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There wasn’t much time.

The dark stone wall twisted in front of Vala, grimy and hard. Her hands shot out to arrest her momentum and a pained breath tore from her lips. She did not spare a glance at her shredded skin, but sped on deeper into the black catacombs.

A flare lit up the chambers. A roiling wave of heat expanded behind her and for a magical second she was floating. She fell with a thud and sprinted on. The clash of swords echoed behind her.

She was almost there. The long muscles of her thighs ached and screamed. A terrible cry assaulted her ears. Molten lead was pouring through her lungs and into her veins. Her heart pushed heavily against her chest.

A dark rectangle loomed to the left. She darted inside. Using what strength remained in her body, she slammed the door shut.

Crossing the room in three quick strides, she lifted the leatherback tome from the stone shelf without more than a cursory glance and set it atop the altar. Trembling fingers lifted the satchel from a hidden pocket.

The book fluttered open of its own accord. A hexagram intersped with complex geometric figures spilled across both pages. Ancient hieroglyphs crowded the outer margins.

Outside, the clash of steel on steel intensified, then dropped away. A terrible silence penetrated the oaken walls. Vala held her breath. The steady clip-clop of cloven hooves pattered softly from the hallway.

“Oh Paladin, I call upon your power,” she muttered.

She opened the satchel and pinched a small grasp of white powder between her fingertips. Whispering ancient secrets in a dead language, she spread the ashes over the pentagram.

The rasp of hoof on stone grew louder before stopping. Vala’s eyes went wide. The heavy oak door slid silently back on its oiled hinges just as the room tore apart in a cacophony of light and sound. She dove for the far corner, her lithe form taking cover beside the sturdy stone shelves of an old bookcase. From her position, small and alone, she peeked up. Standing in front of the altar, near the nexus of the light and sound was a steel plated warrior. Tall, strong and dressed in glimmering armor, he bore a heavy hand and a half sword in one hand. In the other, he held a kite shaped shield. A wyvern with a red lolling tongue spun itself in a black cloud coil around the center of the shield.

Crowding the doorway were three Vrag. The nearest stepped forward. His black serpent’s tongue lolled over a sea of red scales.

“Relinquish the girl, warrior. Our fight is not with you,” it said.

Vala winced. The creature spoke in a series of breathy whispers that sounded not so much like speech itself as it did the voice in a bad dream. Something haunting and inhuman, a creepy, crawly burrowing beneath the skin.

The steel plated man answered by bringing his sword up in a glittering arc. The red-orange torchlight melted into the Vrag’s blood and then its head was flying through the room. The Paladin needed no rest. His sword slid forward in a single fluid motion, drilling through the heart of the next demon. It fell heavily onto its back.

That left one more. Wielding a heavy bladed ax, it brought its stout weapon up in a short yet brutal arc and sent it crashing towards the space between the Paladin’s neck and shoulder where the armor was weak.

Rolling forward at the waist, the Paladin brought his shield up just in time to catch the bottom edge of the ax. The blade deflected awkwardly, twisting out of the Vrag’s grasp before its momentum sent it flying away from the fray and into the far stone wall where it collided with a burst of sparks and a dying cat’s screech.

Twisting off his right ankle, the Paladin swung his sword up in a swift cleaving motion. The blade bit heavily into the scarlet skinned demon’s waist and it went down with a terrible cry.

Vala peered up from the darkness. The Paladin stood in the doorway. His torso lifted and fell ever so slightly, the gentle tidal pull of exhaustion and adrenaline coursing through his veins. His sword hung loosely by his side.

Despite his great size, he turned with a dancer’s grace. Delicate scrollwork twisted up his pauldrons and around the outer edges of his cuirass. Without speaking, he lifted his bloodied sword. Vala gasped. The blade slid with a whisper into the scabbard across his back.

He crossed the room without a word. Standing before Vala, she felt power exuding from his form. An ancient, incalculable spirit animated the steel giant. He extended his right hand.

Her heart flew into her throat and stopped. She reached out and took hold of his waiting grip, and he pulled the elven princess to her feet.

Vala’s mouth hung open as she stared into the slender black crevice of the knight’s visor.

“Paladin,” she whispered.

The steady click-clack of hobnailed boots clattered down the hallway. His grip softened and turned to ash in her hands. Gentle as sand blowing across the dunes, the Paladin diminished into a sweeping pattern of fine grained dust.

“Princess!”

“I’m in here,” Vala said, a sudden panic creeping into her voice as the gravity of the situation sank in.

A stern face poked into the room. Relief mixed with anger and fear in the newcomer’s grey eyes.

“What are you doing here? The palace is overrun. We have only moments before they reach us,” Pallas said. Her eyes flicked down to the three dead demons splayed out before her, and her features hardened into a grimace. “Whatever spell-casting you’ve done, it won’t hold off the entire horde. Come now.”

“Yes,” Vala said, but she wasn’t looking at the guard captain. “Do you see a book?”

“Plenty on the shelf back there. Move, we don’t have time,” Pallas said.

“No, a big leatherbound one, it was right over here,” Vala said.

She walked as if in a daze to the altar, but it and the floor surrounding it was empty. It was as if the book had vanished into thin air. Vala shook her head.

But, that’s impossible.

Strong hands gripped her left arm. Working deftly with one hand, Vala closed the satchel before stuffing it into her inner pocket as Pallas dragged her out to the hallway.

Widely spaced sconces spilled buttery light over the greystone hall. A slender figure stepped out from a shadow.

“Glad to see you’re still in the land of the living,” Medina said.

“Barely,” Vala snorted.

“Okay ladies, you’ll get a chance to jibber-jabber later,” Pallas said.

She wrapped one arm around each of their shoulders. Concern shone in her eyes.

“Did you set the glamor?” she said.

“Does a vampire shit in the dark?” Medina said.

“We don’t have time for games,” Pallas said. Her brow creased.

“Yes, fine. It’s up,” Medina said. “But, don’t expect it to stay up for long. If there’s even one halfway competent mage among their ranks, they’ll tear through it like spider silk.”

Pallas didn’t respond. Instead, she half lifted her darkling charge off the ground as she took off down the dungeon hallway.

Vala stumbled forward. A surge of pain shot up from her torn hands, but she focused neither on the pain nor the danger that lay before her. As they turned the corner at the end of the hallway, Vala caught a glimpse of the receding hall. A headless scarlet corpse lay splayed half in and half out of the chamber. A slender string of blood connected the stump of its neck to the floor.

“Paladin,” Vala whispered.

She plunged deeper into the catacombs.
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My head shot up from the desk. Ensconced in the back of the auditorium, it was easy to pass unnoticed. Still, a few sniggers up and to my left alerted me to the fact that my nap hadn’t gone unnoticed.

I blinked my bleary eyes and tried to focus on the bow tied professor restlessly pacing the classroom floor like a lion before a gladiatorial bout. Behind him, a massive projection screen was lit up with a line graph. Below it ran a series of mathematical formulas my mind took a few minutes to unpick. I stifled a sigh. Math may as well be a foreign language to me, but it was an integral part of my business degree.

If you can’t pass stats, how the hell are you going to be a data analyst?

It took a few seconds before I caught onto the thread of the professor’s speech. I found my fountain pen and then I was writing in long, looping letters across my spiral bound notebook.

I’d never had trouble sleeping before, but ever since I’d taken on night shifts the constant fatigue had become nigh intolerable. The night shifts were a necessary condition to becoming assistant manager. I could’ve declined, stayed out on the floor and let another peon fill the role. But, I had bills to pay and minimum wage wasn’t cutting it anymore. Sure, the GI bill covered my tuition, books and rent, but that left a slew of other expenses that had to be taken care of.

My mind turned back to the dream I’d just had. The woman in the dungeon. The heavy armor and the tingling electricity that ran up and down my skin when I wielded the blade. Slicing through my enemies, taking no prisoners.

But, this time had felt different, as if it’d almost been real. I brought my pen to my lips. Without thinking, I began to lightly nibble at its tip. My mouth twisted down in disgust as I caught myself. A nervous habit I thought I’d gotten rid of a long time ago.

The next slide slid into place, and the professor’s voice took on a droning rhythm. As I grew more comfortable, my eyes began to wander around the room. Five hundred students and a good quarter of them still in pajama bottoms. I bit my lower lip. Down and to my right was a fiery headed stunner in sweatpants and a black tank top. She twirled her pencil aimlessly in one hand as she leaned back in her seat, completely comfortable.

She couldn’t have been older than 20.

My eyes snapped back to the professor. With the barest hint of a receding hairline, he had to be closer to my age than I was to the girl below me. My pen continued to move, but I was barely cognisant of what I was writing now. I might as well have been an alien. At 27, I inhabited a completely different planet from the carefree world of the eighteen to twenty-two year old crowd spilled out below me.

The Vanderhooven auditorium was the second largest at my university. It occupied half of the third and fourth floors of Griffith hall.

What compelled these old millionaires to donate their fortunes just so they could have an auditorium named after them? It wasn’t like anyone in this room knew who Mr. Vanderhooven had been. Or Mrs. Vanderhooven. Hell, it could’ve been a talking horse who’d donated the money for all I knew or cared.

Dr. Rosenberg was blathering on about how to properly set parameters, and without meaning to my gaze crept back up to the crimson haired beauty whose glorious mane was now resting on the shoulder of the guy next to her. He had his arm snuggled tightly around her waist.

She pressed her body closer to his, and I ripped my eyes away with disgust. I shook my head. I wasn’t here to ogle the other students.

I glanced up at the old analog clock that hung like a forgotten teardrop high against the right hand wall. Fifteen minutes to go. I screwed on my thinking cap, and for the next fifteen minutes I worked as diligently as I could while the red haired beau’s hand crept into the back of her sweatpants.

She pressed herself more tightly against him as her head fell lower across his shoulder.

She’s too young for you anyways.

My mind turned back to the woman from the dream. A blonde beauty that put the coeds at my university to shame, although there was something off about her ears. It was almost as if they came up to a point. As my pen darted down complex equations, I relieved that tiny moment of glory. The feel of my blade slicing through the red hued demons. Me offering my hand to the princess.

But, I couldn’t keep myself from periodically glancing down at the young redhead and her boyfriend. I wrinkled my nose. Would he ever experience fast moving steel whizzing past his head? Would he ever feel the sting of hot sand across his face while the cries of the wounded pierced the still night air?

I’d never been more relieved to exit a class in my life. The chill autumn air tugged at the edges of my pea coat, and for a moment I took a small measure of pleasure in being among the best dressed of the swelling tide of disgorged students.

It was a lonely pleasure, here then gone.

I lived in a three story walk up a block and a half from campus. At least a dozen odd people stayed there at any given time. Which is why it wasn’t surprising to see a young guy fiddling with his bike on the front steps. Nor was I surprised to see a handful of papers in his hand.

He glanced up.

“Hey dude, does Calvin Newhart live here?” he said.

“You’re speaking to him. What can I do for you?” I said.

I eyed the bike messenger warily. A sinking feeling was growing in the pit of my stomach.

“You have a court summons,” he said. His eyes flicked down to the paper in his hand. I got the impression he preferred not looking at me as he read it. “Ms. Cathy Jorgensen has filed divorce proceedings against you.”

The rest of his words washed over my ears like so much tepid water.

She was already using her maiden name.

The bike messenger quieted and looked at me expectantly. I realized my mouth was half-open.

“We were in counseling,” I croaked out.

The messenger shook his head, a sad half-smile creeping across his face.

“I’m sorry bud,” he said.

He placed the papers in my hand.

“It happens to the best of us,” he said over his shoulder as he rolled slowly down the street.

I watched the bike messenger weave between parked cars as he rode off to the next poor sucker whose night he was going to ruin. Then I walked inside and up the ragged, plasticy carpet up to my apartment. Inside, I dropped the summons on top of a pile of junk mail and unpaid bills and headed to the kitchenette.

I popped a Tylenol out of the bottle I kept on the counter and washed it down with a glass of water. I stared blankly at the refrigerator. I should eat, but I just wasn’t hungry.

I sighed and went to bed.

My shift started at midnight and it was already 8 pm. I wasn’t a fan of evening classes, but when it came to stats there hadn’t been a choice.

I set my alarm for 11:30 and undressed, careful to leave my clothes hanging neatly from the bedside chair. Then, I slid into bed and let sleep take me.
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“Paladin?” a voice crept uncertainly into my ear.

I was in what appeared to be a small hut with a dirt floor. Elaborate lines drawn in some sort of white powder surrounded me. Kneeling at the front of the room was the girl from my dream.

A broad swatch of blonde hair covered her forehead. Peeking out below were two bright blue eyes. They watched me with a restrained curiosity, as if I might bolt at any second.

“Where am I?” I said.

“This is the land of Telos. You are in the Kingdom of Odras. I am the crown princess Vala and you are my paladin,” she said. “You have been summoned to protect me.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose.

“I’m sorry, let’s start at the beginning. Are you the girl from the dream? The one where I slayed all those red monster things?” I said.

She nodded her head slowly.

“That was no dream,” she said.

“No, I’m pretty sure that was a dream. I’m pretty sure this is a dream, too,” I said. “Do you mind if I sit?”

My legs had begun to feel weak. This whole thing was getting to my head.

Vala shot to her feet.

“No,” she said.

But, it was too late. An electric current shook my body and sent me sprawling backwards onto the floor.

“I’m so sorry,” she gushed.

Vala used her foot to swipe aside some of the white powder lining the ground. She kneeled beside me, her soft hands wrapped around my shoulders.

“I should’ve warned you. You’re in a summoning circle. Here, you can leave now,” she said.

She helped me to my feet and together we staggered to a nearby stool. I sat down heavily and she knelt before me.

“I’m sorry,” I said, taking hold of my forehead. “I really don’t know what’s going on.”

Vala pursed her lips.

“I don’t know either. I had no idea what was going to happen. It’s an ancient spell that I cast. No paladin has been summoned in an eternity’s time,” she said.

“Right,” I said in a low voice. I rubbed my eyes.

“Oh, I was afraid it wasn’t going to work. After I lost the spell book, I spent so much time thinking and experimenting and now here you are!” Vala said, giving a small excited clap.

I raised my arm in front of me, as if I were seeing it for the first time. I was wearing a dark brown tunic. Forest green breeches covered my legs, and flexible leather boots extended to my mid-calf. It was a far cry from the heavy plate I’d worn in the dream, only I wasn’t so sure that this time it was a dream. Everything felt extremely real.

There was only one way to know for certain. I sighed. I knew it was a stupid idea even as I did it, but I had to try.

I winced.

“Why did you pinch yourself?” Vala said.

“It’s nothing,” I said. “I just had to check.”

Vala didn’t respond to my apparent non-sequitur, and I used the opportunity to allow my eyes to roam around the room. There wasn’t much to see. Aside from the elaborately drawn lines which looked as though they’d been made with finely ground salt, it was pretty bare. A glassless window stood off to my right, the only source of sunlight. Two tattered rags fluttered limply in the wind.

“Okay, so I’m here to protect you. If you don’t mind me asking, what exactly am I protecting you from?” I said.

“The Vrag, demons from across the Cerulean Sea,” she said.

That raised more questions than answers.

“Princess, is everything well inside?”

Our eyes simultaneously flicked to the rough, plank door. The voice was unmistakably female, but of a different quality than Vala’s. Whereas hers was soft as silk and warm as wool, the voice from beyond the door was steely stern speaking in a clipped soldier’s tone.

“Yes, all is well,” Vala said, speaking louder than before.

“I heard a crash.”

“Just me being clumsy as per usual,” Vala said.

We both paused, breathless, but the voice did not return. Turning to me, Vala spoke in a hurried whisper: “That is Pallas, my guard captain. She’s going to love you. Trust me.”

My eyes widened. Vala’s became downcast.

“Well, she’s not a big fan of magic. She believes in it, but for her the only weapon worthy of the battlefield is finely wrought steel. If you ask her, all magic is flimsy court tricks and baseless superstition.”

I had to agree with her on the last count. Or, I would’ve if this conversation had taken place fifteen minutes ago in the comfort of my own apartment. Now, I wasn’t so sure. What of, I couldn’t quite say other than it could fill an encyclopedia.

“So, how are we proceeding?” I said.

Vala bit her lower lip.

“Honestly, I was so nervous about summoning you that I never got to the next stage in my plan,” she said.

My mouth stretched into a tight, horizontal line that might, under the right light, pass as a smile. I stood up, walked across the room and reached for the door. The clash of steel on steel sounded from outside. A raucous war cry assaulted my ears as I swung open the door.

Outside, two stocky green-grey skinned men were locked in a vicious duel with a Valkyrie look-alike. She was keeping them at bay with a long sword. Everytime one darted forward, she would batter him backwards, only for the other to move in in a flanking maneuver to force her back.

Off to the right, a girl with long black hair was fending off another greenish monster with a slender bullwhip. Its tip glowed an incandescent red, and the dew covered grass hissed wherever the whip tip landed. Despite his heavyset appearance, the creature moved with an inhuman quickness, seeming to always avoid the whip at the last possible second.

I stood mesmerized for a half second, before a pair of hands landed between my shoulder blades and pushed me roughly forward. I stumbled and nearly face-planted onto the thick grass. As I fell, something shifted uncomfortably on my back. At the last second, my arms pinwheeled out and I righted myself.

“Don’t just look, help!” Vala said.

I winced. Her voice was uncomfortably loud and close. The monsters and women hadn’t seemed to notice me. At least one thing was going right. Almost falling flat on my face had given me a hunch. I twisted my arm behind my back. My fingers wrapped around a leather covered pommel and a smile tugged at the corners of my mouth.

Okay, two things were going right.

The sense of familiarity, the natural sensation of ingrained practice that I’d felt in the dream took over my body as I drew my sword. Its length glinted dimly in the morning sun rays. A dreamlike quality overtook me. It felt as though there were another person standing beside me, standing inside of me, guiding me and my actions. I’d never done anything like this in real life before, but it didn’t matter. My reflexes took over and my mind seemed to float out of my body to become nothing more than an observer.

I sprinted over to the tall blonde with the broadsword. Goth girl with the bullwhip seemed to be handling herself just fine, and two against one hardly struck me as fair odds.

I brought my sword low and to the side. One of the creatures wielded a short spear with a wicked looking hook affixed to its end, while the other bore a broad, two sided ax. The blonde was in the process of battering back the ax wielding foe while the other pranced around the edges.

It was so busy looking for an opening that it didn’t see me bring my sword up in a vicious arc towards the base of its neck.

I wrinkled my nose as a viscous black liquid bubbled up from the stump of its neck. That got the attention of monster number two. Not for long, but a split second was all the tall blonde needed to work her magic and then a second head was tumbling through the air.

Pale grey eyes caught mine.

“You’re a man,” she said.

“That’s what they tell me,” I said.

Thankfully, a burst of shadows shifted our attention before the awkwardness grew untenable. The raven haired beauty to my right had sprouted a pair of bat wings and was wheeling around her foe. Two tusk-like teeth protruded below its beady pig eyes, and it let loose with a howl of rage and disappointment.

Airborne, the fallen angel wove a tight figure eight around the monster. On her second pass through, her whip darted out like the tongue of a hungry frog and then the green-tinged man was nothing more than a pile of ashes in the wind.

The bat girl shot around once more in a lazy loop de loop, before gliding to rest before us. Bending stiffly at the waist, she bowed with a flourish.

“Twas nothing, twas nothing, please I’ll be here all week,” she said. As she straightened up, a sly look crossed her face. “So, that’s why Vala insisted on absolute privacy. I have to say, I don’t blame her.”

She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

I looked away, acutely aware of both how aroused and uncomfortable this girl was making me feel. It didn’t help that her outfit was essentially nothing more than a black silk bikini bottom connected to a halter top by a slender brass ring that rested directly over her bare belly button.

It was insanely sexy and accentuated by the fact that she looked to be about 19. I flashed back to the red-headed coed in the auditorium, and a wry smile wrapped around my face.

A little too young for me, eh?

“Don’t be shy,” she cooed. “I’m Medina.”

“Calvin,” I said, taking hold of her hand.

I started to shake, and confusion flickered over her features, before being replaced by a glimmer of amusement.

“I don’t know how you do it in your far lands, but around here we greet each other with a kiss. Like this,” she said, and without further preamble she darted across and planted two cheeky kisses on both sides of my face.

If I were a decade younger, I’d be blushing.

“Far lands? How do you know I’m from a far land?” I said.

“Aside from your shocking lack of social grace?” the Valkyrie said dryly.

“This is Pallas,” Vala said, scrambling to smooth things over.

I turned towards the third member of the trio. Unlike Medina and Vala, she appeared decidedly not impressed by my appearance. She was also a little older, probably closer to thirty than twenty, although she was still by any standard quite beautiful.

Where Medina was dressed in her bikini bottom halter top combo while Vala rocked a matching halter top alongside a mini-skirt that rode up to dizzying heights when she moved, Pallas was dressed like a medieval knight. A glittering scaled hauberk covered her chest, arms, and upper thighs, while tough looking steel greaves and vambraces covered her calves and forearms.

I inclined my body in a half bow towards the warrior. For some reason, I doubted she’d be much interested in kissing hello. She returned the gesture with a slight incline of her head.

“I thank you for your assistance, hedge knight. Now, we will be taking our leave,” she said.

“No, wait!” Vala said. “This isn’t just some wandering hedge knight. He is the Paladin. I summoned him through the use of arcane lore and ancient magic.”

Pallas snorted, while a smile danced across Medina’s eyes.

“Well, a Paladin. It’s not everyday you find one of those wandering around,” Medina said.

She looked like a cat who’d found a particularly juicy mouse to stalk. Pallas looked like her pet cat had just dragged a dead mouse into the house.

“Princess, this is not a good use of our time,” Pallas said.

The way she said princess reminded me of nothing so much as an exasperated teacher scolding a particularly troublesome student.

“I don’t know Pally. He seems pretty handy with a blade. We can always use another one of those,” said Medina.

“You don’t understand,” Vala interjected. “He was the one who saved me. Remember the dungeon in the palace and all of those dead Vrag? He’s the warrior I summoned. I told you about him. You can deny him all you like, but you can’t deny the dead Vrag.”

“Vala is right,” Medina said.

“I’ve been tasked with keeping you girls safe—,” Pallas began.

“Exactly,” Vala said, cutting her off. “You’ve been tasked. You forget yourself Pallas. I am still the princess and I get the final say.”

At that, Vala puffed out her cheeks, looking like a cross between a reclatraint child and the world’s cutest puffer fish.

I raised my hand.

“Hey, uhm, do I get a say in all this?” I said. I didn’t wait for Pallas to respond. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on here. At all. Half an hour ago, I was laying down in my bed getting ready to catch up on some sleep before my shift. To be completely honest, I’m still not completely convinced this isn’t a dream. But, with every passing minute, I’m feeling more and more like there might be something to this place. And that terrifies me. But, what terrifies me even more is being left out in the cold. If you guys summoned me, then I’m not leaving your sight until I figure out what the hell is going on.”

The three women exchanged glances. Playful cheer mixed with a saucy something in Medina’s eyes. Pallas looked as if she’d just bitten into a rotten apple.

“I beg your forgiveness, princess. I forget myself,” Pallas said.

I had to stifle a victory grin. Winning the warrior’s trust was going to be essential if I was to ingratiate myself into the group. This might be a dream, but two deployments to Afghanistan had taught me that survival comes before anything and everything else.

Vala turned towards me. Naivete covered her like a cloak.

“What do you want to know?” she said.

I swallowed. Where to begin?

“What are those things that just attacked us?” I said.

“Goblin men,” Pallas said. She turned and spat heavily into the grass. “Not even a generation past they would never have dared to show their ugly green faces in the low country. The great lord would’ve rounded up a posse and driven their broken and ugly bodies into the mud.”

“Right,” I said, nodding my head as if I understood.

“I can give you a history lesson some other time,” Pallas said. “Where three goblins walk, more are certain to lurk.”

Without another word, she strode off across the meadow. As I turned to watch her leave, two fingers lightly tapped my elbow.

“Don’t mind her,” Vala said. “She has a good heart. Her path has been a rocky one and she only cares for our safety.”

I set my teeth together. In lieu of an answer, I reached out and squeezed Vala’s hand. It was an absentminded gesture, more reaction than action. What surprised me more than the gesture I made was what Vala did next.

She squeezed back.
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Pallas returned in a minute leading a sleepy sorrel. Packs bulged along either side of its body.

“I don’t suppose you magicked a team of stallions into being as well?” she asked.

“I’m sorry, but I only barely remembered the spell for the paladin. I don’t think there was a horse spell, but I lost the book back at the castle, so I’m not sure,” Vala said. She looked down at her feet and blushed.

“I guess it was too much to suppose that you’d conjure up something useful,” Pallas said.

Vala looked confused. I was beginning to suspect that the poor girl was terminally incapable of understanding sarcasm. Pretending not to hear, I leaned down and wiped my bloodied blade against the grass before slipping it back over my shoulder.

A narrow dirt trail led across the meadow before terminating at the edge of a pine forest. The treeline wavered in a breeze I couldn’t feel.

“Is that where we’re going?” I said.

“Smart boy,” Pallas said.

I opened my mouth, but before I could speak Vala’s hand found mine. A strong squeeze gave me the strength to be silent.

We set off.

* * *

“It didn’t use to be this way,” Vala said.

She spoke in a low voice, not out of any necessity but because the solemnity of the empty pine woods seemed to demand it. Pallas and Medina walked behind us. The steady clop-clop-clop of the iron shod horses’ footfalls combined to make a comforting ambient noise.

“When the sun and the moon were joined at the end of the fractious period, Telos came into a golden era. Generation after generation were born to plenty, and harmony knit the land into something approaching peace and prosperity. The fell creatures were pushed into the dark places, existing as scarcely more than tall tales to scare children. When the first scarlet sailed ship peeked over the horizon and the bronze sun set its beams aglow, there was much joy among the people. The merchant class celebrated new partners for trade. The artisans dreamed of new markets for their wares and the great masses dreamed of new opportunities and exotic goods. All the while, my father’s port officials were beside themselves with fantasies of coffers overflowing from fat trade duties. Alas, it was not to be.”

Vala went silent.

A bird call signalled that the forest was not as empty as I’d earlier thought.

“What happened?” I said.

Vala started as I knocked her out of her reverie.

“The first wave was nearly the last. We were simply unprepared for the bloodshed that was to be meted out upon us,” she said.

“But, you fought back,” I prompted.

“Yes, it’s not as though our people had forgotten the art of warfare. We were dusty and diminished. Atrophy had taken a terrible toll. But, the fighting spirit still animated the people of Odras. We had to abandon our seven spired capital,” her eyes glazed over. “They murdered my father atop the temple mount. They despoiled the mighty temple of the sun God and after that day the masculine energy of the kingdom has been in decline,” she said.

A tear ran down her cheek.

The sun sank lower in the sky and the shadows lengthened. We’d fallen into a companionable silence when the question that’d been burbling in the back of my head burst forth.

“Where are we going?” I said.

“To the temple of the Moon Goddess,” Vala said.

“Why are we doing that?” I said.

“To pray to the almighty moon mother to give us the strength to unite the people of Odras,” Vala said.

“Moon mother my ass,” grunted Pallas.

I glanced over and found myself staring into two stern, grey eyes.

“We travel because whatever peoples aren’t dead are gathering in the interior. There is no safety along the Starry Coast anymore,” she said.

This time, Vala was silent. I looked over to my right and saw Medina padding softly by my side. The horse with no name clip-clopped steadily to our rear, comfortable without the guiding hand of a human. Or whatever these people were. I’d noticed Vala’s ears were pointed in a distinctly elvish manner. Not that I’d thought to ask what species she identified as. With everything else going on, such niceties had taken on a low priority.

The trees were spaced at regular intervals and the underbrush was fairly sparse. The woods would make good hunting grounds. If I had my rifle and a blind. I drifted back to childhood memories. Every autumn, my uncles would drive over from Tennessee and we’d spend a glorious week in the Blue Ridge Mountains.

The sickly yellow leaves and Uncle Mike spitting coffee grounds onto the forest floor, steam wafting through the crisp air and the taste of the half-stale donuts Uncle Ed had picked up at the diner on the state line.

Long sun drenched afternoons spent stretched out in the blind. The hours of tranquil boredom transformed by the sudden exhilaration that came with sighting a deer.

The fatal shot, accompanied by a sudden rush of blood to the head.

A familiar twitch called out to me across the field of memory and a buck filled my vision. I held out my hand. The girls stopped at the unspoken signal.

“What is it?” Vala whispered.

“How are your provisions?” I said.

“Poor,” Pallas said.

“Do any of you have a bow? Any sort of ranged weapon?” I said.

“You do,” Vala said.

“What do you mean?” I said.

“You have a bow,” she said. “You have more than that actually. But, you can definitely summon a bow. Arrows too. You can’t have one without the other.”

“How?”

“Close your eyes and imagine.”

I closed my eyes and tried to picture a bow. For such a simple request, it was maddeningly difficult. For one thing, I had no idea what type of bow to picture. A succession of bows from the composite recurved contraption I’d fired over a decade ago in Boy Scout Camp to a yew longbow I’d once seen in a museum crowded my mind.

Soft hands played across my shoulders. A shiver ran through my body and a deep sensation of relaxation spread through me.

“You’re thinking too hard. Calm down and drain your thoughts. Let what’s natural fill the void,” Vala said.

I struggled to obey her command. I’d always been a fighter. At least, when backed into a corner that was how I reacted. I wasn’t one to give up and go limp. But, that was exactly what I’d have to do if I had any hope in hell of figuring out how to use these new powers.

I inhaled deeply, breathing from the chest until my diaphragm was fit to burst. Then, when I could swallow no more, I held it for three heartbeats before flushing out all of my thoughts on the exhale.

It was a technique I’d learned the night before my first fight. A nervous white trash seventeen year old who’d signed up for boxing lessons at the local rec center because he thought it’d impress the redhead who sat two seats in front of him and one to the right in trigonometry.

Her name was Lucy. She never learned my name.

But, that was okay, because I’d gotten something greater than a little dry humping in the back of her dad’s white 1987 Corvette. And it was all thanks to Gus. Every podunk flyover town had a man like Gus. Middle-aged and bald with an unexplainable ghost white scar that ran from his left eyebrow to the ridge of his scalp, I’d never seen him in anything other than a navy blue track suit and a sweat and coffee stained wife beater.

He wasn’t skinny. He was spare, without an ounce of excess flesh on his frame. Long, ropey muscles stretched across his arms and torso. When he demonstrated new punches and combinations they bunched together in vicious knots.

The old bastard mostly demonstrated on me. I came home from more than a few of those lessons with blood and mucus dripping down my chin. But, I never stopped going. Gus possessed the only magic that mattered to a kid like me: charisma. It wasn’t a politician’s charisma. It was his unrelenting stoicism. The tough guy persona that quietly asserted itself and the words that were thinner than the bantamweights that trained on the mats beside me.

Still, the night before that first fight I’d barely slept a wink. As for food, well my stomach wasn’t keeping a thing down. Gus met me an hour before the fight at the gym. As I went through my warm up drills, he kept looking at me with a hard crease in his forehead, like he knew something wasn’t right. This wasn’t his first rodeo, and a thousand and one boxers must’ve stepped through his gym’s door before me. But, when he stopped me in the middle of my shadow boxing, it felt like I was the only person in his universe.

“You trying to learn the jitterbug?”

“No sir.”

“Why’re your legs shaking so much?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“Don’t bullshit me.”

“I’m nervous… sir.”

Gus stared at me through his watery blue eyes. They were like a winter pond’s surface and the hard, icy space below that thin layer of meltwater was inscrutable.

“Ya gotta breathe son.”

My eyes widened.

“I am, sir.”

“Drop the sir for Chrissakes. I’m not your grandpa and I’m not your daddy. Now, inhale deeply, got that?” he paused and I hastened to follow. “Good, now hold that until you can’t no more. When it’s physically impossible for you to hold that air in your chest any longer, raise your right hand.”

I stood there in the middle of that gym floor with my cheeks fit to bursting like a squirrel on the last day of autumn. A slow fire crept through my chest, but something in Gus’s eyes warned me not to raise my hand. It was too soon. A door swung open and a chill breeze wafted across my back. A strange voice called out. The workers had arrived to set up the chairs for tonight’s fight.

While they chatted back and forth, I struggled to keep my breath in and when my body finally mutinied I swung my right hand up in a half-salute.

“Great,” Gus said. “Count backwards from three and you can breathe out.”

Jesus Christ, I thought.

Molten lead was spurting through my veins and I felt my toes go numb. Three. A hovering blackness lowered across the top of my field of vision. Two. A hundred needles drifted across my skin. One.

I let go.

A stick of dynamite exploded across my torso and the rushing wave of clarity that rushed through me practically knocked me off my feet. The outline of an oath touched my lips. I looked up at Gus and saw a smile dance across his eyes.

My opponent was a wiry kid. A street fighter with three legitimate wins under his belt.

I knocked him out in the first minute of the third round.

A slim sophomore named Cathy Jorgensen sat in the audience that night. The next night she was sitting in the passenger seat of my mom’s ‘91 Civic and the rest, as they say, is history.

As the last spurt of oxygen left my lungs, a velvety blackness expanded to envelope my mind. In this void, a fierce clarity asserted itself. A bow emerged. It was slender and taut, a rich brown with a haft wrapped in strips of leather. Floating beside it was a quiver of arrows, long and lethal strips of glossy brown verging on black with shocks of white where the goose tipped fletching puffed out.

I reached out and as I gripped its midsection it gripped back. I jerked away, and only succeeded in pulling the muscles in my arm. My hand was stuck to the bow. A warm tendril shot out across my palm. It twined up my arm, across my shoulders and up my neck until I could feel it tapping against the seat of my consciousness.

Paladin.

The word hissed in my ear. My eyes fluttered open and once again I was in the sunlit woods. The mirror image of the bow I’d imagined was clasped loosely in my right hand. A flat leather strap tightened across my chest. I didn’t need to reach back to know that a quiver of goose-fletched arrows now hung from my back.

I glanced at the bow and over to Pallas. She raised one eye-brow in a gesture that might’ve signalled she was impressed. In any other person, I would’ve assumed that. But, with Pallas I kind of doubted it.

An excited hand clapped me on the shoulder.

“You did it! Vala exclaimed.

Without warning, her arms wrapped around my body in a warm bearhug. I almost passed out as her generous breasts crushed against my chest.

Hold it together Cal.

After an agonizingly long interval, she parted. If she’d noticed the quickening of my heartbeat, she gave no sign.

“Alright, well we best be on our way then,” Pallas said.

“You’re going with him?” Medina said. She arched an eyebrow.

“He’ll need a tracker. Stalking a deer isn’t something that comes naturally to most,” Pallas said.

Without another word, she stalked off into the forest. I stared after her. Pallas, the gleaming knight. Pallas, the stern warrior who didn’t deign to so much as take off her armor while she was walking down the hot and dusty road.

I took off after her.

* * *

True to her word, Pallas quickly found a deer trail. A narrow, twisting ribbon of dirt that ran below the underbrush. If Pallas hadn’t pointed it out to me, I doubt I would’ve seen it. For all that she lacked in warmth and conviviality, Pallas was at least competent. That was good. For all Vala’s heartrending cuteness and Medina’s teenage goth girl glamour, that wasn’t going to pull us through to the temple of the Moon Goddess, wherever that was in this godforsaken hellscape.

We wandered on for some time. Up and down slight rises and through screens of underbrush and great, wandering pine branches. In the distance, I heard the bushes rustle, but I did not feel the wind that moved them.

“Where are we going?” I said.

“Ultimately down, towards water. That is where all game trails lead to eventually,” she said.

What was left unsaid, but clear from the tone of her voice was you should know this. Any hunter who’d passed his eleventh summer would know this.

I bristled at the implication. I’d spent more than my fair share of time under the pale autumn sun, waiting in high tree blinds with a rifle across my knees.

“Know that you’re only here because of the princess. I do not know you. I do not trust you,” Pallas spoke without turning around. Her words were low, yet unmistakable.

The corner of my mouth lifted up.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you too,” I said.

I caught something twitching out of the corner of my eye. Pallas must’ve seen it too. In an instant, she’d turned around and placed one hand on my shoulder. Her touch was rough, business-like, a far cry from Vala’s warm embrace.

“Get low,” she said, speaking from the corner of her mouth.

I was already crouching down, one hand steadied my body against the hard packed dirt. Maybe a hundred yards distant I could make out the faint outline of a buck poking up from the underbrush. I counted twelve points.

I don’t know how to do this.

The familiar voice shot back up inside of me. I reached inside and stilled it, paralyzing the shouting pessimist and lifted my bow. Neither fear nor doubt would hinder me.

My body knew what to do and my hands followed automatically. A muscle memory that I hadn’t built switched on as I plucked out an arrow. I nocked it along my bow string and pulled it back towards my chin in one fluid motion.

I sighted the deer and paused.

From this distance, it was hard to make out, but it looked as if the buck’s eyes had gone wide. Its head turned and then it was gone, bounding between the beeches and birches. Some panicked portion of my brain took over and I released the arrow. The practiced muscle memory that’d guided me up until that point dissipated in a heartbeat and the arrow sailed harmlessly through a smattering of leaves.

“Son of a—,” I said.

I didn’t have to look up to see the disappointment plastered across Pallas’s face.

“Let’s go,” she said.

I stood and followed her back along the dirt path. The dark seething that’d taken over my body almost prevented me from noticing the rustling in the bushes. A twig broke. I stopped with one foot in mid-air.

Then all hell broke loose.

A jet black torpedo broke from the underbrush and came hurtling straight towards Pallas. In a second, she was on her back, wrestling an absolutely massive wildcat. It got free of her grasp and began to rain down blow after blow against her steel plated vambraces.

Without thinking, I lifted my bow while simultaneously fitting an arrow to its string. In one smooth motion, I sighted and let fly. The arrow sailed through the air and sank deeply into the wildcat’s neck.

It let out a low yowl, and loosened its grip. That was all the encouragement Pallas needed. A half-second later, a mail covered fist came crashing against the side of the wildcat’s skull. That stunned the beast long enough for Pallas to draw her dagger.

A hair raising cry shook the forest, and then Pallas was throwing the limp predator off her chest. Ink black blood dripped along its sleek coat.

“What is that?” I said.

“You saved me,” Pallas said.

“Yeah, no problem,” I said. I averted my eyes from her drill-like stare and looked down at the dead cat. It was a mean looking son of a bitch. It had to be a full seven feet in length, not counting the tail, and its jaws could put a jaguar’s to shame. Ivory daggers protruded at odd angles, jammed together with far too many teeth for the space they were occupying.

“He saved me,” Pallas said beneath her breath. I didn’t think she was talking to me any longer. She shook her head as she advanced on the fallen animal. With one deft stroke, she slid the short blade across its throat. More black blood seeped out onto the ground. Pallas turned around and wiped the dagger across a tuft of grass before holding it up before her eyes. She carefully examined both sides before slipping the dagger back into the sheath around her waist.

“Help me hold up its back legs,” she said.

Eager not to ruminate over the guard’s bizarre response, I hurried and grabbed hold of one of the large cat’s hind ankles. Pallas took the other and together we positioned the dead beast up onto the side of a tree. With a grunt, Pallas used one hand to hold up the cat’s ankle while she used the other hand to fish out a length of twine. I followed suit and then we tied the cat’s ankles to the tree bough.

The blood was coming in great heaving spurts and jolts now. I took a mincing half step back as a rush of inky ichor threatened to splash over my shoes.

“So, what are we doing again?” I said.

“Bleeding out the sankrit. We’ll take him back to camp. At least that way we won’t go hungry tonight,” Pallas said.

“Smart,” I said. I eyed the wildcat’s sleek black coat and the oily substance spilling from its neck. “Are you sure about this?”

“It’s not poisonous, if that’s what you’re thinking. Just a tad annoying,” she said. “Be a darling and go grab some sticks. Preferably long and straight. Nothing weak.”

So, it was back to the condescending order giving. At least that was something I could live with. I nodded and headed into the woods. It didn’t take me long to collect what I needed. By the time I returned, the blood flow had slowed to a trickle and the wildcat looked markedly less alive than it had been when I’d left.

“Excellent, so at least you can do something right,” Pallas said.

“Well, look at little Miss Huffy over here,” I said, giving her the side eye.

“I am sorry hedge knight, but such expressions do not lie in our language,” Pallas said.

“Cut the bullshit. I saved your ass back there. It’s not a big deal. You’d have done the same for me,” I stopped. The glimmer in her eye told me that was a bit of an assumption. “Anyways, we’re on the same team, so we may as well learn to get along. I get that you don’t like me, and quite frankly you don’t have to, but for the time being let’s pretend that we like each other,” I said.

Pallas sighed and stared off into the woods. Finally, she picked two sticks off the pile I’d made and crossed the pair.

“Here,” she said. “You want to cross these here. Use your knife to trim the ends.”

Through deft knife work, Pallas showed me how to construct a wood slatted litter to carry the cat back on. When it was done, we stood back to admire our work. It was crude, but it’d work just fine.

Between the two of us, we were able to lift the sankrit onto the litter. Pallas had left the two front outer sticks long. She grabbed hold of one and I took the other and then we were off, dragging the sledge down the thin game trail.

Not a word was said as we made our way back to the girls. My mind quickly passed into a sort of haze as the warm afternoon sunlight melted around us. It was with warm muscles and a pleasantly thumping heartbeat that I stepped back onto the road.

Medina and Vala were sitting in the road, playing some sort of game in the dirt that looked like a curious cross between tic tac toe and chess. Vala sprang to her feet as soon as she saw us. Medina took her time, playing it cool.

“You’ve got a few twigs in your hair, Pallas my dear. Took a lay down in the grass together?” she said, a wry smile twisting the corner of her face.

“Oh my!” Vala said.

Medina’s eyes widened and the smile vanished as she took in the sankrit.

“That’s one ugly looking deer,” Medina said quietly.

“Cal missed the deer,” Pallas said. I flushed. Of course, she would lead with that tasty tidbit, ungrateful-, “But, he caught this one in the throat as it was in the midst of attempting to devour me.”

I didn’t think it was possible, but Vala’s eyes widened even further.

“Paladin,” she whispered.

I was floored. Respect glimmered in Medina’s eyes. She walked closer to examine the sankrit.

“That’s a full sized, healthy adult male. Those aren’t easy to put down,” she said.

“You’re familiar?” said Pallas.

“My people breed them for the hunt, much as you breed hounds,” Medina said. “We also eat them on occasion. Were you going to butcher this one, or shall I do the honors?”

“Go right ahead,” Pallas said with a grunt.

“Need some help?” I said.

“Nah, I got this,” Medina said.

With that, she took hold of the sankrit’s right ankle and dragged it into the trees. Despite her tiny frame, she had no difficulties manhandling the beast. Drawing a long obsidian dagger with ease, she flayed the creature, slipping back its hide as if it were a banana peel and not the pelt of a vicious wild cat.

“You gonna stare all day while we set up camp?” Pallas said.

I turned around with a start. Pallas and Vala were in the process of erecting a tent in a clearing several dozen yards upwind in a small clearing. The sun was closing in on the lip of the horizon and the wind had picked up a stiff chill.

