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Chapter 1

Evlanday Evening, 17th of Krodn, Year 678, 4th Age
You never know just how your day is going to go. Sometimes it’s going great. Sometimes you wake up and think, “Ooh, I shouldn’t have done that.” Today was… a mixed bag.
“You see anything, Asher?” Uli asked me while slipping out of the shadows. We were both wearing black leather and weapons. Perfect for sneaking through the darkness and infiltrating a thieves’ guild.
“Yeah, I think so,” I said confidently. We were waiting for the others at the door at the end of a dark, creaking hallway.
“I think Kiersa might be slowing down Giezha and Mara,” Uli said impatiently as she flicked her hand, making several lock picks appear from thin air. While I watched, she got to work on the door’s complex locks.
The hallway we were in was part of a large complex in the city of Yulna. The building was supposedly kept as a cathedral for K’na the Just, but it was just a front fake monastery to hide the thieves’ guild in plain sight. A location we were currently pulling off a heist in the name of our own guild, the Red Breakers.
“Thieving from a thieves’ guild,” I laughed to myself, spinning my black and gold sword in my hands. “Never thought I’d see the day.”
“Shit!” Uli breathed. “There’s some kind of a lock on here that I can’t break.”
Inspecting the lock myself, I couldn’t see anything wrong with it. “Magic?” I asked.
“Definitely. We’ll have to wait for Giezha to get here.”
“Well, hold on!” I said, a little hurt. “Let me take a crack at it.” I may not have been as adept as our team mage, but I was learning quick under her! Giezha said it herself, I was a stubbornly persistent and dedicated student.
“Asher, I’m not sure if your magic’s that good.” Uli whispered, biting her thumb.
“Don’t worry about it,” I said confidently.
Crouching next to her, I looked at the lock of the door. It was an intricate brass mechanism attached at the very center of the black wooden door. The whispers of the wind carried through the hall, making it sound like people were constantly surrounding us. A good threat against any potential trespassers unless you already knew how the magic worked.
Thank goodness Uli could infiltrate this place and get us in… I thought. Giezha was the magic of the team, and Mara, a highly trained and deadly fighter, was the muscle. But Uli? She was the brains. The shadow. The thief extraordinaire and planner for all our work. She was half-goblin but all-around the most singularly capable.
As for ol’ Asher Merrick? I guess I’m kinda the glue guy. Stickin’ between and helping get the job done.
As I stared at the lock, I took a deep breath and pulled the mana from inside, feeling the magic flow through my body. As the raw magic coursed around, I tried to remember a series of runes that Giezha had taught me. Runes were the unique formula to convert magic and mana into almost anything.
“Okay,” I whispered to myself before pushing out the mana. As the magical formula mixed with the mana, the runes began to percolate around my wrist and fingertips tips. I gently brushed my hand against the lock and could see it! My eyes opened, glowing bright red as my vision carried into the lock, showing me the different mechanisms inside and tiny runes and bits of magic in every nook and cranny.
“Good thing you didn’t already pick it,” I told Uli. “Otherwise, that would’ve tripped the alarms.”
“You think you can get it?”
As I looked through my hands, the sigils and magic lights connected around the gears and metal bits. It was complex as hell and way beyond what I could do stealthily.
“No,” I admitted. The thieves’ guild we were robbing wasn’t well-known or well-equipped, but they were intelligent, clever, and did the most with as few resources as possible.
Our heads snapped back down the hall as we heard a voice whispering behind us. It wasn’t like the constant droning from before, but instead… It was getting closer. And closer until we saw three figures rushing toward us. For a moment, I was ready to get into combat and explode with energy. But that dropped when I saw who it was.
“Mara!” I whispered excitedly.
Mara, Giezha, and Kiersa all appeared from the shadows. They looked fine but a little frazzled and had gotten into trouble.
“Nice of you to finally join us,” our petite half-goblin leader whispered with her usual sarcastic energy. She grinned, but I could feel the urgency radiating from her.
“Got held up,” Kiersa admitted, bouncing on her heels. Kiersa’s long silver and copper curls had been stuffed into a messy bun, but a few strands fell before her bright cerulean eyes.
“That’s enough!” Mara whispered sharply. “We’ll talk about it later,” Mara spoke sharply to Kiersa, leaving her bubbly energy behind and replacing it with that killer look on her face. It was like Mara’s pale, freckled face transformed into that of a green-eyed predator when shit got serious, or combat was involved. Her freckles were like stripes, and her bright red hair, like a mane.
“Who’d you run into?” I asked as Kiersa bent over to catch her breath.
“Just a couple of guards,” Mara said. “Nothing we couldn’t handle.” She looked like she was about to say something else as she stared daggers at Kiersa, our newest member. But instead, her eyes flitted back to the hall.
“Magic lock?” Giezha asked, arching an eyebrow at me.
“Three. Bunch of different seals, and runes I’m not familiar with,” I admitted.
“Hmmm… I could probably break one of them and not trip the alarms. Probably.” She picked up Uli and moved her to the side.
Ever the eloquent mage, Giezha was as intelligent as she was tall, powerful, and sarcastic. Her goliath frame nearly filled the entire hall, making it impossible for her, me, and Uli to squeeze together near the door. Keeping one hand on her staff, she touched the lock and closed her eyes again, muttering.
The same runes I had memorized flowed from her hand and into the lock, along with others I hadn’t thought to use. Her eyes strained as the whispers in the hallway grew louder. Even though I knew this was just an illusion meant to scare us off, I couldn’t help but feel perturbed. The sweat on my brow and adrenaline in my body coursed, ready for action, until ‘click!’ Giezha removed her hand as the lock slipped apart.
“You only wound up missing one mechanism,” Giezha whispered, patting me on the shoulder. You’re getting better.”
I nodded, thanking my teacher/lover/girlfriend as I pushed the door open.
“Whoa…”
We’d made it into one of the inner sanctums. The sanctum was a large circular room with boxes and cases, glass cases everywhere. It was almost like a storefront in the back or deep in the inner sanctum of the guild. This thieves’ guild kept their treasure in three different rooms, rotating it regularly based on the information Uli gathered. Giezha and I were supposed to get more info earlier, but we nearly tipped our hand at a local gala, meaning we didn’t know which room the treasure would be in. Which meant we had to sweep through every room to be sure.
