. I could never bear him a child. In a sense, you are my son.
“We draw our power from those who worship us. When his temple was smashed and his priests killed, he became something less: Less than a god, in some ways even less than a mortal.
“Now he wanders through this plane of existence, a wraith without mind or a fixed form.
“You must restore him. Now, you know the true purpose for why you’ve been summoned to Telos. The vrag are weakened. You must marry Vessa, Vala and Medina. With the three kingdoms united, you can drive those hellspawn back into the sea from which they came.
“A new era of peace will exist in Telos under your reign. With the vrag gone, you will rebuild the temple of the Sun God, reconsecrate his sacred cult and bring my divine consort back to me.”
For the first time since I’d come to this place inbetween worlds, a cool wind blew over me. The moon goddess stretched out her hand and caressed my cheek.
“You have done much already, O’ Paladin. The final leg of your journey awaits.”
The world dissolved into blackness and then I found myself standing back on the battlefield. I swallowed. The path ahead was difficult, but I was up to the challenge.
I turned and walked towards the city gates.
TO BE CONTINUED....
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