I got to work setting up a small campfire nearby. Without meaning to, I let out a satisfied groan as the orange flames flickered over the tinder.

“This brings me back,” I said.

“You were a woodsman?” Vala asked.

Interest tinged her voice. I closed my eyes.

“I was involved in something called the boyscouts. Do you have that out here?” I said.

Even as the words left my mouth, I was aware of how stupid they sounded. For once, Pallas didn’t seem to mind.

“You were a scout?” she said, arching an eyebrow. “So, it seems you do have some training. Long ago, I served as a cadet commander. Hundreds of young ones have earned their commissions under my watch.”

Even with the steel breastplate covering her torso, I thought I could see her chest swell with pride.

“Well, something like that, sure,” I said.

It wasn’t exactly true. My most dangerous experience scouting had been the time Tom and I had lit a bottle rocket under Kevin the turd’s collapsible camping chair. He’d suffered 2nd degree burns to the buttocks after which Tom and I had our scouting careers cut short.

A real pity too. Just when it was starting to become fun.

In no time at all, we’d set up a comfy little camp. Screened from the road by a thick stand of firs, we were unlikely to be seen by any passing travelers.

“I will fetch water,” Vala said.

“You’ll need protection,” Pallas said. She put down the saddle-bag she was lifting.

“I’ll go with her,” I said.

Something hard flashed in Pallas’s eyes.

“With all due respect, paladin, I am sworn by the blood of myself, my mother and my mother’s mother reaching back a dozen generations to serve the house Maja.”

“It’s okay,” Vala said. She leaned over and touched my forearm, a hurried smile on her face. “I thank you for the offer, however.”

I bit my lower lip and watched the two drift off into the woods. A strange emotion surged in my chest. It took me a minute to identify it as a mixture of jealousy and protectiveness.

“Hey Cal, mind helping me with this thing?” Medina said.

“Yeah, no problem,” I said, turning around and immediately grimaced. “Jesus, it looks like an abattoir back there.”

“Yes, thank you,” Medina said in a deadpan tone.

She wiggled her eyebrows. I almost giggled. Broad splotches of blood streaked across her bare skin.

“Boy oh boy am I a dirty girl. Looks like I need a bath,” she said and gave me a wink, before walking over and laying one hand against my shoulder. A faint smear of ochre darkened its surface. Pinpricks of sweat leaked from my pores. Her hand slid to my chest. Her lips twisted into a frowning pout. “Do I make you nervous? I’m sorry Cal, I didn’t mean to.”

Her hand fell away and she turned back towards the clearing where she’d slaughtered the sankrit. I gulped as I watched her tight butt switch from side to side as she sashayed away.

I’d have to watch that one.

“Coming?” she said, without turning her head.

I will be soon enough, if things keep up this way.

“In a minute,” I called out, my voice unusually hoarse.

I adjusted my pants and followed after the receding figure.

* * *

In the blackness of the forest with the smell of crushed pine needles beneath our feet and the breath of the wild on our backs, I could almost call our little encampment cozy.

Vala and Pallas reemerged not too long after we’d transported a few of the choicest morsels from the wildcat up to camp. The rest we’d sewn back up inside of the sankrit’s skin alongside some herbs Medina had produced from a small pouch on her waist.

“This will preserve them for a few weeks. Ample time to get our grub on,” she’d said.

Afterwards, we fastened the skin bag to a rope which we later suspended from a tree branch. Pallas had gotten to work concocting a stew from the sankrit meat, some more herbs and spices she had stuffed into her saddlebags, and some curiously colored plants she and Vala had picked up on their walk back from the stream.

Vala hovered about, helping out when possible. For a princess, she wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty. Finally, Pallas took a step back from the fire and declared the stew done. Using a discolored tin ladle, she served up four helpings into four wooden bowls.

My heartbeat quickened as she reached into the fire. Pulling back quickly, she retrieved a lump of something that could pass for bread. Albeit, it wasn’t something you’d ever see on a grocery store shelf.

Using her hands to tear it apart, she passed out four misshapen hunks. I chose to ignore the fact that she’d given me what was by far the smallest piece.

A hand shot out and covered mine as I prepared to dip my bread into my stew.

“Cal, your piece is so small. Why don’t we trade? I didn’t do nearly so much as you today,” said Vala.

“It’s okay,” I said.

“Then, at least have a piece of mine,” she said.

I pressed my lips together as she removed her hand to tear off a chunk of her bread.

“Thank you,” I said, taking the proffered food.

“No, thank you for slaying this beast, saving my guardian, and feeding us all this merry night,” Vala said. Firelight flashed in her eyes.

I swallowed back an invisible something in my throat.

“Yes, well, uhm, no worries,” I said, averting my eyes as I dipped the hunk of bread she’d just given me in my stew. Medina giggled. Choosing to ignore her, I closed my eyes and concentrated on the flavors of the stew as they washed over me.

“Good, huh?” Medina said.

“Very,” I said.

“Pallas is a woman of many talents. Stick around long enough and you’ll find out for yourself,” she said, giving me a saucy wink.

I fell silent at the innuendo. An unwelcome warmth crept up my back. Pallas wasn’t an unattractive woman. If anything, she was quite the opposite. But, her fierce demeanor and evident distaste for me was enough to put the kibosh on any feelings I might otherwise have for her.

“Where are we now?” I said, in an effort to change the subject.

Silence greeted my query. I should’ve asked Vala, I thought. Or Medina. If the army had taught me anything, it was that asking questions to a large group of people usually resulted in disappointment. The more diffuse responsibility was, the less likely any one person was to take it.

“We’re in the midst of the Sugis Forest. We have another three days travel before we break onto the Varaa Plains,” Pallas said.

“Thank you,” I said.

Surprise swept over me. She may as well have answered in Martian for all the good it did me, but the fact that she answered at all was a good sign. Maybe a thaw was in my future.

“The Sugis Forest, the Varai Plains,” I muttered sleepily to myself.

“Varaa Plains,” Vala corrected me, a helpful note in her voice.

“Varaa Plains,” I said.

I finished the stew and stretched back. Past the thin canopy, I could make out the stars in the night sky. They were thick and bright in a way that I’d only experienced a few times on Earth, always on camping trips far from city lights and the trappings of civilization. I tried picking out Orion’s Belt. Failing that, I looked for Ursa Major and Minor. No luck there. A soft hand tapped my shoulder.

I leaned over and looked into Vala’s guileless blue eyes.

“You like looking at stars?” she said.

“Yes, but it’s frustrating. I don’t know any of these,” I said.

“What do you mean?” she said.

“On Earth, where I’m from, we’ve made shapes in the stars. Outlines of people and animals, objects and monsters. This is all unfamiliar to me,” I said.

“Oh, constellations,” she said. She gave a little clap as a smile lit up her face. “We have those as well! Let me show you.”

With that, her hand found mine and then she was lifting it above our bodies. My breath stopped in my throat, and my pulse quickened.

“This is Mustek, the great octopus,” she said, sketching out a complex, eight-tentacled figure among the distant pinpricks of light. “He watches out for sailors and fishers. On stormy nights and misty mornings, mariners will offer oblations. Usually a sort of pickled pork dish that the god is said to be fond of.”

“Why pork if it’s an octopus?” I said.

Vala shrugged.

“Supposedly, octopi used to crawl around on Earth and swing from tree branch to tree branch, like the monkeys of the far Southern islands. But, long ago Mustek tricked the Moon Goddess out of a kiss. Her consort, the Sun God, burned with anger and jealousy. Out of fear of what he might do, he fled into the dark reaches of the ocean where the sun’s penetrating rays could not touch him. That’s also supposedly why the octopus is a master of illusion. His changing skin color and the clouds of ink they release to hide themselves are just more obfustications to hide from the Sun God’s wrath,” she said.

She was silent for a moment, as if lost in thought. Then, she gently moved my hand over to the right.

“This is the great sequoia,” she said. “It grows with the millennia. Our historians have made records. Every thousand years a new star is added to its length.”

I bit my lower lip. Despite their medieval technology, this was obviously a very old land. There was so much to learn about Telos, I’d barely scratched the surface. And the way things were looking, I wasn’t going back anytime soon.

We laid there for a little longer, Vala pointing out constellations and explaining their origins to me. The hum of crickets and the warbling of songbirds filled the chill night air. Finally, Vala and Pallas disappeared into the forest to wash the dishes. I offered to help, an offer that was curtly rebuffed by Pallas.

I was still taken aback by Vala’s willingness to get her hands dirty. For a princess, she was incredibly down to Earth. Then again, it didn’t sound like she had a typical royal upbringing.

“You’ll be sleeping under the stars tonight. If it was up to me, you’d be in the tent with us,” Medina said.

I could’ve sworn she’d flashed me another wink, but it was hard to tell in the dark. My palms felt clammy. I hadn’t been with a woman since Cathy had left me. I shouldn’t be nervous. I was a grown, adult man.

But, here I was.

As if sensing my discomfort, Medina let out a little laugh. It wasn’t unkind.

“You know we both have a crush on you,” Medina said. “I really hope this isn’t coming as a surprise. You’ve saved us all, some on more than one occasion, and if you haven’t noticed there isn’t exactly a surfeit of men lying around. I have a little competition going on with myself about who will sleep with you first.”

My whole body stiffened. Medina let loose with another chuckle and draped one hand around my right bicep.

“Don’t worry, the other girls aren’t in on it. Vala is much too innocent, ever the romantic. And Pallas. Well, don’t get me started on Pallas. She puts on this tough girl act, but as much as she hates to admit it, she’d jump you in a heartbeat. I can see it in her eyes. Especially after you saved her from that sankrit,” she said.

I tried to respond, but my mouth had gone bone dry.

“That’s quite the contest,” I said finally, croaking out my words.

“It’s one I intend to win,” Medina said.

She gave my bicep a squeeze, before casually dropping her arm only to turn her hand and give my butt a playful swat.

“But, not right now. The other girls are returning,” she said.

I let out the breath that’d been trapped in my lungs and put my ear to the wind. I couldn’t hear anything. That didn’t mean she was wrong however. With her wings and devil tail, Medina wasn’t exactly human. I had no doubt that her sense of hearing was also superhuman.

Sure enough, the crunch of a breaking twig heralded the approach of two figures through the dark. Pallas, tall and stern, while Vala glided forward in a cheerful canter.

We set a watch that night. Medina was first and I was second.

I settled down by the dying embers and wrapped myself in a blanket. Medina’s words were still running through my mind as I drifted off to sleep.

* * *

“Wake up.”

My body rocked from side to side as Medina gave me a not so gentle push.

“What is it?” I said, sitting up.

“Your turn, buddy,” she said.

I made to sit up, but Medina laid a hand on my shoulder.

“I have something for you. A present. Follow me,” she said.

With that, she sauntered off into the forest. The moonlight was bright enough that I could just make out the steady switch of her butt through the thin fabric of her high cut bikini bottoms. I got to my feet, and made a few quick adjustments to the front of my pants before I set off after her.

After we’d gone fifty yards or so from the camp, she turned around and threw her arms over my shoulders. Her lips clashed against mine in an explosion of ecstasy. Cracked leather and ground cloves filled my nose and mouth. Her tongue darted in and met mine in a clash of pleasure.

Instinctively, my hand wrapped around her slender torso. Electric tingles ran up my arm as I touched her bare skin. I eagerly explored the length of her body. Despite her slender, athletic frame, her skin was still soft to the touch. I stopped just above her butt, savoring the flavor of her mouth and wondering just how far to take this.

She answered that question for me when her hand wrapped around and grabbed hold of my bulge through my pants. Her lips parted from mine and she twisted her head so her mouth was mere millimeters from the surface of my ear.

“I want you inside of me,” she gasped.

Direct and to the point. Something I could appreciate.

I answered by sinking my fingers beneath the edges of her bikini bottoms. I took hold of thick handfuls of flesh in each hand. We rested against each other for a moment, before she got to work flipping up my tunic. Her hands were on the edge of my waistband when the first explosion rocked the night sky.

I stumbled backwards, my eyes on the heavens where a cascade of green and red sparks showered downwards. Hard leather filled my palm. A shock ran through me. Without having consciously thought of it, I’d summoned my longsword into being from the aether.

Medina shot to her feet. Disappointment welled in her eyes.

“So, damn close,” she said, sighing. “Pallas and Vala will be awake for sure.”

“What was that all about?” I said.

“Nothing,” she said. “The bandits who live in these woods sometimes like to set off fireworks during their feasts. They’re harmless magic, nothing to worry about.”

“Thieves?” I said.

“Trust me, whoever set off those fireworks will be much too drunk to give us any trouble,” she said.

She let out a puff of air.

“Well,” she continued. “I guess we’ll have to save this for another night. Quick, before those two come to see what this is all about, take this.”

She lifted something from around her neck and placed it in my hand.

“What is it?” I said. Holding it up to the moonlight, I saw what looked like a single ivory fang suspended on a leather loop.

“A tooth from the sankrit you killed. But, there’s more. I’ve summoned and locked a spirit inside of it. His true name is Henki. What’s his name?” she said.

“Henki,” I repeated.

The tooth gave a little rattle in my hand. The sound of a flapping tarp sounded from the camp. Distant footfalls broke the silence.

“Good, remember that name and whatever you do, don’t break that tooth and don’t free him. He’s a malevolent spirit from the underworld,” she said.

“Neat. Why are you giving this to me again?” I said.

She put her hand on my forearm.

“Don’t worry, if the tooth breaks he won’t kill you. Henki is an imp and they just don’t possess that kind of power. But, he’s clever and possessed of enough minor magic to put a real crick in your day,” she said.

“That’s great and all, but you still haven’t answered my question,” I said.

“Oh right, I keep forgetting you don’t know about Telos and our magic. Imps have special abilities. Henki is prescient. He can see the future in a sort of way. Probably, not like you’re imagining” she said hastily. “It’s more like he can see forking paths leading out from different decisions. It’s far from an exact science and you can’t expect him to be too detailed or to get everything right. But, if you need advice you can get it from him.”

“Henki,” I said.

“Right, remember that name,” she said.

“That’s the second time you’ve told me that,” I said.

“Your power over him lies in his true name. If you forget or call him something different, he won’t be compelled to answer you. Or worse, he’ll give you bad information. Information that could get you killed,” she said.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

The rasping crunch of dried leaves reached my ears.

“Medina? Cal? Is that you? What’s going on?” Pallas said.

“Quick, put this on and don’t let Pallas see it,” Medina whispered. Then, raising her voice, she continued: “It’s nothing, just fireworks. I reckon there are bandits hiding somewhere in the woods.”

“Why can’t Pallas see?” I asked in a low voice.

“If you haven’t noticed, she’s very superstitious and not at all fond of magic, especially the darker variety. Hence, her distaste for you,” she whispered back.

“What’s going on over here?” Pallas said.

“Just changing the guard. I was showing Cal where he should patrol on his watch duty. Okay buddy,” she clapped me on the shoulder, “I think that should do. Don’t wear yourself out too much, we have a long day of traveling ahead of us tomorrow.”

She gave me a wink and turned to follow Pallas who was already walking back towards camp. I looked after them for a while, watching the switch of Medina’s butt as she sauntered away.

I could’ve sworn she put a little extra roll into her hips. I sighed and shook my head, before turning around. Earlier in the night, Vala had shown me how to track the progress of the moon through the night sky. I identified the star it would have to come flush with for my guard shift to end and then I returned to camp.

So, there were bandits in these woods. Drunk, harmless bandits, but bandits nonetheless. I looked down at my empty hands. The sword had disappeared almost as quickly as it’d appeared.

I closed my eyes and brought myself back into that empty blackness. Just as before, I summoned a bow from the void. That made me feel slightly better about the blue balls I was currently suffering. Just slightly. I closed my eyes and imagined my sword. Sturdy leather pressed against my palm. Reaching back with my other hand, I touched the edge of the scabbard that protruded over my shoulder. It was empty. So, when it came to the bow and arrows those would appear and disappear at will. But, the sword was merely transported from my back to my hand.

A restless curiosity gripped me. I wanted to see how far this thing could go. Closing my eyes, I imagined myself decked out in a full suit of plate armor. A heavy weight settled across my body.

Let’s push this even farther.

I imagined a glaive, one of those long spear things with a scimitar at the end. Sturdy oak filled my hand.

I opened my eyes to find I was looking through a narrow rectangle. A sleek, steel scimitar blade protruded from the tip of my glaive.

Bad-ass.

I still wasn’t sure if this was some sort of weird dream or if I’d really been transported to a magical realm where I’d been tasked with protecting two princesses from a race of demons.

But, I didn’t really care.

Whatever was going on, it beat the hell out of sitting in the back of a crowded auditorium while I listened to some bow-tied academic drone on about confidence intervals, and it was miles ahead of working night shifts at a grocery store.

I swung the glaive in lazy circles, gradually speeding up as I felt myself grow more confident with the weapon. Despite the weight of the armor, it barely seemed to impede my movements. Back on Earth, I’d kept myself in good shape, continuing the PT routine I’d picked up in the military and taking advantage of the campus gym between classes, but that was nothing like what I felt now.

I leapt forward and sliced at a high branch. The glaive slipped through the heavy bough like it was made of paper. Unfortunately, in leaping forward I brought myself directly under the branch just as it gave way. A heavy clang echoed through the clearing.

“Oomph.”

I knelt on one knee as the tree branch slid harmlessly off my helmet. A buzz filled my ears and a creeping headache ran through either side of my head.

“Careful there Lancelot, you’ve got enough enemies as it is. There’s no need to add yourself to the list.”

“Who’s there?” I said, stumbling to my feet.

The clearing was empty, but the voice was unmistakably masculine. It couldn’t be one of the girls.

“Who do you think? Your little girlfriend gifted me to you about three minutes ago. Are you really that stupid, or did that branch hit you harder than I thought?”

“Henki?” I said.

“Oi, no need to use that word.”

The tooth shook against my chest.

“Why are you talking to me? And how do you know about Lancelot? That’s an Earth legend, unless this really is all just a dream,” I said.

“I’m talking to you, because I’m bound to you. At least for the time being. We might as well get to know each other sometime. As for the Lancelot thing, well, I can read your mind kid. Shouldn’t come as a big surprise to you, seeing as how we’re bonded and all,” Henki said.

“Hold on, you keep saying we’re bonded. What exactly does that mean?” I said.

Henki sighed. It was a curious noise. Despite being locked up inside of a tooth, it seemed like the wind itself picked up to make a sound of sheer disappointment.

“So, just stupid then. Great. Listen, when a spirit is bonded to a human that just means they’re bound until the human dies or you wisen up and set me free. In other words, I can’t serve anyone else, even if they know my true name,” Henki said.

I bit my lower lip. This demon was turning out to be less of a present and more of a pain in the ass. I wondered if Medina would take him back. Or maybe I could just leave him somewhere and pretend I’d forgotten him.

“No, you can’t do that,” Henki said. “You leave me on a rock somewhere, I’ll just reappear around your neck. That’s what the whole binding thing means.”

“How did you know-,” I cut myself off. Of course, he can read minds.

I closed my eyes and thought back to what Medina had said. Opening my eyes, I began to speak: “Henki, you will not read my mind. Furthermore, you will not speak to me unless spoken to.”

I waited, but all I got was silence.

Duh, I’d just commanded him not to speak.

“Do you understand Henki?” I said.

“Yes, master,” Henki said.

That he was able to speak through gritted teeth surprised me, seeing as he had no teeth to speak of. He was, after all, just a demon trapped in a tooth.

I dissipated the armor with my mind and imagined a heavy woolen cloak to wrap myself in. Then, I settled in for watch duty. After a few minutes of silence, I almost felt myself missing Henki’s sardonic chatter.

Almost.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




“So, there are bandits in these woods?” I said.

“I wouldn’t worry too much, they normally don’t bother armed parties,” Vala said.

“They didn’t before the Vrag invaded. As of late, they’ve grown bolder. New reports had been coming in before we had to flee the castle,” Pallas said, a grim note in her tone.

We walked down the sun-drenched path in silence. Unlike the day before, we kept together in a tight cluster. The pack horses ambled along quietly behind. Before we’d left camp, Pallas had cooked up more of the sankrit for a hearty breakfast stew. But, that was hours past and our stomachs were starting to growl.

“I’m hungry,” Medina said.

Pallas sighed and looked up at the sky, checking the progress of the sun.

“We may as well stop here to forage,” she said.

“Oh, Medina and I will search for berries!” Vala said, clapping her hands together.

“It would be better if I accompany you,” Pallas said.

I glanced around the three women and raised an eyebrow.

“Well, I’m not getting left behind,” I said.

“It’s decided then,” Vala said. “Wonderful, I see some dewberries just off the path here.”

I glanced to where her face was pointed and saw a large bush filled with bright red orbs. Pallas and I tied up the horses to a low hanging branch and then we joined Medina and Vala. Each girl held a small canvas sack in their arms that they filled with berries.

Pallas stood some distance away, hand on her sword hilt. Her face was impassive. Not sure what to do, I looked down and saw a bag of my own on my belt. Shrugging, I walked towards the berry bushes and began to pick. It was pleasant work, and the midday sun splashed warmly across the back of my neck.

The sweet scent of crushed berries and the gentle hum of winged insects lulled me into a trance. Which is how I came to miss Vala’s disappearance.

“Vala!” Pallas shouted, stepping forward.

I glanced over to where she’d just been picking berries. Pinpricks crawled over my skin. Where she’d just been standing, two tunnels veered off at a 45 degree angle to one another.

“Where did she go?” I said.

“I don’t know which one,” Pallas said.

She looked like she was about to tear her hair out. Without thinking, I dropped the handful of berries I’d gathered and drew my sword before stalking over to where the two paths diverged.

“We’ll have to split up. Medina, you go with Pallas. You can take that route, I’ll go down here,” I said, splitting up the paths at random.

For once, Pallas didn’t seem to mind not being in charge. I didn’t wait around for her to, either. I started off between the high hedgerows at a steady pace. I wasn’t running, but if I went any faster I would be.

“Henki, where did Vala go?” I asked.

The demon was silent for a moment. When he spoke, it was in the same surly tone I’d so grown to dislike.

“You know, it would’ve made a lot more sense to ask me that question back at the start, before you guys split up,” the imp said.

“Henki!” I said.

“Alright, geez lay off the name, okay? You picked the right route. If you keep going straight, you’ll see her eventually. Probably,” he said.

My eyes narrowed. There was a hesitation in the last part of his statement.

“What do you mean probably? Where are we Henki?” I said.

The demon sighed.

“By probably, I mean probably. You’ve stumbled into the garden of illusions. It’s not a place you’ll find on any map- it tends to wander. One day here, the next day there. That kind of thing. Anyways, as you may have gathered from the name, the garden of illusions is filled with illusions. Isn’t that something? You may see something that looks like Vala that won’t be Vala. You might see many Valas. It’s hard to say what exactly will happen,” Henki said.

I groaned.

“You don’t know the half of it. The spirit animating this garden is a cousin of mine. Just wait ‘till it gets back that I’ve been captured again. I won’t be able to show my face at the family reunion for another millennium,” Henki said.

“Thank you for your concern,” I said.

“Like you have problems,” Henki snorted. “Pathetic humans don’t know how good they have it, rolling through life like a-.”

“Henki shut up,” I said.

I waited, but the demon had well and truly shut up. In spite of everything, a grin tugged at the corner of my mouth.

The hedgerow cut a sharp left and then right before twisting into a corkscrew that ultimately ended in a five way intersection. I bent over and put my hands on my knees. None of this was making sense. There was no way five separate paths should lead away from this one point.

I peered down each in turn looking for any possible sign of human contact. A footprint or a broken branch. Anything.

“Henki, help me out here,” I said. “Where did Vala go?”

“Well well well, look who came crawling back to ‘ol Henki,” the tooth said.

“Henki!” I said.

“None, the answer is she didn’t go down any of them,” the imp said primly. “Remember, this is a garden of illusions. Just because you’re seeing a path in front of you doesn’t mean that it’s the same path that Vala saw when she came down this way.”

“Then, which do I pick?” I said.

“Finally, a good question,” the imp said. He coughed and continued: “Third from your left. Go straight and don’t stop until you see her or I tell you to stop. Kapish?”

“Got it,” I said.

I hurried down the tunnel the spirit indicated. The further along I went, the higher hedgerows seemed to grow until they blocked out the sunshine and I began to hear strange stirrings from inside of their brambly interiors.

I picked up the pace, first to a slow jog and then I was running. I was barely conscious of the transition. Something within me was coming unglued. This maze was getting to me, and I couldn’t say why.

Just when I thought I couldn’t take anymore, the hedgerows opened up onto a small clearing at the far end of which was a mountainside. A low cave took up the bottom section of the mountain.

“Do I go in the cave?” I asked.

“Did I tell you to stop?” Henki replied.

What I’d give to pop inside that tooth and give that little bugger a piece of my mind.

I took a step forward and mist began to pool around my feet. Another curveball, just what I needed. A figure stepped forward and stopped me dead in my tracks.

“Cathy,” I said.

“Hey Cal, fancy meeting you here,” she said.

She flipped her bangs back revealing two pale brown eyes. I turned away, then forced myself to look back.

“It’s only an illusion, keep going,” Henki said.

“I just wanted to say that I still love you. I want things to work out between us Cal, I really do,” she said.

“Don’t listen to her,” Henki said.

I gritted my teeth and charged straight for the mouth of the cave. Cathy casually strolled into my path. She stared straight ahead at me. Concern shone through her eyes.

“Oh Cal honey, I don’t think you’re feeling well. Stop what you’re doing and let me take a look at you,” she said.

I sped up.

Her eyes widened as she realized I wasn’t going to stop.

“Cal no,” she said, reaching out with her arms as if to stop me. But, in the next instant I’d passed through her as if she was no more substantial than a ghost.

Then, I was on the other side and heading towards the cave. Part of me couldn’t believe it’d worked.

Part of me wished she’d been real.

The cave entrance loomed tall and black. I slipped inside with ease.

“Woah,” I said, pinwheeling both arms as my feet lost traction and I landed heavily on my butt. My sword flew out of my hands and clattered away into the darkness. Not that I could do anything about it. The ground sloped downwards like a long slide. Powerless to stop, the wind whipped past my face as I hurtled through pitch blackness.

“It’s okay Cal, I’m here.”

Despite my rapid descent, the voice had whispered directly into my ear. My whole body stiffened. It was Vala.
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“Vala!” I said.

The wind tore the word from my throat and it shot backwards, a useless thing sinking into the darkness. I was slowing. The ground had become markedly less steep. Up ahead was a glimmering white light. Gradually the ground became level. I stood up and flexed my shoulder blades.

I’d have to be on my guard. Nothing here was as it seemed.

I closed my eyes and imagined my sword. The familiar leather hilt filled my grip. At least there was one thing I could count on in this godforsaken carnival ride.

“Cal, come on in. It’s so beautiful here,” Vala said.

As I drew closer to the light, it became apparent that this half of the cave was filled to the rafters with crystals. Long, jagged spiky things poking up and down from all directions, contrasted with long, flat panels that covered the walls and floors. Not an inch of space was left bare.

“Ah shit,” I said.

Just as before, the crystal cavern split into two long tunnels. Unlike before, Vala was standing in front of each tunnel. No, that’s wrong. Not Vala, but Valas plural.

“A little help here Henki,” I hissed.

“Sorry pal, you’re on your own,” Henki said.

“What?” I said.

“Trust me, I really wish I could help you, but Bartheous- that’s the demon who runs this place- well, he outranks me by several dozen levels in the whole demon hierarchy scheme. It didn’t matter so much outside, I don’t think he cares too much about what goes on out there. But, this is his inner sanctum. Trust me, he’s running some serious interference on my powers,” Henki said.

“Great,’ I said, gritting my teeth.

Was there anything I could ask them? A question that only the real Vala would know?

I immediately discarded the possibility. Not only did I not know the elven princess all that well, but if Henki could read my mind then there’s no reason that Bartheous couldn’t read Vala’s mind.

“Now you’re thinking,” Henki said.

I rolled my eyes. What else could I look for?

“Come save me Cal!” Vala on the right called out. “Bartheous is holding me prisoner. Please, you’re my only hope.”

It was then that I noticed the crystal manacles holding her feet in place. I hefted my sword.

“No Cal, she’s an imposter. Please, it’s me you have to save,” Vala on the left shouted.

I pinched my temple and lifted my head.

“Why are you doing this?” I shouted.

I didn’t expect an answer, so when I got one, I almost fell over backwards.

“Because it amuses me.”

“Bartheous?” I said.

“Guilty as charged,” said Bartheous.

“Just let us go. Please, we mean you no harm,” I said.

A deep belly laugh filled the cavern.

“As if you could ever harm me,” Bartheous said.

“Nice going, very persuasive,” Henki said in a low voice.

“Henki, is that you?” Bartheous said.

“There I go with my big mouth,” Henki said, groaning. “Hey Bartheous, how’s the family?”

“Same as always,” he said with a yawn. “Burning in fire and brimstone. Truth be told, I haven’t seen them in a few millennia. But, the family reunion is coming up next century. I’ll let them know you’re stuck in a tooth again, assuming you’re not out in time.”

“Thanks for having my back,” Henki said.

“Hey, what are cousins for?” Bartheous said.

“So, which one is the real princess?” Henki said.

“Henki,” Bartheous said in mock disappointment. “You expect me to ruin the big reveal for this charming human here.”

Even though he was trapped inside of a tooth, I could practically feel Henki shrug through the enamel. Alright, I was on my own then. I leaned back on my heels and examined the two women. A growing worry gnawed at the inner lining of my stomach. For all the world they could be identical twins.

“Booooring,” Bartheous’s voice echoed throughout the cavern. “Henki, is he always this slow?”

“You have no idea,” Henki said.

Streaks of scarlet flashed across my face.

“Come on you guys, is this really necessary?” I said.

The lights in the cave flickered as the two Valas were slowly lifted into the air. Two new manacles fell from the ceiling and wrapped around their wrists. Once this action was completed, the crystal manacles fell from their ankles and then the two princesses were suspended about a dozen feet in the air.

The floor beneath the Vala on the right opened up into a swirling whirlpool of turgid water. I glanced to the left and groaned. Vines had somehow sprouted from the solid crystal walls and were in the process of wrapping themselves around the other Vala.

“Cal,” Vala on the left said. “I’m having a hard time breathing.”

“Where did we first meet?” I shouted.

“In the hut where I summoned you!” Vala on the right said, desperation tinging her voice. “Please Cal, we don’t have much time. Save me while there’s still a chance.”

“No Cal, we first met in the dungeon where you saved me from those Vrag. I’m the real Vala, save me!” the other Vala said.

I clenched my jaw. In a sense, they were both right. More importantly, both incidents were things that only the real Vala should be able to know. In other words, Bartheous’s mind reading games were working like a charm.

“By the Goddess,” Vala shrieked.

A massive crab claw had raised itself out of the water. Barnacles covered its ochre colored length. Vala screamed as she desperately drew her legs up under her. The claw blindly shot upwards in lazy stabs. I rushed forward two steps, then stopped as I glanced over at the other Vala. Unlike the one on the right, this Vala couldn’t scream at all- her face was slowly turning blue as the vines constricted around her chest and throat.

I lifted two fingers to my temple.

This is all an illusion. Vala isn’t in any real danger. The fake has to be the one on the left- the real Vala would still be able to breathe, because those aren’t real vines.

A chortle came up from my chest.

“Oh trust me, the limits of his power do not end at illusions. I may not be able to tell which girl is real, but I can tell you that whoever she is, she is very much in danger,” Henki said.

“Thank you for your concern,” I said.

I glanced back at the giant crustacean claw and squinted. Something seemed off about it. Suddenly, it hit me all at once.

The claw cast no shadow.

I hadn’t even thought of it earlier, when the cavern had been cast in a perfect illumination, but now that Bartheous was playing the poltergeist with his flickering lights it was becoming easier to see where shadows should and shouldn’t be. The lights shifted behind me, casting a long shadow in front of my body. A dark sword extended from its side.

So, real people and objects cast shadows, but the illusions didn’t. I lifted my head just as the light switched, flickering from behind her this time. A pool of blackness extended out in front of Vala like a beacon.

Glancing towards the purplish Vala caught in the vines, my hunch was confirmed- the light went straight through her. I sprinted forward and let instinct take hold.

I can’t do this.

I gritted my teeth and quieted the voice in my head, before replacing it with Gus’s: “Ya gotta breathe.”

I took a deep breath as I launched myself off the lip of the pool. A passing wave splashed at my ankle. I shivered. For an illusion, it sure was convincing. Fortunately, that was just what I needed.

I shot five, ten feet into the air. My eyes widened. I felt like Superman as I planted both feet against the barnacle encrusted claw. It shuddered under the impact, before twisting around to try and snap me, but it was already too late.

I was on my second bounce. I’d have to time things just perfectly.

As I reached the ceiling, I swung out with my blade and severed both manacles in a single fell swoop. The crystals shattered into a thousand tiny pieces, and then I was falling with Vala. The real Vala. Her deep blue eyes found mine, and for a moment time stood still. Her lips moved, forming a silent, “Paladin.”

I reached out and grabbed hold of her as we plummeted towards the raging whirlpool and claw below. The claw darted up towards us with an animal quickness the old Cal never would’ve been able to avoid.

I threw my weight to the side and extended my legs. The sharp edge of the crab’s claw missed us by a hair, and instead I fell along the flat portion of the side, before launching myself back out into space.

I pressed Vala tight to my body, one hand wrapped around her back, the other twined around her upper thighs. In spite of everything, I couldn’t help but luxuriate in the soft warmth of her skin. Lilac and lavender filled my lungs and when I finally landed, it took all of my willpower to let her down. Reluctantly, I began to unwrap my arms from her body.

“Don’t,” she said in a soft voice.

So, I didn’t.

Swinging around, I hefted her body up with one arm beneath her butt while I used the other arm to sheathe my sword. Then, I wrapped my other arm around her shoulders, and pressed her body close to mine.

“We passed your test Bartheous,” I said. “Now, let us out.”

A deep rumbling echoed through the chamber. It sounded like a mix between throaty laughter and a cat coughing up a hairball.

I really didn’t like this demon.

“Very good human. Many have entered my garden, few have left. Count yourself among the lucky,” Bartheous said.

“Luck had nothing to do with it. Now let us out,” I said.

“Very well. Henki, maybe I’ll see you at the next family get together? If not, well I’ll let the others know where you are,” Bartheous said.

“Son of a-,” Henki growled, but Bartheous and the cave were already gone.

We were back out on the road. Standing next to us were Medina and Pallas. Nearby, a horse whinnied softly.

“Vala!” Medina said.

For once, the goth girl princess seemed genuinely, sincerely overjoyed. She rushed over just as I set Vala on her feet, and enveloped her friend in a great bear hug. Pallas squinted.

“Thank you Paladin, for looking after my charge,” she said.

Her voice was as stiff as her body.

“She’s not just your charge anymore,” I said.

The Valkyrie held my gaze for a moment, before breaking off to stare at the ground. For a moment, she seemed lost in thought. Then, she spat heavily onto the side of the road and straightened up.

The old Pallas reasserted herself, and then she was off collecting the pack animals. I ran my hand through my hair. This girl was shaping up to be a tough egg to crack.








  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  




“It’s up here, straight ahead,” Vala said.

I stifled a smile. She was practically hopping up and down on both heels, she was so excited. I can’t say I blamed her. After our little adventure in the garden of illusions, it was nice to be out of the woods, literally and figuratively.

Beyond the treeline, the grasslands stretched on in an endless parade of emerald green. A tan ribbon wound between the rolling hills. With the lowering sun on our backs, the walk was pleasant and we soon put many miles behind us.

“What’s that?” Vala said, pointing a slender finger diagonally upwards.

I squinted. A slender black spire pierced the skyline, rising above the hilltops.

“I don’t know,” Pallas said, a frown flashing across her face.

Since the incident in the woods, she’d barely spoken. For the most part, she kept back with the pack animals. But, I felt her eyes on the three of us. Never letting up. Never letting go.

As the sun bit the rim of the horizon, we passed into view of a great, black timbered mansion. Fourteen slender spires scratched against the darkening sky. Flames flickered from two broad sconces girding the front door.

“Oooh, let’s stop here for the night. It’s positively spooky,” Medina said.

Through the fading light, I could just make out the ghost of a wicked smile twisting across her face.

“We should move on,” Pallas grunted. She pulled out a map and ran her finger along the road. “This should be the manor house of the clan Hearthstone. But, with all the madness consuming Telos, there’s no telling who might live there now.”

“The Hearthstones!” Vala said. “I remember hearing stories about them when I was just a little girl. Aren’t they the original lords of the plains? Oh Pallas, we must stop. They’re still bound to house Mala by oath, are they not? They could be of such help.”

“I would not advise it,” Pallas said. She stifled a yawn. “But, if you will it, then we will stop.”

A shimmer of shock ran through me. The incident in the garden must’ve shaken Pallas more than I realized. Just a day before, she would’ve fought tooth and nail to keep us on the road.

In spite of our rivalry, I was growing concerned about the captain of the guards. She was an essential part of our group, and keeping her morale up was vital to the success of our mission.

All of a sudden, I felt like laughing. I’d already grown into my new role so completely it was hard to believe that not a week ago I was just another college student, working a shitty job for a few bucks above minimum wage.

Then again, my four years in the marines had more than prepared me for this sort of life: Working in a team, protecting civilians, and patrolling enemy territory. It was less that I was reinventing myself and more that I found myself falling back into old habits.

“Just to be on the safe side, why don’t you girls hang behind a bit. Pallas and I will knock on the door and see if anyone’s in there,” I said.

“Actually, why don’t you do that on your own. I will stay back and watch my charges,” Pallas said.

“Fair enough,” I said, shrugging.

Walking forward, I made my way up to the door and gave it three heavy raps. My knocks echoed throughout the mansion. I took a step back and waited. And waited. I kicked some grass nearby and waited some more. Just as I was preparing to head back to the girls, ready to admit defeat, the door swung open revealing a shadowy interior.

A tall, pale figure filled the door frame.

“Welcome,” she said.

“I didn’t think you would come,” I said.

“It’s a big house,” she said.

“My companions and I were hoping to take advantage of your hospitality,” I said.

She peered over my shoulder.

“I see you have the crown princess of the house Mala with you,” she said.

I nodded. She swung the door wider and turned around.

“Come in, Paladin,” she said as she walked away.

I turned around, and saw two diminutive figures in matching red velvet jackets were leading the horses away. They couldn’t have been over five feet, but they carried themselves like men. It was difficult to tell in the fading light, but their faces seemed all of a smooth, formless onyx black, without eyes, nose, mouth, or ears.

The three girls walked over to the doorway and followed me in. The front hall was large in an infinitely black sort of way. Shadows stretched out from the ceiling and along to either side.

“I am called Lady Emilia,” a voice echoed from further down the hall. “Though it is sad for me to say, I am the last of the Hearthstone clan.”

We walked towards the distant square of light and the source of that voice.

“What do you think?” I leaned in towards Medina.

“I don’t sense danger, if that’s what you’re asking. Then again, I wouldn’t know. Why don’t you ask the demon I chained up for you?”

I shook my head in chagrin.

“Henki, are we in trouble?” I asked.

“You’re always in trouble. Bad question. Ask again,” the demon said in his usual surly tone.

I pinched my fingers against my forehead.

“Henki, will Lady Emilia harm us? Will we come to harm in this house?” I said.

Henki grunted.

“Finally, a proper question. No and maybe, you’re perfectly safe with the good lady,” he said.

“Maybe?” I said.

“Sorry, but I can’t say what it is exactly. Just that there’s something fishy going on in the lower reaches of the house. I doubt that you’re in any imminent danger,” he said.

“Great, that makes me feel loads better,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“No problem, now be a doll and magic in some sweet cakes and honey. I’m starving here,” he said.

“And how do you expect me to do that?” I said.

“I wasn’t asking you,” he grunted.

Medina rolled her eyes.

“No way in hell,” she said looking at the bulge in my shirt where the tooth rested. Then, her eyes flicked up to me. “He doesn’t need to eat. Ignore whatever he says about hunger pangs, he’s just being a pain.”

“I can hear that,” Henki said.

“Good,” Medina said, giving me a wink.

“Who are you guys talking to,” Vala said.

“No one,” Medina said.

I didn’t like keeping secrets from Vala, but if it was necessary I’d go along with it.

The entrance hall opened up onto a main hall. It was a high timber construction, light and airy with large windows that allowed in the gentle glow of the moon and stars.

Long trestle tables dominated one side of the room. A roaring fire filled the far side, around which sat a collection of overstuffed chairs. Lady Emilia collapsed into a large faded red rocking chair close to the fire. She closed her eyes.

“Please, take a seat,” she said.

We filtered over and sat down. Vala sat closest to our host on a small, musty green couch. Before I could slide in next to her, Pallas swept in. I rolled my eyes before choosing a bare wooden chair on the other side of the couch. I didn’t want to get too comfortable anyways. Things appeared safe so far, and Henki had given the go ahead, but years of training had taught me to always be cautious.

Medina sat furthest away, half in and half out of the shadows. In the semi-darkness, her eyes glowed like a cat’s.

“It is so good to finally see you,” Emilia said. She didn’t open her eyes. “You can’t believe what it’s been like out in the provinces ever since the Vrag arrived.”

“I couldn’t tell you what life has been like out in the provinces, but I can tell you that Western Keep has fallen,” Pallas said.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Emilia said. “But, it doesn’t surprise me.”

“How much do you know about the Vrag?” I asked.

Pallas shot me a look. I ignored her.

“Enough to know I don’t want them here,” Emilia said with a snort.

A beat of silence passed between us and I wondered if I’d said the wrong thing.

“Are you hungry?” she asked.

As if on cue my belly let out a raucous growl. That brought a grin to Emilia’s face.

“I thought that might be the case. I’m going to retire to my bedchambers. At my age, beauty sleep becomes a necessity,” she said, rising to her feet. “The servants will be in shortly with dinner. Please don’t try to engage them in conversation. It’ll only addle their poor heads. They’re golems you see, and not at all used to social niceties. When you’re done head right upstairs. The first four bedchambers to your right will be prepared for you by the time you’re done eating. Goodnight now.”

She swept off into the main hall and out of sight. I brought my chair in closer to the others, though Medina remained off in the shadows, pensive and watching.

“What do you think?” I said.

“I think we should enjoy dinner, get a good night’s sleep and reconvene in the morning,” Pallas said.

She raised the back of her hand to her mouth and stifled a yawn.

I glanced over at Vala. She nodded in agreement. From the shadows, Medina’s cat eyes shimmered.

“I’d like to see what the good lady Emilia has cooking up in her ovens,” she said.

As if on cue, a stream of the faceless, featureless creatures entered the room. They were identical- short, stout and dressed in matching creamy slacks and tunics. Red velvet vests added a spark of color to the ensemble, while their exposed skin was a deep onyx black.

My mouth began to water. Each creature carried a platter with something different on it. Whole roasted ducks seasoned with garlic and basil flakes nestled on wide silver trays. Two of the golems carried an entire suckling pig between them. Others carried pots of honey and baskets of freshly baked white bread, some carried cut crystal with sliced apples topped with nuts and drizzled with honey, while others held heavy steel bowls of cold green-bean salad.