“Any luck in the other two?” Mara asked me.
“No, it’s got to be here,” I said as I felt someone bump into me.
“How come there aren’t any guards?” Kiersa whispered to me excitedly. “Shouldn’t we be fighting more people by now?”
“I think we’ve done enough fighting,” Mara snapped at her.
“Easy!” I said, tempering Mara before answering Kiersa. “We should be okay. They’re between shifts right now and they’re not expecting anything, so they’re light on security. Check the other side for any magic barriers,” I instructed Kiersa, pointing to the opposite end of the room.
We inspected the different boxes and glass cases as we went through them. Giezha quickly swept through each looking for magical locks and enchantments with her staff, a long, gnarled piece of wood wrapped around the end with a few giant feathers.
As the feathers at the end of it twitched and spun around, showing the different types of magic and seals or lack thereof, we emptied the containers in the blink of an eye. Uli had every non-magical chest, drawer, and glass case open in a flash. Meanwhile, I motioned for Mara to join me while working on a magic seal.
“How’s she doing?” I asked as I animated a small flame in my finger toward a lock. This one didn’t have any alarms on it, so we were okay. Mara’s face scrunched up with consternation.
“She’s getting better,” She admitted shortly. “But we had a couple close calls and some dumb mistakes to clean up.
“Not everybody catches on as quick,” I reminded her smiling, as the lock popped open. Mara and I quickly inspected things, continuing our conversation.
“I just worry that she’s too excited and she’s going to get somebody hurt,” Mara, for the voluptuous beauty that she was, was equally a stone-cold killer and highly protective. She didn’t like failure, and I was quickly learning she didn’t have the patience to mentor if someone didn’t catch on quick enough.
Empty. I thought to myself. We moved on to the next one.
“You know, Mara… You were a lot more patient with me,” I reminded her.
“You arrived by killing multiple spiral wolves and then helped uncover a massive conspiracy, and you know… saved all of us a bunch?” She whispered, blushing bright red in the darkness.
“Shhh!” I had to remind her to keep it down. Looking over, the others were inspecting the last couple of chests and drawers. “She’s just excited to leave the tavern, and adventure now that Nosha’s healed.”
“Hey, guys!” Kiersa practically shouted.
Mara and I stopped what we were doing and ran over, seeing Uli, Kiersa, and Giezha hunched around a chest. We ran over and saw what we were looking for: The necklace.
“It was in the false bottom of one of the chests and drawers, and Uli found it lickety-split! Kiersa said excitedly. “C’mon, let’s get out of here!”
Her arm dove into the chest as we all tried to stop her. “No!” we all shouted.
However, we were too slow, and Kiersa had already excitedly grabbed the necklace.
“Gods dammit!” Mara swore.
Chirp! Chirp!
We all grabbed our ears as an explosion of angry chirping birds and flashing arcane circles on the ground appeared everywhere. It was so bright and loud that I squeezed my eyes to a bare squint, trying to look around.
“You guys ready for a fight?” I asked, keeping my sword at the ready.
“Already had one, but sure, why not?” Mara shouted, annoyed. “Not like I didn’t want to nearly die three times today.”
“Oops…” Kiersa said, quickly stashing the necklace in her pouch.
We all grabbed onto our weapons, waiting for the reinforcements to arrive. The birds continued like a dull roar as the ground shook beneath us. I couldn’t see any other way out besides the door we’d entered.
“Remind me, where’s the trick exit from here?” I asked Uli as we started to see forms melting from the floor into reality.
“Should be behind that giant statue!” she said, pointing to a large bird statue.
Cloaked figures in black leather armor similar to ours and weapons in their hands started to appear from thin air.
“Thieves!” One of them shouted.
“Haaaaa!” Kiersa screamed, charging forward and wielding her war hammer.
“No, no, no, dammit!” Mara shouted, chasing after her.
There were about a dozen or so enemies, all aiming toward us. We were light on armor, having gone for stealth versus defense and trying to look the part in case anyone saw us from the corner of their eye. Kiersa had charged straight into the battle, not noticing how many were surrounding her. They let off volleys of magical shots and arrows aimed at her.
“Shield!” I shouted, extending my hand. The runes coalesced and exploded from my hand, shooting around Kiersa, forming a giant bubble shield.
“Wah?” Kiersa stopped, surprised, surrounded by it as the different attacks bounced off the translucent purple magic, tightening her grip on the war hammer.
Kiersa shouted out to me. “Hey!”
“Yeah?” I asked, releasing the shield and cracking one of the thieves’ guild members in the shoulder. He went down hard, groaning in pain as the rest of us sprang into action. Giezha began unleashing a volley of magical blasts while Uli slipped into the shadows.
I dove into battle behind Kiersa and Mara, blocking as many attacks as possible. Swords and canes came down hard, only to be batted away by Mara and I’s swift parries. Kiersa was out in the open and couldn’t notice all of the attacks she was throwing herself into as we guarded her.
“Watch it!” Mara shouted, slicing an arrow and whizzing straight toward Kiersa.
“Grah!” Kiersa shouted, hitting another with her war hammer and swinging it like a baseball bat. Initially, she tried carrying around a hammer with a head the size of her whole body before finally switching to a hammer with a head a bit bigger than a sledgehammer. One of the thieves’ guild members began chanting an incantation, lighting the ground with flames. The fires raced together, surrounded by a circle of fire.
“Come on!” Mara shouted. Switching to her bow and arrow. Moving faster than you could see, Mara started unleashing arrow after arrow in every direction. As the fire began to close in on us, I tried to whip up a counter.
“Concentrate. Concentrate!” I told myself, still trying to prevent any arrows from slipping by. The others’ fighting filled the air while those damn birds kept chirping their alarm. It was hard to do magic and fight at full force, but I brought out a torrent of water, splashing it onto the fire.
Fwoooosh! 
I created an opening in the ring of fire and grabbed the others, throwing them ahead of me. “Let’s get out of this fire!”