That was to say nothing of the clay jars of mead and fragrant wine, nor the honey colored beer in smooth glass bottles. It was a feast fit for a king: Or, two princesses.

There were a half dozen trestle tables lined up against the far wall. The golems busied themselves with just a small portion of the far end of the nearest table. I couldn’t imagine what the room looked like during an actual feast.

Just as quickly as they’d entered, the automatons left. I opened my mouth to thank them, and closed it just as quickly, remembering Emilia’s advice. Pallas sat at the head of the table. Vala sat to her right and I sat to her left. Medina plopped down beside me.

“Ooooh,” Vala said, shaking her hands in excitement. “I cannot wait! It has been so long since I’ve had a proper meal.”

Despite our time on the road, it appeared Vala was still very much a princess.

My estimation of her grew. It must not be easy giving up a life of luxury for the hardships of the road, but Vala had done so with zeal.

Medina reached across the table and grabbed an apple from a fruit basket next to me. That must’ve been the cue, because the other girls immediately started digging in. I grabbed my knife and a serving fork and cut off a large chunk of the suckling pig’s haunches. I loaded it up next to some green bean salad, and then I took a ladleful of what looked like cherries in a syrupy sauce, although the cherries were several times larger than their Earthly cousins and a wild shade of green.

I filled my glass half full with a liquid I desperately hoped was wine. Across the table, Vala was attacking a meat pie with gusto. Pallas, for her part, was tearing through a goose leg large enough to serve as a club.

After our ordeals, it was nice to chow down on some tasty food and to not have to think about, well, all of the challenges that lay ahead of us as we traveled to the temple of the Moon Goddess.

` Something soft and warm fell against my shoulder. I didn’t have to look to know it was Medina. A smile crept across my face. Across the table, Vala looked about ready to collapse face first into her mashed potatoes.

The only one who still ate with gusto was Pallas, and even she was slowing down.

“I’m going to head up,” I said.

“Me too,” Medina said.

“I’ll come with you,” Vala said weakly. She made to stand up, but stopped when Pallas put a hand on her shoulder.

“I’ll escort you to your bedchamber princess,” she said.

“Okay,” Vala said, yawning. “Be quick please. Or else I might fall asleep at the table.”

“Yes princess,” Pallas said.

I thought I detected a hint of warmth in the grizzled warrior’s tone.

Medina and I made our way back into the antechamber. A grand staircase I hadn’t noticed earlier twisted around the side of the room. A soft luminescence exuded from the walls, illuminating the room in an even but dim light.

Grand baroque features dominated the antechamber- I felt like I could be in a 19th century European opera house. Medina fell against me heavily, using my body as a crutch for hers. I wrapped my arm around her waist. We were both warm, tipsy, and filled with delicious food. As we got to the top of the stairs, a row of open doorways greeted us. I peered inside the first one. A spacious bedchamber greeted me.

“You take this one,” I said.

She nestled her head deeper into my shoulder.

“Don’t go,” she said.

“I have to, but you’ll see me so soon,” I said.

She wrapped her arms around me, and held me in a silent hug. When she parted, two crystalline orbs appeared in the corners of her eyes.

“Thank you for everything. For all your help with the Vrag and the goblin men and saving Vala from the demon,” she said.

Our eyes met. She let out a gasp as I leaned into her. The kiss I planted on her lips was soft, sensuous, delicate. The delicious scent of ground cloves and cracked leather filled me. She pressed her lips against mine and I became lost in her.

After an eternity, I parted from the devil-girl.

A wistful grin covered her face.

“You don’t know how I’ve been wanting that,” she said.

“So have I,” I said softly. I cleared my throat. “I should be thanking you. This whole world is completely foreign to me. It feels like a dream sometimes. Alright, most of the time. But, you know what? I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” she said. “And look, I know Pallas might seem like a total hard-ass, but I can tell that she appreciates you too. Give her some more time.”

“Sure,” I said. “Hey, you remember that bet you made with Vala? I hope you win.”

She giggled at that, and something in her eyes told me I could’ve taken her to bed right then and there. I almost did. But, there was something holding me back. Despite what I’d said about Vala, it would almost feel like a betrayal to take in Medina without speaking to the three of them first. Especially since I’d already shared a kiss with Vala.

“Goodnight,” I said.

“Goodnight,” she said.

She stepped into her room and closed the door. I wandered a little further down the hallway and took the next bedroom. It was more or less identical to the one that Medina had taken. A four poster bed took up the center of the room, while a large, rectangular window looked down on the grounds below.

A small wooden table held a pitcher of water, a ceramic basin, and an assortment of brushes and bowls of paste that would require closer inspection in the morning. For now, however, all I wanted to do was sleep.

I stripped out of my traveling clothes and darkness took me as soon as I slipped between the sheets.

* * *

“Pssst, are you awake?”

I opened my eyes, groggy but otherwise fine. Something warm and light was on top of my legs, pinning me to the bed. It was Vala. She was naked.

“What are you doing in my bedroom?” I said.

“Relax silly,” a sultry voice said from off to my left.

I turned my head and came face to face with Medina. She was also nude, and I had to say the overall effect was stunning. Her round, tight breasts protruded perkily from her chest over a flat stomach that ran down to a neatly shaven V. Taut, athletic thighs took over from there. Given that her usual outfit was only one step up from lingerie, it shouldn’t have surprised me.

But, it did.

I wandered back up, and was pleasantly surprised to find that her usual ironic smirk had been displaced by a look of sheer hunger. Her glossy black hair cascaded around her shoulders and breasts.

“We’ve come to a decision. That whole bet thing was silly when it’s obvious what the answer should be,” Medina said.

“What’s that?” I said, my voice almost catching in my throat.

“We’re going to share you!” Vala said.

She bounced on her heels. My heart almost stopped. The first time I’d looked at her, I’d been distracted and half-asleep. Now that I was wide awake, I didn’t think there was any power on Heaven or Earth that could pry me away.

Her face lit up.

“Oh Medina, I think he wants us too,” she said, practically squealing with delight.

Medina rolled her eyes, amusement melting her features.

“Oh Vala, you have a lot to learn about men,” she said.

Vala pouted.

“It’s not my fault I’ve never been with a man,” she said, sitting back on her heels and crossing her arms over her breasts in an absolutely adorable motion. My gaze flickered between her long blonde hair that cascaded over both shoulders, her milky white skin and generous C-cup breasts. Unlike Medina, Vala had maintained a small tuft of hair between her thighs.

That was too much for me.

“It looks like you’re not the only one who’s excited,” Medina said, glancing from my lap to Vala and back again.

I followed her eyes to the tent that’d sprung up around my midsection.

Might as well go for it, I thought.

Peeling back the covers, I stood and immediately found myself ensconced in Medina’s warm embrace. I was glad that I’d gone to bed nude. That just meant there was one less thing for me to do.

My hands wrapped around her waist, brushing against the soft rise of her ass and then I was caressing the fullness of her back while my lips found hers. Two new hands reached around my back, and then I was being gently pulled away from Medina.

I let Vala guide me until my waist was facing away at a slight angle. All the while, I kept my lips locked against Medina’s as we caressed each other. My hands roamed over her back and buttocks. They slipped mischievously against her sex where a growing wetness met my fingers, before I slid them back over her belly and up towards her breasts.

Her slender fingers ran eagerly up and down my spine, across the taunt muscles of my back and shoulders and over my arms and chest.

“Jesus Christ,” I said, tearing my mouth away from Medina’s.

Kneeling below me, Vala had taken my manhood into her mouth. She looked up, her eyes glowing with concern. Taking my cock out of her mouth, she asked: “I’m sorry, did I hurt you?”

“No, please don’t stop. That’s amazing,” I said.

A smile crinkled the corners of her eyes. Reassured, she took my cock in both hands and examined it almost reverentially for a moment before sliding it back into her mouth.

I leaned forward and kissed Medina with new gusto. Sensing the new fire in my blood, she pushed her mouth against mine. Finally, when I could stand no more, Medina tore her head away. A savage smile lit up her face.

Distantly, I became aware that Medina had extended her tail and it was dancing behind her back.

“Oh, the things I’m going to do to you, boy. Just wait and see,” she said.

Her tail curled around and gave me a playful rap against the shoulder. I bit my lower lip. For someone who’d never been with a man, Vala was giving a hell of a performance.

“That’s enough Vala, we don’t want him coming too early or we’ll miss out on all the fun,” Medina said.

Vala slowly drew her head back. Long strings of saliva dripped from her mouth to my cock.

“That was fun! What should I do next?” she said.

“He’s going to return the favor,” Medina said, smiling darkly. “Get on the bed. Lie down.”

Her words were curt and there was a force behind them that told me she knew exactly what she was doing. I couldn’t wait to find out what it was.

I laid down on the bed, spreading my legs in a V and pushing my arms out to either side. Medina swung herself over my erect manhood. I let out a gulp of air as her wetness spread over me. She leaned back and howled in exultation. What had I gotten myself into?

“Vala, you go here,” she said, guiding her elven friend up onto the bed.

Vala kneeled beside my head, her sweet pussy mere inches from my face.

“What do I do now?” she said.

“Straddle him,” Medina said, a wide smile splitting her mouth. “Like I said, now he gets to return the favor.”

Vala didn’t need any more encouragement than that. In an instant, she was on top of me. Her wet sex hovering expectantly over my mouth. I couldn’t help myself. My tongue darted out and into Vala’s most secret places. She gasped in pleasure and then I was darting in and out in fast, rhythmic strokes.

Medina began to ride me. Each switch of her hips brought a new, rolling wave of pleasure crashing over me. Beads of sweat formed on the back of my neck as I continued to work Vala.

A tremor shook her body, and then the tension released as she came over my face.

“Oh by the Goddess, yes!” she cried.

Medina slowed down and I could just make out her figure leaning towards Vala as the two met in a passionate kiss above my body. When Medina released her light haired companion, she spoke in a throaty whisper: “Let’s switch.”

With that, she clambered off of my body. Vala followed suit, although I could sense some reluctance in her slow movements.

The two women stood off to the side of the bed as I sat up. Medina turned her head and pressed her lips against Vala’s in a slow embrace. I moaned at the sight of these two gorgeous princesses, one from a kingdom of light, the other from a kingdom of darkness, joined together. Medina drew her head back, a wicked grin spread over her features.

“Up on the bed,” she commanded.

Vala obediently climbed up and waited for her more experienced companion to follow. Medina soon followed. Without a second thought, she settled her head down on the bed and pushed her ass in the air. Her tail whisked about friskily.

What would sex be like with her wings extended?

I’m glad they weren’t, however, because they would’ve knocked poor Vala right off the bed.

Vala followed suit immediately, pressing her head into the bedding and presenting her ass to the air. My heartbeat quickened at the sight of these two gorgeous butts waving before me.

Vala was closest, so I brought my cock against her first. A shiver ran down her back as my fullness brushed against her wet pussy lips.

“Oh yes, Paladin. Please take me,” she moaned, her words muffled by the thick blankets.

That was all the encouragement I needed. I entered her with an oomph, and a wave of coursing pleasure ran through me. I looked down at my fat cock flowing into her plump ass, at her milky white skin and flawless back. A cascade of flowing honeysuckle hair swept over her shoulders and across the bed, obscuring her angel face.

I thrust into her and she gasped in pleasure.

“More please,” she said. “I want to feel all of you filling me up.”

Not needing any more encouragement, I began thrusting at a measured pace. Her tight wetness gripped me in a pleasure vise. I noticed she was trying to push herself back on me. So, I slowed down to let her match my rhythm. As our bodies synced the pace of our lovemaking increased. With each thrust, her plump ass rippled with delicate waves like the outgoing tide.

“Oh!” she screamed. She slammed her ass back against my cock as far as it would go and her whole body tensed over mine. “Yes, yes, oh Goddess, yes!”

She slipped forward onto the bed, exhausted. I slid out and eyed my next conquest.

Medina was still in position. Stock still, every inch of her body was alive with anticipation. A delicious tenseness animated her taut ass, her toned thighs and sharp curves.

I slid into her waiting wetness.

With Medina, there was no easy rhythm. No gentle pushbacks. From the start, I was off on an exhilarating ride. All the air left my lungs as her ass rocketed against my crotch.

I gasped as I struggled to keep up. If Vala was the inexperienced virgin, ready for a sweet and tender experience, Medina was every inch the bad-girl with a few tricks up her sleeve.

Never one to back down from a challenge, I redoubled my efforts. I shot into her with a fury, pushing deeply into her most secret places, panting with each furious, delirious effort. The heat was rising in my body and I bit my lower lip, unwilling to come before her.

When she came, it was with the energy of a volcanic eruption. Tremors shook her back as she arched her neck and let loose with a heart stopping cry. I couldn’t hold it any longer. I came with the power of a flood deep inside of her.

Exhausted, I draped my torso over her back and for a minute we held that double-backed embrace. Finally, the three of us all tumbled back onto the bed where we cuddled until darkness covered my eyes and I remembered no more.
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I awoke to an empty bed.

The girls must’ve rolled off back to their rooms sometime during the night. That was probably for the best. I doubt Pallas would appreciate her precious charges sleeping with the resident hedge knight.

If it weren’t for the lingering scent of lavender and crushed cloves, and the fact that my sheets were a total mess, I might’ve chalked it up to a dream. A fantastic, wonderful and highly lucid dream.

Swinging out of bed, I gave myself a quick rubdown at the basin. I sudsed up with a bar of chunky whitish soap before wiping myself down with a damp towel. Stretching one arm over my head, I leaned to the side and smelled my armpit. I crinkled my nose. After days on the road, the old pits deserved a second washing.

Finally, I dried myself off with a short hand towel that’d been left folded neatly against the wall. It wasn’t quite a hot shower, but for the time being it’d do.

Pushed up against the far wall was a massive dark brown walnut wardrobe. Driven by curiosity, I pulled its wide double doors open and was confronted by a series of tan tunics and forest green leggings. Pulling down one of each, I tried them on. Somehow, I wasn’t all that surprised to find that they fit almost perfectly. I brought one sleeve up to my nose and sniffed. It smelled of freshly crushed pine needles. I examined the fabric. It was soft and neither thick nor thin. There was a glossy finish to it, as if it was made of silk. Finally, I put on my tooth necklace. Henki had been awfully silent since we’d arrived at House Hearthstone, a fact that was both concerning and kind of nice. I was grateful that he hadn’t commented on my nocturnal activities, and pondered whether or not he might be sleeping. If he was, I should probably wake him up. But, maybe not just yet.

I made for the doorway.

Outside, the hallway was empty. I made my way towards the stairs, peeking in Medina’s bedroom. The door was open and the room was empty. Someone had made up the bed, lending the room a pristine appearance.

I continued on towards the staircase. After last night’s exertions, I had a slight bounce to my step and I found myself shuffling down two stairs at a time. The main hall was lit up with the morning sun. Seated at the end of one of the great tables, Medina, Pallas, Vala and Emilia were in the midst of a hearty breakfast.

The girls looked up as I entered. A rosy blush swept over Vala’s cheeks, and she immediately buried her head in her plate of eggs. Well, there was all the confirmation I needed that last night wasn’t a dream.

“Good morning,” I said.

I was greeted by a chorus of good mornings.

This time, Emilia was seated at the head of the table. Pallas and Vala were seated on the left side and Medina on the right. I scooted in next to Medina. As I sat down, her hand found mine under the table and she gave it a squeeze. I made to squeeze back, but she was already gone. She returned to what looked like a stack of pancakes, although they were cooked in some odd configuration that looked like a cross between a star and a jellyfish. A carafe of some hot, brownish liquid bubbled in front of me.

Picking it up gingerly, I filled the clay mug set by my plate. A warm updraft of bitter, nutty flavor filled my nostrils.

“What is this?” I asked.

“Coffee,” Medina said. She scrunched her face together. “You do not have this beverage in your world?”

“No, we most certainly do,” I said.

A tremor of excitement ran through me. Back on Earth, I could properly be described as a coffee addict. Between my irregular sleep schedule, and demanding courses and work, coffee was an essential part of my day.

Since coming to Telos, I hadn’t felt the need for coffee. I guess crossing through whatever dream portal had brought me here had severed that desire. But, my psychological craving for the drink hadn’t disappeared- it’d merely lain dormant.

I brought the cup to my lips and inhaled a heady waft of the bitter liquid.

“Are you going to drink it or make love to it?” Medina said dryly.

That set off a series of nervous titters from Vala. Emilia chose to ignore the remark, although I thought I detected the barest hint of a smile wrinkle the edges of her lips.

I tipped the cup back and took a swig of the bitter liquid. It poured down my throat, pleasant and hot.

“Oh, that really hits the spot,” I said, setting the cup down, but not removing my hand from it, preferring to let the liquid warm my skin through the fired clay.

I examined the spread. Cut fruit of all types, from tiny clusters of reddish bananas and oversized kiwis to far more exotic fare that I could only begin to guess at. Beyond that, several wicker baskets held fragrant loaves of white bread, a large ceramic platter was stacked with those pancake things that Medina was chowing down on, and then there was the meat. Slender slices of a brownish-pink something that reminded me of bacon, but that was just a little too thickly cut and chewy to be that porcine treat. Carafes of milk and some sort of light green beverage completed the ensemble.

The tinkling of chimes and the soft brush of violin music filled the hall. My neck swiveled towards the source of the sound. Against the far wall was an open window, and hanging from it was a contraption that mixed wind chimes with what looked like a mobile composed of slender strings. As the wind sighed inwards, the gizmo came to life with a haunting melody.

“I see you’ve noticed the tulikelo,” Emilia said. Her voice wafted over me like a warm breeze. “I like them. They keep me company.”

I looked over the last of the house of Hearthstone and wondered what it must be like to live in this massive house all by herself, with only an army of mute and dumb golem manservants as company. It had to be a lonely existence. Something that had been bugging me popped out of my mouth.

“How did you know I was the Paladin?” I asked.

“Excuse me?” Emilia said, arching an eyebrow.

“Last night you addressed me as Paladin. How did you know?” I said.

“Why, it’s written all over your face,” Emilia said laughing. “How could anyone look at you and not immediately know who you are?”

I glanced at Medina, but she was decidedly nonplussed by the exchange. Half of a pancake filled her mouth and if I didn’t have first hand experience to judge otherwise, I’d say she was on the edge of an orgasm.

Emilia must’ve seen the look of concern light up my eyes, because she followed up her comment with a laugh.

“Don’t worry, you aren’t in any danger. If anything, it’s quite the opposite. I want to help you,” she said.

“Help me?” I said.

“You have great potential inside of you. I’ve seen you in action against the Vrag,” she said.

“How? When?” I said.

“Through my scrying glass I can see every crack and corner of Telos, as well as much else besides. But, we don’t need to get into that, do we? All you need to worry about is unlocking the potential you hold within you. Know that you were summoned for a reason, Cal. The spirit of the Paladin will not come to rest on just anyone. No, only a warrior’s spirit will do. One who is brave in battle. One who is selfless. Do not despair of yourself as you try to understand it. The Paladin is ancient and far beyond the ken of any mortal man,” Emilia said.

“Good, because I have no idea what’s going on,” I said.

“I’m going to help you,” Emilia said. She pursed her lips. “The spirit of the Paladin is a tricky thing to animate. It will require discipline and practice. More than that, it will require danger.”

“What would life be like without a little danger,” I said.

I speared one of the strips of meat and brought it up to my face, hoping that it would hide the smile that was creeping over me. All the while my heart beat just a hair too quickly. A strange mixture of cockiness and fear ran through me. I couldn’t say I liked it.

“Excellent, then you’ll meet me outside after breakfast for some light swordplay?” she asked.

“Count on it,” I said.

With that, she turned her head and lapsed into a conversation with Pallas about the Eastern Reaches, a place I’d never heard of. Under ordinary circumstances, I would’ve followed the conversation with gusto. But, these were far from ordinary circumstances and a solid pit had formed in my stomach.

“Are you sure about this?” Medina whispered.

“How bad can it be?” I said.

Emilia was far from intimidating. She had to be in her 40s at least, and with her long, spindly limbs I couldn’t see her taking me out anytime soon.

Medina’s lips pressed together in a tight line.

“I doubt you’re in any danger, but watch yourself. In Telos, things aren’t always as they appear,” she said.

I remembered our trip through the garden of illusions and a pulse of fear ran through me. She was right. I should be on my guard. I leaned over and stabbed at one of the oversized kiwi chunks. Its sour tang rang through my mouth, counteracting the bitterness of the coffee.

With anticipation brewing in my stomach, the thought of eating suddenly became unappealing and it took everything in my power to force the kiwi down my throat. I sipped my coffee as I watched Emilia and Pallas chatter. Medina’s fingers found mine under the table again. They twined around mine, and calm flowed through me. A lull opened up in the conversation. Emilia glanced my way and a smile lit up her face.

“Alright, well let’s get this show on the road. Or, isn’t that what they say on Earth?” she said.

This time when she smiled, her lips lifted back ever so slightly revealing a pair of elongated canines, much like the wildcat I’d slain earlier in the woods. She pushed back her chair and walked to the front of the hall. I followed her out to the front yard.

Emilia made her way to the edge of a low, flat piece of land. Extending one hand, she paused. A long, silver sword extended in a flurry of starbursts out from her hand. It was straight and slim, somewhere between a rapier and a broadsword.

A familiar weight settled across my back. Reaching one hand over my shoulder, I grabbed hold of that worn leather hilt and drew my sword.

“Pallas, would you do the honors?” Emilia said.

I looked to my right and saw Pallas, Medina, and Vala arrayed along the edge of our impromptu sparring grounds. Pallas stepped forward and raised her hand in a vertical chopping motion reminding me of those girls who signalled the start of street races.

Pallas wasn’t wearing her customary armor. Instead, she was garbed in a long, creamy tunic that fell over midnight black leggings. Unarmed and in the gentle morning sunlight, she was unmistakably feminine. All of her normal hard edges having been worn down.

“Three, two, one, go!” she said.

Her hand fell and Emilia leapt into action. She moved in a blur and I was barely able to bring my sword up in time to defend myself. The clash of steel echoed off the side of the mansion as she drove me back. Her slender sword seemed to be everywhere at once, smacking against my blade in an onslaught that left me gasping.

I took another step backwards and was met by empty air. I stumbled and rolled onto my back. It was all over in half a second. When I looked up, it was at the tip of Emilia’s blade.

“Not bad for a first pass, but you can do better. You’re not allowing the Paladin to come out. Reach inside yourself and let him move through you,” she said. Turning her head to Pallas, she continued: “Reset.”

Then, she marched back to the far end of the field and took up her position. I got to my feet. My thighs and hands were shaking, and my deltoids felt like they were on fire. How did she expect me to go again, let alone to do better?

I watched her move across the irregular swathe of level ground that comprised our arena. She was long limbed, tall and slender. She reminded me of a spider.

Reach inside yourself and let him move through you.

I narrowed my eyes and thought back to my battle with the Vrag. Something inside of me had taken over then. Same with the goblins and when I shot that arrow through the sankrit’s throat. That same energy was animating me now. Just at a lower level. It’s the only reason I was able to fend off Emilia for as long as I did. But, I could do better.

I knew I could.

I was only accessing a small fraction of the power coursing through me.

“Henki, what should I do?” I whispered.

Silence greeted me. I frowned. Medina had told me that he was bound to answer whatever question I put to him, as long as I used his true name. Something was definitely off. I glanced off to the side and let my eyes skim over the Hearthstone mansion. It shimmered in the sunlight.

“Quit your lollygagging,” Pallas cried.

I turned my eyes back to the field. When the voice came, it was from an unexpected source.

Ya gotta breathe.

Gus’s words flowed back through me and for a second I felt his cold blue eyes watching me across the years. Emilia had returned to her starting position. Her eyes drew level with mine, but she didn’t give the signal to go. She was waiting for something.

I think I knew what.

I closed my eyes and sucked in deep lungfuls of air. I drew more and more breath until I felt like my chest was about to pop like a balloon. Then, I held it. A heady sensation overtook me, and black spots danced across my field of vision. I exhaled. A sudden clarity rushed over me, and I felt something beneath my skin assert itself. Something ancient and powerful that had been waiting for its cue.

The Paladin.

I turned to Pallas.

“Go,” I said.

She gave the three count, and this time it was I who charged across the field. Our blades crashed with the sound of rolling thunder. This time around, I gave as good as I got. Beads of sweat dripped down Emilia’s forehead. Her feet faltered as I pushed her back. She thrusted, parried, and shot out expertly aimed ripostes, but to no avail.

I felt as if I were watching a movie. I was conscious of my body moving, but it was all muscle memory. Reflexes I’d never honed taking over and winning the fight for me. It was exhilarating. I pushed Emilia to the edge of the flat area and just when I thought I’d drive her over the edge, a smile flickered over her features.

She pushed forward, her sword a cyclone of steel seemingly everywhere at once. This time, however, I was a match for her assault. We danced up and down the length of the battlefield, great pushes followed by retreats, feints and sallies.

When the sun reached its zenith, Emilia took a giant step back and lowered her sword.

“That’s enough for one day,” she said.

I let my blade drop until its point was buried in a nearby tuft of grass. Despite my recent exertions, I actually felt less tired now than I had after our first clash. Fire pumped through my veins and to my surprise a feeling of disappointment welled within me.

A wind swept over the grassy plains and each blade moved in concert like a series of great waves upon the ocean. Emilia entered back into the mansion and I watched her.

* * *

I stared out through my window. After my earlier exertions, I was ready to call it a day. I’d kicked off my boots by the door and had attempted to shave using some of the medieval accoutrements by the basin. I hadn’t gotten far with that.

Three sharp raps sounded at the door. I started to my feet.

“Henki, who is it?” I hissed.

“It’s me,” Vala said.

I squinted. I hadn’t really cared to know who it was. But, with Henki not responding to my requests, I’d grown worried. He couldn’t be playing a joke on me. The rules of his internment prohibited it. Which meant that some sort of power was stifling him.

“Come on in,” I said, standing up.

The door swung open and Vala swept into my room. After our little tete-a-tete the night before, being alone with her sent my heart pounding.

Calm down.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hi,” I said.

“Cal,” she began hesitantly.

Is this going to be about last night?

I waited with bated breath.

“This Lady Emilia, I don’t think she is who she says she is,” Vala finally said. “I’ve never met the Hearthstone clan, so I can’t say for sure. It’s just, something is off about this place.”

I sighed.

“I was thinking the same thing. No normal human should be able to wield a sword like that,” I said. “Not to mention, earlier I think I saw fangs in her mouth.”

“I also noticed the fangs,” she said, nodding. “The Hearthstones are an ancient family and I’ve seen their name appear occasionally in the histories. I don’t remember ever seeing anything about magic of this magnitude.”

“There’s more,” I said. “Earlier, over breakfast she mentioned Earth, the place that I’m from. Not only that, but she knew how people spoke over there. I don’t know if she’s like Henki and she’s just reading my mind, or maybe her power extends beyond Telos. Either way, it would pay to be on guard around her.”

“What should we do?” Vala said.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t think she means us harm. Had she wanted to, she already would’ve done so. Whoever, or whatever she is, she genuinely seems to want to help.”

“There’s one more thing,” Vala said.

“What’s that?” I said.

“While you were resting, I went exploring. In the cellar I heard terrible noises from behind a locked door,” she said.

Her face scrunched together and for a moment I thought she might cry. I pulled her in close to my body for a hug. Her warmth comforted me.

“What’s going on here?” Pallas said.

I looked over Vala’s shoulder and saw the captain of the guards standing in the doorway. Judging by the look of disgust on her face, she did not approve of what was going on.

I reluctantly parted from the princess. Before I left completely, I gripped her hand and gave it a small squeeze. That brought the beginnings of a smile to her face.

“Vala thought she heard noises,” I said.

Pallas grunted.

“Lady Emilia wants you downstairs for more training. Not much point if you ask me,” she grumbled as she walked away from the door.

“Let’s go,” I said, walking back towards my bed. I pulled on my boots and turned around. Vala was still there. A narrow runnel ran from her right eye past the edge of her nose all the way to the corner of her chin.

“Be careful,” she said softly.

“I always am,” I replied.
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This time she met me in the back of the house. A long yard stretched away towards the distant hills. Vala, Medina, and Pallas trailed behind me.

“What will we be doing here?” I asked.

“‘We won’t be doing anything. You will be practicing your archery,” Emilia said.

I looked at the empty field in front of us.

“Okay,” I said. “How exactly am I going to do that?”

Emilia clapped her hands. Two golems appeared on the field in front of us. Between them, they carried a long bamboo cage. Inside were a collection of leathery sacks.

“What are those?” I asked.

“Look closer,” Emilia said.

I did, and wrinkled my brow in confusion.

“Are those jellyfish?” I said.

“Similar,” she said. “They’re a distant cousin to the kind that floats in the ocean. If you take a look at their heads there, you’ll see that they’re similar to balloons. It’s a type of flight bladder that works through a chemical process that, well- I won’t bore you with the particulars. Suffice it to say, the tuho are a nuisance. You can always tell where a cloud of these buggers has passed through by the trail of bird skeletons they leave in their wake,” she said.

“So, I’ll be shooting these?” I said.

“For now,” Emilia said. She flashed me a grin. “Think of this like an obstacle course. Or a video game back on your home planet. There are levels to this. Right now, you’re on level one. The bunny slopes, if that helps.”

I looked back at the girls. Confusion shone in their eyes. Obviously, Emilia was privy to information about Earth that the other girls weren’t. Interesting. Emilia made a hand gesture and the two golems trundled off towards the far end of the field.

After they’d gone about a hundred yards or so, they set the bamboo cage down. I closed my eyes and pictured my bow and arrow filled quiver. The smooth wood fitted to my hand. Reaching behind my back, I plucked out an arrow and knocked it against the bow string.

“Ready when you are,” I said.

“Very well, unleash the Tuho,” she yelled across the field.

The golems pulled back the top and for a minute nothing happened. I kept my eyes trained on the distant cage. Ever since arriving in Telos, my eye-sight had improved considerably. It’d been okay on the outside- 20/20 last I measured. But, now I could make out the individual cracks in the bamboo of the cage despite the great distance.

“Is anything going to happen?” Medina said.

A trace of boredom colored her words.

As she spoke, the first Tuho drifted gently out of the box. Its skin was a molted grey-pink. Fully inflated, it couldn’t have been more than a foot or two across. Certainly not a wide target. But, with my improved vision, it might as well have been the broadside of a 747 airliner.

Without thinking, I drew my arrow back to my cheek and released it all in the space of a heartbeat. The arrow flew true and a moment later, the tuho was falling gently towards the ground, deflating as it went until it looked like the world’s saddest whoopie cushion.

“Wow! Nice job Cal,” Vala said, clapping her hands.

I almost turned around and gave a short bow, but just then another tuho rose into the air. Then another. And another. My fingers burned as I rapid fire shot my arrows across the lawn, puncturing one after another, but never really making a dent in the swarm of lifting jellyfish creatures.

My breath lifted to an even tempo as I dropped into a rhythm. I bit back a yelp as the skin on my two front fingers tore. I continued to fire through the pain. The tuho were coming thinner now. There was no way in hell I was going to give up with only a few more to go.

I felt the eyes of my girls drilling into my back. Giving me even stronger impetus was Emilia’s watchful stare. I wasn’t entirely sure what she was. Although, I doubted she was human.

Whatever the hell she was, she wasn’t someone I wanted to appear weak in front of.

I sighted the last tuho. A fluttery grin lifted the corners of my mouth as I released my last arrow. It torpedoed across the empty grasslands and hit true against the tuho’s leathery side.

A strong hand gripped my shoulder.

“Nice work,” Emilia said. “You displayed speed and endurance- two vital skills for any Paladin to possess. Now, comes the hard part.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Reflexes,” she said.

I caught a glimpse of those long canines again as she opened her mouth.

“Mind if I do something for my hand first?” I said, holding up my bloodied fingers.

“I have just the thing,” she said.

Plucking a vial from her waistband, she popped out the small piece of cork stoppering the glass tube. Taking hold of my hand with one of hers, she poured a thin stream of clearish liquid across my skin. I watched in wonder as my skin began to knit together of its own accord.

“That’s incredible,” I said.

“Elixir of dar, very potent stuff. Alright soldier, get back out there,” she said, stoppering up the vial.

I held my fingers up to my eyes and slowly bent them. If I hadn’t seen the torn skin just moments before, I never would’ve guessed it’d been broken.

Satisfied with my condition, I plucked another arrow from my quiver and nocked it against my bowstring. The golems picked up the tuho cage and removed it from the field.

“Ready?” Emilia said.

I didn’t trust myself to speak so I nodded. All of my nerves were on edge.

“Fly my children,” Emilia said, raising her arms.

I flinched as a sea of birds rose from the field in front of me. Their wings beat the air like a thousand tiny drums.

“Have at it,” Emilia said.

“Hey, I’ve never been much for the whole Peta thing, but it doesn’t feel right shooting down a whole flock of birds just for practice,” I said.

“They’re not birds, they’re golems. Look,” said Emilia.

I squinted at the nearest bird. It was hovering in the air, but it didn’t in the least resemble a hummingbird. In lieu of an iridescent coat, the bird was a muddy brown.

I took aim and fired. Unlike the sluggish tuho, the golem bird easily slid out of the way of my arrow. I swore quietly. Then, I took a deep breath and steadied myself.

Let the Paladin take over.

I relaxed my muscles and sighted the next golem bird. Then, I drew back my bow. This time I paused before I fired.

That one missed too.

“You’ve got this Cal!” Vala said.

“Yeah, you can do it!” Medina said.

Their words heartened me, especially Medina. I’d never pegged her for sincerity. She was the type to always hide behind a sarcastic barb or an ironic statement. I took aim at random and fired, trusting my senses.

The clay bird burst into a thousand tiny fragments.

I reloaded, placing another arrow against the bowstring. Then, all hell broke loose. A terrible buzzing like a thousand cicadas swept over the field. The golem birds had gone into overdrive. Their wings were a brownish blur.

“What the-,” I began, and then the birds were flying forward in a furious flock. I crouched and began firing at a measured, steady clip. The birds burst apart in clay explosions with each driving arrow, but still they swept forward.

Not towards me though. The swarm was heading directly for the girls.

Pallas drew her sword, a grim expression crossing her face.

“What trickery is this?” she said.

“They won’t do you any harm,’ Emilia said, a smile splitting her face. “As long as Cal here can take care of them in time.”

It was as if my blood had turned to flaming oil. I swung towards the clay flock and began firing rapidly into their midst. Explosions of clay peppered the air. Unlike the tuho, the golem birds were quick and agile, capable of turning on a dime. A few managed to evade my arrows, but the closer they got to the girls the faster and truer I fired. Much like before, I felt as though someone else was inside of me. Guiding me. Picking my targets and firing my bow.

Now that they were closer, I could start to make out the features of the clay birds. They were crude approximations of the real. Only their red glowing eyes seemed truly alive.

Fortunately, there weren’t nearly as many as the tuho. But, the dozen or so left streaming towards my companions were proving devilishly hard to hit. Apparently, I’d taken out the slower, weaker birds first, and the survivors were survivors for a reason.

I whipped out arrow after arrow. Only one in three hit true.

“Slow down, concentrate,” Emilia’s voice whispered in my ear.

“Ya gotta breathe son.”

Gus’s ghostly words seeped through the aether. I took a deep breath. Somewhere deep in my chest, I felt a power beyond me melding into my spirit.

Take my strength. Trust in me.

This voice was not Gus’s. It did not belong to me.

“Paladin,” the word flew from my mouth in a whisper.

A muscle memory I had not built up moved my hands as I took sight and methodically destroyed the remaining eight birds. Pallas stepped forward, her broadsword raised in a vicious arc to attack the last one.

My arrow flew true and shattered the unborn creature a fraction of a second before Pallas’s blade swung through the empty space it had so recently occupied.

Long, slender fingers gripped my shoulder.

“Excellent work,” Emilia said.

I turned around, twisting away her arm as I did so.

“You never should’ve put them in danger,” I said.

Emilia’s pale eyes danced beneath her beetle brows.

“It was the only way,” she said. “I can understand why you’d be upset, but just know they were never in any real harm. I had to create the illusion of danger, otherwise it never would’ve worked. It did work, didn’t it?”

The tone of her voice told me she already knew the answer to that question. I grunted and turned around.

“Not so fast,” Emilia said.

“What?” I said.

“I have one more challenge for you to face, oh Paladin,” Emilia said.

“I’m not interested in any more of your challenges,” I said, wheeling around.

“I’m afraid it’s necessary,” Emilia said. She glided forward, and draped her hand around my neck. Had her fingernails always been this long? They felt like claws against the veins in my throat.

“You see,” she continued. “As of now, you’re maybe, oh 80% of the way there. Not bad of course, but I’m afraid that simply won’t cut it.”

“Cut what?” I said.

“You have a long road ahead of you,” Emilia said.

“I’m sorry lady, but whatever it is you’re selling, I ain’t buying,” I said.

“Well, that’s unfortunate, because it’s not up to you,” she said. Her voice lowered to a hiss. “You really think you can be so selfish as to go out into Telos unprepared? You’ll be eaten alive. And those friends of yours, they won’t last much longer.”

“Who are you?” I said.

“Someone who is trying to help,” she said. “Turn around.”

My heart dropped. I turned to where the girls were standing. Had been standing. There was only empty space before me.

“Son of a-,” I said, grabbing my sword as I twirled around, but Emilia was no longer there. A single bead of sweat rolled down my forehead.

“Go to the basement, down the stairs. You have until the sun sets on the morrow to reclaim your prize,” Emilia’s disembodied voice swept through the air. “Check your belt. I’ve given you a tool to assist you in your journey.”

I stifled a curse as my hands fumbled towards my belt. A glass vial identical to the one Emilia had used to heal my wound touched my hand. She’d left me with the elixir of dar. I rubbed my brow. At least she’d left me with something.
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Remembering what Vala had told me earlier about her little exploratory trip, I entered back into the front hall and walked around to the side. Sure enough, a door swung open onto a flight of rough hewn stone stairs leading down. Torches burned in sconces along the hall.

I walked down the stairs, sword in hand. After my little incident outside with Emilia, I wasn’t taking any chances. As I reached the bottom of the stairs, I took stock of the room in front of me. It looked like a generic storage chamber. Tall clay jars lined either wall. Smoked hams hung from the ceiling, while glass jars of pickled vegetables were stacked against the far corner.Two flickering torches illuminated the room.

Up against the far left wall was a door of such dark brown walnut it could almost be black. It was open just a crack. I took a step forward and a terrible moan split the air. The small hairs on the back of my arms rose into the air.

Geez, Vala wasn’t kidding.

Whatever was behind that door was trouble with a capital T. I’d have to do something if I was going to wade in and fight my way through to Medina, Vala, and Pallas.

I closed my eyes and tried to picture a suit of armor.

Let me help with that, a stern male voice echoed in my mind.

Are you the Paladin?

In a sense yes, and in a sense no. You are the Paladin. Think of me like a guiding spirit. The ghost of Paladins past. Now, beyond that door lies a hive of Krotein.

Great, what are those?

You’ll see soon enough. I must warn you, if you don’t take the proper precautions it won’t matter how bravely you fight.

What must I do then?

First, gird yourself in armor. I will aid you in this.

A weight settled over my body. I opened my eyes and lifted my arm. Through the slit in my visor, I saw a set of glimmering plate armor covering my forearm and biceps. I looked down and caught sight of a cuirass, a sturdy metal skirt and greaves.

Something was weighing down my left arm. A buckler with a stout, conical spike protruding from the center covered that limb.

Nice, what’s next? I thought.

Allow me to tell you about the Krotein.

I was pleased to note that I didn’t have to close my eyes for the Paladin to speak to me.

They’re a race of subterranean arachnids, terrible and huge with snapping claws and vicious pincers. But, what you must be most wary of is their stinging venom. Your armor should block the worst of it, but should it get into your bloodstream you’ll have only minutes to live.

Duly noted. Now my companions, are they going to be safe from these buggers?

Yes.

I let out a sigh of relief.

The Kroteins are not guarding your friends. They’re fleeing from a more terrible evil. That is what is guarding your friends.

Any heads up on what the terrible evil is?

He is called Mogoi.

So, it’s a boy monster?

The spirit ignored my cheek.

You will find your friends in a pit in the center of a chamber. Mogoi will be watching and waiting. As of now, the Goddess’s blessing protects them. But, should you be tardy the field will dissipate and your friends will be easy prey for the devil serpent.

So, he’s a snake?

One of gargantuan proportions. He is possessed of a vast and ancient intelligence. If you are to kill him, you must pierce all nine of his hearts.

Got it, anything else?

Be safe. I will be watching over you.

I advanced towards the open door. As I put my hand around the handle, a question popped into my mind.

Wait, why are my friends under the Goddess’s protection?

Who do you think sent them there?

* * *

It was really dark beyond the door.

Walking back into the cellar, I grabbed one of the torches from its bracket along the wall and walked back towards the doorway. Just as I reached it, a low moan echoed through the enclosed space.

I gritted my teeth together.

Why was I even doing this?

I didn’t have to go down into that dark dungeon and fight a race of overgrown bugs. Except, I did. I’d never taken the coward’s way out before. When I was stationed in Afghanistan, I had raced out onto the dusty plains of a foreign land. I’d pulled a nineteen year old kid through a flurry of Taliban gunfire for no reason other than he’d worn the same uniform as me.

I’d never seen him before. Never spoken to him. I didn’t even know his name. But, when his life was on the line I’d rushed headlong into a surge of enemy gunfire to save him.

Of the three women waiting for me beyond that door, two had offered themselves up to me. In the short span of time I’d known them, I’d come to appreciate Vala’s guileless naivete and kindness. As for Medina, despite her tough goth girl exterior and devilish wings and tail, I sensed there was something more to her. That beneath the dark exterior was a tender interior. I’d seen the way she treated Vala, how she looked out for the other princess like a sister, despite the fact that they both hailed from rival kingdoms.

But, even if they’d been complete strangers, I still would’ve chased after them. It was just the right thing to do.

Like the prior set of stairs, these were also made of rough hewn stone. Although I got the impression that the last mason to touch these steps had done so quite some time ago.

I hurried down as fast as my legs would take me. After about five minutes of that, I slowed to something more sustainable. By my estimation, I still had about a day and a half to make good. There was no point in tiring myself out too early. The plate armor was remarkably light- or maybe I’d just become that much stronger- but, even still it put a strain on my body.

As I strode down the stairs, the moans grew louder and my heart beat quicker. It burst from the shadows and I almost wasn’t able to raise my shield in time. A pale arachnid’s leg the size of a stormwater gutter shot directly at my chest. I swung my buckler up at the last moment and the leg ran harmlessly down the side of the shield.

The force of the blow sent me stumbling back and the torch fell from my hand. It clattered up the stone steps. The flickering torchlight illuminated a cluster of compound eyes above two vicious pincers. I darted forward and stabbed into the nearest cluster.

An inhuman screech lit up the air, and the krotein fell backwards down the stairs. I took a step back and grabbed the torch. Waving it wildly in front of me, I saw a collection of glittering compound eyes light up the darkness.