The alarms continued thundering in our ears as we tried to make our way toward the giant golden statue of a raven, the guild’s emblem. As we ran, more thieves’ guild members were dropping like flies. I could see the faint green blur of Uli zipping around behind them. Meanwhile, Giezha had her hands full. Dozens of enemies continued pouring into the room through the door we had entered, trying to pass through a row of stone pillars she’d conjured.
“I can’t keep ’em back that much longer,” She strained. “Asher, mind doing the thing?”
I stopped dead and turned around. “You sure?” I asked. “You’re going to have to carry me home.”
“Just do it!”
“Grrr…” I grunted, feeling the energy course through my body as I activated my ability. My whole body began to burn hotter and hotter, my muscles tightening and my blood boiling as my eyes began to glow bright gold.
“Bring it!” Launching myself off the ground, I flew straight toward the stone pillars that Giezha had, conjured kicking them right at the door.
Boom!
As I kicked, my whole body became extremely powerful and durable. I smashed through the giant stone pillars like they were dry twigs, snapping on contact. They flew toward the door, crashing into some thieves’ guild members.
I whipped around, grabbing the other one she had conjured and digging my fingers into it. With a quick strain, I yanked the pillar out of the ground and slung it at the door. The building shook as that entire wall exploded against the door, crumbling over the door. I had managed to block out the reinforcements from coming in. For now.
“They’re going to blast their way through if we don’t hurry!” I shouted, feeling my whole body begin to go weak. I think I overdid it.
I’d definitely overdone it. Usually, I could go ‘supernova’ for a few minutes, boosting my mind, body, or magic to its absolute pinnacle for short bursts. But I had gone too heavy with all the excitement and fear and over-boosted. I didn’t need to break the stones that easily, and I didn’t need to be this fast. But here I was, zipping around, taking out every thieves’ guild member I could with a swift kick, punch, parry, or slam.
“I found it!” We heard Uli call out as the giant raven statue’s eyes began to glow white, and there was a ‘click!’ Soon after, the chirping birds were replaced by a large call from the bird statue.
“Caw! Caw!”
The statue began to shake and rumble with the whole building as it slowly slid out of place.
“Let’s move!” Uli shouted, urging us all to keep moving.
We all quickly ran toward the door that had been behind the statue. I ensured everybody was ahead of me as I watched behind for the thieves’ guild to burst through.
“Asher, let’s go!” Mara shouted.
Blasts of magic slipped through the cracks in the door as they tried to get in.
“Just go!” I said, feeling my body start to lose its power. “I’ll slow them down.”
Grabbing onto the back of the raven statue, I sunk my fingers into the metal and strained as I pulled it back toward us.
“Come on!”
The metal bird creaked and groaned against the stone floor as I pulled it in front of us and blocked their way to chase us. Shaking off the rust, I turned and sprinted with the others. Exiting the long, dark hallway, we could see the light on the other side. The others were ahead of me, stopped dead in the light.
“Watch out!” I shouted.
Not realizing how fast I was going, I crashed into them, knocking all of us into the light. Turns out, it wasn’t some grate that led us into the underbelly of the city or an inconspicuous door out into the street.
“Water!” Uli shouted as we flew out.
Turns out, this was an open-air duct next to the river, and we all went flying into the water. Looking around, I could see the busy city of Yulna. Completely undisturbed by the chaos we’d caused inside the thieves’ guild.
Splash!
We all crashed into the water, looking at one another in terror. Quickly swimming to the top, we all gasped for air.
“Everyone okay?” I asked, feeling my body turn to lead.
“Yes. Just please don’t crash into us again like that,” Giezha deadpanned.
We all quickly swam to the other side of the river, out away from the prying eyes. Drying ourselves quickly, we threw away our fake armor into a random barrel and quickly made our way onto the Docks. In a flash, we’d gone from fake thieves’ guild members to everyday citizens in tunics and peasant ware, except Giezha, who took on the appearance of a beleaguered monk with a walking stick. Kiersa took her war hammer and threw some fabric on the top with a sigil of Ihena, Goddess of Dreams, and her deity.
“Well, that was exciting,” Kiersa said, smiling and panting at us.
“Hey!” Mara shouted, grabbing her shoulder. “Don’t fucking do that again, you hear me?”
Kiersa’s grin was wiped off her face as Mara stuck her finger in her face. “Why? We made our way through. We got the thing!” Kiersa said, confused.
“Yeah, and you have no idea how many times you nearly died because you don’t know how to defend yourself properly,” Mara continued. “You also set off an alarm, and we were seen by dozens of them! Now they know exactly what we look like!”
“So?”
“So how are we going to have to be able to work any jobs in Yulna after this?”
“Not to mention my contacts are going to be in the giant’s cauldron for a while,” Uli admitted. “We won’t be much use for the others for jobs here until things cool off.”,
“Look, we got the necklace,” I said, pulling out the necklace from Kiersa’s pocket.
It was a large golden necklace with rubies the size of chicken eggs. It was completely unharmed, thanks to the magical pouch that Kiersa kept it in.
Nobody said anything, but Mara sneered and turned around. “Let’s just get out of here…” Mara grunted.
“We going home by road?” Uli asked the group. “Because we might run into people that way.”
Hell nah. I thought to myself.
“Don’t worry, I got this,” I said, feeling my whole body begin to sag with my power used up.
I slogged over to the various fishermen, all big gruff men showing off their catch and trading whatever they could for supplies. One of them was a powerfully built orc with a cigar in his lip, eyed me suspiciously.
“Going for a swim?” He asked.
“Just trying to get home,” I laughed. “You headed to Naled?”
“River’s going the wrong way, boy,” he said roughly. “Ain’t got the manpower for it.”
“I got a couple of mages,” I said, pointing to myself, Giezha, and Kiersa. “We could help power it.”
He scrunched up his nose, ready to turn around. At least until I pulled out my money sack and jingled it with the distinct sound of gold coins.
“Ahhh, smart kid. I think we could make something happen,” He nodded, puffing his cigar.
“Great,” I smiled, ready to pass out.
We quickly boarded the fishermen, who asked very few questions, and slipped from the port to the river. I could barely see a few shadows of the members of the thieves’ guild making their way to the Docks. As we slipped into the night, they looked around, none the wiser.
The ship was small, and we agreed to camp out on top of the ship, leaving the below deck to the crew. They didn’t seem to trust us but weren’t bothered either. The pay was enough to keep them happy.
“Be needing y’all to get us moving in shifts,” he said. “It’ll be about a day and a half to Naled. Unless you can, unless you’re more impressive than you look.”
“Yeah, we can do that,” I said breathlessly. “Right Kiersa?”
“Oh, absolutely!” she said positively. “I think…” I heard her whisper to herself.
“I’ll be fine,” Giezha said emotionlessly.
Satisfied, the captain returned to his business while we got ready to hit the river.
“Good thinking on getting the boat,” Uli said, sitting next to me and patting me on the back. She grinned, revealing her fangs from behind her dark green lips. “I was getting a little worried,” She admitted.
I could see how her golden eyes wavered as she spoke nonchalantly. She was very nervous about that job.
“Don’t worry,” I said, feeling my body finally give out. “I’ll take the morning shift and then the afternoon.”
My muscles condensed as my body went heavy, and my eyes drooped. My ‘supernova,’ was super powerful, but even with my continued practice, it took a lot out of me. The last thing I saw before I passed out was the white tattoo that ran perpendicular to Uli’s eyes in an ancient script that I didn’t quite understand as I passed out on her shoulder.
“Wait, Asher, no!” I heard her voice fading away from me. “Oh geez, you’re heavy. Oh Gods, I’m going to be here all night…”
I drifted off to sleep, completely exhausted. It had taken us a week to get our way into the Thieves’ Guild to retrieve the stolen necklace we’d been contracted for, and while things didn’t go smoothly, I was pretty happy with how it wound up. The last few months since everything that went down with Dawnthorn, Vurshung, and the giant skeleton were a whirlwind.
We’d all moved on out onto our own. Kiersa had joined us as a member of the Red Breakers. And the Red Breakers? Well, just like everything else… they were changing.




Chapter 2

Klinesday Night, 19th of Krodn, Year 678, 4th Age
The bitter cold made things difficult, but eventually, two days later, we got there in the dead of night. Racing up the river, we all bounced on our heels with anticipation to get home. In the months since everything happened, Naled hadn’t changed much, all things considered. It was still a bustling port town at the south end of Lake Shabba (or the Shabban Sea, as other areas called it), filled to the brim with merchant fishermen, tradesmen, and guilds, including my home guild, the Red Breakers.
Uli knocked on the door in a special pattern unlocking the bright red door embossed with our emblem, a small breaker ship. The symbol was carried on our headbands, which I used as an armband on my left bicep.
As she completed the special knock, we heard the cacophonous roar on the inside, and the door unlocked. We made our way in and were greeted by the familiar sights, sounds, and smells of the Red Breaker guildhall.
“Fight, fight, fight!” the crowd chanted, egging on the two members duking it out.
In the very center, we saw two of our compatriots, Brody, a human wizard, and Chaan, wrestling each other. They were laughing as they slammed one another against the tables, drunkenly fighting for the amusement of everybody. Chaan was about twice his size as a powerfully built orc. Brody grabbed him by the waist from behind, suplexing him onto the ground.
Crash!
“Ooohhh!” Everyone cheered as Brody continued his beatdown.
The five of us made our way toward the back, watching in amusement as the merry band of misfits that we were partied away the evening. Bets were made as Brody let Chaan up for another round. Despite his sleepy appearance and lithe frame, Brody could fight like a cornered snake. Quickly, the next round continued as the previous, with Brody coiling his arm around Chaan’s throat in a sleeper hold.
“Now, don’t take his head off!” We heard the raspy voice of the captain of the Red Breakers call out from the top of the table.
The grin on my face was quickly wiped off as I saw our leader cheering everything on. Salvatore was a satyr that had taken the girls in long before I had met them. He was an original founding member before being cast out for using necromancy.
What happened after was what made me hate his fucking guts. He tried to sell us out to Dawnthorn and her cult to preserve the memory of his dead daughter and wife. Although he’d apologized and did help us defeat Dawnthorn and the others, Salvatore and I…
“There he is!” Salvatore shouted, looking at us, jumping off the table. Everybody turned and cheered as we returned from our job. “The savior himself,” He said sarcastically. His Red Breaker headband was proudly displayed as he walked up and shook my hand, trying to squeeze it painfully.
Yeah, we didn’t see eye to eye.
“Status report.”
“Yes, I believe that’s for our leader, Uli to say,” I said curtly.
The merry energy dampened as everybody watched on awkwardly. We were still shaking each other’s hands long after finishing speaking. If I wanted to, I could probably break it, but I didn’t want to. Bad enough.
“Yes, I can make the report,” Uli said, quickly interjecting herself. “We managed to return or to get the client’s necklace back and one piece without any damage to it.” she said, holding it by her index finger. Uli’s sharp black nails gave it the illusion of levitating.
“Excellent!” Salvatore said, graciously taking the necklace.
“Any complications?”
“We had a couple of close calls,” Mara said loudly with her arms across her chest. “No casualties, minimal injuries,” Her eyes moved toward Kiersa, who had already gone to join in the merriment.
“We’re probably not going to be any use for jobs in Yulna for a while unless you can pay off the Shadow Ravens.”
Salvatore nodded, but I could see the pinched frustration behind his pince-nez glasses. His face was bright red and flushed, no doubt from joining in on all the fun, but he was shrewd.
“Still,” he said, weighing his words. “It’s good that you all made it back in one piece and no major injuries,” he looked me up and down. “I assume the golden boy was helpful?” I hated that name that he’d given me.
I gritted my teeth and brushed past him as Uli and Mara finished their report. I found an open spot and sat by one of the tables, pouring myself a drink from one of the tankers.
“My back is starting to kill me,” I grunted.
I’d been on fire duty most of the way home, trying to keep the ship warm and prevent ice from accumulating as we went against the currents. Which meant I was basically bent over for two days straight, trying to keep the ship moving. On my second sip, a couple of the guild members came by to congratulate us on a job well done.
“Not bad, Asher,” one of them said, patting me on the shoulder. “You guys are ranking up pretty quick.”