I bit my lower lip.

They didn’t even have the common courtesy to let me get to the bottom of the staircase first.

Gripping the torch in one hand and my sword in the other, I surged forward. This time I was prepared. Swinging my buckler out, I knocked away a reaching leg before swinging my sword up in a vicious half-circle.

The tempered steel bit through the tough exoskeleton like it was made of soap and a tormented howl shook the hallway.

“Come on,” I muttered. Another leg darted in from the darkness. It was long, grey and ended in a small hook-like pincer. I swayed to the left. In the tight confines of the staircase, I didn’t have enough room to swing my sword out. Instead, I stabbed forward with the torch in my other hand. The flames burst heavily against the creature’s exoskeleton.

It howled in rage.

I jumped back a step, freeing up enough space to bring my sword arcing down against its singed limb. It separated with a sickening crunch. A squeal sounded from the darkness.

A dry, rasping scurry signalled a retreat, though judging by how quickly it ended I wouldn’t say it was a long one. So far I’d merely dealt the big bugs flesh wounds. From the keening that was going on below, I’d wager that the kroteins I’d wounded weren’t feeling too hot. Then again, they didn’t seem to be keeling over dead. Not yet.

I was still planning my next attack when a particularly large, pale krotein decided to seize the initiative.

Jump.

The voice echoed in my head as muscle memory took over. I launched myself back onto the step behind me just as a glossy pale scorpion tale came crashing down where I’d stood a moment before. Droplets of a neon green liquid shot out and landed on the nearby stones with a venomous hiss.

I swung at the crepuscular tail, but no resistance met my blade. Sweat beaded along my brow.

How the hell was I going to kill these things?

I got my answer a moment later when several hundred pounds of insectoid flesh encased in a hard exoskeleton dropped heavily onto my back. I flattened against the staircase as all the air in my body whooshed out of me. I could already feel the bruises forming. If I lived to see tomorrow, my entire backside would look like an overgrown, under-ripe potato I thought ruefully.

The torch had fallen to the stair immediately below me, and looking up through the flickering torchlight I was confronted by a moonscape of shifting plates. I winced as I tried to move my sword arm, a crushing pain was bearing down on it and it wouldn’t move. Had the fall paralyzed me?

An alien chittering sounded from above. I had only seconds before the krotein moved away and redoubled its attack. I tugged again and was relieved to find sensation. I wiggled my fingers as I turned to the side. My arm was working fine, albeit fiery bursts of pain emanated from it. However, it was pinned under one of the krotein’s pillar-like legs.

The bug’s underbelly sagged dangerously close to my head. I roared as I swung my buckler up with as much force as I could muster. The spike in its center tore through the heaving stomach and the krotein let out a wordless howl. Reeling from the pain, its leg shifted backwards and I pulled my arm out from underneath its claw-like appendage.

I rolled to the side as a puddle of greenish-grey goop spilled out from the hole that was now gaping through its abdomen. The krotein stumbled back leaving me enough space to crawl out from its massive carcass. Winning free of the tottering giant, I turned around and got my first good, full look at the beast.

It was a hideous mish-mash of pale, writhing limbs. Part spider, part scorpion, and part crustacean, it moved in herky-jerky inhuman patterns. An involuntary shudder ran through me as I darted forward and slashed at the creature’s retreating limbs. A pale tail whipped sharply around. The wound must’ve made it woozy, because the heavy barb crashed down ineffectually against the stony staircase.

It spasmed, gripped by an uncontrollable neuron firing. I severed the tail with a single slash. Twisting on my opposite heel, I brought the sword forward in a stabbing motion directly at the thing’s grapelike cluster of eyes.

A horrid clicking and a robotic whirr accompanied its descent down the staircase. I stood and watched it drop. My muscles tightened and screamed in exhaustion. Sweat dripped from every pore.

Two more kroteins emerged from the darkness. I hefted my blade and made ready to do battle.

In the flickering half-light, reality dissolved into a procession of twisting, darting limbs. Heavy, poison filled barbs that shot out from the darkness with a speed that no ordinary man could match.

Had I not been imbued with the Paladin’s speed and reflexes, I would’ve been skewered at the outset. Even still, my armor collected a smattering of dents and scrapes as the bugs evaded my defenses.

My whole body felt like one gigantic bruise and sharp pains ran up and down my arms, legs, and chest. The only consolation was that the bugs seemed to be thinning. Gaps had opened up in their onslaught. After I’d killed the first krotein, I’d regained my torch and then I was fighting with both fire and steel.

The bugs feared the fire. Reflections of terror met my torch, only to be blotted out moments later by my blade. Streams of puke yellow streamed from severed limbs, coating my plate armor in banners of blood. Thrice I sallied forth from the staircase, and thrice my enemies fell before me.

My humanity faded and was replaced by something coarser, more elemental, fierce and unyielding. The power of the Paladin filled me and I became biting steel, quick reflexes, and surging strength. Bugs fell before my waving blade like wheat before the scythe and I was not satisfied until I heard the last screeching cry of the dying at the foot of the stairs.

I lifted the torch and surveyed the destruction I’d wrought. Surrounding me were piles of severed limbs, scattered corpses painted with gooey gore and tattered organs.

“Now I am become death, destroyer of worlds,” I whispered to myself.

I shook my head. My mission was only half-done. Mogoi the terrible, serpent of the underworld, still awaited my vengeance. Fire ran through my blood as I imagined what I would do to each of its nine hearts. Not stopping to rest, I ran into the darkness.




* * *

Great dirt tunnels criss-crossed the Earth at odd angles. Level ground would suddenly shift up to become an incredibly steep hill, before turning down in just the opposite direction. My legs burned. With the heavy plate armor and my battle on the stairs, my slow jog should’ve been an agony. But, I was no longer Cal of Earth. I was the Paladin and whatever animating spirit had supercharged my speed and reflexes had also given me an incredible boost in the strength and endurance department.

Deep underground, time had no meaning. The daily rhythm of the sun and moon was disrupted by a mile of dirt and the only measure of progress was that next footfall. The tunnels branched out at regular intervals, but finding the next branch was never difficult. The fleeing kroteins had left deep gashes on the walls in their hasty retreat.

A great crossroads opened before me. Three tunnels branched out like an inky hydra. The center tunnel was pockmarked with horseshoe shaped imprints in the muddied walls and floor. I stepped forward and stopped, tilting my head.

The unmistakable sound of flowing water filled the air. It was coming from the left. I took a few steps in that direction and thrust my torch towards the darkness. Unlike the center tunnel, the walls were smooth although the floor bore faded imprints from the kroteins’ footprints.

I stood still and closed my eyes. The lapping, crashing sound of an underwater river met my ears. This must’ve been where the buggers went to drink before Mogoi forced them out of their subterranean home. Up ahead, the ground pitched upwards sharply.

I turned back and headed for the center tunnel. It ran straight ahead into the darkness.
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I didn’t see the krotein until I was right on top of him. Had it been in any sort of fighting shape, I could’ve expected a heavy barb to the chest and a crushing leg to pin me down while its pincers mashed against my plate.

Fortunately, none of that happened, because the krotein was no more than a few heartbeats from death. It lay on its side like a dying baby elephant. Its carapace lifted and fell with each ragged breath, and if I was capable of feeling pity for the bugger, I would’ve.

Two of its legs were crushed into a mashed pulp. Thick, red puncture marks lined its abdomen. Fear flickered in my belly. I raised my sword and advanced on the dying monster. My reflection stared back at me from its clustered eyes. It blinked and for a split second relief shone in its oily eyes.

It only took one stroke to separate its head from its body.

“Please, help us!”

The voice echoed faintly through the tunnel. It was hoarse and cracked, but unmistakably Vala’s. I turned and sprinted into the darkness.

The torch I held illuminated no more than a small circle around me. It couldn’t have extended more than a dozen feet. When the end of the tunnel appeared in front of me, it came without warning.

I stopped at the edge and peered downwards into the pit. The tunnel opened up onto a small spiral ramp that twisted around the sides of a circular chamber roughly the size of a circus tent. Inside were two concentric circles. The first and wider of the two surrounded a small pit that was surrounded by a low stone wall. Hovering above it was a large wooden bucket attached to a metal rod. A winch stood off to the side and a rope connected to the two.

I could hardly believe my eyes. A whimsical fairy tale well lay in the center of the room. Crystals the size of grapefruits studded the walls at irregular intervals, filling the room with a pale bluish illumination.

“Please, come save us,” Vala’s voice echoed, weak and plaintive.

I opened my mouth to return her cry, but I was beaten to the punch by a furious hissing. A dry rustling sounded below me. I peered down at the outer circle and was met by the cold reflection of glossy, night black scales.

Put that torch out, will you? Such light isn’t meant for dark places.

I swore. Was my head just a free for all now? Sure, come right on in. Don’t mind if you do. When this was all over, I’d have to check myself into a mental hospital.

“Free my friends and I will let you go with your life,” I said, trying to sound braver than I felt.

If snakes could laugh, Mogoi’s hiss would’ve hit the mark. Not only was the devil serpent amused, but he hissed with all the force of a jumbo jet turbine. Across the room, a Nessie-like neck rose into the air. Two sharp green ovals cut through the half-light.

I wanted to say something bad-ass like, I’ve come to kill you or prepare to eat steel. Who am I kidding? Those lines aren’t bad-ass. They’re hackneyed and tired. Not that it made a difference. After cutting through a sea of krotein and jogging across half of the underworld to get here, I was feeling decidedly less the Paladin, warrior of myth and legend, and decidedly more, Cal, aspiring middle manager.

“Cal, is that you?” Medina said.

“Oh, has Cal come to save us?” Vala said.

That gave me the out I needed. Instead of addressing the hell beast directly in front of me, I turned my head towards the oversized well in the middle of the room.

“Hold on, I’m coming to save you guys. I just have a little problem up here that I’ve got to take care of first,” I said.

“What problem is that?” Pallas said, a hint of urgency in her voice.

As if on cue, Mogoi slipped to the side and hurtled around the side of the room. I tensed, my legs moving of their own accord into a fighting stance. I waited until the disc-like eyes were no more than a few seconds away, before switching positions and tossing my torch overhand towards the creature’s open mouth.

The pupils constricted as the fireball hurtled towards it, but it was already too late. Mogoi’s jaws snapped shut just as the torch passed into its mouth. Flames spewed out from between the devil serpent’s lips and confusion mingled with pain in its reptilian gaze. It only lasted for a moment.

Did you really think that would stop me?

The voice floated into my head. I didn’t bother replying. I was already sliding towards the floor of the cavern where Mogoi’s massive body rested. I came out by one of his vast, looping coils.

“No,” I said. “But, this will.”

I hefted my sword and swung it down in a sharp cutting motion at the snake’s scales. It bounced harmlessly off the serpent’s body.

You must pierce its nine hearts.

The spirit of the Paladin’s voice rang through my memory. I felt like hitting myself. Of course, this was some sort of uber-powerful demon. I couldn’t expect to slice and dice my way to victory. But, that meant I’d have to find exactly where those nine hearts were before I started stabbing.

The serpent uncoiled. Time to move. I dashed back up towards the entrance of the cavern. The last thing I wanted was to be stuck on the ground level where I’d be easy pickings for Mogoi the great and terrible. At least, up near the top of the rise I’d have a fighting chance.

Fortunately, the whole torch fiasco and my subsequent disappearance had distracted Mogoi enough that he’d lost track of me. From the top of the hill, it was easy to see the snake hunting fruitlessly on the ground floor for me. It pressed its heavy snout low to the ground, like a hunting dog sniffing for its prey.

Without closing my eyes, I visualized my bow and quiver. Reaching backwards, I plucked out an arrow and nocked it.

“Up here ugly,” I said.

Mogoi’s head swiveled around just in time for me to pull the bowstring to my cheek. With the heat of battle sweeping over me, the Paladin had begun to reassert himself. My eyesight grew keener and a bulge became visible a few yards down Mogoi’s neck.

The arrow flew true and I was rewarded for my efforts with a scarlet blossom. I followed up with a flurry of arrows that saw two more explosions of blood bloom across Mogoi’s chest. Learning his lesson, the serpent dove for the floor and I was left with the impervious black scales covering the hell beast’s back. Not that I didn’t try to pierce those either. I wasted a good many arrows as they skipped across the demon snake’s back, casting up showers of sparks before flitting into the shadows.

I stopped. Ragged breaths filled the inside of my helm. I stalked to the side, trying to keep my eyes always on those luminous orbs. Neon cat eyes roaming through the darkness. We were at an impasse.

“What the hell is going on out there?” Pallas said.

“I don’t know if you guys are aware of this, but there’s a giant snake guarding you,” I said.

“Have you killed it?” Vala said.

“Currently working on that,” I said.

“Try your best,” Medina said. “We believe in you, champ.”

Mogoi darted up from the other side. I threw my bow away and drew my sword as I rolled in a tight ball to the side. A cavernous mouth brushed past me. Flecks of blood and gore spattered my face from the three open wounds on the dread serpent’s chest. But, that wasn’t what caught my attention. Just below the last wound was a fourth bump. An oversized, pulsating knot that pushed up through the skin.

I darted forward and cleaved a deep slash through the fourth hole. Mogoi reared back revealing a fifth knot, and I shifted my weight to bring the sword back up in a vicious uppercut towards the next heart.

It burst apart like an overstuffed pinata. I winced as heat seeped through the mail on my hands and joints. That blood was hotter than it had any right to be.

Mogoi roared and rolled off the rise. I picked up my bow and dashed over to the edge to watch it writhe on the floor. Plucking arrow after arrow from my quiver, I pumped out deathly darts one after another. In the bluish half-light of the crystals, it was difficult to differentiate the lumps marking the beast’s heart from the shadows made by his death throes. But, that was okay.

I had plenty of arrows.

I sent piercing dart after piercing dart down into the darkness. Six, seven, eight, red dots bloomed across the demon’s body. I bit my lip in frustration. Wherever its last heart lay, that would be most difficult of all to silence.

No more lumps gave themselves up to view.

Mogoi stiffened. His skin crumpled like newspaper in a fire before gently flaking away. Soon, the ground was covered in a layer of black ashes and the devil serpent was no more. Right on cue, the heavy plate armor that’d covered me from head to toe since the start of my little adventure into the cellar dissipated, leaving me in my tunic and leggings.

The mouth! It suddenly came to me. The last heart must’ve been located in the mouth, or near the top of the throat. Somewhere close enough that my torch burned it out when the demon spawn swallowed it.

“Everything okay up there?” Medina said.

“It’s all good,” I said. “I’m coming to get you out of that pit now.”

The echo of fast clapping hands traveled up the well.

“Oh, you’ve done it! My Paladin, you’ve slain the beast,” she said.

I stood up a little straighter as I jogged down the hill. Yeah, I guess I did.

It didn’t take long for me to reach the winch that controlled the giant bucket. I sheathed my sword and gripped the wooden lever. My back muscles burned as I slowly turned the massive wheel. Whoever was in charge of upkeep had neglected to oil it in ages.

“Look out,” I said. “A giant wooden bucket is coming down.”

The sound of shuffling feet traveled up the well’s cobblestone sides.

“We are against the wall,” Vala said.

I gave the lever another twist and the giant wooden bucket hit the ground. I waited for the girls to jump in.

“Pull ‘er up,” Pallas shouted.

By the time the three girls got to the top of the well, my clothes were drenched with sweat. Exhaustion had set my feet to trembling and my movements were herky-jerky, but seeing my girl’s faces poke out of the top of that giant bucket made it all worthwhile.

Vala was the first to leap free. She was wearing a short skirt and no underwear. A fact I became acutely aware of as she sailed through the air to land beside me. She wrapped me in an all consuming hug. My heart fluttered as the warmth of her body pressed against mine.

“Thank you for saving me,” she said. She nestled her head onto my shoulder. I closed my eyes and let my head sink onto hers. Her hair was as soft as a pillow.

“Of course,” I said.

When I looked back up, Medina was standing a polite distance away. She was trying- and failing- to hide a grin. After Vala and I parted, she rushed up to me and leapt off the ground at the last moment.

“Sneak attack,” she squealed. Her legs wrapped around my waist and I tottered backwards, grateful for her slender frame.

She pressed her cheek tightly against mine, before pulling her head back to plant a deep kiss on my lips. I let her draw me in with her sweet love. I scooped my hands under her tight butt and held her suspended in the air for a minute or so, savoring the sensation of her warm flesh on mine.

With equal reluctance, I set her down and glanced at Pallas. Her face could’ve been etched from stone. This was the second time I’d saved her life, to say nothing of the help I’d rendered against the goblins.

I steeled myself for an onslaught that never came. A soft smile broke the warrior’s steely expression.

“It seems I’ve misjudged you, Paladin. I apologize for my past behavior,” she said.

To top it all off, she made a small bow at the waist.

Gobsmacked, I returned the gesture. Straightening up, I glanced around at my companions. The glow of being rescued was starting to fade, replaced by the prospect of getting out of this pit.

“So, uh, how do we get out of here?” Medina said.

I groaned. Just thinking about the long walk back to the cellar made my legs ache.

“Here,” I said. “Follow me.”

I turned around, and the room started to fade. The black walls and blue crystals dissolved into a steamy whiteness.

We were back on the road. Surrounding us were low rolling hills. To our sides were our horses laden down with supplies. I looked back over my shoulder. Behind us was a broken down country manor. Sections of the roof had fallen in from disrepair, and fire damage marred the outside of the barn. It didn’t look as if anyone had lived there in a very long time.

Vala gasped.

“Look,” she said, tapping my shoulder and pointing to the far wall. It was faded, but I could still make out what looked like a swirling four leaf clover painted in orange autumn hues. Vermillion dots formed between the clover petals.

“That’s the sign of the house Hearthstone,” Pallas said.

“Should we go back?” Medina said.

A cloud passed over the sun, bathing the faded country manor in shadow. For an instant, a dark mansion rose up from the ground. Its tall spires pierced the sky. I shivered.

The cloud passed and the apparition disappeared, leaving behind the run down country manor in its stead.

“Did you see that?” Vala said.

The rest of us nodded grimly.

“Let’s go,” I said.
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We passed the first refugee maybe a mile or two down the road. She was dressed in rough peasant garb: forest green folded over Earthy browns. Her skin was sunburned and wind chapped.

“Ho there travelers,” she wheezed as she came upon us. “What can you spare for a woman down on her luck?”

“Nothing vagrant, move along,” Pallas snorted.

“I am sorry grandmother, but we are having a difficult time feeding ourselves,” Vala said. She chewed her lower lip. “Still, I think we have some mist berries and crusty white bread we could spare.”

The old woman’s face dissolved into an expression of gratitude as Vala went to the nearest packhorse and unfastened the strings holding down the pouch we used to store our food.

“Young one, you don’t know how much this means to me,” said the old woman. “I am not so spry that I can provide for myself as ably as I once could.”

Vala returned to the old woman with a handful of bluish-grey berries, each as large as a marble, and a heel of bread saved from our dinner the night before. It wasn’t much, but it was what we had.

The old woman bowed before accepting the gift.

“Grandmother,” Medina said. “What causes you to wander so far from home?”

The old woman was in the process of chewing a mouthful of mist berries and an awkward pause ensued as she struggled to get them down her throat. Finally, she spoke: “Bandits have sacked the town of Oilder. By now they must’ve taken everything.”

Pallas’s eyes narrowed.

“What of the guards?” she said.

“Any soldier worth their salt went to fight the Vrag some time back. Bandits have been making incursions from the far East. They ride on horseback and wear their hair in long tails. What’s more, there are men among them!” Her eyes flickered to me as she said that. “You’re much too tall to be an Eastman.”

“How are there menfolk among the bandits?” Pallas said.

“They do not worship the Sun in the Eastern lands. The withering has not taken root there,” the old woman said.

“We must change course,” Pallas said.

“What do you mean?” I said.

“We cannot expose the princess to danger,” Pallas said. Her expression softened somewhat. “Believe me, every inch of my body cries out to save the people of Oilder. But, it’s simply not possible. I am sorry.”

With that, she returned the old woman’s stiff bow. When she straightened up, beads of moisture were visible in the corners of her eyes. The old woman waved her hand.

“Please my child, do not worry yourself. There’s nothing to be done,” she said, before turning to spit bitterly in the roadside ditch. “The world has gone to hell. I’ve lived to see my sons wither before me. I’ve watched my daughters led into slavery.” Her laughter was flat and humorless. “I do not expect anyone to save me. The time for that is long past.” She nodded, her face a mass of wrinkles twisting and bending in the sunlight. “Thank you for the berries, goodbye.”

With that, she turned and continued down the road.

I turned to face my companions. Pallas had gone white. Fury mixed with sadness in her pale grey eyes. Vala’s face could’ve been the mold for a theater mask of grief. Only Medina appeared unperturbed. Her lips stretched out in a thin line.

“Standing here isn’t going to do us any good,” I said. “Let’s get going.”

My voice came out gruffer than I’d intended, but that didn’t seem to make a difference to the girls. Medina nodded mutely while the other two turned their faces to the mid-morning sun.

We continued on.
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We made camp that evening on a low rise shielded from the road by a stand of trees. It was the first thing approaching woodlands we’d found since exiting Sugis Forest. Maybe half a mile in width and several miles in length, the scraggly wooded area clustered around a steep ravine at the bottom of which ran a clear stream.

After setting up our tents and a fire, I told the girls I was going hunting. As I set off, I summoned my bow. A grin crept up my face. The whole thinking armor and weapons into existence was becoming easier with practice. The spirit of the Paladin made an appearance since my adventures in the tunnels below the dark mansion, but I had no doubt he’d come to my aid if I really needed him.

Speaking of spirits, I thought.

“Henki, are you there buddy?” I said.

“Ouch,” a grumpy voice groused from the tooth across my chest. “Yeah, I’m here. Jesus H. Christ, next time make like Bugs Bunny and warn a brother before you go waltzing into the Moon Goddess’s magic castle.”

“Is that what it was?” I said, my curiosity piqued.

“As if it wasn’t obvious,” he grumbled.

“So what happened to you?” I said.

“I’m an imp. A dark spirit. My kind doesn’t exactly get along well with the Moon Goddess or her death cult. Why do you think Medina is here?” Henki said.

“I don’t know, but it sounds like you do. Enlighten me,” I said. I’d stumbled onto a dirt game trail and I was making my way slowly down the side of the ravine. If there were any deer or other large animals in this forest, I was most likely to catch them taking a drink.

“She’s a hostage,” Henki said.

“I’ve never gotten that impression,” I said.

“Just because she doesn’t mind her captivity doesn’t mean she’s not a hostage,” Henki said.

“Okay, so walk me through this,” I said.

“A really long time ago, way before all this business with the Vrag, the kingdom of darkness drove South with an army of ghouls, vampires, and other assorted monsters. After years of bitter fighting, the forces of Odras prevailed,” Henki said.

“Following you so far,” I said, keeping my voice to a whisper. I’d sighted deer scat along the game trail, and was only half paying attention to the demon on my chest.

“As part of the peace settlement, Odras demanded a royal prisoner in perpetuity. Usually, that meant some second string prince or princess would get shipped off to Odras as a baby, grow up in the Southern Kingdom and then return home once their elder sibling popped off a couple babies. Thus renewing the cycle. Medina’s unique, however. Her mother died in childbirth, making her the only direct blood heir to the throne of Andhera, the kingdom of darkness,” Henki said.

“It doesn’t sound like Andhera would want to part with her then,” I said.

Henki let out a bitter laugh.

“Oh, the prince of darkness didn’t want to part with her. Without Medina he doesn’t have a leg to stand on when it comes to claiming the throne. See, he married into the family making him not technically royalty. At least, not by Andheran laws. But, the nobility- why, they were practically throwing her over the border. If she dies then it’ll be a bloody free for all. And there’s nothing Andherans love more than blood,” Henki said.

“Interesting,” I murmured. “That reminds me. While we’re on the subject, tell me about the elves. Vala’s the only one I’ve met so far.”

“There’s not much to say,” Henki said. “No one is sure where they come from exactly or what their relationship with humanity is. Some say that during the deluge, they were the only faithful servants of the Sun God and Moon Goddess. That because of their purity, the celestial couple blessed them with forewarning of the flood and so they were able to ride it out in a flotilla of great ships. Meanwhile, some humans survived by retreating to the mountain tops. After the divinities found out about the surviving humans, they marked the elves with pointed ears, longevity, strength and a sensitivity to magic as a reward and mark of their service. Others hold that they’re a separate species altogether. They can’t breed with humans. Regardless, there have never been that many elves to begin with and there are even less since the withering. They form a good chunk of Odras’s ruling class. Most that aren’t royalty live in monasteries working as priests and scholars.”

A deer bent over the stream downwind of me. I nocked an arrow and took aim. The easy reflexes of the Paladin took over. Half a second before release, the stream exploded in a frothing geyser. My eyes widened as a lithe figure sprung from the water, a long ashen spear in hand. The deer stumbled back, but not before the steel tipped rod pierced its throat.

I lowered the bow and slowly released the tension that’d built up in the bowstring. Returning the arrow to my quiver, I watched agape as a nude woman walked out of the water. Calmly removing her spear from the dying deer’s neck, she lifted it over her head and in a swift motion sent it plunging into the deer’s heart.

After she was done, she stood resting, surveying her work. My heartbeat quickened. From the back, she was beautiful. Long, brunette hair fell halfway down her back. Supple skin covered her curvy frame. Her plump, heart shaped ass stuck out invitingly. Sighing, the woman leaned her spear against a nearby tree before walking over to a bush where I noticed several pieces of clothing stuck on the branches.

She slipped a knee length tunic over her head and turned around. Her eyes caught mine, and I let out a breath. Two pinpricks of pink blossomed over my cheeks as I realized I’d been caught staring.

I raised my empty hand in a greeting. She stared, her mouth making a silent ‘O’.

“Hello,” I said, taking a step forward.

The lady of the forest turned on her heel, and dashed away. Leaning out to grab her spear, she spun around and sprinted towards me. A mask of pure fury covered her face.

“You sure have a way with the ladies,” Henki said.

* * *

Fight or flight?

I didn’t have much time to answer. She dashed across the stream in two wide strides, and then she was barreling straight towards me.

“Shoot her,” Henki said.

I nocked another arrow. It would’ve been simple, plain and easy. But, then my eyes met hers and I saw something that gave me pause. It was fear. I lowered my bow.

“I’m not here to hurt you,” I said.

“Yes, you are,” Henki hissed.

The woman was mere seconds away, and while I had no intention of hurting her, it looked like she had every intention of hurting me. Throwing my bow to the side, I leaned into my Paladin reflexes. Her spear shot towards me, and I leaned to the side. It swept past my body and I grabbed hold of the shaft and pulled it towards me.

Her grip was unexpectedly strong, but not as strong as an ancient supersoldier. As she shot forward, she executed an impressive front flip that sent her tumbling over my head. A second later her foot came crashing against my upper back. I let out an oomph as I stumbled forward. Regaining my balance, I turned just in time to take a fist to the chin. Stars burst across my field of vision and I let go of the spear as I almost fell over backwards.

I darted out blindly and grabbed hold of her wrist. A sharp tug jolted me forward, but I was ready. I fell into a half-squat and dug my feet into the ground.

She growled, baring her teeth. Despite the confusion of the melee, I couldn’t help noticing they were snow white. Not what I would expect from a wild child. Her other fist rocketed towards my face. Fortunately, my Paladin reflexes were still in play and I caught hold of her wrist with my other hand.

“Will you stop, please?” I said. “I don’t mean any harm.”

She responded by jumping forward with her head aimed squarely at my mouth. I lowered my head at the last second and our skulls collided with a solid thunk. That seemed to do the trick. She fell limp in my arms.

I thought I’d knocked her out cold. But, when I knelt to lower her gently to the ground, her eye-lids fluttered open.

“Kill me quickly, East-man. If you attempt to defile me, I will bite and tear your snake from your skin,” she said.

What the hell does she mean?

“I’m not here to hurt you,” I repeated myself. “Please, whatever you’re thinking, you have it wrong.”

“Oh really,” the woman laughed bitterly. “Is that why you burned my town? Is that why you pressed the women of Oilder into your service?”

I flashed back to the refugee on the road and stifled a groan. Of course, men were rare in Telos. After the withering, most of the men had supposedly died off or disappeared. But, not the men of the East. Not the men who were currently plundering the plains of Varaa. Which meant.. I thought back to her comment about tearing the snake from my skin and grimaced.

“Look at me,” I said. “Do I look like the men of the East?”

The woman examined me carefully. The old woman on the road had said that the men of the East wore their hair in braids and they were shorter than me. I’m sure they differed in other ways too, like their clothes and manner of speaking. She sighed.

“No, you don’t appear as an Eastman. Nor do you act like one,” she said.

She turned her head to the side. It didn’t seem that an apology was forthcoming. Not that I particularly needed one. After the trauma she’d been through, I was willing to give her a pass.

“If I let you up, will you attack me?” I asked.

“No,” she said. She bit her lip.

Good enough.

I let go of her body and sat up on my heels. She swung her legs beneath her torso in a half-lying position and stared at me.

“So, let’s start at the beginning,” I said. “My name is Cal. What’s yours?”

I waited. And waited. All the while her wide amber eyes stared into mine like a drill bit about to burst through sheet rock. Just when I’d given her up for a lost cause, she opened her mouth.

“Sal,” she said.

Alright, so we were getting somewhere.

“Nice to meet you Sal,” I said, twisting my mouth into a smile she didn’t reciprocate. “I’m traveling with a small party. We have extra food that we can give you, if you’d like to follow me back to camp.”

Sal shook her head with a small movement.

“No, I have all the food I need,” she said.

“Oh okay,” I said. “And what’s going to happen when that food runs out? Where are you going to go?”

Her mouth hardened into a tight circle.

Why am I doing this? Do we really need another member in our group?

To be sure, I barely knew why I was doing what I was doing. Sal had impressed me with her considerable prowess and bravery. In the short time since I’d first laid eyes on her, she’d successfully ambushed a deer with nothing more than a spear before assaulting me with a power and skill that would’ve killed me had I not been imbued with the power of the Paladin.

Or perhaps there was another reason why I was so keen on adding her to the little group I’d amassed so far. The memory of her taut, heart-shaped bottom still loomed large in my memory.

I tried to shake it away. Those were the last sort of thoughts that I needed right now.

“Come back to camp. Share some of our food,” I took a breath before continuing. “There’s safety in numbers.”

“Thank you for your offer, but I’ll have to pass,” Sal said. She jumped to her feet, stepped around me and picked up her spear. Following her lead, I stood up. I didn’t bother searching for my bow. Past experience had taught me that more likely than not it had already disappeared back into the aether.

“Very well,” I said, but she was already splashing back across the creek towards her kill.

I sighed and turned towards the ravine wall. The sun was fading and from the looks of it, I’d be walking to camp by moonlight.
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“No luck?” Pallas said, glancing up as I stumbled into camp.

“None,” I said.

“It happens,” Pallas said, grunting.

For her, that was as close to warmth as I could expect. Pallas was holding some sort of bundle on her lap. She was in the midst of plaiting long strips of dried grass into a handle.

“What is that?” I said.

“An incendiary device,” she said.

I raised an eyebrow.

“Can I take a look,” I said, coming to sit by her side.

“Sure,” she said, her voice was positively giddy. She shifted the bundle so I could get a better look. It was composed of two grey metal half spheres screwed together in the middle. It was nested in the center of a grass sling. Pallas was finishing the left braid.

“How does it work?” I said.

“You light the fuse here,” she said, pointing to a small, wax coated cord that stuck out from the side of the bomb. “And then you grip the handle and throw it as far as you can.”

“Sounds dangerous,” I said.

“Oh, it is. The inside is filled with a burning jelly. Its composition is a great secret known only to the alchemist guild. We’ve only a few left. I’ve been saving them for a special occasion,” Pallas said.

“I met another refugee,” I said.

“Where?” she said, raising her head. The firelight flickered in her eyes.

“Down by the stream,” I said.

I quickly filled her in on all that had happened in the ravine, leaving out of course some of the more salacious details. Pallas nodded her head thoughtfully throughout the story, only stopping to interrupt me a few times to ask me to elaborate on some of the details. When I was done speaking, she leaned back and stared up at the stars, the bomb on her lap all but forgotten.

“You did well trying to get her back here,” she said.

Surprise rushed through me.

“I didn’t think you’d want me bringing strangers back to camp,” I said.

“Under normal circumstances yes, but this Sal sounds quite capable. And we’re in sore need of help if we’re to make it to the temple of the Moon Goddess in time,” Pallas said.

The flaps of the tent rustled.

“Is dinner ready?” Medina said, her lithe figure climbing out of the canvas.

“Almost,” Pallas said. “Vala, you can come out as well.”

Like day to night, the light haired girl followed her friend out. But, for once I wasn’t looking at the elven beauty.

“What’s that?” I said, wrinkling my nose.

A turgid, bubbling white mash roiled in a blackish pot over the flames. A small hand clapped itself over my shoulder. I turned around and found myself staring into Medina’s pale face. The edges of her eyes were crinkled, giving her a wry expression.

“I went mushroom hunting by the light of the moon. It’s an old tradition. I might teach you sometime,” she said.

She finished off the last statement with a wink that I’m almost positive Pallas saw, but chose to ignore.

Does she know?

Knowing her, it was entirely possible she did a midnight check on the princesses’ rooms back at the mansion. Then again, while I doubted she’d go through much trouble for Medina, I couldn’t see her allowing Vala to wander into my room.

“Wait, how would you know about Andheran traditions if you grew up in Odras?” I said.

Medina chuckled.

“You think they just tossed me over the border, like so long, bye-bye? A whole bevvy of royal tutors came along for the ride. Sure, Vala and I shared some teachers, but a princess of the night has certain cultural and ritualistic practices that must be observed,” she said.

“So, Pallas isn’t your guard?” I said.

Medina sighed and Pallas’s brow wrinkled.

“No, that was a vampire named Thomas. His nickname was Thomas the unbeliever. It was rumored that he was an atheist,” she lowered her voice to a whisper as if she were saying something deeply scandalous. “I preferred to call him Thomas the brave. He had all the emotional depth of a gargoyle, but when push came to shove he’d give his life for me.”

“Why isn’t he here then?” I said.

“The Vrag tore him to pieces back at Castle Greyling. If I’m not mistaken, that’s where Vala first summoned you,” Medina said.

“Oh,” I said.

“It was a bloodbath,” Medina said flatly. “We were lucky to make it out of there alive.”

I turned my attention back to the fire. Two loaves of white bread were rising in the ashes. Vala appeared before me with a stack of bowls in her hands. She ladled up the mushroom concoction and passed it out to Pallas, Medina, and I.

Pushing my spoon through the gelatinous mixture, I grimaced as something purple floated to the surface.

“It tastes worse than it looks,” Pallas whispered, nudging my shoulder.

“I heard that,” Medina said.

“Heard what?” Pallas said. Her eyes widened. “I was merely advising Cal on the complex flavors of this exotic cuisine you’ve so kindly prepared.”

“Cut the bullshit Pally, if you want something else then you cook,” Medina said.

She sat cross-legged across from me. A slight blush dotted my cheeks. Looking askance, I caught Pallas’s eyes. She winked. A grin curved up my face. It was immediately wiped away as the first spoonful of mash hit my tongue.

“Is the bread done,” I said, after I’d choked it down.

Medina gave an inarticulate grunt, while Vala let loose with delicate peals of laughter. She set her bowl to the side and carefully picked the bread out of the ashes with a pair of tongs. Then, she tore it apart and passed out steaming chunks to each of us in turn.

“This is the last time I cook for you ingrates,” Medina said, as she took her piece of bread.

Pallas released a whoosh of air.

“Thank the Goddess,” she said.

That drew more laughter from Vala and I. Medina glared at us for a moment, before she also dissolved into a mess of giggles.

* * *

That night, I slept beneath the stars. Had it not been for Pallas, I’m sure the girls would’ve invited me into their tent. I got the feeling that with the way things were going, I might be sleeping alongside the trio sooner or later.

As of late, the tall blonde had begun to warm to me. True, I’d had to save all of their lives on multiple occasions for her to stop calling me hedge knight, but I’d take what I could get.

I wiggled against the hard ground. I’d done my best to level it before I’d laid out my blankets. The stars twinkled magnificently overhead. I tried to find some of the constellations that Vala had shown me. I got as far as Mustek the great octopus before I lost myself in their glittering swirl.

This sort of life was a far cry from the one that I’d led back on Earth. There I’d had my creature comforts: a soft bed, hot pizzas, and video-games. But, I can’t say I missed much of it. Ever since I’d been summoned to Telos, I’d felt myself come alive in a way that was hard to describe. Maybe it was the near constant exercise or the adrenaline pumping life and death situations I was being thrown into.

But, I think ultimately it was something more elemental than that. I felt alive because I had a purpose. Looking back on my old life, it felt like I’d been moving through a fog. I’d joined the military because all of my uncles were veterans and I’d married Cathy because she had faked a pregnancy and it seemed like the right thing to do at the time. After I got out of the military, I’d enrolled in college because that was something you were supposed to do and I’d picked business as my field of study because it seemed safe.

By all conventional measures I had my life together, but looking back on it every day only served to bring me closer to the grave. Without meaning to, I’d stuffed myself into a musty coffin not of my choosing.

As I closed my eyes, images from our meal around the campfire filled my mind. I drifted off to sleep with a smile on my face.
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We were on the road early the next morning. The chill bite of early autumn frost nipped gently at my nostrils. Without any sort of road markers, it was difficult to measure our progress, but we seemed to be making good progress.

The sun was reaching its zenith and we had begun scouting possible sites for a lunch break when Medina sighted the wagon. It was like something out of a pioneer video-game, with two tired horses in front and a woman in a faded straw hat guiding the animals.

“Pssst,” a voice came from inside of my shirt.

“What is it?” I said.

“Be on your guard,” Henki said.

“What do you mean?” I said.

“I can’t tell you specific details, but I’m getting a bad feeling,” Henki said.

“What? About the wagon?” I said.

There was a pause. When Henki spoke again, his voice was slow and careful.

“Possibly,” he said. “To be completely honest, I couldn’t tell you. All I can say is I see dark clouds on the horizon.”

“Alright,” I said. “Noted.”

I thought about alerting the girls, but by now the wagon was practically alongside us. With a suddenness that made our pack horses whinny, the driver pulled her team to a stop.

“Hey there,” she called out. “Are you heading to Oilder?”

“Our path leads us in that direction, yes,” Pallas said.

It was a cagey answer. One that omitted our plan to veer off the road well before we reached the town.

“You’d best reconsider. Bandits have taken over, we were some of the last to escape,” the woman said.

Her voice was dry and husky, a touch deeper than a woman’s voice should be. Her broad straw hat cast her face in deep shadows. An uneasy sensation crept down my back. The back flaps of the wagon rustled.

“We’ll think about that,” Pallas said. Her voice grew stiff. “Well, we should be off then.”

“Wait,” the woman said. “We’re low on victuals. Perhaps, we could barter? Or buy?”

The back wagon cover flapped outwards. I realized I’d been unconsciously grinding my teeth.

“No,” I said, stepping forward. “I’m sorry, but we’re low on supplies ourselves. As my companion said, we need to move along.”

“Oh, a man,” the woman on the carriage cooed. “Such a rarity to find on the road. Come closer and let me see your face.”

“I’m afraid-,” my protests were cut off as the back of the wagon burst open and a motley collection of sword wielding bandits filled the street. I swore as I reached behind my back for my sword.

I pulled it out just in time to meet a giant of a man dressed in nothing more than burlap pants held up by a rope belt. He wielded a scimitar that would’ve dwarfed any other man. In his hands, it looked like a toy. I swung my sword down and then up sharply.

It clattered sharply against the giant’s blade. Despite his size, my foe moved with an almost preternatural quickness. I moved back on the balls of my feet. My Paladin reflexes kept his blade from sweeping off my head and limbs, but otherwise I couldn’t break through his defense.

Finally, I saw an opening. Surging forward, I jumped into the air and drove the tip of my blade just below his right shoulder, tearing through his pec. He fell over backwards with a thud and a cry.

I pulled out, and a thin stream of blood erupted from the wound. The giant’s face was contorted into a stormy mixture of fury and agony. I swung my sword overhead to deal the killing blow when an invisible wall slammed against my body like a tidal wave. I stumbled backwards, barely managing to keep my balance.

When I looked up, it was into the corpse-like face of a scarecrow skinny man dressed all in black. A silver disc swung out in front of him like a yo-yo, except it was going in the wrong direction.

“Sleep now, my son,” he said, his voice distant and sonorous. “Sleep and be well.”

I gritted my teeth as I sallied forth, but my legs suddenly felt as though they weighed a million pounds each. I tried to lift my sword, but my fingers had gone numb. My eyelids slammed down like window curtains and the last words that I heard before I drifted off into the darkness were: “Sleep and be well.”

* * *

I woke up to the worst hangover of my life.

Jesus Christ, how much did I drink last night?

Rough burlap scraped my throat and the back of my neck. I breathed and got a mouthful of musty air. A fiery flash ran down the back of my right arm. I jostled reflexively and my wrist caught on rope.

What the hell kind of party did I end up at?

“Cal,” a hurried voice whispered. “Are you there?”

Medina.

All the memories of the past few days came flooding into my mind in a disjointed jumble. I winced as a tall man in black with a corpse pale face filled the interior of my mind.

“I’m here,” I said. “Speaking of which, where is here?”

“I don’t know,” Medina hissed. “I just woke up a moment ago. If Pallas and Vala are around, they’re still asleep.”

“I need to get out of these ropes,” I said.

“You’re telling me,” Medina said, and I could feel her eyes rolling through the burlap.

“No talking,” a voice that sounded as if it’d been rubbed with steel wool after a thousand whiskey filled nights intruded into our conversation. It was followed by a vicious kick to my side that practically lifted me off the ground.

All the air left my lungs and I came dangerously close to filling the sack with vomit. I curled into a ball as the massive feet stomped off to parts unknown. After what felt like a safe interval, I whispered, “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Best we don’t talk though,” Medina said.

Amen to that.

Judging by the size of the feet that had so recently scrambled my internal organs, I thought it likely that my assailant was the big lout I’d stabbed through the shoulder. Assuming he could walk after taking such a blow.

I closed my eyes and cleared my mind. The picture of a knife formed over the backdrop of my mind. It was nothing I’d ever summoned before, but I had full confidence that I could conjure it. After everything else I’d thought up- from the bow to a full suit of armor- a small hunting knife should be a piece of cake.

I pictured its long blade, curved like a crescent moon with a serrated edge along the first four inches. A worn wooden handle made to fit my grip finished off the bottom half of the tool.

Every centimeter of its gleaming length filled my mind. Then, I felt its worn haft fill my hand. I angled it up ever so carefully. Just as I began to saw away at the rope binding my wrists, two voices broke the silence.

“What do you reckon the boss will do with ‘em.”

“The bastard that stuck my shoulder? If it was up to me, I’d stick a sickle up his ass. But, Solveo was very clear he didn’t want any harm coming to that one.”

“Didn’t stop you from knocking a few ribs loose.”