“Yeah,” I said, watching Mara and Giezha grab drinks and food with another crew while Uli talked with the other team captains. Kiersa was off making friends with everyone in the guild at a record pace. “Everybody’s really putting their best foot forward.”
As the well-wishers passed me by, Brody eventually joined for a drink. He was sweaty, and his robe had been torn off him, with his pink skin glistening with sweat and red welts from the beating he and Chaan gave each other.
“Doing alright?” I asked, pointing toward the black eye.
Before realizing I’d asked him a question, Brody had already finished most of his drink. “Oh, it’s all good!” he laughed. Pouring another frothy drink and tapping his bruise. It lit up bright silver as he did, and the purple welt quickly disappeared.
“Hard to believe you guys are already off doing those missions against other guilds,” he laughed, patting my back.
“Well, just staying busy,” I said with a contented sigh. Brody and I sat in silence in comfortable silence for a little while. Drinking and watching the guild, watching fights break out, tapping our drinks to the cadence of songs that broke out.
The last few months had been a revolution of sorts. While we still didn’t have the best reputation, the Red Breaker guild was quickly gaining the trust of others for collaborative missions. Merchants were more willing to take us on. And we even had contracts coming in from the central region of the Narag Empire.
“So, where you headed off to next?” I asked after a while.
“Oh, nowhere special. Just Khar,” he said, just got to go and
“Really?” I asked, impressed. Khar was a hotbed on the southwest leg of the Shabban Sea, and the last major city before the river took you southwest to Zala. Narag’s chief rival state and a nation infamous for its laxer approach to necromancy.
“Going by land or sea?”
“I’m going to hop on a boat, probably be out for a few weeks,” he said, shrugging. “Figured why not? The money’s been better, even if I miss being home. You know? Gotta think of both.”
“I do,” I said, nodding my head.
“I’m hopeful that we’re not going to be plugged right into another mission,” I buried my head in another drink. “Uli’s been really driving us crazy with job after a job,” I said, laughing. “Kiersa wants to do as many things as possible. Mara wants to keep her training up, and now that we’re not in debt, Uli wants us to get as much as money as we can.”
“How about Giezha?”
I looked at him arching my brow.
Wizards… I thought to myself.
“Come on, man. Where do you think she’d rather be?” I asked Brody, shaking my head.
We both smiled and said at the same time, “The library.”
The evening continued, watching the new recruits, having a few drinks, swapping stories, and enjoying the ‘new’ guild. The dark past of the Red Breakers was hopefully fading to be replaced by something more hopeful.
The next few days were focused on rest and relaxation, trying to get ready for whatever next job we had. I was out getting food from the market with Uli while the others stayed behind.
“Apparently, Sal doesn’t want us taking any jobs for a minute,” she said, inspecting the different apples.
The market was hustling and bustling, with the merchants showing off their foods, wares, and magical objects. The large square in the town provided plenty of opportunities for new merchants to show off their stock before hopefully purchasing their own storefront.
“Is that a fact?” I said in a neutral voice, paying for the food.
“I know you still don’t trust him Uli sighed, but do you have to be such an asshole to him?”
I perked up an eyebrow. “Does he to me?”
“Fair point,” She giggled, rolling her eyes.
After returning home with the groceries, our apartment’s familiar sights and sounds were a welcome change to the dark back alleys we’d been navigating in Yulna.
“That’s funny,” I said as we walked up the rickety steps to the top apartment.
“Smells like there’s already food.” Uli said, excitedly rushing in.
We quickly saw more than Giezha, Kiersa, and Mara. A very large, powerfully built man was carving a giant turnip as meat sizzled in a pan in the kitchen.
“Hello, Asher,” Aire said, smiling. Aire was Kiersa’s father. A full-blooded moon elf with bright white eyes beset across his powerfully built midnight black body. He smiled warmly at me as his wife Nosha sipped coffee at the table with Kiersa.
“Figured you all could use a home-cooked meal courtesy of the Golden Sky Tavern.” Nosha said elegantly.
It was remarkable how much Nosha looked like her daughter. Although she was fairer skinned than Uli and thinner, they had the same beautiful features and button nose that turned up slightly. Of course, being a half-elf, Kiersa had the pointed ears of her father.
Kiersa put her coffee down and helped us put all the food away. I could hear Giezha grumbling as she read over her notes and scrolls on the arcane she had taken from the Great Library.
“Any idea where Mara is?” I asked.
Aire’s face tightened up as he focused on his cooking. Nosha nodded to me, sipping her coffee. It smelled extremely strong, and she’d drank it black.
“I believe she’s doing some watercolors on the roof.”
Well, I knew what that meant. Mara would hide away in her room or the city painting if she wasn’t feeling particularly peppy. A throwback to her time with her little brother, Nol. She was probably frustrated that Kiersa was chatting away with her family rather than training with her as promised. Mara would undoubtedly finish her painting and head off to bust heads at The Warren afterward.
Aire made a delicious meal of roasted pheasant dressed in vegetables, Nulgati Moon-Elf date sauce, and a deep rich soup with radishes and celery. A famous meal from Nosha’s homeland in the desert kingdom of Nulgat.
A large, warm-weather desert kingdom to the north. We all sat in the kitchen chatting away, talking about a lot of nothing. Giving hints and hints to our jobs and Kiersa’s work. I praised her ingenuity, excitement, and how quickly she was learning.
“The stories that I would catch her reading to herself,” Nosha laughed. “She always dreamed of joining the guilds and going off on adventures. Have you fought any dragons yet?”
“Don’t be preposterous,” Aire said, his voice filled with panic. “My daughter is an adventurer. Not some dragon fighter.”
“Dragons are pretty rare, Mr. Denrel,” Mara reminded him.
“Indeed,” Giezha said absently, still studying from her scrolls as she ate. Apparently, she was working on using transfiguration spells and imitating animal body parts, using runes from her tracking spell. Something she’d pulled a few months ago when we were inspecting a murder.
“Preposterous!” he said, quickly polishing off his food. “T think that those gigantic beasts that fly through the air could come crashing down at any time…” He shuddered to himself. “My people told stories of entire civilizations lost to their flames.”
“Pretty sure everybody’s dead,” Uli whispered to Kiersa, which made her laugh.
“Yeah, you’re probably right.”
As we finished lunch and cleaned everything up, the Denrels returned to the Golden Sky Tavern. With that out of the way, we prepared to head out for training. Mara’d already gone and trained this morning but was ready for another round.
“It was nice of your father to take off lunch hour,” I said to Kiersa as I sharpened my blade.
“Well, he was so anxious for us to get home,” Kiersa said offhandedly. She tried to play it cool, but I knew how much she loved scaring the wits out of her father.
I had to keep her from lying and saying that we had fought a dragon during our encounters. Aire would’ve fainted at the mere thought of it.
“How long are you going to spend sharpening that thing?” She asked.
I was refining the edge on a wet stone that I had spent pretty copper on. The sword was actually a gift from a few godly beings. The black side represented Ihena, the Goddess of Dreams, and the one that Kiersa worshipped. The other side was gold with three stars and a crescent moon symbol at the base, representing Gathos, God of the Lost and the one who had brought me to this world after… well, after an incident with a former friend back on Earth.
“Just making sure I don’t break this one,” I said, standing up and giving it a slice. I’d gotten better at sharpening my blades, but somehow the word never lost material when refining the edge. The care I gave it simply restored its power, which I felt, cutting the air in half.
“Come on, let’s get down to meet with the others,” I said. “No doubt Mara’s going to have you running laps just to make up for your lack of training the last couple days.”
“Awwww,” Kiersa ground. “I swear she’s trying to get rid of all of my voluptuous figure.” she said, running her hand down her chest and around the side. Kiersa was, on top of being ridiculously gorgeous with a libido to match, very full-figured with extremely large breasts that she loved to put a little extra jiggle into as she walked.
After we walked downstairs and out through the city, we cut our way toward the Warren. The Warren was a large open-air arena of sorts. While the hustle and bustle of the city never stopped, the Warren was its own type of chaos.
“Hey guys!” Uli said, waving us over by one of the arena entrances.
The sound of clanging metal, screaming warriors, and spells blasting in all directions echoed through the terrace. Walking past the concourse, we made our way down into the pit. There were long slabs of stone lining the coliseum for people to come to sit and watch. Different areas were marked off with giant barriers of magic to prevent fights from spilling over. Flames splashed against them as giant waves of ice crashed into others. Some people sparring used the barriers to their advantage, throwing their opponents into it. It was a common sight for people to stop by the Warren to watch all the guilds refining their techniques before heading home.
We crossed the central aisle of the arena, passing by the different battles going on.
“Managed to find a spot right in the center?” I asked, rotating my arms to get used to my leather armor.
“All the layers of magic’ll help obscure anyone trying to watch us,” Uli explained to Kiersa.
Uli was ever the tactician. Careful to make sure nobody knew exactly what we were practicing. Mara and Giezha were already sparring in the center as we entered our cube. It was a large 20-foot by 20-foot area with Mara darting around the magical ice spears that Giezha was throwing at her.
The chilly winter air plummeted even further in the cage of ice Giezha had formed. Despite this, Giezha couldn’t get a lock on Mara, who dodged her attacks. Although Giezha was far more physically powerful, two feet taller and several hundred pounds heavier. Mara was our melee specialist, cutting right through her defense with her bright green long sword.
“Hya!” she shouted.
Slinking underneath Giezha’s last ice spear, Mara jumped out from underneath, cutting up straight toward Giezha’s chest.
“No!” Kiersa said, jumping forward.
Before she could interfere, I put my hand out, stopping her.
“Just a watch.”
At the last second, Giezha blocked the attack with her staff, and the sword cut a gash into the wood.
“Tsk,” I heard Mara grunt.
A bright white light appeared in the staff, blasting her back as a wave of energy exploded from Giezha. Mara fell back several yards, sliding back on her feet.
“Got your sword,” Giezha said, yanking it out, holding it like a knife.
“Not the only one I’ve got,” Mara pulled out her bow with one hand and short-sword with the other.
Mara quickly began unleashing volleys of arrows from long range. She was so well trained and practiced they shot out like a machine gun, forcing Giezha onto the defense. Giezha might have been a mage, but she was still incredibly fast. Giezha dashed from side to side, dodging Mara’s arrows and different attacks.
“There it is,” I said, noticing the pattern.
“Figure it out?” Uli asked, watching with a smirk on her face.
Mara was forcing Giezha into a corner, quickly darting her back and forth, closing the distance. Soon Giezha was shoulder to shoulder in the corner of the battle arena with nowhere to run. Unperturbed, Giezha stood tall, raising her staff up.
Thwip!
The arrows blasted into an invisible shield surrounding Giezha, cracking the transparent protection. However, it was too late as Giezha slammed her staff down. The arena began to shake and shudder her before.
“Whoa!” I said, flying high.
I’d been launched into the air as Giezha had magicked the ground and into a giant wave undulating up and down, studying myself. I landed back on the ground hard but quickly steadied myself. Kiersa was already on the ground, trying not to get sick.
Meanwhile, I could see Uli riding it like it was a wave smirking to herself. I almost missed it as a quick red blur blasted by us toward Giezha. Giezha’s eyes went wide, and she tried to block high when at the last second, we saw it. The ground stopped undulating, as only a few inches from Giezha was Mara, right underneath her, with the short sword pointed straight at Giezha’s stomach.
A tiny rip appeared in her midsection; Mara had managed to slice into Giezha’s shabby gold and silver star robes.
“Call it a tie?” Mara asked, wiping the sweat from her brow.
“Yeah, I think that’s fair,” Giezha nodded.
Looking up, we saw what they meant.
Giezha had her staff pointed over Mara’s head and around into the back of her neck. It was glowing, bright red.
“Holy shit,” I heard Kiersa whisper to herself. “I could barely follow any of it.”
“Yeah,” I laughed. “See why? I’m so glad I’ve got my supernova thing.”
Kiersa made a noise of concern as Mara pulled the sword back into the side of her hip, laughing.
“You know what? I think I might have to give that one to you, Giezha. I think your magic would’ve gotten out first.”
“No, you definitely would’ve gutted me before I finished the incantation,” Giezha deadpanned.