“Hell, Solveo also said they ain’t supposed to speak. Can’t blame a man for following orders.”

“And the girls?”

“Dunno, the two younger lasses look like they’ll make tasty morsels.”

A chorus of rough chuckles sounded even as my cheeks grew warm beneath their burlap coverings. Hurting me was one thing, but threatening violence against the women I’d sworn to protect was something else entirely.

I redoubled my efforts and was rewarded by a small snap as one of the outer layers broke.

“What was that?”

The voice that I was pretty sure belonged to the giant grunted.

“Hell if I know. Stick us in a place like this when we’ve got the whole town under our control. Probably a rat or some shit.”

“Fucking Solveo.”

“Fucking Solveo,” the giant agreed. A cork popped and something fizzy sploshed from a bottle.

By this point I’d more or less wriggled my wrists free of the rope. Moving my hands slowly, but steadily up the length of my body I brought them up to my head and pulled up the burlap sack. The sound of two glasses clinking filled the room and the last bit of sack cleared my eyes just in time to watch the giant and a man who looked as if he hadn’t had a bath in at least a lifetime consummate a toast.

We were in some sort of barn or stable. From where I was situated, it looked as though there was only one room. However, two walls rose up along either side of me creating a sort of screen between the two portions of the barn. Judging from the smell and the hay beneath my body, I was in the area where animals were normally kept. Meanwhile, on the other side, the two bandits were seated on rickety wooden rocking chairs. A small circular table occupied the space between them.

A new weight asserted itself on my back and a grin crept up my face. The sword had returned unbidden. I slowly brought my knees up to my chest and began work on my ankles.

The dirty one put down his glass and his eyes began to roam the room. Something in his glazed stare told me this wasn’t his first drink, although I had a feeling it would be his last.

His eyes alit on me and stopped. Visible confusion wrinkled his face.

“Why did you give the prisoner a knife?” he said.

The giant shot to his feet with an oath. He did not appear quite so drunk as his companion. My cover blown, I threw caution to the wind and redoubled my efforts. In half a second I’d sawed through the remaining length of rope and then I was on my feet. Which was just as well because the giant had already crossed the room. He was remarkably fast for a man his size.

I dodged the first fist and the second, my Paladin reflexes kicking into overdrive. A light sweat coated my body. I wiggled my eyebrows at the heaving giant as I slipped across the floor like a prime Tyson. In his haste, he hadn’t bothered to arm himself. For my part, I still had the knife I’d used to free myself.

I waited until I had a clear opening. An event that did not take long to occur. The giant may have been quick, but it was clear that the only training he’d received in bare knuckle boxing had taken place on the floors of taverns after several tankards of ale. His broad, sweeping haymakers were powerful, but clumsy and after he overextended himself with one particularly ambitious punch, I swept in and stabbed up through the armpit of his right arm.

His cries could’ve put a dying hippo to shame. Not that he was dying. Not yet anyways. I quickly took care of that problem. A flurry of rapid fire stabs to the face, neck, chest, belly and groin left him with more blood outside than inside. Finally, I let him fall with an Earth shaking crash.

Each rise and fall of my chest brought a flutter of ecstasy. My eyes glazed over and I saw the world in shades of red.

“Uhm, a little help please?” Medina said.

I snapped out of it. An empty chair and a table with two half-full tankards greeted my eyes. Across the room, a rectangle of light shone where there’d been only darkness before. I pinched my lips together.

I turned and looked into the back half of the barn. Two figures lay crumpled on the floor. Like me, their heads were stuffed in burlap bags while their wrists and ankles were bound with old rope.

“Where’s Pallas?” I said.

“What do you mean?” Medina said.

“She’s not here,” I said, a note of desperation seeping into my voice.

I cast about for a third body, but wherever the stern warrior was, she wasn’t here.

Medina moaned.

“As if we needed more problems,” she said.

I knelt down beside and removed the sack from her face.

“We’ll find her, don’t worry. Now hold still for me,” I said as I gently took hold of her wrists and began to saw through the rope that bound them. It snapped quickly enough and then I moved on to her ankles. Once her ankles were free, I moved to Vala.

“You awake?” I said.

No answer. I put my hand on her shoulder and heaved a sigh of relief when I discovered that she was still warm. I moved my fingers up to her neck and found her pulse. It was faint, but steady. Whatever they’d done to her, it must’ve taken a deeper toll than it had on Medina and I. Speaking of which, what exactly had happened to us? I removed the burlap sack and Vala’s gold-spun hair spilled over my lap. I stroked her cheek and felt that familiar anger rise within my chest.

The black robed man filled my mind’s eye and I shuddered. I would have my revenge soon enough. A few seconds was all it took to free her wrists and ankles, and then I helped Vala’s comatose body into a sitting position against the wall. Soft footfalls echoed across the floor. I looked up and saw Medina.

“How’s she doing?” Medina said.

“She’s out of it,” I said. “I don’t know if it’s something physical or if that bastard’s spell caught her harder than either of us.”

“Probably the latter,” Medina said. She rubbed her wrists at the places where the ropes had bound her. Narrow scarlet indents circled her flesh like plastic bracelets. “You obviously have some sort of power, although what exactly that is I couldn’t say. As for me, well as heir to the Andheran throne I have more intrinsic magic flowing through my blood than Vala.”

“What do you mean?” I said, thinking back to the spell Vala had cast that’d brought me into this world.

Medina sighed.

“Now really isn’t the time to be getting into this, but there are two basic types of magic. Intrinsic and extrinsic. You and I both have a lot of intrinsic magic, insofar as it’s wrapped up inside of our bodies. Like my ability to fly and your strength.”

“Okay, following you so far,” I said.

“Vala, on the other hand, doesn’t have all that much flowing through her. Yes, she’s an elf, one of the highborn blessed by the Goddess herself, but she’s not so different from the humans in her speed, strength, and constitution. She can’t fly, she can’t breathe fire, etc. However, what she can do is cast spells. Hence, the summoning you into existence,” Medina said.

I opened my mouth to argue the last point, and then thought better of it. While it wasn’t quite true that Vala had brought me into existence, for the purposes of our discussion it was close enough. Plus, given the fact that I was basically inhabiting an entirely new body, one that was superior in every way to my old physical body, well that was a rabbit hole to dive into another time.

“They’re in there,” the drunkard’s voice sounded from outside.

A rumbling commotion spilled through the open door. Wherever Pigpen had gone off to, he’d returned and he’d brought friends.

“Well, that’s our cue,” I said.

“What are we going to do?” Medina said.

She pursed her lips and I could tell she was thinking of Vala.

“Let’s go out the back,” I said.

“But, there isn’t a back way,” she said.

Her protest was drowned out by the sound of my foot slamming against the wood plank back of the barn. The old Cal would’ve gotten little more than a bruised heel for his troubles. WIth my Paladin strength behind me, I knocked a solid yard wide hole in the wood. Three more rapid fire kicks and a half oval big enough for me to walk through appeared.

“Ladies first,” I said, as I walked back into the room. The sounds of the approaching bandits had grown louder and I knew that we had just seconds before the first appeared through the door frame. WIth a single heave, I lifted Vala onto my shoulder and turned towards the hole I’d kicked through the wall.

Medina was waiting for me.

“Let’s go,” I said.

She nodded, an uncharacteristically serious expression haunted her face, and then she slipped through the hole. I followed close after and stepped into something warm and squishy.

“Ah gross,” I said, wrinkling my nose.

I looked down and saw approximately a half foot of pig shit covering my boots. We were in a small alleyway made up of what looked like barns, sheds, stables, and maybe a few warehouses. The buildings were wooden, old and spaced far apart.

“Problem?” Medina said, arching an eyebrow.

She was hovering several feet above the ground on her devil wings. I grunted in response.

“Let’s go,” I said, turning towards the far end of the alleyway.

We came out onto a beaten dirt street. Decrepit looking wooden buildings lined both sides of the road. Not so distant braying and whinnies told me that many of the stables were still in use.

Still, a heavy aura of decline had settled around us. It was obvious that this town had seen better days. I was at a loss for what to do next, before the ancient spirit tied around my neck asserted himself.

“Go left doofus, they’re right behind you,” Henki said.

Without thinking, I slipped into an easy jog. Anger at my own forgetfulness swiftly gave way to surprise.

Henki had helped me of his own volition.

He certainly hadn’t needed to, and given how fried my brain was from the spell that’d been cast over me, to say nothing of the adrenaline pumping through my system, well it’s entirely possible that the imp wouldn’t even have entered my mind.

“Don’t get your panties in a bunch. If I let you fail, I’d never hear the end of it from Bartheous. Trust me, the only thing worse than getting bound to a useless human is letting that useless human die because you were too incompetent to stop it,” Henki said.

“How did you-,” I began, before Henki quickly cut me off.

“I can read your mind, remember,” he said. “Haha, doofus.”

“Right,” I said. I wondered what corner of my brain he’d picked up ‘doofus’ from. “Where to next?”

“Straight ahead, then right. We’re almost there,” Henki said.

“Where exactly are we going?” I asked.

“To save Pallas of course. Jesus kid, your parents were pretty clumsy, weren’t they?” Henki said.

“Why do you say that?” I said.

“You were obviously dropped on your head a few times as a baby,” Henki said.

We didn’t speak again until we were almost at the place. The short trip there had convinced me that Oilder was a place I’d be happy to leave behind. We’d passed into a residential district and abandoned houses little better than one story hovels stared blankly at me through black, glassless windows.

Several of the houses had been burnt to the ground, seemingly at random. The road was littered with potholes and mean-eyed stray dogs and cats slunk around the shadowy peripheries.

“Here,” Henki said.

I stopped outside of a house larger than the others. It was two stories and wide at the base. It was no larger than a typical suburban split level house, but in Oilder it was practically a mansion. Medina drifted to the ground beside me. I gently set Vala on the ground, propping her up against a nearby wall.

“You stay and watch over her. If the bandits return, fly her to safety immediately,” I said, drawing my sword.

“Bullshit, you need me,” Medina said.

I turned and looked at her. Fierce determination lit up her features. Despite myself, a half-smile curved up my cheek.

“I do,” I said. I leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. My lips grazed against her soft skin, warm and alive with fire and energy. “But, right now I need you here.”

I drew back.

“You’ll die,” Medina said. Fear flashed in her eyes. “Please, together we can take him.”

“I would love so much for you to fight by my side. You’re brave and capable, but right now Vala needs your help more than I do,” I said.

She huffed and for a moment I thought she might defy me. She released her breath, and looked away from me.

“Fine,” she said.

I closed my eyes and pictured the gauntlets, the greaves, pauldrons, cuirass, helm, the chainmail skirt and all the other little bits and pieces that comprised my armor. When I opened them again, I stood covered from head to toe in a solid shell of steel.

Attached to my left arm was the buckler with the protruding spike that I’d used to such devastating effect against the krotein. Geared up, I kicked down the door to the house and rushed inside.

Two pairs of eyes lifted and met mine.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” the pale faced man said. He lifted his hand to his mouth and stifled a yawn. “I assume that Cras and Gak are dead?”

“Pallas, get up. I’m here to rescue you,” I said.

Pallas did not move. She stared blankly in my direction, but I got the sensation that she didn’t really see me.

“Normally in a conversation, you address the one speaking to you,” the pale faced man said.

“You’re Solveo?” I said.

“Not the answer to my question, but we do seem to be moving in the right direction,” he said. “Now, it seems you’ve killed two of my most trusted henchmen. Thus, I think it’s only fair that you replace them.”

I answered by leaping forward, my blade in the air. I brought it down in a cleaving motion aimed squarely at Solveo’s head. The clatter of steel on steel shook the air as my blade was blocked mere inches from the sorcerer’s head.

He smiled. My eyes trailed down the length of the second blade to Pallas. Her grey eyes were unfocused.

“It won’t be too much trouble. You see, I already have one replacement. I only need the other,” he said.

I glanced back at the sorcerer. In his lap he was playing with the silver disc that he’d used to incapacitate me earlier..

“You’re a hypnotist,” I said.

He shrugged.

“I prefer the term mesmerist, but at the end of the day what are labels anyway? Simply signifiers separated from reality by a thin wall of abstraction. But, enough about that. This is a duel, not a lecture,” he said.

At the word duel, Pallas’s arm shot up, almost knocking my sword from my hand. I took two quick steps back and assumed a dueling stance.

“Pallas, snap out of it!” I said.

She responded with a flurry of blows that knocked me across the room. Her blade moved in a blur and it was all I could do to defend myself. Not that I wanted to go on the offensive. I’d been drawn into a lose-lose conflict, and I couldn’t seem to find a way out of it.

With my back against the wall, I ducked a vicious horizontal swipe. The edge of her blade swept a bare inch above the surface of my helm. Taking my chance, I shot forward. Angling my buckler so the sharp tip was well and to the side of her body, I swept the hard, flat edge against her midsection and sent the elf warrior tumbling to the floor. Her sword clattered out of her hand and for a split second the fog rose from her eyes.

“Cal?” she said. “What am I doing here?”

Before I could speak, an inhuman chanting filled the room and the clouds rolled back across her stern, grey eyes. Pallas made to sit up, but I was already moving. The bottom of my foot pressed against her chest with just slightly more force than I would’ve liked and she fell back heavily onto her ass.

She stared blankly upwards, and I prepared for a second kick when a heartrending scream filled the air. My head snapped up in time to catch Solveo as he crumpled to the floor. A spear protruded through his stomach.

In an instant the cobwebs fell away from Pallas’s eyes and as one we turned. Standing in the doorway was Sal.
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“Hi,” I said. I raised my hand in an awkward gesture.

“Hello again,” Sal said.

Pallas got to her feet.

“Is this the one you met in the woods?” she said.

“Yes,” I said.

Pallas turned towards Sal and bent stiffly at the waist, giving her a quarter bow. As she rose, she began to speak: “I thank you sister for saving both my own life and the life of my friend.”

“It was done in service of the Huntress who protects all wayfarers. If you truly want to give thanks, burn victuals in honor at the great temple mount,” Sal said, shaking her head dismissively.

“We will do so,” Pallas said gravely.

Huntress? Why was everyone talking like we were characters in the Iliad?

“Why are you here?” I said.

“I followed you,” Sal said. “After you interrupted my kill and were so insistent on taking me back to your camp, I suspected you might be allied with the bandits. At the very least, you were acting quite strangely.”

“How so?” I said.

Her eyes widened.

“You repeatedly offered food with no expectation of payment,” she said.

“Isn’t that common among travelers?” I said.

“It once was,” Sal said wistfully.

“So, you followed us here?” I said.

“I followed you as far as the ambush site. Once I saw Solveo, I fled for the safety of the woods,” she shivered as she said his name. “It was obvious where you would be.”

“Where are Medina and Vala?” I asked.

“The two girls? Right outside where you left them. The conscious one told me to really ‘stick it to him,’” Sal said, snickering.

I let out a sigh of relief.

“Well, let’s get going before the rest of the bandits find us,” I said.

Sal pursed her lips.

“We can’t go yet,” she said. “Now that I’ve helped you, I need you to help me.”

“What is it?” Pallas said.

“The bandits have taken many of the villagers prisoner. Those they haven’t already killed will be sold into slavery,” Sal said.

I hefted my sword.

“Let’s go,” I said.

A smile flashed across Sal’s face as she crossed the room to retrieve her spear. She gripped its ashen length and put one foot on Solveo’s belly.

“Watch out!” I shouted.

Solveo’s face had begun to twist like something out of an LSD fueled Saturday morning cartoon. His eyebrows sat up and wiggled down to his chin, while his nose began to slowly turn clockwise. His mouth split apart and each half traveled up either cheek. An inky blackness ran out from his pupils until his eyes were two pits of staring darkness.

An inhuman chanting emanated from somewhere deep inside his body.

“By the power of the Huntress, I damn you demon. Begone,” Sal cried.

A blue light ran down the length of her spear, illuminating finely wrought letters in a language I couldn’t read. As the trailing blue light reached the bottom of the spear, it flashed in a brilliant display that lit up the room. I raised my shield arm to cover my face. The light dissipated as quickly as it’d come and when I lowered my shield Solveo had disappeared, only to be replaced by a pile of ashes.

“What the hell was that?” I said.

“The foul man had bound a demon to his flesh. That was the source of his power. When he died, the soul fled but the demon remained,” Sal said.

“But, your spear?” I said.

“I worship the Huntress,” she said. A pensive expression settled over her face. “We must go. Already, we’ve lingered too long.”

“Alright, where are the townspeople?” I said.

“I don’t know,” Sal said. A smile flitted across her face. “But, I know how we can find them.”

* * *

Vala was already on her feet when we went outside. Medina wielded her whip in one hand, looking something fierce. I’d only seen her use the weapon once in combat, but that had been enough to cement my impression of the dark princess as a girl you wouldn’t want to cross.

“Cal!” Vala said as I exited the house.

She rushed forward and threw both of her arms around me. I ignored Pallas’s suspicious glance and hugged the princess back tightly.

“I’m glad you’ve decided to join us again in the land of the living,” I said.

“Oh, I had the worst dreams,” Vala said, nuzzling her head against my shoulder.

I held her there for a moment, before reluctantly parting. There’d be time enough for cuddling later. Right now, we had a village to save.

“You’re safe now,” I said.

“Who is she?” Vala said, her eyes widening as she took in Sal.

“Sal, she’s a new friend. She’s the one who saved you,” I said.

Vala let out another squeal of delight. Sal’s eyes widened as the princess practically leaped towards her, enveloping her in a bear hug.

“Oh, thank you so much!” she said.

“It’s- it’s fine,” Sal said.

The huntress seemed overwhelmed by the sudden display of affection, so much so that she didn’t even mention burning victuals for the Huntress.

As it turned out, Sal’s way of finding the missing townspeople was interrogating old Pigpen who she’d found passed out in a ditch not too far from the warehouse district. A bottle of ale was still clutched tightly in his comatose fingers.

It was at this point that I should’ve mentioned that I had a demon bound to a tooth around my neck that could have taken us there just as easily. But, Sal seemed to have things well in hand and I was loth to let Pallas know about Henki given both her dislike of magic and the bound demon’s source.

Sal barely had to poke the foul smelling man before he told us everything he knew. Which turned out to be not all that much. The bandits had come from the East, as we’d already known and they were planning on transporting the townsfolk down the river Tyr to the Southern Statelets where there was a constant demand for slaves to work the great plantations that lined the spider webbing deltas where the Tyr split apart before joining the vast Crimson Ocean.

Because they were awaiting transport, the townsfolk had been herded into a warehouse close to the docks. After Sal was finished with the interrogation, Pigpen broke down into a disgusting display of snot soaked tears. A solid thump to the back of the head from her spear sent him pitching face first into the dirt.

“Will he be okay?” Vala asked.

“He’ll wake up in a few hours with a lump on the back of his head,” Sal said.

“More than he deserves,” Pallas said.

Sal grunted and we turned down the road to where he’d indicated the warehouse would be.
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It didn’t take long for us to find it. Oilder was very much a provincial backwater and the warehouse the dirty drunkard had indicated was the largest building by the river. It stood a full three stories, which was two more stories than most of the other buildings in town. Despite its feeble grandeur, it was clear that the building had seen better days.

Stationed around its perimeter at odd intervals were a series of dirty men wielding a bizarre assortment of weapons. I counted halberds, crossbows, and even crude clubs that looked as though they’d been lopped off the side of a tree the day before.

Taking these guys should be a piece of cake, I thought.

We ducked below a tattered wood plank fence not too far away. If the guards had been looking, they might’ve seen us.

“How do you want to do this?” I asked.

Sal answered by standing up and throwing her spear at the one guard who had a crossbow. He went down with a thud and then Sal was leaping over the fence. Her hands fell to her waist as she ran and two glittering half-moon knives appeared in her hands.

“That’s our cue,” I grunted as I shot to my feet and sprinted to join the fierce beauty. In a second, Pallas was neck and neck with me. Up ahead, the guards were stumbling to their feet. More than a few looked confused. The empty glass bottles at their feet were ample evidence for the source of their confusion.

Sal launched herself at the closest bandit, a squat man who held an ax in his hands with all the certainty of a toddler handling a new toy. His screams split the air as he fell backwards to the ground. Slender scarlet geysers shot up from his torso, and then Sal was moving on to the next one. This bandit wielded nothing more than a bough staff, although he seemed marginally more sober. He managed to block Sal’s first two strikes before landing a counterblow to her right thigh. She stepped back to open up some space.

The sound of flapping wings passed overhead. The bandit grinned, a heavy smile lifting up the corners of his bearded face as he advanced on Sal. He never saw the bat girl swooping in low behind him. Nor did he see her red tinged whip as it lashed out like a bolt of lightning against his upper back.

The man froze. Shock and agony contorted his features, and then he dissolved into a pile of ashes.

“Behind you,” I cried.

While Sal had been busy taking care of the man with the bough staff another bandit appeared from the side of the building. He clutched a halberd. One side terminated in a broad bladed ax while the other arced off in a wicked hook. A long, leaf bladed spear protruded from the tip.

Sal spun around and caught the falling halberd with her knives. Twisting into a crouch, she slipped one knife behind the hook and another through the gap where the ax blade separated from the pole. Alarm spread across the bandit’s face as she pulled the halberd towards her. He pulled back, strain visible on his face. As the two struggled through their tug-of-war, I came up on the man’s side. By the time he noticed me, I was already on top of him. His eyes widened as he dropped the halberd and stumbled away. But, there was nowhere to go. With his back to the wall of the warehouse all the man could do was raise his empty hands in a futile protective gesture.

My blade fell heavily in a cleaving diagonal and the bandit landed on the ground in two uneven lumps of blood spurting flesh. More screams sounded from further along the wall. Pallas was handily taking care of the man with the lopped off tree branch. Medina swooped low overhead, her face a mask of concentration. I turned just in time to see her whip dart out and turn another bandit to ashes.

It’d barely taken any time at all to eliminate the exterior guards. I glanced around. Everyone except Vala was accounted for.

“You okay back there?” I called towards the fence.

Vala’s head stuck up over the side.

“I am fine,” she said. She stomped her foot in frustration. “I just wished I could help you.”

“Princess, you musn’t do anything to put yourself in danger,” Pallas said sharply.

“I agree,” I said. “There are so many other wonderful things you can do for us. Actually, now that the guards are killed we should be fine. Sal and I can take care of anyone inside. Pallas and Medina, why don’t you stick with Vala.”

Pallas nodded and made for the princess, but Medina stuck out her tongue.

“No way in Andhera,” she said.

“Suit yourself,” I said, shrugging. I thought Pallas might have an objection to her other charge putting herself in danger, but whether it was because Medina was more capable on the battlefield or, more likely because she hailed from a rival kingdom, the guard captain didn’t so much as turn her head at the news.

“Last one inside is a rotten dewberry,” Sal said. She hefted her spear and ran towards the front of the building. Medina was right behind her, soaring on her demon wings. I sprinted after the duo, struggling to keep up. Large barnyard doors covered the side of the building facing the river. Those were bolted shut. But, a smaller, human sized door faced outwards. It was already open when Sal reached it.

She slipped inside. Medina followed, folding her wings close to her back so she could swoop through without touching the floor. By the time I got inside, two bandits lay dead. One was pinned to the wall. Sal’s spear stuck out clean through his throat. The other lay bleeding out on the floor, victim to Sal’s crescent blades.

Where’s Medina?

“Cal, watch out!” Medina shouted.

A faint whizz filled my ears and moving quicker than any human should be capable of moving, I swung my buckler in front of my face. Something hard and heavy shattered against the steel plated shield.

The blow knocked me back a step. Without thinking, I let the sword in my hand dissolve only to replace it with my bow. Diving to the side, I reached for my quiver and plucked out an arrow which I quickly nocked. Moving onto my side, I turned and scanned the rafters. Glinting steel gave him away. I let loose and fired. The arrow hit true and the crossbow man fell screaming from the rafters. He hit the ground with a thud.

I scanned the rafters for more threats. A glimpse of a shadow appeared in the air followed by a glint of steel further away. I nocked another arrow, but it was already too late. Medina’s red tinged whip shot through the air and hit paydirt. A pained cry was cut short as the second crossbow man dissolved into ashes.

I stood up and glanced around the room. It appeared empty.

“Henki, are there anymore crossbow men?” I said.

“Nope, got ‘em all,” the spirit said sourly, as if I’d interrupted him in the middle of something important.

Where was everyone?

The interior of the warehouse was dimly lit. The only light came from torches placed around the boardwalk that lined the perimeter of the room and a few broad holes near the ceiling that barely qualified as windows. The center of the room was an inscrutable pit of darkness.

I stepped forward and spoke in a louder voice: “Is anyone here?”

My question was met by a profound silence. I was just about to repeat myself when I heard the rustling of chains.

“Are you here to save us?”

I stiffened. It was a small voice.

A child’s voice.

“Be quiet now,” a worried sounding woman said.

“Yes, we’ve come to rescue you. The bandits are dead. They can no longer hurt you,” Sal said. Her voice was rich and tinged with concern. “Where are you, child?”

“Down here.”

This time the voice was joined by several others. They blended together in a chorus of hope.

This would be a great time for a flashlight, I thought as I walked over to the wall and grabbed the nearest torch from its sconce.

“Huntress light dispel the night,” Sal said. Her voice rippled calm and powerful through the darkness. The next thing I knew, the entire room lit up with the same blue energy that had animated the scrollwork on Sal’s spear earlier.

I set the torch back in its sconce and walked to the edge of the boardwalk. I blanched as I looked below. The room sunk down into a pit at the bottom of which were rows of cages, obviously built for livestock. Hundreds of dirty and malnourished eyes stared up from the bottom of the pit. Hope mingled with fear in their eyes.

“Let’s get you out of there,” I said. I glanced across the way and saw a ladder propped up against the wall. “Medina, you grab Vala and Pallas. Sal and I are going to get started on freeing the prisoners.”

Medina flitted out through the door, silent as a shadow as I walked around to the back of the walkway and grabbed hold of the ladder. Sal came not long after and together we lowered the ladder down to the pit floor.

I swung on and scuttled down. Sal followed a moment later.

“I’m over here,” the little girl said.

I turned towards the source of the sound and my heart broke ever so slightly. A doll of a girl stared out at me through the nearby bars. Her big, brown puppy eyes could’ve brought tears from a Vrag.

“I’m coming,” I said, as I rushed over.

The lock was rather simple. It didn’t require a key or a combination, which made sense given that this area was normally used to house cattle or whatever other livestock they kept in these parts. Speaking of which, how would they even get cows down here in the first place? There must be some sort of subterranean tunnel. Probably a removable ramp as well. Oh well, finding either was hardly a priority at the moment. The only prerequisite for opening the lock seemed to be that you had to be on the outside. I slid back the bolt and the girl ran out and wrapped her arms around my knee. She couldn’t have been much older than five or six. I reached down and patted her back. I’d never been the greatest with kids and it was something of a relief when her mother swooped her up into her arms.

“Mommy, that’s the man who saved me,” the girl said.

“I know sweetheart,” she said softly. She pressed the side of her head against her resting daughter. Two honey amber eyes locked with mine. “Thank you so much for saving my Elianas and I.”

My mouth went dry. I’d never dealt well with situations like this. I couldn’t minimize the situation by saying it was no big deal- it obviously was- so I settled on a clipped: “You’re welcome.”

The woman stared expectantly at me, so I added, “I should go help the other prisoners.”

“Of course, thank you again brave knight,” she said.

I walked off, choking back tears. Soon enough, I was able to lose myself in the rhythm of unlocking cages, ushering out prisoners and picking up those too weak to walk. Medina swooped back in shortly after and Pallas and Vala slid down the ladder not long after that.

While some of the freed prisoners were able to go back and help their fellows, many were too weak to do more than stumble about like zombies. Many couldn’t even climb the ladder. They had to rely on Medina to fly them out of the pit.

The sight of pale, emancipated flesh filled me with equal parts pity and rage. I regretted letting Pigpen go free. If I saw him again, the best the outlaw could hope for would be a swift death.

But, that wasn’t all. The women stank to high heaven and not just because the bandits hadn’t been too keen on the whole idea of bathing. Piles of refuse lined the sides of the pit. It was clear the townswomen had tried their best to keep their cages as sanitary as possible, and given the constraints they were working under, they’d done a marvelous job.

Still, I had to summon up a bandana to cover the lower half of my face about halfway through. Otherwise, there was no way I would’ve been able to keep going.

As I neared the last cell, I stopped. There was something different about this prisoner. It took me longer than it should’ve to realize what was bothering me- a beard.

“You’re a man!” I said.

He nodded as though it were the most natural thing in the world that I should be surprised. His eyes were dewey and he was scarcely more than a skeleton, but he was clearly and obviously 100% male.

I shouldn’t have been so surprised. After all, we’d just defeated a whole party of men. But they were Eastmen. The withering, a phenomenon that I didn’t fully understand, had killed most of the men in Odras. But, apparently not all of them.

I helped the skeletal man out of his cage. He grunted in thanks- at least, that’s what I think his grunting meant- as I lifted him out of the cage. If he was capable of speech, he didn’t show it. That didn’t phase me, however. The prisoners weren’t much of a talkable bunch on the whole. Elianas and her mother had proven to be the exception, rather than the rule.

Finally, we’d transported the last of them out. They were assembled on the dirt staging ground between the warehouse and the river Tyr. I looked out across the placid blue-green python. The far bank was nothing more than a blur of green and brown that melted into the horizon.

Wide wings flapped beside me.

“What do we do now?” Medina said.

I bit my lower lip.

“I don’t know. I suppose we could let them go back to their homes, but that would leave them vulnerable to future attacks. We could take them with us,” I said, brightening. “That was the plan anyways, wasn’t it? To rally all able-bodied citizens to your banner?”

“Do they look able-bodied to you? We still have days of marching ahead of us. Most won’t survive the journey. Those who do won’t be in fighting shape,” Medina said.

“Here’s an idea, why don’t you ask the all knowing spirit tied to your neck?” Henki said.

“All knowing is a bit much,” Medina said, rolling her eyes.

“Oh great Henki, what should we do?” I said.

“That’s what I get for opening my mouth,” Henki grumbled. “Okay, here are your options. You let the nice people go back to their homes. That’s choice number one. Odds of them dying in the near future are about the same as the Mariners winning the World Series.” A quizzical look flashed over Medina’s face. I frowned and shook my head. “Option two is you load them onto a ship and try to take them somewhere else on the river. Now, that would be a great choice except a Vrag man of war is currently sailing up the Tyr. That’ll catch up with you inside of a day or so.”

“Doing great so far. Thank you for volunteering,” I said.

“Option three is what you guys already covered. It doesn’t take a prescient spirit to tell you that approximately everyone will die if you try to reach the temple of the Moon Goddess. Which leaves us with, duh-duh-duh duhhhh-duh,” the spirit made a drum roll sound,“option four, or as I like to call it, the only way everyone doesn’t die. Pretty catchy, huh?”

“You have our attention,” I said.

“There are a series of caves not too far from here. About a day’s walk for a normal, healthy adult. So, you should figure at least three days travel,” he said.

I gripped one hand inside the other.

“Well, it doesn’t seem that we have much choice,” I said.

“No, you don’t,” Henki said. “Oh, and one more thing. More likely than not there’ll be a few Vrag squadrons chasing after you. You’ll probably want to do something about that.”

Medina swore.

“Great,” I said. “And where did they come from?”

“The question you should be asking is how you’re going to get rid of them,” Henki chided. “But, I am a selfless spirit, so I will answer both questions. Firstly, they’re coming from the man of war I just told you about. Duh?”

“Wait, but how do they know where we are?” Medina interjected.

“If you haven’t already forgotten, a member of your party recently killed a sorcerer. In the process, she freed a very powerful demon who I can tell you wasn’t particularly happy about the whole thing. If Matheus is even half the gossip he was a millennium ago, he’ll be chattering up and down the astral plane bitching and moaning about the asshole who burnt his boss to a crisp,” Henki said.

“Wait, you know the demon who was inside Solveo?” I said.

“Don’t act surprised,” Henki said. “Yeah, it’s a stereotype that all demons know each other. But hey, there’s a grain of truth buried in every lie, isn’t there?”

“Sure,” I said.

“Anyways, being as acutely tuned into the spirit world as the Vrag are, more likely than not their mages have already detected Matheus. Not that they’d need much help mind you. He was never exactly what you would call subtle. Once they reach this town they’re bound to sniff out all the other unseemly magic you’ve been spilling everywhere,” Henki said.

“Such as?” I said, raising an eyebrow.

“Such as you, for starters. You reek to high heaven, don’t even get me started. Seriously, you think you can waltz over from another realm and blend right in with all the other unwashed plebeians. And that’s to say nothing of the fact that you’re bonded to an immortal being of great and awesome power. You’re like a frickin’ snail leaving an icky, gooey mess behind wherever you go,” Henki said.

“Oh, great,” I said.

“Anyways, you best get going. The sooner you’re out on the road, the better. Not that there’s a road, mind you. You’ll be hauling ass cross-country to get to those caves,” Henki said.

“Wait, you didn’t answer the second question. How do we get rid of the Vrag?” I said.

“Oh right, I almost forgot,” Henki said. “That part is quite a bit simpler. You kill ‘em.”

I could picture the Chershire grin lighting up his invisible face.

“You just kill ‘em.”
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It didn’t take as long as I’d feared to get on the road. The bandits had piled up much of the food and supplies we’d need for a long journey near the warehouse. While they’d slaughtered many of the animals inside the town proper, several of the more lucid survivors showed us paddocks not too far outside of town where we were able to gather up a good number of horses and wagons. We didn’t have enough for everyone to ride. But, the worst off could ride in the bottoms of the wagons for the duration of the trip. The rest would have to take turns.

After we’d loaded as much food, water, clothes and tools as we could get away with, we set off through town and onto the road. But, only for a mile or so. Sooner than I would’ve liked, Henki gave the orders and we swung off to the right and began our journey across the steppe lands.

Unsurprisingly, Henki proved to be a bit of an asshole when it came to doling out directions. But, that wasn’t our biggest problem. Having gotten started around mid-afternoon, we had precious little sunlight. Under more normal circumstances, I might’ve welcomed the early rest. The emancipated villagers were compliant enough, and I heard precious few complaints.

Truth be told, I doubted most of them remembered where we were going and why. Medina and I had tried our best to explain to the crowd the necessity of moving to the far caves. But, most of the former prisoners were more focused on the hunks of bread, pieces of dried meat, chunks of cheese and pieces of fruit that Pallas, Vala, and Sal were passing out. That was to say nothing of the near constant stream of people heading to the Tyr to drink, or in some cases just dunk their heads under the water. I would’ve loved to have given them all time to clean themselves and don fresh clothes, but with time being of the essence most got in little more than a quick dip, if that.

The townspeople were a quiet bunch. Many were still snacking as they walked. Prior to setting out, I’d been confident our food supply would be more than ample for the short journey to the caves. Now, I wasn’t so certain, and that was to say nothing of what they’d eat once they got there.

I rode towards the rear of the caravan. Part of me knew the Vrag couldn’t have reached Oilder yet, but I already felt a faintness in my heart when I looked behind me. For better or worse, these people were in my hands. The weight of their safekeeping pressed heavily against me.

“It’s nice to see another man around,” a voice called out beside me. I glanced over and saw the man I’d freed from the cell earlier. He wheezed. “Especially one who’s not trying to kill me.”

We shared a quiet chuckle.

“What’s your name?” I said.

“Orials,” the man said.

“Nice to meet you Orials. I’m Cal,” I said.

Fortunately, I was on horseback and he was walking, thus obviating whatever awkward Telos greeting gesture he might’ve performed. We continued in companionable silence for some time. Orials sucked on a piece of beef jerky. Finally, curiosity got the better of me.

“This is a strange question to ask, but why are you still here?” I asked.

“Same reason as you,” Orials said, laughing.

“Not quite,” I said. I gave him the Cliffs Notes version of my arrival into Telos from Earth. After I was done telling him about my summoning, he let out a low whistle.

“That’s quite some story. Part of me says I shouldn’t believe it, but with everything that’s gone on since the withering, well, let’s just say I’ve heard crazier tales,” he said.

“Tell me about the withering,” I said.

Orials became pensive.

“Well, I suppose you know how it began. The Vrag killed the old King, who was a good King by the way. Merry old King Varsist, bless his soul, at the very top of the Sun Temple Mount. Now, it’s the Sun God who gives his blessing to the menfolk of Odras and the Moon Goddess who gives her blessing to the womenfolk. Always has been, always will be. It’s also worth mentioning that the King wasn’t just the King. He was the high priest of the sun cult as well. Quite the busy man. Anyways, when the Vrag defiled the Temple Mount they severed the tie between the Sun God and the men of Odras. The masculine energy seeped from the land and the men began to wither away. They lost their strength. Many laid down and slept until their hearts atrophied into nothingness,” he said.

“But, you didn’t?” I said.

“Didn’t I? Take a look at me,” he said, chuckling.

I did and I had to admit he didn’t look great. He couldn’t have been a hair over 4’11’’ and he looked to be about 98 lbs soaking wet. If it weren’t for his bushy beard and deeply lined face, I might’ve mistook him for a child.

“The withering didn’t happen all at once, or at the same rate for everyone. It hit hardest in the big cities out West, by the Cerulean Sea. The effect weakened as it spread inland. Of course, in my case my father was an Eastman merchant and my mother was a swineherd. I’ll tell you, growing up a bastard wasn’t easy, but it paid off in spades,” he said.

“Why don’t the Eastmen wither?” I said.

“Same reason the monsters up in Andhera haven’t either- they worship different Gods,” he said. “The Eastmen worship the ravenous Cuhul who haunt the dark places beneath the ground.”

“And the Andhera?” I said.

Orials shuddered.

“Who knows what dark powers those demons worship,” he said.

I went quiet as my mind turned to Medina. Orials’s body language alone told me that he was horrified of the Andherans.

“I’ll tell you one thing, I’ll be glad to have these women off my back,” he said.

“What do you mean?” I said.

“Can you imagine what it’s like being the only man in a town filled with women? And in my condition to boot,” he snorted. “Trust me, in the past most men would’ve leapt at the opportunity. But, it’s not all it’s chalked up to be. Especially when you’re getting along in years like me.”

A note of bitterness entered his voice, but all I could think of was my nocturnal escapade with Medina and Vala. I cast my eyes over the crowd of women before me. I certainly wasn’t going to sleep with any of them, not after having just freed them from a horrible prison. But, the possibilities that Orials spoke of, being one of the only men in a kingdom composed of lonely women.

I was grateful that my helm covered my face.

“Cal, do you have a moment?” Medina said.

I glanced over. The Andheran had appeared to my right, although I could’ve sworn she hadn’t been there a minute ago.

“Sure, what’s up?” I said.

“I’ve been flying around, scouting out the territory, and I have two pieces of very bad news,” she said.

“What is it?” I said.

“First off, I spotted the Vrag ship. It’s shouldn’t be at Oilder before tomorrow morning, but it’s really, really big,” she said.

“What’s the other piece of bad news?” I said.

Medina bit her lower lip. A shiver ran down my spine, it was rare to see her visibly nervous.

“There’s a crevasse up ahead. A big one,” she said.

“I’m surprised a certain someone didn’t warn us about that,” I said dryly.

“What? I told you guys it would take three days or so with this crowd. Did I have to go into detail about every canyon between Oilder and the caves?” he said.

“How are we supposed to get these wagons down the side of a canyon?” I snapped.

“You probably can’t,” Henki said. “But, that’s something you can think about when you get there.”

I stifled a curse. The sun was already low in the horizon and we didn’t have much time before we’d be forced to stop and set up camp. A white stallion galloped towards us. Pallas’s scaled armor gleamed in the light of the dying sun as she came up alongside us.

“We should stop soon. There’s a small river that cuts through our path, maybe a ten minute ride ahead. We could use the water,” she said.

I nodded in assent. Then, Medina filled her in on the twin threats looming before and behind us. Pallas sighed.

“We will rise early on the morrow, but still we will have to provide a rearguard,” Pallas said.

“I’ll do that,” I said.

“So will I,” Medina said.

I glanced over at the pale faced goth beauty.

“It’ll be dangerous,” I said.

“You’ll need me,” she said. “I can fly you in and out of danger.”

“You think you can carry me?” I said.

“I’m stronger than I look,” she said, raising an arm and flexing her bicep.

“Alright,” I said, raising an eyebrow.

“I’ll come as well,” Pallas said.

I shook my head.

“No, you’re needed at the front. It’s a wonder these people are able to move at all after what they’ve been through,” I said.

“How about Sal?” Medina said.

“Can you carry her and me?” I said.

“This is insane,” Pallas grumbled. “Two alone can’t face down an entire army of Vrag.”

I held up three fingers.

“One, it’s not an army. It’s only one ship, there can’t be more than a few hundred, at most. Two, we’re not facing them down. We’re merely slowing them down. Three, and I don’t think you’ve noticed this, but I’m the motherfucking Paladin and no overgrown lizard is going to take me out,” I said.

Pallas glowered.

“I do not care to learn of your sexual predilection for mothers,” she said, before turning to spit on the grass.

I stifled a grin.

“It’s an Earth expression,” I explained. “It just means I’m bad.”

“A mother’s duty is to rear her young, not have unwed intercourse with strangers,” Pallas grumbled.

“Anyhoo, it’s settled then?” Medina said. “Tomorrow, it’s you and me against the world baby.”

She flashed a wink at me.

Pallas let out an inarticulate noise and swung her horse around, before galloping off for the front.

“That sounds like a yes to me,” I said.

* * *

It wasn’t long before we hit the river. The people of Oilder surprised me. Despite being freed so recently from their horrific capture, they’d worked uncomplainingly from the youngest child to the oldest crone.

It didn’t take long for a tent village to spill out along the banks of the river. Cozy campfires flickered against the inky backdrop of the wild stillness. I set up my blankets towards the far edge of the camp. We hadn’t taken any precautions against night raiders. I’d briefly entertained the notion of digging a trench around our camp, but rejected it after a moment’s thought. We didn’t have the requisite tools, and that was to say nothing of the fact that a raid was a mere possibility, while the chances of Oilder women dying from the digging was a certainty.

Still, if someone- or something- were to stumble onto our camp in the night, I wanted to be there to provide a first line of defense. I was twisting into my blankets when a slender silhouette blocked out the night sky.

“Still up?” Medina said.

“What are you doing out here?” I said.

“I told Pallas I’d be sleeping alone tonight. I don’t think she really cared, one way or the other. As long as Vala’s taken care of,” she trailed off. “I brought a tent.”

“Is that for me, also?” I said, a wry smile lifting the corner of my lips. “I’m sorry, but I’m on watch duty tonight.”

“It’s an open facing tent,” Medina said. “It closes off at the back, but we can still see straight ahead if anyone tries to sneak up on us from the front.”

“Alright then,” I said.

I stood up and helped Medina pitch the tent. The stakes sank smoothly into the loamy soil and we got the frame and tarp up quickly after. Medina crawled in. I followed.

“See,” she said. “We can look straight out into the night.”