“Alright!” Mara said, twirling around. There was a fire lit in her eyes, and I could still see that tigress behind the mask. “Who’s ready for some action?”
Oh, dear…
However hard Mara went at it against Giezha was nothing compared to practice with Kiersa.
“Hurry up!” she shouted, stabbing over and over and over toward Kiersa. “Keep your guard and watch the elbow. React proactively!”
I could barely see it out of the corner of my eye while working on my defense against Uli.
“Eyes forward, Asher!”
“Whoa!” I jumped back with my sword and pointed down, barely interrupting Uli’s swipe with her giant magic dagger.
That thing packed a mean punch. It could poison you on any cut and had a nasty habit of biting back against antidotes.
“No using the nova, Asher,” I heard Giezha say. She stood, watching with her arms crossed, observing our battle and the one between Kiersa and Giezha. “Kiersa. Keep your arms up.”
Rather than do as she was told, Kiersa turned her head to Giezha.
“Huh?”
Bam!
“Oof!”
“Oh… I heard that one,” I winced.
Uli looked past me, and we looked as if Kiersa was on the ground holding her stomach.
“You kicked me in the gut!”
“Yeah,” Mara said, pointing the sword’s tip at her nose. “And it worked.”
“You fight dirty!” Kiersa complained.
“The world fights dirty.” Mara’s voice was short and impatient. She helped pull up Kiersa, whose copper and silver hair was copper, and silver curls were now frazzled and flying out at the edges. She was sweating profusely, while Mara just had a little bit of color on her cheeks.
“Ready to go?”
“We… I…" Kiersa panted, trying to catch her breath. “You’ve already knocked me out like ten times!” Kiersa begged, holding herself up by the hammer. “I’m a cleric of Ihena! Let me use my magic to blast your ass this time.”
Mara considered the notion, smirking. “Tell you what,” she said. “Last more than five minutes this time, and we’re done.”
Before Kiersa could counter, Mara dashed forward. “Go!”
“Ahhhh!” I heard Kiersa squeal as she began to run around, trying to avoid Mara’s attacks.
I’d nearly lost myself, watching them, when I heard Uli giggle. Thinking fast, I quickly snapped my right leg forward, kicking back. I felt the wind rush past, looking back.
“Whoa!”
Uli had just dodged my sidekick as I spun around, swinging my blade toward her.
“Ah, come on. You got to be faster than that,” I laughed, turning toward the flat edge of the blade at the last second.
As we continued, I pressed the attack to keep her on her heels. The only problem was Uli could dance between raindrops, and she was staying too close to give me any room for full-sized swings or to use my size to my advantage.
“Can’t hit what you can’t see!” She sliced at my knees, only for me to drop my stance down, blocking the slash.
“No, but I can grab it!” I said, extending an arm outward.
I grabbed her by the shoulder, sinking my hand in and pulling her close. Uli gasped as I held her tight, and we stared into each other’s eyes. Her dagger fell by the wayside as I squeezed her, looking deep into those beautiful golden eyes.
“I win,” I said, tapping her on the waist with the side of the blade.
Uli went bright red and tried to push away. “That’s cheating!” Uli grumbled.
“No, this is cheating,” I said, as my eyes began to glow.
I tried to put as little fire into my belly as possible, activating my nova.
“Asher, that’s enough!” Giezha shouted. “Don’t you—”
I exploded with energy, letting go of Uli.
“I’m going to die!” Kiersa squealed.
“Not today!” I laughed.
I was crouched between Mara and Kiersa. Kiersa was cowering on the ground while Mara had done a full two-handed swing downward toward her. I managed to block it at the last second, smiling as my eyes glowed with a little bit of extra energy.
“Oh, that is so fucking wrong,” Mara grunted.
“You know the last time somebody got involved in another fight, I broke my jaw?” I laughed.
“Whatever,” Mara huffed.
We continued our practice taking turns sparring with each other. While Mara went full bore against Kiersa, Giezha and Uli took the time to try and teach her specific moves and rules to combat. How to dodge certain attacks, keep an eye on your enemy, and misdirect them.
“Since you’re a magic user, you don’t need to swing your hammer all the time,” Giezha tried to explain. “I know, but it’s a big hammer and it’s really satisfying.”
“Is that bad?” Kiersa enthused.
She was covered in scrapes, cuts, and bruises like everybody else. Despite most of us going easy on Kiersa, we were all going full bore at each other. None of us could get the upper hand against the other, often sparring to a dead-even draw. Except for me, when I would cheat and use my ability to make my power max out certain abilities at any given time. By the end, I was sitting on the ground, heaving as I tried to stay awake. All that totally fair cheating took a toll on my energy.
“Maximum magic, speed and strength, huh?” Mara said, sitting next to me.
She winced, sitting down next to me in the corner, putting some healing salve on a cut on her arm. We’d both done a number on each other, with some hand-to-hand combat thrown in for fun. We laughed, healing each other with our different potions and salves. Although we went hard, we made sure never to hurt one another. Usually.
“That’s what I gotta do to keep up with you guys,” I gasped at the coldness of her balm being applied to me. Mara got me pretty good on the shoulder with a stab she was cleaning.
“Not with Uli,” She grinned.
“That’s different,” I grumbled.
“Oh, it’s different, is it?”
“You know what I mean!”
After completing our training and preventing any mortal wounds, we made our way back to the guildhall. We’d been told by Salvatore to be there once we finished up. The place was mostly empty, however, which was odd. The only members inside were a small group huddled around a desk. I saw Brody and several longtime Red Breakers standing around the table with Salvatore.
“Ah, there we go! There’s the last of them.” He said.
“Y’all have fun at the Warren?” Brody asked, looking at the bandage around my shoulder.
“What you need us for, Sal?” Uli asked as we all sat down.
He had a large map on the table. It was a map of the Shabban Sea that I wasn’t familiar with.
“That’s really detailed,” I said, peering down.
It showed off the massive size of the mountains and the sea itself. A short river off in the northwest connected with the larger ocean. Tiny dots with the names of ports, cities, and settlements dotted the edges. A few sea creatures had been added for artistic effect as well. Probably.
“This is our job,” Salvatore explained.
“Cartography?” I asked sarcastically.