I turned and placed my hand softly against her cheek. I pulled her close and let my lips brush softly against hers. She pushed her head against mine and her tongue darted into my mouth. I’d taken my shirt off before lying down to sleep, and I savored her sweetness as her hands roamed across my bare torso, my well-muscled chest, sturdy shoulders, and thick back. All the while, my hands crept across her smooth curves, the flesh and firm muscle that lined her arms and back. My fingers swept down to her buttocks and I grabbed thick handfuls of flesh even as her hands slipped beneath my waistband. They wrapped around my cock and began to stroke. In a heartbeat, I was at full mast.

A surge of pleasure ran through me. Medina’s lips parted from mine and she opened her eyes. A smile danced across her face. Then, she pulled back and made for the entrance of the tent where she could stand up fully.

She unfastened the brass ring connecting the top and lower half of her outfit. Her halter top fluttered through the air to the floor. I bit my lower lip as lust inflamed my nether regions. Strawberry pink nipples glowed in the cold moonlight, and it was all I could do to stop myself from standing up and running my tongue along their length. Hooking both of her thumbs into the waistband of her bikini bottoms, she gave me a wink as she teasingly edged them down. Her hips shook in a seductive rhythm. It took me a minute to realize she was doing a strip tease.

My blood ran hot as she revealed more flesh with each pass. Just when I thought I couldn’t take any more, she turned around and slowly wiggled her bikini bottoms free revealing her bare ass. It was round, supple and firm. She bent at the waist, revealing her sweet pussy lips.

I took that as my cue. I stood up just behind her and quickly lost my pants. We were half in and half out of the tent, but our bodies were shielded from view for the townsfolk behind us. I slipped into her inviting wetness and a shiver ran up my spine.

“My God, it’s like the Amazon down there,” I said.

“Shut up and fuck me,” Medina said.

I got to work, pulsing in and out with my hips as I pushed myself into her most secret places. She moaned as my cock drove deeper.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she moaned. “You don’t know how long I’ve been waiting for this. Every fucking night, I’ve laid awake, fingering myself to sleep. Dreaming of your big cock, your muscles, oh, fuck yes, make me your bitch.”

I slapped her ass. Ecstatic moans fell from her lips while her ass rippled like waves on a pond. A scarlet blush spread across her right cheek. I let loose with another spanking and another raspberry red splotch sprung up to make a matching pair.

“Fuck yes,” she said.

I leaned over her torso and lightly wrapped my fingers around her neck. Bending her up towards me, I slowed my thrusting as her lips fell over mine. Every inch of her burned with a desire that was matched in intensity only by the ravenous hunger that I felt too.

As I parted from her lips and straightened up to begin thrusting again, she stepped forward and turned around. Putting two hands on my naked chest, she pushed against me. I took the hint and laid down on the floor.

Medina stepped over my legs, and squatted down to straddle me. Backlit by the moonlight, she began to ride me, slowly at first before picking up speed. She galloped across my crotch, and my breaths came short and sweet, punctuated by bursts of sheer ecstasy.

Medina’s eyes rolled back as her mouth formed a small ‘o’. Suddenly, her whole body stiffened as she let loose with a wild howl. My eyes widened as her wings extended from her back, blotting out the moonlight.

“Oh yes, I’m coming,” she cried.

She tumbled on top of me, and I knew it was my turn. As quickly as they’d extended, her wings contracted and then my arm was looped around her shoulders, pulling her body close to mine. Her small breasts pressed close against my chest, and then I was thrusting in a rapid fire flurry against her soft, round ass.

When I came, it was deep inside of her. My toes curled. Her tight pussy walls pressed even tighter around my cock as she sucked in every last ounce of semen.

We passed out in each other’s arms and that night I slept a deep, dreamless sleep.
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When I woke, Medina was still cuddled safely in my arms. I leaned over and gave her forehead a kiss. Then, I got to my feet and began to dress. By the time I was slipping my shirt over my head, I heard Medina stirring. She dressed quickly and then we disassembled the tent. As we did so, we could see that most of the camp was moving in the same direction.

We picked our way through the silent refugees searching for Pallas. As we walked, a small hand tugged at the hem of my tunic.

“Hey,” Elianas said.

“Howdy there,” I said. I looked down and smiled at the small figure who barely rose halfway up my leg.

Her mother came rushing over and grabbed hold of Elianas’s hand.

“Don’t run off,” she scolded.

“It’s okay, she was just chatting with a friend,” I said.

Her mother looked up. Warmth flooded her eyes as she recognized me.

“It’s you,” she said. “Thank you again for saving us. If there’s anything we can ever do to repay you.”

“Stay alive,” I said, hoping my voice sounded lighter than I felt.

“We’ll try our best,” she said. A small grin crept up her face. “You must be very busy. I apologize again for my daughter.”

“There’s no need to apologize,” I said. I bent down and mussed up her long dark hair. “Take care, you two.”

“You too,” the mother said.

We turned and left.

“It seems you have a little fan club going,” Medina said.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said.

“I saw the way that mom was looking at you. Listen, you know I’m not the jealous type and ever since the withering no woman in Odras has had the luxury of claiming a single male as her mate. If you want to put another child inside of her, I’m not going to object. Although, I might like to watch,” she said, flashing a wicked smile.

“I’m not having this conversation,” I grunted. Part of me was scandalized, but another, equally strong part of me wanted it. Maybe not the mother. After all, I had just saved her from a filthy cage. But, thinking back to the conversation I’d had with Orials the day before, I knew that it was an inevitability. I was one of the few men left in this entire country. With everything that had gone down in the short time I’d been here, repopulating Odras hadn’t exactly been high on my list of priorities. But, assuming we somehow survived all this craziness, it seemed more likely than not that the issue would come up sooner or later.

Of course, there was always the possibility that I might just go home. Maybe I would wake up one day and find myself in the back of that auditorium. But, with each passing day the likelihood of that happening grew fainter and fainter. I can’t say that it appealed to me, either. Especially after my adventure in the tunnels beneath the mysterious mansion and my battle with the krotein and Mogoi, I’d begun to feel like I was the Paladin.

Maybe not all the time, but it came more and more frequently.

“There you are,” Pallas said.

“Hey,” I said, turning around.

Pallas was picking her way around half-put out campfires and semi-loaded wagons. Trailing behind her was Vala. Briefly, I wondered where Sal was.

“We are going to head out soon. My leaders among the refugees tell me they’re almost ready to disembark,” Pallas said.

“Excellent,” I said. I lifted up my hand to shade my eyes from the sun. “How do you plan on crossing that river?”

“The same way that we’re going to cross the ravine,” Vala cut in. “Pallas has agreed to let me use my summoning magic!”

I raised an eyebrow towards Pallas. She looked less than pleased.

“Yes, well I’m afraid there wasn’t another choice,” she said.

“I’m impressed,” I said. I turned towards Vala. “So, what are you going to summon?”

“Well, I’m not sure exactly if I can do it, because I lost my book, but I’m going to try and summon Balthazaar the flexible. He is a shapeshifter, quite wiley, but he should obey my commands if I get everything right,” Vala said.

“What are you going to do with a shapeshifter?” I said.

“Why, he’ll turn himself into a bridge for us,” Vala said. A guileless joy shone in her eyes so brightly that I couldn’t bring myself to tell her how bizarre I thought her plan was. Then again, she’d managed to summon me.

“Well, I’ll let you two get to it then,” I said. “Have you seen Sal?”

“She was helping some of the villagers, last I saw,” Pallas said.

She gave me a curt nod and headed back towards the front of the caravan. Vala, however, lingered on. She flashed Medina and I a shy look.

“Medina, you weren’t in the tent last night, did you…,” she trailed off.

I felt my heart sink. Medina might not have a problem with me getting with other women, but Vala was so pure and innocent. Regardless of what she did or didn’t say, I was still worried about breaking her heart.

“I visited Cal in bed,” she said. She reached out and gripped the other princess’s hand. “It was amazing. I’ll try to get you two alone the first chance I can, okay?”

Gratitude and an unmistakable expression of lust spread across Vala’s face.

“Oh, I wish I could’ve seen you two together. Ever since our night at the mansion, I haven’t been able to get your body out of my mind,” Vala cooed.

Was voyeurism a thing here?

It made sense that the girls would fantasize about watching me do it with each other. They seemed pretty big on sharing. It was a little weird, but at the same time I found myself incredibly turned on. I leaned over and wrapped Vala in a tight hug. Leaning over, I planted a damp kiss against the side of her face, before moving my lips down and over to her ear where I whispered, “You just wait until I get you alone.”

She giggled as I disengaged. Then, she fled after Pallas’s retreating form.

“I think someone has a little crush on you,” Medina said.

“Okay, let’s get out of here,” I said, rolling my eyes.

Medina stepped behind me and slipped her arms underneath my armpits. Her nose pressed against the back of my head and she took a big whiff.

“Hmm, hmm, hmm, smells good,” she said.

I opened my mouth to respond, but at that very second all of the air flew from my lungs. My eyes watered as I suddenly felt weightless, soaring through thin air.

The camp receded, becoming smaller and smaller until it was no more than an anthill nestled against the bosom of Telos. We soared back the way we’d come. Despite her slender stature, Medina had kept me suspended in the air as if I didn’t weigh a thing.

I shouldn’t have been astonished by her supernatural strength, but I was. In minutes, we covered what it’d taken hours to travel the day before by foot.

“Do you always fly this fast?” I asked.

“Usually it’s faster when I’m not being weighed down by all this dead weight,” Medina said.

“I could get used to this,” I said.

“Don’t,” Medina said.

The outskirts of Oilder appeared on the horizon. From up high, the town seemed even smaller. The buildings were cramped, low to the ground, and shoved up against one another as if they were afraid of the endless sweep of the prairie encroaching on their position.

I let my gaze travel farther out to the river Tyr and my blood ran cold. I swore.

“What is it,” Medina said.

“They’re here,” I said.

She said something in a language I didn’t understand, but I got the impression that it was an analogue for what I’d said just moments before.

The ship was massive. Like the size of an aircraft carrier. Billowing, blood red sails expanded and flapped in the wind. Wood planks that could’ve come from sequoias if they weren’t so black and ominous looking made up the sides and deck. What was even more alarming was the fact that they were already in Oilder.

Flapping ominously from the top mast was a black flag with three diagonal red stripes.

The ship was much too big to come up directly to the town’s rinky dink dock. Instead, it sat anchored in the center of the river Tyr. Placid aquamarine water flowed smoothly around its hulking shape.

Wooden long boats flitted out like fleas from the side of the ship. From this high up, it was difficult to make out individual figures. But, there was no mistaking that the crimson dots below with their reptilian ambling were in no way human.

“What should we do?” Medina said.

“There are too many to take on with just the two of us. How about an ambush?” I said.

“We could do a quick, guerrilla style hit against a handful, but it’ll be tricky.They’ll have archers. I don’t like the idea of us getting pinned down and surrounded,” Medina said.

I looked at the dusty, dry town below and tried to think of an alternate solution.

“What if we burned them out?” I said.

Medina was silent for a moment as we drifted through the blue sky. If we weren’t trying to stop a small army of demons, this would actually be pretty relaxing. We passed through the wispy side of a cloud and the sudden moisture sank softly against my skin, refreshing me.

“That, that could actually work,” Medina said. “To my knowledge, they burn like anything else that’s alive.”

“Great,” I said. “If nothing else, it should slow them down.”

“So, how do you propose we do this? Drop a torch on the town as they’re walking by?” Medina said.

“I’ve got a better idea,” I said.

“What is it?” Medina said.

“Swoop lower and you’ll see,” I said.

I wasn’t one hundred percent sure that it would work, but if the past was any indicator it should be possible given my summoning abilities. Medina turned sharply up, and then she was dive bombing straight for the town below. The wind rippled sharply through my hair and for a second I thought the skin would quite literally fly off my body. Then Medina flattened out and the wind shear became tolerable, if unpleasantly fast and cold.

I pictured my bow and felt its smooth grip fill my palm. Already nocked against the string was an arrow with a flaming tip. It burned several inches below the arrowhead before stopping abruptly. Any normal flame would’ve extinguished itself against the harsh rush of wind, but this flame was anything but ordinary.

We were perhaps a hundred yards from the ground. Close enough that my arrows should fly true, but not so close as to give any enterprising Vrag archers an easy target.

The Vrag were streaming through the streets now. I sighted a thatched roof cabin close to a column of the red scaled hell beasts and fired. The thatching didn’t quite explode into flames like I’d been hoping. However, a small tendril of smoke indicated the fire had taken hold and by that point I was already onto the next roof. I fired at a steady clip. After each arrow left my bow, another winked into existence, ready to fill the void.

It didn’t take long for the Vrag to figure out what was going on. After the first flaming wall fell onto a column of the scurrying demons, all bets were off. The Vrag congregated in the middle of the streets where they were less likely to be burned or damaged by the roiling smoke. In seconds, the town had transformed into a burning hellscape.

This had the unintended benefit of making the Vrag sitting ducks. I managed to fell a half dozen of the serpent tongued devils before they started firing back. That made matters quite a bit trickier.

Their archers were armed with heavy arquebuses that they had to kneel to fire. The bolts tore through the sky with a ferocity my slender arrows couldn’t hope to match. When the first bolt came whistling past my head so close it almost gave me an ear piercing, I decided to rethink our strategy.

“Retreat,” I yelled.

“Already on it,” Medina gasped as she moved backwards through the sky.

A swelling disappointment surged through my stomach. But, I fought it back with the knowledge that at least we’d done something to slow their advance. Even from a distance, I could see the crimson tide had reversed and the longboats were now ferrying the hell-rats back onto the ship away from the encroaching flames. Many demons congregated in the shallows of the river Tyr and some even attempted to swim, although after several were swept away by the deceptively placid waters most contented themselves to huddling by the shore where they at least had a small buffer between them and the raging inferno that Oilder had become.

Infernal screams flew to my ears on an updraft and a tight smile flitted across my face. So, they did burn. I’d remember that.

Medina flew higher and higher until she was cresting atop the robin eggshell blue of the midday sky. The ground below turned back into a child’s play mat and I saw the road we’d taken to get to Oilder, the vast steppe lands in all their emerald glory and the distant river we’d camped against the night before.

A few signs of the camp still littered the ground here and there. Fuzzy black discs that could only be burnt out fires and small piles of refuse. It didn’t take long to catch up with the caravan, although by that point I was already shivering. Pallas was easy to see in her full armor. Her scaled hauberk glittered in the sun like a regal reptile. Vala came into view soon enough. She was riding on a white stallion by the guard’s side.

Medina swooped down, landing gently on a low rise not too far off from the duo. They were upon us in seconds.

“How goes it?” Pallas asked.

“It goes well,” I said.

Quickly, Medina and I relayed all that had happened back at Oilder. Pallas’s mouth curved down into a hard frown at the mention of the massive Vrag ship, although it tugged up by turns as we described the plight of the burning hellspawn. Finally, we finished.

“Why didn’t you burn their ship?” Pallas asked sharply.

“Why didn’t I think of that?” I said, hitting my forehead with an open palm. I glanced towards Medina. “It’s so simple. All we had to do was not get hit by any one of the approximately hundred archers on board and we could’ve sunk the whole Vrag force. God, we’re so stupid.”

“Alright, enough,” Pallas said. “Thank you for your work. If we can get the villagers across the crevasse before the Vrag catch up with us, we might be able to lose them entirely.”

“That’s not likely,” Henki said.

“Who’s that?” Pallas said. Her eyes narrowed. I sighed.

“Pallas, meet Henki. He’s prescient,” I said.

“You’ve brought a spirit into our camp,” Pallas said.

“Technically, he’s been here the whole time. But, don’t worry, he’s bound. There’s nothing he can do to hurt you or the others,” Medina said.

Pallas turned and faced the goth girl princess.

“You knew about this?” she said. Pink rose up her creamy skin.

“How do you think he got here,” Medina said.

Medina looked ready to stick out her tongue at the stern she-warrior, which probably would’ve sent her over the edge. Even still, the Valkyrie was positively apoplectic. Her head swiveled between the two of us. It was clear she couldn’t find a direct focus for her ire.

“You dared to bring a dark spirit into our party without my knowledge?” she said.

“Don’t get your panties in a bunch. No one died and made you queen of Odras. As a matter of fact, Henki has already saved your life on more than one occasion. You should be thanking him. And you didn’t seem to have such a problem when Vala summoned her bridge demon earlier,” I said.

“Vala told me what she was doing,” Pallas said.

“Just admit it, you like Vala more than you like me,” Medina said.

“Vala is the blood heir to the house of Mala,” Pallas said stiffly.

“Everyone stop!” Vala said. Three pairs of eyes settled on the princess. Worry lines creased her brow. “You are all being foolish. Pallas, it should not matter if the others are using magic to their advantage. They are only helping our mission as best as they can. Medina, Pallas cares for you and she loves you. Don’t be childish. Cal, you should’ve told her sooner. We’re a team. Withholding information is stupid. How will we ever trust one another if we can’t be honest?”

Medina bit her lower lip. Pallas tried to hold her eyes steady, but after a few seconds she dipped her gaze towards the ground.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “This is the absolute worst time to be arguing. We have hours, maybe a day at best before the Vrag show up.”

“You should have told me about the demon, but I apologize as well,” Pallas said.

Medina crossed her arms over her chest and huffed out her cheeks.

“Oh fine, I apologize too. I said some dumb shit, whatever,” she said, looking off towards the far horizon.

“Alright, now that that’s taken care of, Henki would you mind elaborating on what you said earlier?” I said.

“You guys have quite the relationship,” Henki said, his voice infused with levity. “So, the Vrag, as you may or may not know, have a supernatural sense of smell. It’s one of the many things that make them such good trackers. Once they get a whiff of your scent, they won’t let go and let me tell you they are relentless.”

“We burned down the town that we marched through,” I said.

“They’ll pick up the scent again on the road,” Henki said.

“And when we cross the canyon?” I said.

“They’ll still be able to smell you,” Henki said.

“So, we have to kill them all,” I said, sighing.

“There’s the ticket,” Henki said.

“Demon, you are prescient, yes? That means you can see the future. Tell us what we must do to defeat the Vrag,” Pallas said.

“Sorry love, I’m afraid prescience doesn’t quite work like that. All I can tell you is that of the several branching futures I sense in the coming days, most lead to the death of all assembled here while only one connects to survival,” Henki said.

“Henki, tell us about the one that doesn’t have us all getting killed,” I said sharply. Pallas hadn’t used his true name. While my trust in the demon had grown, a small part of me couldn’t shake the feeling that the demon was going to betray us.

“Like I said, the forking paths are covered with mist. But, let me see what I can do,” Henki said. “Yup, uh-huh, got it. It has something to do with the ravine. That’s the best I can do, the rest is up to you.”

“Okay, that’s good. We have a lead. We can kill them somehow on the ravine,” I said. I pressed two fingers to my temple. “Do we corral them up against the edge and push them off? No, that doesn’t make sense. There are far too many of them and far too few of us.”

“Isn’t it obvious,” Vala said. “I control the bridge. I can make it appear and disappear with a snap of my fingers.”

“We lure them out onto the bridge and then let them drop,” Pallas said with relish.

“Like Moses letting the Red Sea fall over Pharaoh’s troops,” I said.

The collection of blank stares reminded me that the Bible hadn’t made its way through the same interdimensional wormhole that had brought me here.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Anyways, we have our plan.”

Medina raised one finger.

“What about survivors? Won’t they just go off and get more Vrag? We’re going to be leaving these people defenseless once they get into the caves. If the Vrag come back with a larger force, then they’ll all be slaughtered,” she said.

I pressed my lips together into a thin line and looked out at the far horizon where soft blue and faded green met in a blurry lip.

“We’ll just have to kill them all then,” I said.
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That night we camped half a day’s march from the crevasse. We were making good time. The refugees had proved hardier than expected. I had to admire their uncomplaining constitution. Medina’s scouting flights had provided some encouraging news. The fire had set the Vrag back considerably. By the time we set down for camp, they’d barely made it out of the ashes of Oilder.

Still, the Vrag would make much better time than we had and that night we set up a guard around camp. Vala had somehow convinced Pallas to let her walk the perimeter of camp without her.

“How did you manage that?” I asked.

“Medina volunteered to help Pallas on the second watch and after their spat earlier, Pallas felt like she couldn’t say no,” Vala said. Sweet, high laughter like the tinkle of windchimes filtered through the air.

I side-eyed her. This was a side of Vala I hadn’t seen before. Maybe the guileless princess was growing up? Or maybe she’d always had this side to her, and I just hadn’t seen it before.

As we walked, Vala would periodically stop to chant and wave her hands in some sort of complex sign language. She’d explained before we got going that it was a warder- a magical trip wire that would sound an alarm if the Vrag stumbled onto our camp.

Finally, she wiped her hands.

“That’s the last one,” she said.

She turned and looked at me. The pale moonlight made her skin a lighter shade of white. The lights of the camp were hidden by a low rise behind us, and for all the world we were completely and utterly alone.

“You can kiss me,” she said. A light blush darkened her features, but she didn’t look away as I bent my head to fulfill her wish. My arms wrapped around her waist and hugged soft flesh.

My heart fluttered as Vala’s lips met mine. Her tongue slipped into my mouth, inexpert but eager. There was something so tender and pure about Vala’s love. She wasn’t mischievous like Medina nor did she use sex as a bargaining tool like Cathy had done once we’d gotten married. For Vala, it was a gift given freely. No, not a gift at all, but merely an expression of her love.

I swept my fingers up and down her back, luxuriating in the softness of her body. Vala’s mouth parted from mine, and she dipped her head into the crook of my neck.

“Hold me,” she said in a soft voice.

I obliged her.

The pale moonlight fell all around us, illuminating the world in spider-silk silvers. In this fairy tale world, Vala gripped the hem of my tunic and pulled it over my head. I began to move, and Vala placed a hand flat against my stomach.

“Don’t,” was all she said.

I obeyed.

She knelt and teased my leggings from my waist. A gasp left her lips as my cock sprung out into the still night air. I stepped out of the leggings, and then her lips wrapped around my fullness and it was my turn to gasp as her dancing tongue luxuriated over my manhood.

Her blonde locks looked like spun gold in the moonlight as it bobbed over my waist. I let one hand gently down and brushed back her hair.

“Oh fuck yes,” I murmured as she slid her mouth all the way towards the back of my shaft. She slowly slid her mouth up towards the tip. As she did so, she looked up at me and I caught a glimpse of uncontrollable lust in her rich blue eyes.

She shook her head seductively from side to side as she slowly lifted her mouth off my cock. Then she stood up.

“Undress me,” she said.

Her voice shook ever so slightly, but there was a new confidence in the way she spoke. A smile wavered across her lips and she moved as if she were acting out an event she had fantasized about countless times before.

I stepped forward so our bodies were almost touching. Then, I grabbed hold of the bottom of her top and slowly slid it over her head. She lifted her arms to help me, and a soft giggle escaped her lips as the fabric brushed past her nose. Two pert breasts popped into view.

Unable to help myself, I bent down and nestled my lips around her right nipple. She arched her head back and moaned as I nibbled softly around its edges, before swirling my tongue over its roughness. I moved to the left nipple, pinching and teasing the right even as I worked its twin.

Her chest heaved with heady, excited breaths. I reluctantly parted my tongue from her nipple and traced a line down her flat stomach with my tongue. She gasped as I drew a damp trail to her waistline. Then, I gripped either side of her skirt and pulled it down sharply, exposing her pussy to all the world.

Pushing my head into the V between her thighs, I darted out with my tongue, tantalizing and teasing her. Her hand closed around the back of my head as she pushed me in further, deeper. I responded by pressing my tongue up against her most secret places.

She arched her neck back and gasped heavily as I slid in and out of her. Her whole body convulsed around my face and I gasped as she came against my tongue.

Standing up, I grabbed hold of her waist. Vala was soft and pliant in my hands. Aiming her body towards the distant horizon, I entered her wetness from behind and began to pulse in and out of her body. Low moan after low moan rattled her chest.

“Yes, give me more Cal, make me your whore,” Vala said.

So, the pure princess is into dirty talk.

I slapped her fat ass and a grin broke over my face as I watched her jiggle. At the same time, Vala let out a noise that could only be described as pure ecstasy. Watching her heart shaped ass rocket against my crotch, I felt so many things crash into me at once. Her body stiffened as she reached a second climax and I couldn’t hold it any longer. A lever switched in my brain and I shot spurt after sticky spurt of seed into her womb.

I parted from her. Taking hold of her waist, I guided her down to the grass and together we watched the stars twinkle across the velvety richness of the night sky.
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After we’d lounged for a while beneath the stars, Vala went off to her own tent. She may have emancipated herself somewhat from Pallas’s protective watch, but we both agreed it was for the best that we didn’t cause any more friction with the guard captain.

For my part, I got a peaceful night’s rest as I again slept the sleep of the dead. Once again, Elianas somehow found me through the crowd. Her tiny hand folded around mine and I swept her up and through the air, giving her a short plane ride before setting her back on the ground. This time, her mother didn’t apologize or try to thank me. Instead, she flashed a shy smile before making an anodyne comment about the weather.

Progress was slowly but surely being made.

I parted from the two and made my way to the front of the camp where Pallas, Vala, and Sal had gathered. I eyed the huntress with curiosity and wondered at her absence over the past few days. We exchanged greetings.

“Where’s Medina?” I said.

“Out scouting,” Pallas said. “She should be here any minute.”

“What have you gotten up to the past few days,” I said, abruptly turning towards Sal.

“There are many ways to catch prey. While you’ve been trundling forth, I’ve been setting snares and traps along our rear. I don’t expect them to stop the Vrag entirely, but after they snag themselves on a few they’ll think twice about coming after us,” Sal said.

“Good work,” I said, flashing a smile. “Now, all we need is Medina.”

A black speck appeared on the horizon.

“Speak of the devil,” Pallas said.

The black speck turned into a dark blot and then the nightmare princess was gliding to a stop in front of us.

“Miss me? No, don’t answer that question,” she said, wagging a finger at me.

“Kindly apprise us of the situation, princess,” Pallas said.

“Good to see you too, Pally. Okay, so the Vrag have set off and boy are those suckers fast. Fortunately, they’ve hit a few snares,” she winked at Sal, “and that’s given us maybe an hour or two,” she said.

“Will we get the villagers to the far side of the canyon in time?” I said.

“It’ll be close,” Medina said, her tone became serious. “If they don’t, it will be a bloodbath. Which brings me to my next order of business.”

“Which is?” I said.

Twin, curving fangs popped out of her mouth.

“Who’s up for a skirmish?” she said.

“Pallas, do you still have those fire bombs?” I asked.

* * *

Much as before, Pallas and Vala went ahead to lead the villagers to the crevasse while Sal and I hung behind with Medina. Before the wagons departed, Sal disappeared into the crowd of wagons. She reappeared moments later holding a shovel.

“What are you going to do with that?” I asked.

“You’ll see,” Sal said.

So, while Medina and I patrolled the skies, Sal dug. It wasn’t difficult to spot the Vrag. We stayed high enough in the air that we were hopefully beyond detection. From high above, they were little bigger than ants: Scary, red ants.

“How do we create the most chaos?” I asked.

“Good question, let’s find out,” Medina said.

With that, the steady flap of her wings stopped and we dropped like a stone.

“Jesus Christ,” I would’ve yelled, had my lungs permitted me. We bottomed out as quickly as we’d begun. The Vrag were larger. I could almost make out their facial features.

“What the hell was that?” I said.

“I’m helping you cause chaos,” Medina said smugly. “Now, get to it.”

I grumbled as the familiar heft of my bow filled my hand. With the other, I plucked an arrow and took aim at the column. My mind flitted back to the tuho. We hadn’t been spotted yet, and the Vrag were little more than sitting ducks. That wouldn’t last for long. I took aim and in a rapid fire motion brought the arrow back to my cheek before releasing. I was rewarded for my efforts by a dry, reptilian scream and a crumpled figure on the greensward below.

The column scattered in confusion. Shields started to rise, but already two more Vrag were lying dead on the ground. Medina zigged and zagged, darting higher in the air and then dive bombing. A good half dozen of the red scaled lizard-folk were lying dead by the time the first arquebus bolt whistled past me.

Medina shot higher, but she didn’t retreat.

I looked down. The Vrag had formed up into a tortoise shell formation with their shields facing outwards. They didn’t appear to be going anywhere fast.

“Well, so far so good,” I said. “But, what do we do now?”

“Run away,” Medina said.

“Why- oh,” I said.

At the back of the Vrag lines were several covered wagons, each the size of a school bus. They were being pulled each by a team of horned beetles roughly the size of adult rhinoceroses. While I’d been focusing on the Vrag columns, the beetles had been unfastened from their leads. Meanwhile, a collection of extremely pissed off looking, heavily armored Vrag wielding long lances were mounting the beetles.

“Do you think they can fly?” I said.

My question was answered about two seconds later as a drone that made a 747’s engines sound like an electric toothbrush motor split the air.

“Yup,” Medina said.

She shot forward. Looking over my shoulder, I could see a good half-dozen beetles buzzing behind me. Between their own heavy exo-skeletons and the plate armor of their riders, it didn’t look like they were moving all that fast.

Twisting in Medina’s grip, I turned and loosed an arrow straight for the nearest bug. It bounced off the bony ridge beside its head. Then Medina was zipping up and the bow fell from my hands as I clung tightly to Medina’s lithe form. We rocketed higher and higher into the air.

“What are you doing?” I squeaked out.

“Hold on, just watch,” Medina said.

Looking out behind me, I saw the bugs peel away one by one as we gained elevation. Finally, we were left with a single buzzing beetle, the smallest of its crew with a horse jockey for a rider. The Vrag waved his lance angrily above his head, and I was reminded of the Tusken raiders of Tatooine.

The beetle faltered and its wings zipped into overtime. The wings. I flashed back to the arrow splintering off of the beetle’s bony ridge.

“Slow down, I’ve got a plan,” I said.

Medina slowed to a crawl. I summoned the bow back into my hand and took aim at the whirring iridescence. The beetle redoubled its efforts, attempting to surge forward to catch up with Medina but it was barely budging. My arrow slipped through the skin thick translucent membrane and the beetle hissed, making a sound like a trumpet being played in the wrong chord.

Then, it began its descent from the heavens. The beetle turned over and the Vrag flew from his saddle. His scream quickly whooshed away as he plummeted to the ground below.

“Let’s try that again,” I said, grinning.

Medina swooshed lower. The other beetles were congregating mid-air, not really moving forward or back. Several tried poking up with their lances, but Medina stayed just out of reach. I relaxed and let the spirit of the Paladin take over as I began to fire. Once the first beetle was downed, the others began their descent zigging and zagging to avoid my deadly darts. The more I relied on reflex, the easier it became. For her part, Medina was taking things to the next level, swirling and swooping like a WW2 fighter ace. Meanwhile, I was mentally back on the fields behind the mansion, shooting arrow after arrow at the golem birds.

Finally, we were on the last one. It was no more than twenty feet from the ground when I rapid fired off two arrows that ran along the outer edges of its wings, shredding each to little pieces. It crashed face first into the steppe. As it did, its head exploded in a mass of green mush. The Vrag tumbled off of its back and somersaulted through the air before landing with a sickening thud directly on his spine.

Medina shot up as a volley of arquebus bolts passed under the space we’d just occupied. She climbed higher and higher until we were safely out of range. Looking down, I let a massive shit eating grin cover my face. By sending their beetles out to fight us, the Vrag had essentially disabled their ground transport. Now, they’d have to choose between carrying their supplies on their backs or abandoning them on the high grasslands.

I decided to make the choice easy for them.

“Swoop down by the covered wagons for me,” I said.

“I’m sorry, did I hear a please?” Medina said.

“Pretty, pretty please with sugar on top,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“That’s more like it,” Medina said. I could hear her smirk through her words.

She swooped around in a broad arc to avoid another volley from the Vrag, still cloistered in their tortoise shell formation and swung around for the covered wagons. Cream colored canvas filled my field of vision as I grabbed Pallas’s incendiary devices from my belt.

By the time the Vrag realized what was happening, it was already too late. The tortoise shell formation broke and arquebus men dashed forward to fire their slow loading contraptions, but by then I was zooming away and all of the canvas covered wagons were merrily burning.

“What’s next?” I said.

“I think they’ve had enough for now,” Medina said. “Let’s give them some time to regroup and then it’s onto phase two.”

* * *

Phase two consisted of waiting for the Vrag to get their shit together and then march over to Sal’s hidey-hole. In the end, the Vrag managed to save absolutely nothing from the fire, although it was entertaining to watch them try to salvage through the still burning wagons. Finally, they formed up and we followed them, always staying safely out of reach.

They proceeded at a snail’s pace. Everytime they lowered their shields to break the tortoise formation we’d swoop down and fire off a few shots. They were mostly harmless. Medina didn’t dare fly low enough to put us in arquebus range, and while I could outshoot the red scaled demons my arrows didn’t have enough oomph behind them at that range to do little more than scratch the Vrag’s plate armor.

Still, the harassment campaign worked well enough to slow the army down and ultimately that was all we needed to do. As we approached Sal’s hiding spot, beads of cold sweat began to form on my tunic. This was going to be the tricky part. The kamikaze blow that could pay off in spades or that could just as easily lead to all of our deaths.

The plan was tightly coordinated. One wrong move could doom the whole thing to failure. We waited until the Vrag column were about halfway over Sal’s trapdoor spider hide-out when Medina swooped down like a bird of prey who’d just spotted a tasty rodent.

As we got closer and a bunch of pissed off looking seven foot tall lizard people came into sight, I started to deeply regret my life choices. Medina rolled right, dodging a volley of arquebus bolts. Then, she rolled left and dodged another volley.

So far, so good.

A good number of the Vrag were busy trying to reload their primitive crossbows. Which meant they weren’t at all prepared when I summoned a full suit of armor and a spike balled mace before plummeting out of the air like an ass-kicking asteroid. I sailed both feet forward into a nearby Vrag’s shield. With their snouts and lolling tongues, it was hard to identify actual emotions on their faces.

But, I think it’s safe to say that one wore a satisfying mixture of dread and surprise as I stomped him into the ground. A nearby Vrag hissed as it threw down its arquebus. It reached for a short sword on its belt, but only managed to pull it a few inches out of the sheaf before my mace was buried deep in its skull. The demon-dragon’s noggin cracked like a rotten egg. I whipped around in time to elbow the Vrag who was seconds away from plunging a knife into the back of my neck and then I took three quick steps back, opening up some room between myself and my many foes. The main thing I had going for me was the Vrag shield wall was shattered and general confusion reigned. A roiling mass of Vrag surged forward and that’s how no one noticed the huntress spring from her trap mere feet from their unprotected backs. I threw my mace at a nearby Vrag and watched with a grim satisfaction as it caved in the monster’s head. Then, I drew my sword and continued my fighting retreat. The Vrag surged around me while I withdrew. Scattered screams rose up from their rear ranks. With the noise of the melee and the injured and dying Vrag surrounding me, it took quite a while for the Vrag to realize they were fighting a two front war.

Flashes of electric blue burned over the top of the Vrag army. I parried a halberd and turned just in time to kick off a charging swordsman when a shadow fell over my body. I darted to the side and saw a large Vrag with a double sided battle ax loom over me. His eyes glowed with hate and then he burned with an incandescent light as he dissolved into ashes. Medina flew through the dissolving creature, her whip flapping by her side.

“Time to bounce,” she said. Reaching out with one arm, she plucked me off the ground. I winced as some sort of weapon bounced against my armor covered leg. It wasn’t enough to break the bone, but it’d leave a bruise for sure. Medina turned and zipped over the tops of the Vrag towards Sal. The Vrag had noticed her and the unarmored huntress was in full retreat. Medina stuffed her whip into her belt before swooping down and grabbing Sal with her other arm.

Our mission completed, she flew off towards the crevice where we would make our last stand against the Vrag forces.

* * *

The villagers were clustered around the near side of the canyon when we arrived. My eyes widened as I took in the crevasse we’d have to cross. It was easily a quarter mile in width, if not more. The drop was enormous, I could barely make out the bottom from where I stood. Vala’s face brightened when she saw us land.

“You came!” she said.

“That’s what she said,” Medina snickered.

Vala’s face went blank, before comprehension slowly dawned on her.

“Oh, is it a sexual meaning? I’m afraid I don’t understand,” she said.

Pallas gritted her teeth.

“We don’t have time for this. Summon the demon,” the guard captain barked.

“Right, I’m sorry. You two will enjoy this. It is such an interesting process to watch,” Vala said.

She dug into her pocket and produced an old coin. A smiling man with a twirly mustache that looked like it belonged on a kid’s cartoon villain was stamped on the side.

“I’ve bound him within this coin,” she said. “All I have to do is this. Balthazaar, I summon thee, into a bridge I command thee change.”

She tossed the coin towards the canyon. It arced through the sky, brightening as it passed above us. As it crossed into the gap between the two sides of the crevasse the coin suddenly expanded. By suddenly, I mean a bursting water balloon suddenly. One second it was a tiny circle and the next great steel rods were stretching out to fill the emptiness of the void.

Two of the rods anchored themselves onto the far wall while two more shot out to connect to our side of the canyon. Watching the bridge grow was like watching one of those videos made using time lapse photography to capture the growth of a tree. Steel sprouted into the air forming grand beams and cables. In mere seconds, a structure that would rival the Golden Gate Bridge had sprung up between both sides of the canyon.

I turned and high-fived Vala. Excitement glimmered in her eyes.

“Great job!” I said. “Wow, if you can do that, who knows what else you can do?”

Vala blushed.

“Good work, princess,” Pallas said. “Alright, let’s get moving people. The Vrag could be here at any moment. I don’t want to see anyone resting before every single man, woman, and child is safely on the far side of this bridge.”

She stepped aside and the slow flow of refugees began to trundle across the bridge.Dirtied and tired, the women of Oilder walked with a weary dignity, as if losing their homes and livelihoods had been a mere inconvenience instead of a life-wrecking event.

This time, I was expecting the small hand that tugged on mine.

“Goodbye,” she said.

“Only for now,” I said.

“I’ll miss you,” she said. Concern lined her tiny face.

“Where do you think I’m going?” I said, forcing a laugh.

“I don’t know,” she said.

With that, she stepped forward and wrapped my calf in a hug. I patted her shoulder and she released me. She looked up, wide-eyed as if she were about to say something else, and then her mother took her hand. We exchanged quick greetings before she slipped away into the stream of people.

I spotted Orials shuffling through the crowd. Two younger women helped the withered man stay on his feet, and I thought back to what he’d said earlier.

Keep it in your pants Cal, now’s not the time.

But, if everything went according to plan, there would be time in the future. Vala crossed with the rest of the refugees, but the rest of us: Sal, Pallas, Medina and I, hung back. We’d need to slow the Vrag’s advance across the bridge as much as possible, so the entire expeditionary force would be standing on it when Vala dumped it into the ravine.

Medina flew off on a short reconnaissance flight. Meanwhile, Sal got to work on her traps and snares while Pallas and I helped the slower, weaker townsfolk cross to the other side of the bridge. The last refugee had crossed when Medina’s familiar dark figure appeared in the sky.

She swooped in beside where Pallas and I were standing. Sweat streamed down her face. Medina bent over double, with her hands on her knees.

“What’s going on?” Pallas said sharply.

Medina sucked in a huge gasp of air, before exhaling.

“They’re almost here,” she said. She closed her eyes and pressed one hand to her head. “Oh wow, I really took that too fast.”

I ran over to where Sal was kneeling in the grass. She stiffened as I moved closer.

“Stop where you are,” she barked.

I obeyed. Sal tied off something in the grass and straightened up.

“Take one more step and you’ll get a half-dozen holes in your side,” she said, as she picked her way carefully over to me. Looking out over the grasslands, I saw the faint glimmer of gossamer strands shimmering amongst the emerald sea.

Her hand slipped around mine and for a moment all I could see was her naked form, rising from the water as she killed the deer.

“Everything okay?” Sal said.

“Yeah, everything’s fine,” I said.

“Let’s go,” she said. Her eyes glimmered. She didn’t let go of my hand until we reached the others. Vala had reappeared and was deep in conversation with Pallas. A frown crossed my face.

“What are you doing here? You should be with the others,” I said.

Vala’s eyes flickered towards me.

“I’m here to help,” she said.

“You can help us best by crossing to the other side of the bridge and by staying out of trouble,” I said.

“Cal,” Pallas said sharply. “I’ve been speaking with Vala and her spellcraft is more advanced than I’d imagined. She can give us a very real advantage.”

“Since when are you pro-magic?” I said.

“Since Vala created a bridge for us whole-cloth using nothing more than her incantations,” she said.

“She’s right,” Henki said sharply. “Along the forking paths, the one taken with Vala glows brightest.”

I bit my tongue. Even the demon was against me.

“Fine,” I said. My eyes flickered towards Vala. “Stay in the back. Once the Vrag attack, I want you as far away from the action as possible.”

Vala flushed and for a second I thought she’d argue the point. She nodded her head stiffly.

This isn’t the Vala I knew.

“Before you interrupted, Vala was telling me about how Balthazaar could be commanded to widen or narrow on command,” Pallas said.

“I can narrow the bridge to give you an advantage in the fighting,” Vala said too quickly, her words jumbling on top of one another.

“That would be helpful,” I said. “I apologize for interrupting.”

Two red dots appeared along the edges of Vala’s cheeks.

“Looks like we’ve got company,” Medina said.

I turned and felt my heart sink into my stomach. The Vrag had reformed themselves into twin columns. A motley array of weapons could be seen in the crowd from morningstars and broadswords to pikes and arquebuses. Many wore breastplates, and broad rectangular shields hung from their arms.

A roar came up from the monstrous crowd as they spotted us. My hands flew to my ears as a piercing, metallic whistle split the air. As one the Vrag broke into a slow jog.

They tripped Sal’s first trap maybe a hundred yards out. Without warning, a flurry of slender, black darts rose like a cloud of hornets from the grass and shot into the approaching column. Howls of rage rose from the Vrag. The red scaled demons clutched at their throats, legs and other uncovered body parts. The darts weren’t particularly long or deadly looking.

Sal stepped forward and extended her arms into the air.

“By the glory of the huntress, I command your dissolution,” Sal said.

Delicate blue scrollwork lit up along the edges of the darts. The arcane flowing letters shone neon blue and then they burst apart in a flash of brilliance. The Vrag vanished with them. In a puff, a good third of the advancing force was gone.

I looked at Sal in awe. Delicate, flowing blue scroll-work tattoos ran over her skin, as if her body were a tattooed canvas. Her eyes glowed with the same brilliant, blue intensity.

Did Sal suddenly have a growth spurt?

I looked down at her feet and saw that, nope, she was just levitating.

The neon blue flashed with a brilliant intensity before disappearing and then Sal hit the ground with a thud, before crumpling into a ball. I reached down and helped her to her feet. She flashed a grateful smile, before leaning down to pick up her spear.

“Are you alright?” I said.

“I’m fine,” Sal breathed. “Eyes center, Paladin. There are larger concerns in front of us.”

Despite her protests, Sal’s body shook with ragged breaths. I gritted my teeth and turned back to the impromptu battlefield in front of us. The raging demon horde was almost upon us. Leaning back into my Paladin reflexes, I summoned my suit of plate armor, a long kite shield and a morning star. Pallas stepped forward. In her scale hauberk and with her shield and sword, she’d make a formidable opponent for the Vrag.

“Get behind me,” I shouted to the others.

Vala hastened to obey. Sal slunk off to the side. She wasn’t directly on the front lines, but she was close enough that she could dart forward with her spear if need be. It wasn’t ideal. In her tunic, it would only take a single blow from the Vrag to mortally wound her.

A gust of wind pressed against me as Medina lifted into the air.

“Shield. Now,” Henki barked.

I swung my shield up and twisted to the side, presenting a narrow profile to the advancing horde. A freight train rammed against my shield. My arm went numb as I slid back on my feet. I lowered my arm to see half a dozen arquebus bolts embedded in my shield.

“Die pathetic human!”

I looked up. The first Vrag was upon me. He shot forward with a pike in his outstretched hand. I side stepped the stabbing blade and parried with my shield. Then, I stepped forward and brained the oversized lizard with the spiked end of my morningstar. As I brought the mace down, I brought my foot up in a reflexive kick and connected with the monster’s scaled torso. He fell back and another Vrag moved forward to take his place. I swung my morningstar up in a vicious uppercut and tore off half of the lizard demon’s face. The Vrag tottered back on his hind legs. I brought the mace down and to the side before giving a hard swipe to the left.

The Vrag fell over and another stepped up to take his place. Sweat dribbled into my eyes and the sun and the moisture mixed to blur my vision. A crimson blob formed in front of me. I blinked away the sweat in time to see a double sided ax swing towards my neck. At the last second, I blocked it with the shaft of my morningstar, but the force of the monster’s blow sent me tumbling backwards. A wicked grin spread across the demon’s face before freezing into a look of horrified surprise. The Vrag’s limbs locked up and then he burst apart into a cloud of dust.

Medina soared over my shoulder, her whip trailing behind her. I sent my morningstar sailing into the crowd of Vrag and watched with satisfaction as it collided with a red-scaled demon’s skull. It crushed inwards with a satisfying crunch.

I drew my sword as I sallied forth. Blood frothed at the bite of my blade and Vrag after Vrag fell before me like wheat before the reaper.

I let my consciousness slide, and my reflexes took over. The spirit of the Paladin burned in my blood as I swept through the crowd. Even still, despite being locked in reverie, I kept a side eye on the others. Pallas had cleared a semi-circle around her and was beating back the beasts with cheerful alacrity. The lightly armored huntress darted around her sides, moving with a dancer’s grace. Everytime the Vrag moved in to flank her, her spear shot out to pierce their scaley sides. All the while, Medina twisted through the air with acrobatic flair, dodging the few arquebus bolts that’d managed to survive the scourge of her whip.

Medina twisted and soared directly towards me. As she passed overhead, she called out: “Retreat.”

That jolted me out of my trancelike state. I parried a halberd and took a step back, shaking my head as I moved. I’d gotten so lost as the Paladin that I’d almost forgotten about the plan. No, that wasn’t right. The plan hadn’t been forgotten. More like relegated to the far corner of my mind.

With the bridge being as narrow as it was, I didn’t have to deal with more than three Vrag at a time. The former Cal would’ve been overwhelmed by even one of the seven foot tall scaled demons. But, with the Paladin’s guiding reflexes and strength, I was able to keep the deadly trio at bay, meting out serious injuries as I did.

I was about halfway across the bridge when I was jarred from my Paladin trance a second time. A terrible all too human scream lit up the air. Reflexively, I twisted my head towards the source of the sound, ducking at the same time. A broad bladed bastard sword swung a hair’s breadth above the tip of my helmet, but I was barely cognisant of that.

Sal was kneeling in a pile of her own blood.

I thrust heavily with my blade, catching the Vrag who’d just swung at me in the bottom of his stomach. He let out a low retch as I tore through his midsection. My sword jutted up, carving a path beneath his breastplate as I turned his internal organs into a collection of shredded tissue.

He tottered over backwards, crashing into two of his overeager comrades. But, I was already gone.

“Medina!” I shouted skyward as I swung into position in front of Sal.

A Vrag shot forward, stout spear in hand as its tongue lolled like a venomous black snake over its chin. I let out an oomph as I deflected the spear thrust with my shield. Then, I swung forward with my sword, letting it flash in a silver arc through the air before it cleaved straight through the devil’s neck.

Medina dive bombed my position, landing with a thud just behind me.

“How is she?” I said.

“She’s losing blood quickly. One of those buggers opened up her thigh,” she said.

“I’m- I’m fine,” Sal croaked.

“No, you’re not,” I said sternly, parrying a glaive. “Medina, get her to Vala stat.”

“Will do. While I’m doing that, you and Pallas need to pull back. Almost their entire force has crossed the bridge. You need to open up additional room to let them through,” she said.

“Got it, go!” I yelled. I gritted my teeth.

The steady flap of wings sounded behind me. I moved slightly over, but I couldn’t reclaim that side of the bridge without leaving Pallas’s left flank exposed. Sensing opportunity, a Vrag moved into the now empty space to flank me.

With a sudden pop, the bridge tightened. Surprise and fear flashed through the oversized lizard’s eyes as the ground beneath him contracted. The edge of the bridge swept under the Vrag’s feet and sent him tumbling into space. An inhuman screech accompanied his descent to the bottom.

That was our cue.

Pallas and I walked steadily backwards, focusing now not so much on killing and injuring the Vrag as much as merely keeping them back.

“By the Goddess, what is that?” Pallas said, pointing with her index finger.

A massive figure loomed ahead.

Striding through the crowd was a veritable Goliath of a Vrag. How we’d missed him during our earlier aerial raids, I didn’t know. The Vrag parted to either side, forming a path of hissing flesh as the mountain sized lizard strode towards me. A heavy steel breastplate covered his torso while a massive oaken shield emblazoned with three diagonal red stripes on a black field hung from one arm. In his free hand, he carried a long, blunt mace.

His eyes flared a putrid yellow as he flashed an evil stare at me. A quiver ran down my legs. I took in a deep breath and flashed back to the ring. Gus used to have me spar against a superheavyweight we’d nicknamed Tiny.

Tiny was 6’6’’ and 260 lbs on a good day. Getting punched by him was like getting slammed by a freight train. I shook my head. If I could go toe to toe with Tiny in a sparring ring with nothing more than hand wraps and 16 oz gloves, I could take on a freak like this with all of my new weapons, strength and skills. That familiar nervous sweat pooled around my joints, loosening my muscles. I got up on my toes and hopped from side to side.

“Get back,” I said.

“Cal, no! You’ll need my help,” Pallas said.

“I know what I’m doing,” I said. “Now. Get. Back.”

Pallas hesitated a moment longer, before reluctantly slinking away and over to the edge of the bridge. Behind the giant, the Vrag formed up shoulder to shoulder in a single, massive column.

“I have heard of your valor, Paladin,” the massive Vrag huffed. “I have come to test it for myself. Your head will make a nice ornament for my trophy case.”

I lifted up my visor and spat heavily to the side.

“Good luck with that. Now, go suck a dick,” I said.

With that, I turned and sprinted towards the safety of the bridge’s far side. I twisted in the air as I left the bridge behind and saw shock turn to a vicious anger as the Vrag realized his duel wasn’t to be.

“Vala now!” I shouted.

The Goliath let out a roar as he charged. But, it was already too late. The bridge shrunk like a balloon that had suddenly lost all of its oxygen. A gleaming disc shot into the air before zipping like a bottle cap-sized UFO back into Vala’s hand. Pleasure filled my eyes as hundreds of Vrag found themselves standing on thin air.

I was reminded of nothing so much as Wile E Coyote as their eyes widened and then a flurry of red scaled bodies were tumbling to the canyon below. A thin smile crept over my face.

I turned around and came face to face with hundreds of wide-eyed refugees. A small figure pushed through the crowd and then Elianas’s tiny hands were wrapped around my own. She tugged on my arm and I crouched down, coming eye to eye with the small child.

“I knew you could do it,” she whispered.

“Of course, child,” I said.

The Paladin’s words came smoothly to my mouth and then I swept up the child in a single fluid motion before setting her down on my shoulders. She giggled as she stared out at the tired people arrayed before us. A cheer went up. Like a flame in a dry woodland, the fire spread and soon my ears were being assaulted by a thunderous cacophony.
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The rest of the trip to the caves passed pleasantly. The refugees seemed to grow stronger and heartier with each passing mile. It helped that as we passed through the scrubland surrounding the low mountains in which the people of Oilder were to hide, patches of tubers and blackberries appeared. The townsfolk caught wild hares and birds with slings and short bows. I looked on appreciatively, confident that the women and children would survive even after they’d eaten the last of their provisions.

The ground grew wilder and the path less certain. After a certain point, the trail disappeared entirely, and it was only Sal’s quick wits that kept us moving forward. Vala’s ministrations had kept the huntress stable until I was able to heal her wounds with a drop of elixir of dar. The sun was high in the sky when we finally came upon the first of the caves. Monstrous black holes opened up along the mountainside. Well screened by a nearby stand of trees, they were too high up for sankrits and other wild animals to reach and far enough into the wilderness that they were unlikely to be seen.

Medina set to work, flying up and securing a series of rope ladders across the mouths of the caves. I helped unload supplies and carry up some of those too weak to help themselves.

Finally, we’d done as much as we could and it was time to go. Though I would’ve liked to stay with my new friends to spend one last night together, time was of the essence and we couldn’t afford to linger even a second more than was necessary. This whole diversion, necessary though it’d been, had come at considerable cost to the haste we should’ve been making.

“Don’t go!”

I turned around just in time for Elianas to smack straight into my leg. I reached down and tousled the child’s hair.

“We have to go,” I said.

“Let me come with you,” she said.

“Hey champ,” I said. I squatted down next to the girl. “I’d love to take you along, but you’re needed here. We need you to keep your mom safe for us. Think you can do that?”

Elianas wiped a tear away from her eye with a fat, balled fist.

“I-I guess so,” she said.

“That’s my girl,” I said. “High five.”

I put my hand in the air. Elianas examined it curiously for a moment before raising her own to touch mine.

A grin crept up my face as I high fived the girl. I looked up and saw her mother watching from a few meters away. Her eyes met mine and some warm feeling passed between us.

“Okay scamp, your mom needs you now,” I said.

“That’s right, I have to protect her,” Elianas said, puffing out her little chest. She toddled away towards her mom.

I watched the two leave. A pang of sadness pierced my chest.

“Cal,” Sal said.

The huntress was standing by my side.

“Hey,” I said. “Ready to get going?”

“No, I’m going to stay. The people need me,” she said.

My mouth became a flat line. She was right, but that didn’t make saying goodbye any easier.

I reached out and gripped her shoulder.

“Thank you for saving us,” I said.

“I could say the same to you,” she said. Her eyes flitted away towards the treeline. “We will meet again. I feel it strongly, though I cannot tell you why.”

“I would like that,” I said.

I cleared my throat and looked away. Shortly thereafter, we said our goodbyes to the main camp and departed along a game trail. Sal came along to guide us through the thickly wooded scrubland. Distracting myself from the heaviness of what lay before me, I spotted a bayleaf tree. A glistening knot of sap hung from a low hanging bow. Summoning a heavy hunting knife, I sliced off a gumdrop sized piece of the translucent bubble and popped it into my mouth. The minty lozenge oozed in my mouth, becoming soft and gummy like from my body heat.

After a few miles, we emerged onto a narrow dirt path. We said our second goodbyes, and I’d be lying if I said no tears flowed upon that farewell. Long after we set off, I’d look back over my shoulder to find a lone figure watching us from afar until we finally rounded our first hill and I could see no more.

* * *

That night, we camped in an outcropping of low hills. Pallas volunteered for first watch and I stretched out my blankets on the hillside not far from the tent. I settled in and closed my eyes. But, no more than a few moments had passed before a gentle nudge shook my shoulder. I groaned and opened my eyes, my blood pumping slightly more quickly as I wondered which of the girls had disturbed my slumber for a nocturnal romp.

My eyes widened as I took in Pallas’s stern form. She was dressed simply in a flowing white tunic and leggings. Her sword hung from her belt. Uncharacteristically, she looked nervous. Far more nervous than I’d ever seen her before.

“Hey, is it already my turn for the watch?” I said.

“No, there is something I’d like to talk to you about,” Pallas said.

“Oh, what’s that?” I said.

She sighed.

“First, and you must never tell anyone that I said this,” she glared. “I was wrong. I am sorry to have doubted you. Know that everything I said and did was for the safety of my charges.”

I nodded.

“And second?” I prodded.

“By now you must understand well the situation that Odras has fallen into. While the surrounding kingdoms retain their menfolk, ours have slowly withered away. Even just five years ago, a woman could still reasonably expect to find a man capable of breeding her, even if he might not be good for anything else,” she snorted. “But, those days are over now. I don’t know how many men have survived the withering, but I suspect it’s so negligible as to be not even worth counting,” she said.

“Pallas,” I said gently. “Do you want to have sex with me?”

Two bright pink points erupted in her cheeks.

“I- uh, how dare you,” she petered out almost instantly. “Yes, I do.” She drew in a deep breath. “It’s not merely because you are a man. I hope you understand that I do have standards. But, to find a man capable of such valorous action who is trustworthy and willing to fight for what is right, that is a difficult thing.”

I stood and stepped towards Pallas until no more than a few inches separated our bodies.

“You know, I always thought you were cute too,” I said, a smirk creeping up my cheeks.

She flushed. Her mouth opened in protest, but before she could get a word out my lips had fallen over hers as my arm wrapped around her lower back. Despite her spiky and standoffish exterior, her body was as warm and inviting as Medina’s and Pallas’s. I lifted my lips from hers and stared into her pale eyes as I pulled her close to me. She melted against my exposed chest. I’d chosen to sleep in only my leggings, and now with our bodies illuminated by the white moonlight, we shone like marble statues.

Pallas gently broke free of my arms and took a step back. Reaching down to her hemline, she pulled her tunic over her head. I lifted an eyebrow. She wasn’t wearing undergarments and her generous, C-cup breasts sprung out over her stomach. Each breast was topped by a rosy nipple. She stepped out of her leggings and stood before me, her lithe muscular form tensed as if she were about to run a race.

I wrapped my arms around her and she leapt into the air, twisting both legs around my waist before planting her lips firmly against mine. I took a half step back, surprised by her enthusiasm.

She tasted indescribably sweet, in that mysterious way that some women have. Her tongue slipped past mine in a passionate embrace as I grabbed great handfuls of her firm, round ass. Cradling her ass with one hand, I lifted the other and gave it a sharp slap. A low groan left her lungs and she clung tighter to me. I slid my other hand over her butt and slipped my second hand lower. Two fingers found the entrance to her wetness and then I was slip-sliding in and out of her body.

More moans rose through her as I explored her inner secrets. Suddenly, her whole body stiffened against mine. She tilted her head back.

“Oh Goddess yes, I’m coming,” she moaned.

I slid my fingers out as her eyelids flipped open. Pale grey irises locked on my eyes.

“Take me,” she said.

Her legs slid down from around my waist and she took a step away from me, opening up just enough space for me to slide off my pants.

“By the Goddess, had I known,” she trailed off as her eyes widened.

I gently took hold of her waist and turned her around so her firm ass was facing my direction. Taking hold of my cock, I fitted it into her waiting wetness. Her pussy lips slid right open, offering little resistance as I filled her with my girth. I began to pulse heavily against her. Shivers of ecstasy ran over my naked skin as our bodies met and melded together beneath the clear night sky.

Crashing waves of pleasure ran through me as I fought to keep myself from coming. But, the sight of her clear skin and proud back bent submissively before me was too much. Her body stiffened as she let out another moan as she came again.

I followed shortly after.

I didn’t expect her to stay, but she pleasantly surprised me by crawling down onto my blankets. She patted the space beside her. I knelt and pressed my body against hers.

“You know, I never expected you to come over,” I said.

“You couldn’t see it?” Pallas said, laughing.

“See what?” I said.

“From the moment I met you, my heart beat just a little faster,” Pallas said.

I snorted.

“No way,” I said.

“Why do you doubt me?” she said.

“You never liked me,” I said.

“I never liked compromising my mission,” Pallas said. Her lips pursed together. “You do not understand. Vala is the sole, surviving heir to house Mala. I promised her mother before she passed that I would keep her daughter safe. I don’t make promises lightly.”

A beat of silence passed between us.

“But, now we’re good,” I said.

Pallas leaned around and folded her mouth over mine. I fell into her kiss. Her lips danced across mine for what seemed like an eternity. Finally, she pulled away slowly.

“We’re more than good,” Pallas said softly. “I’ve apologized before, so I won’t say such words again. But, please know that I trust you with all of our lives.”

She pressed her torso against mine and I held her tight.

“Pallas, do you really think that we have a chance against the Vrag?” I said.

“I don’t know,” she sighed. “Honestly, I just don’t know. The Moon Goddess is powerful. Should she see fit to bestow her blessing upon us and our troops, we might. But, even there lies a problem. What troops shall we muster? We’ve fought the Vrag for so long. Grass grows over our best warriors. The Vrag have ransacked the Western provinces while Eastmen and bandits eat away at the interior.”

“Have you tried Stonetown?” a tired voice said from my bedroll.

Pallas leapt to her feet while I started. It took a second for me to realize it was Henki speaking. Pallas’s generous breasts jiggled in the moonlight as she snapped into a fighting stance.

“By the Goddess, how long have you been spying on us?” she said.

“Spying? Please, a demon can hardly sleep with all the racket you two have been making out there,” Henki said.

Pallas blushed, the dappled red showing up clear in the wan moonlight.

“Don’t be embarrassed, I can’t see you. Although, I can certainly hear you,” he said.

Pallas quickly tugged up her leggings before pulling her tunic over her head, thus ending the show. I sighed and slipped on my leggings.

“Okay buddy, you’ve got our attention. Tell me about Stonetown,” I said.

“I thought you’d never ask,” Henki said, yawning. “It’s half a day’s march from here. Pallas, I’m surprised you’re not familiar with it. It’s one of the larger towns in the area.”

“I am familiar with Stonetown, although I don’t see the utility in stopping by a sleepy mining village,” she said.

Henki laughed.

“I don’t know what they teach at the imperial academy, but Stonetown hasn’t been a sleepy mining village in at least a decade. Ever since the Eastern incursions, the population has grown tenfold. People fleeing violence and uncertainty from across the province have flocked to Stonetown,” Henki said.

Pallas bit her lower lip.

“It makes sense what you say. It is well situated high in the mountains. Raiders would be at a disadvantage,” she said.

“You should see what Baroness Stone has done with the place. Big walls, a sturdy garrison. It could hold out against the hordes of Hell itself,” Henki said.

“So what are you suggesting?” I said.

“Go in and take it,” Henki said flatly. “It’s Vala’s army, technically. The Temple of the Goddess is still some ways off and the terrain is uncertain and filled with bandits. If you could get started on building your forces, that would put you way ahead.”

“The sneak makes good sense,” Pallas said.

“So, this is what I get for helping? You’re welcome,” Henki grumbled.

“We’re decided then?” I said.

“Let’s present the idea to the girls on the morrow. See what they think. But, yes, I think the plan is a sound one,” Pallas said.

I glanced up at the position of the moon. Vala’s lessons had helped me immensely in understanding this alien sky and I’d gotten to the point where I could read the position of the moon almost as well as the arms on a clock.

“You best hit the sack,” I said, sighing. “Looks like it’s my watch.”

“What sack and what misdeed did it perform?” Pallas said.

I stifled a groan.

“I meant go to sleep,” I said.

“Sometimes you make no sense,” Pallas said, shaking her head. She leaned in and planted a quick peck against my cheeks. “But, I’m sure glad you’re with us.”

I watched as she returned to the tent she’d pitched on the far hill. The flap flew open and she disappeared from view. I stood watching the outside of the tent for some time after she entered. The silence of the night air was broken by a burp.

“So, how was it?” Henki said. “She sounds feisty.”

“Henki, shut up,” I said.

A smile crept up my face as the demon was forced to obey my command. I pulled a tunic over my head, grabbed a sword and pondered the journey ahead as I made my rounds over the low, rising hills that surrounded the tent containing the three people I found dearest in all of Telos.
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We woke up early the next morning. Pallas explained the plan with a little help from Henki over breakfast. Medina was indifferent to the detour, though worry clouded Vala’s eyes.

“Should we not stay on the trail? We are already coming so close to the Temple of the Goddess,” she said.

“It will only take a half day to reach Stonetown. Once there, we can resupply. They’ll provide us with swift horses and a team of guards. If anything that should speed up our journey while making it considerably safer,” Pallas said. “Hopefully, we can also convince them to get a head start on raising their forces.”

“Okay,” Vala said, casting her eyes downwards.

We packed our supplies and headed off. Henki gave us directions and soon thereafter we were turning away from the sweeping grasslands of the Varaa plains back into the scrubland. The sun was still low in the sky when we reached the foothills of the Torton Mountains. My legs burned as we climbed higher and I found myself tiring more easily as the air grew thinner.

Thick stands of pine trees grew to either side of the trail and the cackle of passing birds filled the air. We broke out over the top of a hill and I got my first glimpse of Stonetown.

It lived up to the name. Nestled at the base of two looming, snow capped mountains, its walls were built of gargantuan granite blocks. The town gained in elevation as it moved back, giving us a good bird’s eye view. The buildings were a mishmash of heavy, grey stone and half-timber construction. Overlooking it all was a sinister barbican.

Pallas let out a low whistle.

“Henki wasn’t lying,” she said.

“You’ve been here before?” I said.

“I lived here as a child. My father commanded the Stonetown garrison until he was called away to the capital. It’s been so long, I can barely remember. But, so much of this is completely new. There were no walls before and the keep has expanded so much I barely recognize it,” Pallas said.

“Do you know about the Baroness Stone?” I said.

Pallas frowned.

“My father would complain about her bitterly, though I don’t remember exactly why. She always paid her taxes on time. No, I don’t remember what it was exactly, only that she had ruled over the Province Stone for as long as anyone could remember and she was deeply feared,” she said.

“What for?” I said.

Pallas let out a frustrated gasp as she struck the side of her head.

“Gah, I don’t remember. Also, she didn’t live in Stonetown before. When I was a child she lived deeper in the mountains in an isolated keep,” she said.

Medina stepped up next to us and extended her arms overhead as she yawned.

“I don’t know about you two, but I barely slept a wink last night. It sounded like two stray cats were fighting right outside of our tent. Although what stray cats were doing out on the plains of Varaa I couldn’t tell you. Pallas, you were on guard duty- did you see anything? No. Cal, how about you?” she said. A big, shit eating grin stretched across her face.

Pallas blushed furiously as she turned and made her way down the mountain. Medina’s raucous laughter was cut short as I shot her a glare.

“Fine, fine,” she muttered, holding up her hands, palms facing outwards.

I rolled my eyes and we made the rest of our journey in silence. As we approached the city walls, I found my hand unconsciously falling to rest against the pommel of my sword.

“Halt, who goes there?” A stern looking woman in a scaled hauberk standing to the side of the gate spoke. The portcullis was up, beyond which was a small cobbled square lined by low slung buildings. Vala stepped forward.

“It is I, Princess Vala of the house Mala. I have come seeking succor,” she said.

The guard’s face pinched together at the declaration.

“My lady,” she said, executing a low bow. “Please follow me. I will take you to Baroness Stone immediately.”

With that, the guard turned and entered the city. We followed. As we passed under the portcullis, I looked up and saw two pairs of eyes staring down at us. A crossbow was nestled in the thin rectangular opening and the lip of a bucket rested next to it. A shiver passed down my spine and I hastened to catch up with the rest of the group.

We walked up the street. Compared to Oilder, Stonetown was awash with activity. Women and children bustled through the streets. I got more than a few curious stares, but no one stopped to bother us, although a few did point and whisper. Cries of man, princess and Andheran echoed off the stony walls.

A wiry, grey figure darted out of an alleyway and into our path. It was dragging a wooden sledge loaded with dull iron bars. The guard abruptly stopped and spat at the mannish figure. It cowered and rushed on, spluttering apologies.

“Vile kobold,” the guard said. “Such vermin deserve a thrashing.”

Biting my tongue, I exchanged looks with Medina. The kobold passed and we continued our journey up the sloping street that made up the main drag of Stonetown. As we drew higher, the houses became finer and larger. The small clusters of one story, stone construction disappeared to be replaced by larger two and three story buildings with stone bases and half-timber construction on the upper levels.

A light wind danced over my face. I kept my eyes facing upwards. Some of the buildings were vaguely Elizabethan in construction. I’d taken a course last semester on Shakespeare and while I’d never considered myself much of a theater person, the architecture was fascinating.

A small, lithe figure jumped from one roof to another. An ashy grey cloak swirled around her, obscuring her face.

“Who is-,” I began, but she was already gone.

The guard turned around, a frown on her face.

“Never mind,” I said hastily.

The road continued on, the rough cobblestones fitting together more smoothly. We were definitely in a more upmarket area now.

I kept my eyes on the road ahead, although every now and again my eyes would flicker over to the rooftops. More kobolds crowded the road, allowing me to make a better study of their appearance. They were goblin-like and uniform in their broken, cowering posture and scurrying.

An oxen drawn carriage swung onto the main road from a side street and nearly flattened a kobold carrying a clay jar on its back. The kobold squealed as it leapt to the side, narrowly missing a messy death on the cobblestones. The oxen driver- a buxom red-faced woman in her forties- yelled and struck down with a steel tipped leather whip. I gripped the pommel of my sword and instinctively looked up.

Later, I thought. I can’t jeopardize the success of my mission to help a single kobold.

Two pale jasmine eyes stared at me from a nearby rooftop. They sat perched atop a thin face. A wisp of ashy grey material slipped over her forehead and then it hit me. The figure running from rooftop to rooftop was a girl who couldn’t have been much out of her teens. Her lips formed words. She was mouthing something at me.

It was too bad I couldn’t read lips.

A finger poked my shoulder.

“Cal, what is it?” Medina whispered.

“Look up there,” I said, pointing my head towards the roof. Medina squinted her eyes.

“There’s nothing there?” she said. I followed her gaze and sighed.

“There was a girl there, just a minute ago,” I said.

Medina gripped my hand a little too tightly and we continued on our way. From time to time, I’d glance along the rooftops. Once, I thought I’d caught sight of the grey cloaked figure, but it happened so quickly it could just as easily have been a wisp of smoke.

Finally, we opened onto a small open square. A fountain dominated its center. Grey, wrought iron fish clustered around the base of a man playing a flute. Water plumed up from the edges of the statue.

Just beyond the statue was the granite construction we’d seen from afar. Slabs of stone taller than a man and several paces wide made up the lower half of its walls. Narrow arrow loops peered hauntingly out at the square and crenellations crowned its peak. The guard led us around to the base of the barbican. Two guards in scaled hauberks stood there, wielding halberds.

The guard conferred quietly with her fellows, before detaching and walking back to us.

“Please accept my apologies. The Baroness Stone is currently indisposed. The good steward Mikael will show you to your rooms where you may rest before tonight’s welcome feast,” she said.

“We accept your hospitality,” Vala said, tilting her head in the barest acknowledgement of a bow.

I stifled a grin. It was like I was watching a different elf. I wondered if this was how she always acted when she was playing the part of princess. The guard led us to the castle gate and we stepped inside. The temperature dropped ten degrees- it felt like we were entering a cavern.

A tall, pale figure stepped from the shadows.

“It is an honor to receive you, Princess Vala,” he said, executing a bow so low that his head nearly scraped the flagstones. Straightening up, his luminous green eyes flickered between us. My stomach turned as I felt his gaze land on me. There was something off about the pale giant. “So many among our numbers had feared that you were lost.”

“Yes, well thanks to the bravery of my companions, I have kept safe so far,” Vala said.

“Well, let us hope that continues,” Mikael said. He paused before speaking again. “Please, allow me to show you and your companions to your rooms.”

Mikael turned and walked towards the main hallway extending from the back of the room. We followed. Before we’d taken more than a few steps forward, a clutch of onyx skinned porters detached themselves from the walls. They stopped in front of us, plying us with a mute, inscrutable stare.

“You may hand your luggage over to the golems,” Mikael said over his shoulder. “They will accompany you to your quarters.”

“We really shouldn’t spend the night,” Vala said. Uncertainty colored her voice. “Your hospitality is most generous, but we have urgent matters to attend to.”

“Nonsense,” Mikael said. “It is already past midday. Please join us for a feast tonight and we will set you on your way bright and early tomorrow with everything you could desire. We will need the time from now to then to gather supplies and an honor guard for you.”

“Very well,” Vala said, pursing her lips.

“Where is the Baroness Stone?” Pallas asked sharply.

“It is with great displeasure that I report that the Baroness Stone is unable to see you. Rest assured, she will be present for tonight’s welcome feast,” Mikael said.

“That does not answer my question,” Pallas said. “I asked where is she?”

Mikael stopped.

“She is attending to urgent matters of state,” the steward said icily. “I believe it would be best for the Baroness herself to elucidate on her affairs. Now, if you’ll please,” he began walking again. “The guest quarters are up here to the right. Your low born companions may pass the night here.” He turned and gave a curt nod to Pallas and I. Pallas flushed.

“As sworn guardian to the sole scion of House Mala, I will not separate myself from the princess Vala,” Pallas said.

“Yes, I need my retinue. Including the Paladin,” Vala said.

Mikael arched an eyebrow.

“Rest assured, you are more than safe in Castle Stone,” Mikael said.

“Nonetheless, I insist,” Vala said.

“Very well,” he sighed. “I will instruct the servants to bring in extra beds. Now, the royal chambers are up the stairs here and to the left down the hall.”

He guided us to our rooms before executing a sweeping bow and taking his leave. The two rooms faced each other across the hallway. We split up. Medina and I took the room on the right, while Pallas and Vala took the one on the left. The golems set our luggage down in the corner of the room before making a mute bow. I eyed them up and down. They were short, no more than five feet tall, but heavily built and broad across the shoulders. They wore red velvet vests over flowing pale yellow tunics and trousers. Their skin was a rich, Earthy black and their bodies projected a solidity that suggested they’d have little trouble punching through a brick wall.

A shiver went up my spine. These weren’t hombres I’d want to tangle with.

The golems took their leave and Medina passed over to the far wall where a pitcher of water stood beside a basin over which hung a palm sized mirror. She got to work washing her face. While she cooed over her eyebrows, I found a green velvet ottoman to sit down on and think.

Something was off about Stone Town. Between the poor, grey skinned goblin creatures who seemed little better than slaves and the mute, stone servants, this place was reminding me a lot of the antebellum South. That was to say nothing of this mysterious Baroness or the ashy cloaked figure with the pale yellow eyes who’d been following us. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

Something soft and warm wrapped around my lips. When I opened my eyes it was Medina’s soft lavender irises that I found myself staring back into. She gently pushed me down into the ottoman as her hands began to roam my body. All thoughts of Stone Town fled my mind as Medina’s body softly melded to mine.
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The golem came to fetch us long after we’d finished dressing. My stomach growled and I couldn’t help but wonder what time it was. Living in a world without clocks was maddening enough. Take away the sun and the open sky and it could have just as easily been night as day.

Pallas and Vala were already standing out in the hall. The golem walked ahead of us, staying a respectful two paces in front. We criss-crossed the dark warren before spilling out onto a cavernous room. Intricate baroque designs curled out from the flickering candles. A massive slab of dark wood dominated the center of the room. Hovering above it was a wrought iron chandelier on which dozens of candles burned.

Massive silver trays heaped with steaming piles of meat sat next to woven wooden baskets filled with puffy white bread.

A tall, pale figure emerged from the darkness.

“Allow me to show you to your seats, your majesties,” Mikael said.

He executed a quarter bow before leading us to the front of the table. I was across from Vala and Pallas. To my right sat Medina.

“The Baroness will be in shortly,” Mikael said.

He withdrew to the shadows and became perfectly still. My lips curled down.

This guy is fucking creepy.

Pittering footfalls flew in from the front of the room.

“Please, please, don’t get up.”

A chittering laughter accompanied the voice. I winced as a rotund figure came into view. She was dressed in a checkered black and red dress and bore an uncanny resemblance to the Queen of Hearts from the animated Alice in Wonderland movie.

I already knew I wasn’t going to like this woman.

“Darlings, I was just so, so, so ecstatic when I heard you’d come. Why, up here in my lonesome little castle, I’d thought you’d forgotten all about me,” she said, rushing around to the side of the table where Vala sat. The princess screwed up her face as the Baroness grabbed her cheeks before planting a heavy kiss on her forehead.

Pallas stiffened. I didn’t need to look to know that she was gripping her dagger beneath the table.

Baroness Stone straightened and looked across the table. Her eyes lit up as she took in Medina. I bit my eyes. Despite her otherwise comical appearance, her eyes were a horrifying shade of scarlet.

“And the princess of Andhera, why it is such an honor,” she said.

She curtsied and giggled, before moving around the table to repeat the display with Medina. The whole thing would’ve been comical, were it not so bizarrely disconcerting.

Medina’s eyes bugged out of her face as the fat woman plopped a heavy smooch onto her forehead. Her surprise deepened and she looked on the verge of saying something, before letting it go.

“Oh, and I must introduce you all to my darling niece,” the Baroness said as she straightened up. “Amina!”

A slip of a figure detached herself from the wall and advanced towards us. The girl stopped at the head of the table and bowed. My eyes widened as she straightened up. Two yellow irises peeked out from a pale oval face.

“Don’t just stand there, say hello honey,” the Baroness said.

“Hello,” the girl said shyly. She slipped into the empty seat between Pallas and the head of the table.

“Oh, don’t mind her,” the Baroness said, waving her hand. “Poor girl isn’t used to outsiders. We don’t get much in the way of company out here.”

The Baroness sat at the head. I glanced up and down the length of the table, half-expecting more people to arrive. But no, it was just the six of us alone at the massive table in the cavernous, half-lit room.

Some feast.

“Please, begin,” the Baroness said, gesturing to the food.

I eyed a platter of thinly sliced, bone white mushrooms nearby, before helping myself to a slice. I poked its edge into my mouth and gagged.

The Baroness tittered.

“I’m afraid our cuisine is considered exotic by many outsiders. The Torton mountains have long existed at the periphery of Odras,” the Baroness said.

“What is this?” I said, gesturing to the mushrooms I’d just bitten into.

“Oh, those are sieni. The kobolds pick them, they grow far underground. Well below where humans travel,” the Baroness said.

“Tell me about the kobolds. I’m not familiar with such creatures,” Medina said.

“They’re nothing special,” the Baroness said, waving her hand. “A sub-race of goblin. We use them for labor. They don’t have much in the way of brains, but they’re sturdy folk, well-adapted to the lightless caverns of the Tortons.”

“They don’t seem to be treated very well,” I said.

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about them,” the Baroness said, shrugging. “The kobold are little better than animals. Sometimes they need correcting.”

“I suppose you already know of our needs,” Pallas said.

“Yes, my guards have informed me. It is a shame you must be off so soon. I was thinking of holding a ball tomorrow night. Anyone who’s anyone will be there,” the Baroness said, flashing a grotesque smile.

“No,” Vala said. “We really must be on the road. To be quite honest, I have a hard time believing you’d even consider throwing a ball at a time like this.”

“A time like what?” the Baroness said.

“Why, the Vrag have laid waste to half the country!” Vala said.

“I doubt it’s been that bad,” the Baroness said.

My jaw dropped.

“Not that bad? Do you have any idea what’s going on outside these walls?” I said.

“Don’t be dramatic,” the Baroness said. “No scaly seafarers are going to breach our walls.”

I bit my lower lip and glanced away from the corpulent noblewoman before I exploded. My eyes caught on two pale yellow discs. Amina held my gaze.

“Anyways, I didn’t invite you for a feast just to argue. Eat up! We can talk more about these silly lizard people later,” the Baroness said.

A brusque note entered her voice, signalling the end of the conversation. Vala looked as if she were about to say something, but apparently thought better of it. Despite her superior station, it was no mystery who was really in charge here.

I helped myself to several slices of meat and a miniature loaf of bread, while steering clear of some sort of soft-shelled, albino crustacean. The hair on the back of my neck raised as a golem appeared to my right. He silently plucked up a stone pitcher and poured a thin drizzle of some syrupy, purple liquid over my food. I nodded in awkward thanks before digging in. The meat was tender and savory, while the sauce tasted faintly of gooseberries. It wasn’t bad. A stone hand plucked a silver chalice from in front of me and filled it with a pale amber liquid. I took the proffered cup.

“Thank you,” I said, looking back up at the granite faced golem.

It stared silently back at me, its features expressionless. It inclined its head in a slight bow, before making its way back into the shadows.

The short hairs on the back of my arms rose. How the Baroness could stand to use such creepy, inhuman automatons I couldn’t guess. Then again, the Baroness herself wasn’t exactly the most congenial figure either.

I lifted the chalice to my nose and took a sniff. Speaking so softly my voice came out as nothing more than a whisper, I said: “Henki, is any of this poisonous?”

“Should’ve asked me that before you started eating,” the demon grunted softly. “No, it’s fine. Just go easy on the wine, okay? Poison comes in different forms and the last thing you need is a hangover tomorrow.”

“Thanks,” I said.

The lack of snark in his answer surprised me. His tone was almost friendly, for once.

I lifted the amber colored liquid to my nose and took a deep sniff. The fragrance of lilac and lilies wafted off its surface and into my nostrils. I closed my eyes and tipped the chalice to my lips before taking a deep sip.

My eyelids shot open. I sputtered.

“Burns on the way down, doesn’t it?” the Baroness said. A Cheshire grin crept up her face.

I nodded feebly. A low croak emanated from my throat, earning a hearty chuckle from her royal fatness. Blinking back tears, I finished swallowing and set the chalice down and far, far away from my plate.

“What is that?” Medina said, her voice mild.

“Plumpkin tart wine,” the Baroness answered. “It’s an old kobold recipe, long since adapted by human miners. The kick comes from the fermented mushrooms.”

“It’s an acquired taste, sir,” Mikael said.

He offered me a napkin, which I gratefully accepted. After two pass throughs along the corners of my lips, I looked up at the steward. He was still standing by my side. I hadn’t realized he was still in the room with us.

“Yes, well, I don’t plan on acquiring that particular taste anytime soon,” I said.

I couldn’t help but make a face. Medina stifled a smirk. Pallas rolled her eyes. I handed the napkin back to Mikael and he retreated into the shadows.

Despite the rocky start, I soon warmed to the feast. With our conversation sidelined by the arrival of the food, the tension drained away. I soon found myself adjusting to the plumpkin tart wine. It had a nutty aftertaste and it left my throat warm and my belly happy. Not to mention its alcohol content left my head pleasantly swimming. The plethora of mushroom dishes varied considerably in taste and texture. A swarm of small disc shaped mushroom tarts filled with melted cheese melted luxuriously into my mouth. Meanwhile, the smell alone of an oily mushroom soup that a golem insisted on serving to me almost caused me to throw up all over Medina’s lap.

At least that earned a laugh from Vala.

About midway through the feast, Mikael suddenly reappeared by the Baroness’s side. I watched with mild interest as he leaned down and whispered into her ear. Immediately, she straightened up.

“My deepest apologies, but matters have arisen that must be dealt with immediately,” she said, without looking any of us in the eye. “I trust you can finish the feast without me.”

With that, she stood up and disappeared into the darkness edging the room. As she did, my eyes flickered over to Amina. With her aunt gone, maybe the pale eyed rooftop ragamuffin would be more open to speaking.

“I think I saw you earlier,” I began.

“No, you didn’t,” she said.

Her eyes met mine and I started. They burned with a quiet fear. I opened my mouth to speak and winced as my shin got a good whack beneath the table.

“It is not safe. Her servants lurk in the shadows. Wait, we will speak later.”

The voice whispered in my ear as if it had been meant for me and me alone. I looked to Medina, but she was entranced by the flank of an animal that must’ve been quite formidable when it was alive.

“These words are for you alone. Wait.”

Amina’s mouth hadn’t moved once this whole time. I swallowed and continued with my meal, attacking a salad made of rich, green leaves that didn’t quite look like anything you’d find on Earth.

Though the food kept coming, we’d soon had our fill. Of the five of us, surprisingly enough it was Medina who continued eating the longest.

“Come on you guys, this stuff is delicious,” Medina said through a mouthful of broiled meat.

Vala’s hand shot to her chest.

“How is it that you can eat such heavy quantities?” she said.

“I gotta tell you, this is the closest I’ve had to legit Andheran food since I’ve come to Odras,” Medina said.

“No wonder, the food is disgusting,” Pallas said, wrinkling her nose.

I glanced at Amina. If she was offended by the statement, she didn’t show it. Briefly, I wondered where her parents were. The Baroness had introduced her as a niece, though the two didn’t exactly share a family resemblance. Truth be told, they were as different as night and day.

Eventually, even Medina was sated. Pallas was the first to rise, and the rest of us soon joined her. A golem emerged from the darkness and led us back to our rooms. In our absence, someone had set up a cot at the foot of Medina’s massive, four post bed. We safely ignored the addition.

After the golem left, Vala and Pallas crossed over to our room. The Valkyrie sprawled out on a felt easy chair, while the Princess hopped up on the bed and sat cross legged next to her dark haired friend.

I paced the room.

“Something’s up,” I said sharply.

“You’re telling me,” Pallas said. She let out a sharp snort. “Did you hear the Baroness talk of the Vrag? You’d think they were little more than pirates.”

“There’s more,” I said.

A frown flickered across my face as I relayed my sighting of Amina on the roof and her silent monologue. When I finished, Medina let out a low whistle, but it was Henki who spoke first.

“There’s definitely something going on around here. Ever since we’ve arrived, the mists surrounding the future paths have been practically impossible to slice through,” he said.

“What does that mean?” I said.

“Strong magic is clouding his sight,” Vala said, sighing. “I’ve sensed it too. An indefinable feeling of dread has settled over my belly ever since we walked through these doors.”

“I think I recognize her,” Medina said.

“Who?” I said.

“The Baroness,” Medina said. She shook her head. “I couldn’t tell you how though.”

“Could she be from Andhera?” Pallas said.

“It’s possible,” Medina said. She let out a frustrated moan. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“No, that’s okay. If you remember anything else, let us know. In the meantime, we should wait for Amina to make contact with us,” I said. “Until then, let’s wait here together. I don’t want us splitting up. We have enough problems as is.”

Pallas nodded. It was settled. We had a long night ahead of us.

* * *

I started when the knock came at the door. I’d been dozing off in one of the easy chairs lining the wall. I made eye contact with Pallas and we moved as one towards the entranceway. Medina and Vala were curled up on the bed, fast asleep.

Pallas pulled open the door. Waiting on the other side was Amina. She was huddled in her ashy grey cloak. A serious expression was plastered across her face. Without a word, she slipped inside.

“Close the door,” she said. “No one can know I’m here. I have fifteen minutes at most.”

“What’s going on around here?” I said.

“You have to help us,” Amina said.

Pallas groaned.

“I’m sorry your highness,” that distinctive sarcastic drip re-entered Pallas’s voice. “We came here, because we needed your help. I’m afraid we simply don’t have the time to spare to assist you with whatever ills are plaguing Stonetown.”

“The ill is my aunt and you must put a stop to her before the people of Stonetown are forced to endure another hour of her horrors,” Amina said.

“What’s going on?” Medina said softly.

I looked over my shoulder and saw the devil girl propping herself up on the bed. Vala’s eyes were open, though she continued to lay with her head against the pillow.

“My aunt,” Amina shuddered, a look of sheer disgust crossing her face, “Is sucking the life blood from Stonetown, literally.”

“She’s a vampiress,” Medina said, her eyes lighting up. “That’s how I know her! I recognized her face from a book that my tutors had taught out of. Oh, this is not good, she’s the mistress of the Glens. A woman so wild and wicked that she was expelled from Andhera.”

“Too wicked for Andhera?” Pallas said, raising an eyebrow.

“We have standards, too,” Medina said testily.

“The Baroness likes best to bathe in the blood of virgins. With all of the menfolk withered away, it’s been a bonanza for her,” Amina said.

“Why do the townspeople put up with it?” Pallas asked.

“She controls the golems,” Amina said softly. “Besides, she’s terrifying. When the Vrag invaded and refugees began flooding Stonetown, she saw an opportunity to expand and consolidate. Where before she’d come down from the mountains on moonless nights to abduct young maidens, now she sends her golems into the streets for her whenever she pleases. She arrests girls on the flimsiest of charges and locks them up in her dungeon. Meanwhile, she controls the entirety of the mining trade with an iron fist. Around the time of the Vrag invasion, she conducted an invasion of her own. Sending her golem servants deep into the tunnels below the Tortons, she rounded up the kobolds and subjugated them to her whim. The kobolds you’ve seen already are a mere fraction of the many thousands she has chained below ground.”

We all paused at this grim proclamation. I felt like groaning. I’d agreed to this detour, because it was supposed to make our lives easier. I snapped back into focus as shame filled my chest. How could I feel frustrated when so many were suffering so near to me. I refocused and turned towards Amina.

“What about Mikael? How did he survive the withering?” I asked.

“He cannot die for he’s already dead,” Amina said. “He’s been dead for a long, long time.”

“What do you want us to do?” I said.

“Put an end to this madness. Kill her,” Amina said.

“You’re not her niece,” Vala said.

Amina blushed. It was a statement, not a question.

“No,” she said.

“What are you?” Pallas said.

The crash of stone on wood broke my concentration and sent my eyes racing to the door. My heart leapt into my throat. We waited, and the knock repeated.

“I’ll get it,” I said, sounding braver than I felt.

Keeping my eyes on the door, I focused on my Paladin abilities. The weight of a mail hauberk settled on my arms and torso. Its steel rings felt cool against my skin. Normally, such a garment would go on over a tunic. But, not tonight.

“Hide,” I hissed at Amina, but she was way ahead of me. The spritely figure was already in the process of ducking behind the bed.

I swung open the door. Waiting on the other side was a golem. Standing behind the mute statue was Mikael. The tall man’s fingers were beating an irregular tattoo against his right thigh. His eyes bounced around the room.

“Did I disturb something?” he said dryly.

“Why are you here?” I said, ignoring the question.

Mikael sighed.

“Amina has gone missing. The poor girl is prone to bouts of sleepwalking. I was curious if you’d seen her,” he said.

“No, I haven’t,” I said. “Now, if that’ll be all.”

I made to close the door, but the golem’s hand shot out with disconcerting speed, landing on the opposite side of the door.

“It won’t,” Mikael said. “I’m afraid we’ll have to make a full inspection of your room. The Baroness Stone is quite worried about her niece. You know how family gets.”

He attempted a thin smile that somehow only made his features more grotesque.

“I’m afraid I can’t allow that,” Pallas said. Her tone was as hard as the hand of the golem propping up the door. “Your rudeness has already caused my charges to miss enough sleep. You’ll have to leave.”

“No, I don’t think I will,” Mikael said.

With a start, the golem shoved heavily against his side of the door sending me reeling backwards across the room. I righted myself just as the squat stone figure charged directly into my midsection lifting me off the floor with an oomph.

I flew backwards, landing with a thud on my back. In a flash, I was back on my feet. A heavy morningstar hung loosely from my hand.

The velvet vested stone monster appeared nonplussed. Moving with a quickness that his bulk should’ve precluded, he launched himself across the room at me. My Paladin reflexes took over, and I sidestepped the golem. As I did so, I swung out with my morningstar. The spiked ball at the end of the long steel rod smashed heavily into the creature’s face, kicking up a cloud of dark dust and shattered stone fragments. The golem stiffened. Its fluid legs froze and it came crashing down onto the floor beside the bed.

Vala let out a little shriek. Terror crept across her face. But, I was already turning to face down my next challenge. I needn’t have bothered. Mikael lay on his back, a peaceful expression etched across his face. Protruding from his chest was a long knife. No blood spilled from that dry wound.

“We must go now,” Pallas said, as she kneeled to pick up her knife. She examined its edges distastefully. Though there was no visible blood nor gore along its length, she wiped it several times on the steward’s pants before sticking it back into the sheath she kept strapped to the side of her calf.

“Where will we go?” Vala said.

“Well, I guess at this point we don’t really have a choice, do we? We need to kill the Baroness,” I said.

A wry smile lifted the corner of my mouth.
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We crept along the hallway. In the half-darkness, it was almost impossible to see. Amina led the way. At the midpoints between the torches she grew invisible in her ashy cloak.

Before leaving the bedchambers, I’d summoned a suit of plate armor to cover me. While the chain mail might be suitable for slashing weapons, it would do little to stop the stoney fists of the golems. I’d also changed out my morningstar for a brutal battle hammer. I’d never used one in combat before, but the simplicity and intuitiveness of the weapon meant that I didn’t have to worry.

To my side, Medina had her whip out, while Pallas was dressed in her full hauberk. Her long sword was unsheathed in her right hand, although what good that would do against the Baroness’s stony servants I couldn’t say. Vala clung to the back. I’d been hesitant to let her come along, but the alternative of leaving her alone in this dark castle edged out the danger of taking her with us.

Amina turned to the right and led us into a small chamber. A broad fireplace lined with rich mahogany dominated the far side of the room. Above it hung a painting of a dying lamb. Blood ran down its neck. Perched on top of its corpse was a murder of crows.

I spat into the corner of the room.

“And the winner for creepiest sitting room goes to,” Medina said.

Pallas shot her a look. Medina shrugged.

“Someone help me,” Amina said.

She was pressed up against the side of a bookcase that towered against the far wall. I walked over. She looked up, tiredness spread across her face.

“It shoves to the side,” she said. “All you need to do is give it a push.”

I nodded and took her place. Then, I began to shove. The bookcase did not budge and for a second I thought she’d been mistaken.

“Keep going,” she said. “Normally, the Baroness has the golems do it for her.”

I nodded and redoubled my efforts. The Paladin’s strength surged through me as I pushed. The bookcase groaned in protest, but slowly it began to slide across the floor. Gradually, a small crack appeared in the wall. Excited by the opening, I continued pushing and drove the hole wider. A musty dampness flew out from the darkness. Every muscle in my body cried out in exultation as I forced the bookshelf all the way back.

I stared into the dark rectangle that’d opened up before me.

“Is there any light down there?” I said.

“No,” Amina answered.

I closed my eyes and envisioned a torch. Grainy wood rubbed reassuringly against my skin, and when I opened my eyes again it was to the sight of torchlight.

“Let’s go,” I said.

* * *

The stairs were damp and cramped, but thankfully absent of monsters. If the Baroness had a surprise waiting for us, it was well down below. This time, I took the lead, if only because I had the torch. I still wasn’t sure about Amina. Obviously, there was more to her than met the eye. Just what that entailed, I couldn’t say.

I reached the last step and stepped into a short corridor that turned into a T.

“Great,” I moaned. “A labyrinth. Just what we need.”

“I know the way,” Amina said quietly. “Give me the torch and I’ll lead.”

I passed it over as the girl stepped ahead of me and turned down the right hand path. I had to admire her confidence. I stepped in close behind her, twirling my new warhammer in my hands. If any dungeon monsters stepped in to menace her, I’d turn them into a cloud of clay.

“Watch out,” Henki barked.

My Paladin reflexes lit like a fire. I darted out in front of Amina, my hammer sweeping out in a wide arc just as the rushing golem came into view. The broad end of my hammer slammed into its rocky cheek and the golem’s head smashed into a million tiny pieces. The body stopped and fell to its knees.

A hand clapped across my shoulder.

“Nice work!” Pallas said.

I turned around and smiled. Ever since our tryst on the plains, she’d become far more approachable.

“Don’t relax yet, you’ve got more on the way,” Henki warned, his voice little more than a hiss emanating from the inside of my armor.

I turned, a wildfire coursing through my veins. Another golem came rushing into the small circle of torchlight like a linebacker. I brought my hammer up in a 180 degree arc and sent it flying down directly onto the inhuman bugger’s head. It burst apart in a cloud of dust.

Two more shot into the circle of light, ready to take their dead brother’s place. Without stopping to lose my momentum, I swung the hammer back in a broad, low sweeping arc. The two golems let out a simultaneous grunt as they were both kneecapped in one fell swoop.

Another of the squat hellions leaped over the two paraplegics, twin silver knives flashing in its hands. I took a step back, bent on my right heel and swung the hammer straight up towards the descending golem’s crotch. Were it human, the strike would’ve been nigh unconscionable- a war crime by any civilized standard. The golem’s midsection burst apart. One leg went flying into a nearby wall.

It fell with a crash to the floor. I stood panting, warhammer at the ready as I waited for the next golem to come running. But, it never came.

“You’re good to go,” Henki said.

“I thought you said your vision was misty,” I said.

“You’re welcome,” the demon grunted.

“Thank you for saving our lives,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Now, what’s going on?”

“The vision is still cloudy, but that doesn’t mean I can’t see into the future. It just means I’m limited,” Henki said.

“Like driving in a fog,” I said.

“There you go,” he said.

Amina took off, but this time I was right beside her. The maze was a cacophony of twists and turns. How she was able to keep track of where we were was beyond me. We turned down a side passage and a gust of steam wafted by us. The hot moisture drew beads of sweat to the surface of my skin.

“What is this?” Vala complained.

“We’re close,” Amina said. She was silent for a moment before continuing. “The center of the labyrinth is a hole that falls straight down. There’s no telling how long it goes.”

A grey figure drifted in the mist ahead of us. It let out a wailing moan a moment before I surged forward and cut across it with my battlehammer, causing it to dissipate into nothingness.

“What was that?” I said through clenched teeth.

“Mist wraith,” Amina answered. “The ghosts of her victims haunt the tunnels down here. Ignore them, they’re harmless.”

Another shadow formed in the mist, taller and thinner than any golem. My head swam as the wraith let loose with a haunting cry.

“I don’t like this,” I said.

“We’re almost there,” Amina said.

Her words proved prophetic. The walls ended, drifting off to either side in an endless expanse of burning steam.

“Enough of this,” Pallas said. “Demon-whore, you have much to account for. Now show yourself!”

Her words echoed off of far off walls. A distant laugh tinkled from above.

“So, you’ve come to bother me, eh? Pity. And I was going to let you live, too,” the Baroness said.

“Where are you?” Pallas said.

“Don’t you worry about where I am, worry about where you’ll be when I’m done with you,” the Baroness laughed. A stout figure appeared in the steam cloud. I stepped forward and brought my hammer around in a fierce whack. The flat end connected with solid stone. A fierce shattering shook the room as the golem’s head burst into a million pieces.

“She’s up there, in the center of the room on a platform,” Amina said, pointing off into space.

“Is there any way to get rid of this damn steam? I can barely see,” I said.

“It comes from a vent in the center of the room. It’s where the sacred waters flow,” Amina said.

Another shadow flickered in the steam. I stepped forward and smashed it to pieces.

“Sacred waters?” I said. A bead of sweat slipped into my eyes. I shook my head, unable to wipe it away in my plate armor.

“It’s how she stays so youthful,” Amina said.

“I thought that came from the blood of her victims?” Pallas said.

“On your left,” Henki said.

I turned just in time to see another shadow tumbling towards us. I swung my hammer in a wide, cruising arc and was rewarded by a puff of broken stone.

“There’s a spring of everlasting waters that runs in a vein throughout the mountains here,” Amina said.

“To your right,” Henki said.

I turned. This time the golem was so close I could see into the flat, featureless almond shaped depressions where his eyes should be. I let out a hoarse war cry as I brought my hammer down in a vicious arc, smashing through the golem’s head and running all the way through his chest.

“For an undead being like the Baroness, she must mix the waters with the blood of her virgin sacrifices,” Amina said.

Fat beads of sweat were running into my eyes. Stinging my sight. The world dissolved into a blurry mess. Summoning my Paladin powers, I removed my helm and gloves. Tugging the edge of my tunic down I wiped away the sweat. Arrayed before me were a semi-circle of broken down, stone men.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said.

Letting my hammer fall into my right hand, I picked up one of the headless golems with my right.

“Lead me to the spring,” I said.

Wordlessly, Amina ran into the steam. I followed behind at a steady jog, fat beads of sweat rolling down my forehead, neck, arms, and chest. The heat grew more intense the further into the steam we ran. Piece by piece, I dissipated my armor, letting it drift into the void from which it came until I was down to nothing more than my boots, tunic, and leggings. Finally, I let go of my tunic, saving only my leggings for modesty. A clash rose up from behind us, setting my teeth on edge. That noise could only mean Pallas was locked in combat with more golems. Without my crushing hammer, it was unlikely she’d be able to do much more than fend off the stone warriors.

“We’re here,” Amina said.

I stumbled forward and saw that she was right. A geyser shot up from the Earth immediately in front of us. Quickly, I dropped the golem down at the edge of the geyser. Like a bent hose, the geyser skewed off slightly to the left. Then, I sprinted back towards the others.

The steam had decreased ever so slightly, making it easier to see my other companions locked in combat with two golem. Vala stayed towards the back, while Pallas pressed forward. A gust of air buffeted against my back. I looked up and saw Medina dart overhead. Her whip lashed out and smashed against a golem’s head. It burned incandescent and exploded. I let out a sigh of relief and turned towards Pallas.

Letting loose with a He-Man cry, I jumped just before coming up to the golem. With a vicious downstroke, I smashed straight through its head, causing it to topple over frontwards.

Pallas stared at me, wide-eyed.

“We have to go,” I barked.

Leaning down, I grabbed a golem in my free arm and began dragging him back towards the center. Amina again led the way while the others followed behind this time. We reached the geyser and I tossed the golem on top of the shooting geyser. It blocked a little more of the stream. A smile curved up my cheek.

The steam lessened. This time, when more shadows burst through, I was positively giddy with anticipation. Between Medina’s whip and my warhammer, we made short work of the rushing golem. All the while, the others got busy dragging the fallen decapitated golems towards the geyser.

“Hey, what’s going on down there?” the Baroness screamed down.

“It looks like you’re out of bathwater, bitch,” Medina said. Her whip cracked out, lashing against an advancing golem’s head. It burst apart. Pallas swooped in and grabbed hold of the golem, carrying it towards the sputtering geyser.

She settled its broken corpse over the top of the golem dome we’d busily erected, stopping the flow of water completely.

With that, the steam cleared and I was able to see the center of the labyrinth clearly for the first time. We were in a circular room with stone sides. Multiple entrances entered in at irregular intervals. I gulped. A whole lot of golems were streaming in.

A hollow laugh echoed off the walls.

“It matters little what you’ve done. Prepare to drown in your own blood,” the Baroness cackled.

I looked straight up. Suspended on a wire platform about twenty feet up in the air was the Baroness. She was completely nude, and it was not a pretty sight. A scarlet drop landed between my feet. I squinted and looked up again. Another, smaller figure had been strung up on some sort of wiry metal apparatus that looked vaguely like a basketball hoop. Or a shower.

I blanched. A young lady hung across its top, her neck had been sliced clean open and the wound hung directly over the spot where a shower faucet would go.

“Medina, can you take care of this sick fuck?” I said.

My voice came out unnaturally thick, sounding as if there were another me speaking from far away.

“No problem,” Medina said.

She shot into the air. I shook my head. The first of the new wave of golems were upon us and it was time to fight. I let my Paladin reflexes take over as I swung my battle hammer at the advancing enemy.

I managed to take out two with my first swipe. The battlehammer swept low and wide, separating heads from shoulders. I shuddered internally. The creatures seemed so void of emotion, completely expressionless even as I decapitated their fellows.

“Cal!” Vala shouted.

I turned in time to see the elven princess stumbling backwards from a wave of advancing golems.

“You take this,” I said, shoving my warhammer towards Pallas.

She dropped her sword in surprise as I thrust the weapon into her hands. Her mouth opened, but I was already sprinting away towards Vala. I blinked and a morningstar appeared in my hands.

Jumping up onto the pile of golems covering the geyser, I sprinted towards the top of the heap before jumping straight down and over Vala to where the first of the inhuman beasts were scrambling towards her. I let out a raucous battle cry as I lifted the morningstar over my head. I brought it down just as my feet touched the bottom of the golem pile. The black spiked ball flew down in wrecking ball fashion against the top of a golem. Its head exploded in a cloud of splintering stone.

Three quick swipes eliminated the next few golems, and then I spun out from underneath the cage and peered straight up at the battle that was taking place between Medina and the denuded Baroness.

It wasn’t looking pretty.

At some point, the Baroness had summoned a coat of black-green scales to cover her body. Add in long tearing claws and a swinging alligator tail, and you were talking serious trouble here.

Medina was performing complicated feats of acrobatic flight overhead. Spinning figure eights, backflips, feints and advances, all designed to throw the reptilian vampiress off balance, so her whip could land true.

The glowing tip shot out and landed with a crack against the vampire’s shoulder. She snarled, but didn’t slow down as she darted forward, her razor sharp claws swinging towards Medina.

I gritted my teeth. Three more golems were rushing towards Vala and I. Behind me, Pallas’s heavy swinging hammer falls echoed loudly. Sprinting forward, I charged straight toward the center golem. Jumping just yards before he reached me, I landed on the golem’s shoulders while simultaneously bringing my mace down in a vicious 180 degree swipe. The golem’s head burst apart. Turning, I swiped at the other two golems, quickly reducing their heads to piles of rubble.

Closing my eyes, I dug deeply into my Paladin reflexes and backflipped onto the platform above. I landed with a thud behind the Baroness.

“Time for a tag team,” I grunted.

The baroness raised her head back and screeched. I charged, my morningstar swept out towards the side. We met in the center of the platform. I looped my mace up in a diagonal slashing motion. The Baroness’s claws swiped up to catch it, and then we were caught in a push.

I gritted my teeth as I pressed heavily against the screeching demon. Up close, she was even uglier than she’d seemed on the ground. Her face had molted into something demonic. A snout had sprouted where her mouth and nose had once been. The only feature that remained were her blood red eyes.

Her lips curled back and a barking laugh lit up the air.

“I have never tasted a man’s blood before, but I suppose there’s a first time for everything,” she barked.

With that, she forced me back with a sudden show of strength. I stumbled towards the edge. Meanwhile, the Baroness started towards me, her movements slow and confident.

I let my mace dissipate and replaced it with my sword. Despite the stifling heat, I resummoned my plate and buckler. I’d need everything in my power if I were to defeat this demon witch.

The Baroness’s eyes lit up with a terrible light. She reared her head back in a scream. A circle of burning light had wrapped itself around her neck.

Medina’s whip!

I darted forward, not wasting any time, and drove my sword hilt deep into the baroness’s stomach. She let out a raucous roar as spurts of puke green blood flowed from her open wound. Hate shone from her eyes. Her lips parted, but Medina tightened the makeshift lasso, precluding any speech.

I withdrew the sword and hefted it back.

“All right Medina, let go of the whip,” I said.

With a single yank, she pulled the whip free. The Baroness’s face had become a crumpled mask of torments. Her mouth opened in a haunting oval just as I swung my sword toward her neck.

The Baroness’s head popped off her body, her face frozen in a Gorgon’s stare. I dropped my sword and planted my hands on my knees.

Something was off. I couldn’t pinpoint what it was exactly, until Vala shouted excitedly from below.

“They’ve stopped. The golems aren’t attacking anymore,” she said.

I looked over the edge of the platform and saw that the approaching statue soldiers were frozen in mid-stride. I let out a sigh as I slumped down onto the platform. Even with all of my newfound strength and power, today had been exhausting and there was nothing I wanted more in that moment than a nice hot bath, followed by a soft bed.

A foot softly kicked against my greaves. I looked up into Medina’s pale face, flushed from the heat.

“Hey kid, you did alright,” she said.

“You weren’t bad yourself,” I said.

She proffered a hand. I dissipated my armor and shield, and took it. Once again, I was surprised by her strength. Such an unexpected attribute in a woman so slim and slender.

Her smile turned into a look of disgust and I saw her eyes flit behind me. I sighed.

“There’s a corpse hanging over me, isn’t there?” I said.

“Aye-aye captain,” Medina said softly. “Let’s make like a tree and get the fuck outta here.”
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Getting back up was easier than coming down. With all of the golems out of commission, we could rest easy. Or, we should’ve been able to rest easy. But, when you’re wandering through a dark labyrinth in the basement of a spooky mansion recently inhabited by a vampiress, her undead manservant, and an army of stony golems, well, it’s a little tough not to get the creeps.

By the time we got to the top of the stairs, the sun was creeping through the window and into the sitting room.

Pallas groaned.

“A whole night wasted,” she said.

“Wasted?” I said, arching an eyebrow. “We put a stop to Dracula’s ugly stepmom and freed a whole city from a horde of walking garden gnomes. I’d say that was a night well spent.”

“She’s right,” Medina said, stifling a yawn. “I’m also glad that we got rid of that fat bitch, but let’s be real for a second: this isn’t why we came to Stonetown.”

“Sorry for trying to look on the sunny side of things,” I muttered. “At least it’s over.”

“Not yet it isn’t,” Amina said.

I side-eyed her. The mysterious amber eyed girl had been silent ever since we’d defeated her aunt. I’d thought she’d be more excited. Then again, the entire time I’d known her, she’d proven herself to be nothing less than an enigma.

“How do you mean?” I said.

“Do you remember how the guards treated you? Their leader, Leviatha, is deeply corrupt. Once she hears news that her patron has been killed, more likely than not she’ll stage a coup d’etat and declare herself the new queen of Stonetown,” Amina said.

I groaned.

“Any ideas for how we’re going to deal with Leviatha?” I said.

“Right now we are confronted by a leadership vacuum. My mother always told me that nature abhors a vacuum, meaning the best way to deal with such a problem is to fill it ourselves,” Pallas said. “If my time serving in the royal guards has taught me anything, it’s that action in matters such as these must be carried out swiftly and with great force.”

“I’m with you on the second part. Not quite on the first, though. As much as I’d love to stick around and be king of Stonetown, we have a mission to accomplish,” I said.

Pallas blinked.

“I wasn’t talking about us,” she said sharply. “The sole and rightful heir to not only Stonetown, but to the entire Province of Stone is right here beside us.”

“Me?” Amina said. She chuckled sadly. “I’m afraid that I’m not the heir you’re looking for.”

“You’re niece to the Baroness Stone. It doesn’t get much more heir than that, unless-,” Medina slapped herself on the forehead. “Oh God, you’re not telling me that thing has a child.”

“No, the Baroness is barren, so far as I can tell,” Amina said.

“More likely no man has gotten close enough to the royal cooch to give her an heir. I don’t blame them, the smell alone,” Medina broke off and crinkled her nose.

“That is a possibility,” Amina said, shrugging. “She is an ancient being, that is for certain and her hold over the Province Stone predates the withering by some years. Regardless, that is not the issue. You see, I am not really the Baroness’s niece.”

“Well thank God for that,” Medina said.

“What are you then?” Vala said.

“I am a changeling,” Amina said quietly.

“A what?” I said.

“What are you doing here? And why did the Baroness introduce you as her kin?” Pallas said.

“I’m not from Stonetown originally. The kobold found me abandoned in the mines. When the Baroness enslaved them, she found out about me. Once she learned of my powers, she decided to mold me into her heir apparent,” Amina said.

I shook my head. That was a lot to process.

“But, you were brought up to wield power?” Vala said.

“Yes, although to this day I don’t know why,” Amina said.

“Well, there’ll be time enough to figure that out later,” I said. “Right now, Stonetown needs a leader and you’re looking like our best choice.”

“He is right,” Pallas said. “But, first we must deal with the guards.”

“How are we going to do that?” I said.

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” a harsh voice echoed from the hall. “The guards have come to deal with you.”

A tall woman in a scaled hauberk walked into the sitting room. Flanking her on either side were several city guards. Tall, well-built women wearing scale hauberks and wielding glaives. Longswords were buckled to their belts.

I summoned my sword.

“Leviatha, what are you doing?” Amina said.

“Shut up twerp, I heard your treasonous speech from the hallway. So, the baroness is dead, huh?” Leviatha said.

“You don’t want to do this,” I said.

“I’ll take directions from a man when the sun freezes over,” Leviatha snarled. “Seize them!”

The guards started forward when all pandemonium broke out. A blinding, buttery light shone from my right. I looked over and my eyes widened as Amina transformed into something black, hissing and long-legged.

“In the name of the Goddess,” Leviatha said.

Amina launched herself at the guard captain’s face. She went down with a shriek as a spider the size of a pit bull wrapped around her face. The two guards closest to her gasped and backed away towards the wall. Another guard, shorter than the others with black hair done up in a neat bob, stared petrified.

As quickly as it’d started, it ended. The spider leapt back like a hydraulic pogostick and a flash of light drenched the room in lemony illumination. Then, Amina was standing beside me once again. But, my eyes weren’t on her.

They were on the mangled mess on the floor in front of us.

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered.

The woman with the bob haircut turned and puked in a corner of the room.

“Anyone else?” Amina said.

Her voice was mild, but her stare could’ve cut through steel. A flurry of head shakes confirmed what we already knew.

“Good,” the teenager barked. “Now, go spread the word through the city. Baroness Stone is no more. The kobold are to be released. Does anyone know the city paymaster?”

A stork-like blonde slowly raised her hand.

“She is my mother, ma’am,” the soldier said.

“Excellent, bring her to me immediately. The kobold are due back wages before they are released from service,” Amina said.

The woman nodded and turned. The other soldiers followed.

“Wait,” Amina said. As one they froze. “Someone else, inform the stablemaster that our honored guests are leaving. They’ve had a rough night. I want you to make sure that a wagon with bedding is prepared alongside the horses and provisions that they’ll need.”

“Yes ma’am,” the soldier with the bob cut said weakly. She stifled a retch the moment those words left her mouth.

“Good,” Amina said. “You two stay with me.”

She pointed to two of the guards on the left. With sulky frowns lining their faces, they peeled off the walls and walked towards Amina.

“What do you need us for, ma’am,” the closer of the two said.

A wicked smile curved up Amina’s face.

“Insurance.”

* * *

It didn’t take long before the wagons were assembled at the gates of the town. As much as I’d have liked to stay behind and help Stonetown go through the changes that were being ushered in, we didn’t have time to linger. Fortunately, with Amina at the helm, things already seemed to be turning around.

We’d gone with her to the barracks and while a few of the city guardswomen had wanted to revolt against the new order, Amina’s legitimacy as the Baroness’s heir combined with a well-timed transformation into a creature so truly horrifying I have a difficult time describing it other than as a sort of octopus like shadow with wavering tentacles that glowed in colors I didn’t know existed quickly cemented her role as the new ruler of Stonetown.

“Thank you for your generosity, but these wagons are much too slow for our needs,” Pallas said.

“They’re not for you to take. My guards will drive you out as far as the road goes. There are beds in the back of the covered wagon. Hopefully, you’ll be able to get some sleep. From there, they’ll turn around and you can continue on with the horses,” Amina said.

“Sounds good to me,” Medina said, stifling a yawn.

She hopped into the back of the wagon. Vala turned towards Amina and executed a stiff bow from the waist. My cheeks flushed crimson as I got an eyeful of cleavage on the way up.

“Oh Amina, thank you for your hospitality,” the princess said.

Amina smiled, then strode forward and wrapped Vala in a hug. They parted and Amina beamed as she looked the elven princess up and down.

“Please know that the gates of Stonetown will always be open to you and your friends,” she said.

“We may need your aid before too long,” Pallas said. She stepped forward and clapped a hand against Amina’s shoulder. “Storm clouds are brewing.”

“Yes, I heard what you’d said about the Vrag. I’ve been following their progress, albeit slowly and incompletely by bribing some of the merchants who pass through here. You must understand, under the Baroness all such talk was verboten. Even mentioning the Vrag was apt to get you disappeared,” Amina said.

“We’re gathering forces at the Temple of the Moon Goddess. I would appreciate it if you would muster every able bodied woman in Stonetown for service,” Vala said.

“It will take some time, but I will see what I can do,” Amina said.

I bit my lower lip. Amina turned and her smile did not disappear. She walked over and enveloped me in a great bear hug. After seeing her in action, so terrible and ferocious, it was weird to feel her body, so soft and tender.

“Thank you for your bravery,” she said. When she parted, her smiling yellow eyes found mine. “We’ll see much of each other in the future.”

I’d never been the greatest at taking a compliment. So, I returned her smile and said my goodbyes. Then, I clambered up after Medina and Vala into the wagon. Pallas was last. This time there was no hanky panky. Just the welcome release of darkness. Before we drifted off to sleep, we settled on a watch schedule.

It wouldn’t do to be too trusting with the recent regime change. So, Pallas kept watch as I nestled between the thin blankets on the wood plank floor and drifted off slowly to sleep.
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We took our leave of the guards in the early afternoon. By that point, everyone had gotten a chance to nap for a few hours and we were as refreshed as we’d ever be. Considering we’d spent the night prior killing an ancient vampiric entity after doing battle with her golem army, that was saying something.

We were still some distance from the Varaa plains. The foothills to the Torton mountains rose to our right and straight ahead. Amina hadn’t quite been right in saying the wagon would take us to the end of the road. It was more like the wagon took us to the end of the cobblestone road that it was able to travel on. A small dirt trail led into the low hills ahead of us.

Our horses took us along the path without incident and we spent the afternoon in a pleasant haze ambling through the hills and valleys to our final destination. We pressed on until the sun passed below the lip of the world and thick banks of mist descended, leaving the hill tops like islands in a vast silver sea.

We settled atop one such island. Vala and Pallas gathered up some sticks for the fire while Medina cooked. For my part, I set up our bedding. The weather was fine and the sky was clear. By unspoken mutual consent, we decided not to pitch the tent that night.

Instead we ate our meal, a thick stew brimming with beans and savory chunks of some sort of salted meat. Afterwards we took to our beds and drifted off to sleep by the dying embers of the fire.

Seismic waves of tiredness swept over me, but sleep proved elusive. I looked up at the stars and tried to find the constellations Vala had taught me not too long ago. Darkness took me before I completed the first one.

* * *

I woke to blackness. Someone had snatched the stars from my sight. I sat up and rubbed my eyes. I was wrong. There were stars. Not cold pinpricks of light hanging in the night sky, but warm, luminous orbs of white that hung from dwarf maples. The trees were uniform in height, each about twice as tall as I was. They stood evenly spaced apart on the hillside.

The girls were gone. So were the horses. Peace blossomed in my chest where suspicion should’ve taken root. The girls weren’t gone and neither were the horses. They’d never been here to begin with.

I stood up. A hand fell on my shoulder.

“Hello.”

The voice was soft, light and feminine. I knew who I would see before I turned around.

“What are you doing here?” I said.

“You’ve almost completed the first stage of your quest. I thought I would come to congratulate you,” she said.

“That’s all?” I said.

“You don’t believe me?” she said.

“You don’t exactly have the greatest track record with honesty,” I said.

“If I’ve lied to you, it’s because that’s what you needed,” she said softly.

“Why have you brought me here?” I said.

“Turn around,” she said.

I wasn’t prepared for the sight that met me when I did. Emilia had somehow grown taller since I’d last seen her. She towered over me, a white cloaked goddess with eyes that were little more than pits of brightness. I raised my hand over my eyes.

“What are you?” I said.

“Don’t you know already?” she said.

“You’re a servant of the Moon Goddess,” I said quietly.

“That’s a good guess, but you’re incorrect. I am the Moon Goddess. I’ve come to aid you on your quest,” she said.

“How?” I asked.

“You’ve accomplished great things so far in your journey, but your greatest challenges lie ahead,” she said.

If the scenery wasn’t so awe inspiring and if I weren’t being addressed by an actual deity, I would’ve rolled my eyes.

“I’m afraid that’s not new information,” I said.

The light in her eyes intensified and I stumbled back. A chill ran up my spine.

“I am sure that you are well aware that the lion’s share of the fighting is yet to be done. What you aren’t yet aware of is the scope of the task lying before you. Uniting the people of Odras won’t be enough, you must seek out the kingdom that dwells in darkness if you are to succeed,” she said.

A thousand questions bubbled up within me, but it was the one I hadn’t been expecting that burst out first.

“Why me?” I said. “I’m not the smartest or the fastest or the strongest. I’m nothing- a nobody.”

A soft hand lifted my chin and I found myself staring into the Goddess’s eyes. Twin wells of golden, glowing light opened out towards me.

“You are not a nobody. You are the man who fought bravely and tirelessly against every foe that has stepped between you and those you loved. You are the man who threw himself against goblins, demons, krotein, Mogoi, bandits, Vrag, golems, and a vampire. And why did you fight so? You fought for the lives of strangers as valiantly as you fought for your friends and lovers. How many men will risk life and limb so courageously for those they love, let alone those they may never know?

“Vala opened the portal from our world to yours, but the anchor was cast to your spirit for a reason. Do not think I haven’t been watching you your whole life. I’ve seen you display great courage in the boxing ring, rising from the canvas when lesser men would have let themselves fall. I watched you brave the treacherous mountains of Afghanistan, fighting to save those around you from a violent death,” she said.

I opened and closed my mouth, guppy-like. There was so much to say, yet I couldn’t find the words.

Her eyes broke from mine as she plucked a leaf from a nearby tree. Holding it in her hand, I watched it go from a vibrant green to crimson then yellow in a moment’s time. It curled and browned, crumpling into something small and frail as the moisture left it. A breeze swept through the glade and the leaf crumpled into miniscule fragments as it flew into the sky.

“Such a fleeting thing life is, here now gone,” she said. Her eyes found mine again and that faint smile returned. “You are your father’s son.”

A flood of questions surged through me, but before I could open my mouth I was waking for the second time that night. Vala gently shook my shoulder.

“Wake up, you were having a nightmare,” Vala said.

“I think it was more than that,” I said, shaking my head. I relayed my meeting with the Moon Goddess, while skipping over some of the more personal details.

When I finished she was silent for a moment.

“You were given a great honor. Many priestesses will spend their entire lives serving the Moon Mother without so much as a sign from the heavens,” she said. She grabbed a clump of grass and tore it from the ground. “Ugh, and I met her and did not recognize her! How foolish could I be!”

“I don’t think you can blame yourself for that one. She is a goddess, after all,” I said.

“And I’m her high priestess,” Vala said bitterly.

I took hold of her far shoulder and pulled her in towards me. We knelt together on the grassy knoll beneath the blanket of stars and shared in each other’s warmth. Hot tears sank through the fabric of my tunic, washing my skin.

“She told me other things too,” I said.

“Like what?” she said.

She continued looking straight out ahead.

“She told me I was my father’s son,” I said.

“So?” Vala said.

“I barely knew my father growing up. He was an alcoholic,” I said. I cleared my throat. “He got blind drunk on my sixth birthday and wandered onto the train tracks on the East Side of town. They couldn’t show the body at the funeral, it was so mangled.”

“I am sorry,” Vala said. She huddled closer to me, pressing her warmth to mine. “What is a train?”

I sighed.

“It’s like a long, thin boat on wheels that’s made completely out of metal. They operate off of a complex kind of magic called the internal combustion engine that lets them run faster than a galloping horse,” I said.

“Oh,” she said. “That sounds horrible.”

“It really was,” I said quietly. “I barely remember him. When I try to think of his face, all I get is a blur.”

“I am sorry Cal. I also know little of my parents. After my father died atop the Temple Mount, my mother began to hear voices. One day, she simply disappeared. Search parties were raised and all of Odras went into a flurry, but she was never found. I still think of her often,” she said.

I squeezed her palm while my eyes roamed the sky. When I found what I’d been looking for, I raised my hand.

“This is Mustek, the great octopus,” I said, sketching out an eight tentacled monstrosity in the night air. “The Sun God put him up there after he caught him tickling the Moon Goddess with his slimy tentacles.”

“Hey,” Vala erupted into a fit of giggles as I began to furiously tickle her sides. She fell backwards onto the hillside and my heart caught in my throat. The white moonlight illuminated her features in perfect detail: her sharp nose and full lips, her pale skin and bright blue eyes.

I leaned over and planted a kiss against her lips. She grabbed the back of my head and returned the favor. The scent of sweet lilacs and summer roses filled me. I parted, a wolfish grin creeping up my face.

“Watch this,” Vala said.

She sat up and plucked a nearby dandelion. A cloud of silvery seeds lined its head. Vala sucked in a deep breath and blew. The dandelion seeds danced away in the wind. As they flew, they grew bigger and brighter. Soon, each slender seed was the size of a Chinese paper lantern. They glowed a bright, luminous silver in the inky blackness.

My arm crept around her waist, and together we watched the procession march across the night sky.








  
  
  Chapter 27

  
  




“It’s up there, just ahead!” Vala said.

She pointed towards a cluster of white granite mountains up ahead. They were halfway in the hills we’d so recently been marching through and halfway out in the plains.

“Almost there,” Pallas said.

“Finally,” I said.

I closed my eyes. The sunlight ran warm across my back, relaxing my muscles. After what seemed like an eternity on the road, we’d finally arrived. Looking around at my three incredible companions, it was hard to imagine that just a month ago I’d felt like my life was already over. That with the end of my marriage, I’d never love or be loved again. My eyes flickered between Vala’s pure smile, Medina’s twisted smirk and the perpetual mischief brewing in her eyes, and Pallas’s stern demeanor and steady, quiet strength. Despite all of the challenges that had been set in my way, there wasn’t a single thing that I would change.

Of course, this was only the beginning. The Moon Goddess’s ominous words echoed through my memory.

Uniting the people of Odras won’t be enough, you must seek out the kingdom that dwells in darkness if you are to succeed.

The morning after I’d received my vision from the Moon Goddess, I’d shared it with the others. Pallas had characteristically been skeptical of the whole thing. Meanwhile, Medina had nodded along, a very uncharacteristically solemn expression spread across her face.

“You know what that means?” she said.

“The kingdom that dwells in darkness is Andhera, isn’t it?” I said.

Medina nodded.

“I’m going home,” she said. A wistful look entered her eyes. “Oh, you don’t know how long I’ve dreamed of this. I’ll finally get to see my family, my homeland. After all these years.”

“Hold on just a second, we’ve come all this way to unite the people of Odras. We’re not just going to go running off to plead for help from the Andherans. No offense, but they’re not exactly the firmest allies,” Pallas said.

“No, they’re not. But, if we’re to defeat the Vrag, we’ll need all the help we can get,” Medina said.

“There’s more,” I said. I took a breath. “The Moon Goddess told me that the Vrag are merely fleeing a greater threat. Like fleas being cast off a dog is how she put it. Defeating the Vrag may be the least of our worries.”

To my surprise, it was Vala who stepped forward. Speaking with a confidence I hadn’t seen before, she addressed the group.

“We will continue on to the Temple of the Moon Goddess. From there we can reprovision and take stock. Our mission has scarcely changed. Before we sought to unite the people of Odras. Now, we add another nation to our number. True Andhera and Odras have long had fraught relations, but like quarreling sisters they must learn to set aside their differences to confront the greater evil,” Vala said. She smiled at Medina. The dark princess returned her grin.

“If we two can learn to grow together and become friends, then there is no reason Andhera and Odras can’t unite,” Vala continued. “We must move beyond our uneasy truce and flimsy treaties towards a true friendship. But, all of that is for the future. There is still so much to be done first.”

“I will be with you every step of the way, sister,” Medina said. “It’s been ages since I’ve set eyes upon Andhera, but that will not stop me from doing everything in my power to compel my people to stand up for what is right and necessary.”

* * *

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Vala said, clasping my upper arm.

I snapped back to the present and looked up at the white granite peaks.

“Yes,” I said.

They were incredibly beautiful. A collection of snow capped giants jutting proudly skyward. A wisp of smoke curled up from one of the lower peaks.

“What’s that?” I said.

Vala’s face fell as she followed my finger.

“Oh no,” she said.

With a start, she cracked her reins and her horse broke into a gallop. I pressed my knees against the side of my horse and shot off after her. While my Paladin muscle memory helped, weeks on the road had sharpened my horse riding skills considerably.

Soon, we were neck and neck racing towards the rapidly approaching mountain peaks. With each gallop, my stomach sank further.

Vala stopped abruptly a hundred yards distant from the base of the mountain. Her hands flew to her eyes. Great sobs wracked her body. I stiffened in my saddle.

The remains of a great temple complex smoldered atop a low hanging plateau nestled between two of the peaks. Flapping in the wind was a black flag with three diagonal red stripes.

* * *
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Glossary




Andhera: The Kingdom of Darkness situated immediately to the North of Odras.

Cerulean Sea: The vast sea lying to the West of Odras.

Crimson Ocean: An uncrossable body of water lying to the South of Telos. It is said that if a sailor goes far enough, he’ll drop off the very face of the world.

Cuhul: The blind, subterranean Gods worshiped by the Eastmen. To appease their anger and slake their thirst, the Eastmen periodically conduct blood rituals over the deep caves in Indhuoul.

Elixir of dar: A healing solution. One drop can bring a man back from the brink of death.

Krotein: A species of subterranean burrowers. They spend most of their lives deep beneath the Earth in dark, distant tunnels. Despite being an apex predator, there are beings even more vicious that lurk further below.

Mala: The royal house of Odras

Mogoi: A terrible serpent demon possessed of an ancient intelligence. It is said to kill him, you must pierce all nine of his hearts.

Odras: The largest kingdom in the western part of Telos.

Oilder: A large river port town built on the banks of the river Tyr and located in the Varaa Plains. After the Vrag invasion, a band of enterprising Eastern outlaws took advantage of the chaos to take over the town.

Sankrit: A species of large, wild cat.

Stonetown: A mountain town whose main industries revolve around the mining operations in the Torton Mountains.

Sugis Forest: A broad forest covering much of the area immediately inland from Odras.

Telos: A massive continent containing Odras, Andhera, and much else besides.

Torton Mountains: A large mountain range abutting the fields of Varaa.

Tuho: A species of floating jellyfish

Tyr, the river of: Telos’s Mississippi, the Tyr expands through a web of tributaries to drain a full third of the watershed of Telos. It is a common refrain among the sailors who ply the river Tyr that one can cross the breadth and span of Telos without once stepping foot on dry land.

Varaa Plains: Sweeping steppe land inhabited primarily by semi-nomadic herders.

Vrag: A race of monstrous demons whose origins lie beyond the Cerulean Sea.
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