Salvatore ignored my comment and continued. “Do you see this little town nestled in the corner?” He was pointing to an area almost completely opposite of Naled. “We’ve been contracted to help with an expedition in a series of caves here.
“What?!” Giezha whispered to herself.
“Yes, Salvatore nodded. “In this area of Bouldergulf. We’ve been contracted to enter a cave with a merchant and amateur historian. She’s excited to have us along and insisted we join her for every leg.
“How come there was so many of us then?” I said, looking around. There were a ton of people here. Enough for six or more missions!
“This looks like overkill.”
“Well, that’s the thing,” he said, laughing. “She’s very wealthy and insisting on a full squadron.
“Really?” I said, looking at Mara. She shrugged her shoulders, excited for another trip.
“I’m not sure I’m the right person for the job,” Giezha said quickly.
“Well, apparently your team is quite famous now,” Salvatore said, nodding to all of us. “Your team was specially requested as part of the team.”
“I’m famous?!” Kiersa said excitedly.
“Yes, quite,” Salvatore continued without looking away from the map. His yellow goat eyes glittered with greed as he practically salivated over the map. “We’ll be escorting her from The Docks all the way to Bouldergulf. After that, we’ll escort her through the various caves until the mission is complete as complete can be.”
“How much is she paying?” I asked suspiciously.
Salvatore laughed, having waited for that question.
“Five hundred gold.”
What? I thought to myself. That’s not that—
“Each.”
“Plus expenses,” Brody said, nodding to himself.
We all had to pick our jaws off the floor. This was the kind of payday rookies dream of. Shit. This was the kind of payday vets would fight over.
“Oh, fuck yeah,” I said, laughing while Kiersa mumbled about how she would buy out her father’s business one day.
“Oh, we are so doing this job,” Uli said, in awe of the map.
“I’m so getting a new sword!” Mara whispered to herself. “Oh, this is so exciting!”
Giezha just grunted, leaving the room. “Oh, fuck this.”




Chapter 3

Klinesday Morning, 26th of Krodn, Year 678, 4th Age
We had a quick turnaround before setting sail. We only had a few days to run up on supplies and head to the ship at The Docks. Everybody in the group was buzzing with excitement at the prospect. The last time we’d been out to sea was when we were protecting the merchant headed to Zizar. We’d done a few escort missions and taken the rivers, but this was our first time across the Shabban Sea.
We were out to set sail that morning about a week later, or that the morning that we had finally come for us to head out to the docks and set sea. We were all theorizing about what we would do there, what we would run into, and what to expect in the caves. However, Giezha was silent as we walked across the city. Well, more silent than usual.
“You all right?” I asked her, patting her on her back.
“I’m fine!” She snapped, leaning toward me. Her face was screwed up in anger before she caught herself. “Er, sorry. I just… Hm.”
She didn’t say anything else and shook her head, walking ahead of us. We’d packed our bags with emergency supplies, medical kits, mess kits, and equipment to keep our weapons in tip-top shape.
Salvatore had made it clear that we were all to have our Red Breaker headbands and armbands proudly on display as a show of “professionalism.” We all put on our bands along our arms and shoulders except for Kiersa, who proudly wore hers on her forehead like the good little rookie she was.
“This is so cool!” She was enthused. “This is going to pay off my guild fee right off the bat!”
“Yeah, if you don’t include all the money you’ve cost us…” I heard Mara mumble to herself.
I gave her a cross look and silently asked her what her deal was. She blushed in embarrassment and mouthed the word “sorry.”
Over at the docks, only the morning crews and ships fresh on arrival were around. It was too early for most shops to set up, with the sun refusing to cross over the horizon. The wintery chill had rolled in for weeks, and snow covered the ground. Many of the fishermen were breaking apart ice cresting on their ships while mages were making a killing defrosting everything.
We found Salvatore, Brody, and the others from the night we were told about the job all waiting for us. We were all wearing our heavy winter gear made of thick fur and hide. I’d decided to keep my armor on underneath, both as a layer of protection and heat. Interestingly, Giezha was still in her normal mage robes.
“How are you not freezing?” I asked with my teeth chattering.
“Used to it,” she said curtly.
After meeting with Salvatore and the others, we all waited for our contractor. The hustling fishermen bumped around us, hauling massive catches and haggling for equipment.
“You got any coffee?” Brody asked, yawning.
“N-no.” I said, stretching out. “Just using the cold to keep me awake.”
“You humans need to learn to pack on some extra weight!” Brina said, laughing at Brody and me.
Brina was a dwarven woman in the Red Breakers who had been around since near the beginning. She was a little bit younger than Salvatore and had a mean spirit, but damn, if she wasn’t fun to be around and handy for having a fight.
“I got my eyes on you, young man.” She said, pointing a finger at my chest.
I smirked, nodding my head. “Don’t you mean you’ve got your eye on me?” She had an eye patch on the left side and squinted at me, snarling.
“Funny little shit, ain’t you?”
I’m also like two feet taller, but whatever. I thought to myself.
“H-hello, everybody!” I heard a chipper voice calling out. “Hello, hello!” We all turned and saw a figure running toward the Docks, carrying a large backpack. “I’m so excited to have you all—whoa!”
The woman calling out toward us’ giant backpack tipped forward, and in her excitement, she slipped on the icy stones falling on her face.
Oh, dear…
Mara and I ran over to help pick her up. She was shorter than Brina and thin as a rail.
“Are you okay, miss?” I asked, pulling up by the backpack.
“Yes, yes, yes,” She laughed, completely unphased. She dusted herself off and readjusted her gigantic circular glasses. She was a gnomish woman with stringy brown hair and a small, squished face. The woman smiled at me and Mara, revealing a bright set of white teeth with a gap on the top.
“You must be one of the Red Breakers I hired!”
I gave a short bow. “Asher Merrick, at your service, ma’am.”
“Mara Brightwood, pleasure.”
She grabbed us both by the hands and began vigorously shaking. “Oh, a pleasure to meet you, a pleasure indeed! My name is Merrill Thynakinmyre.”
“Ah! Ms. Thyankinmyre!” Salvatore said, brushing me aside. “I am Salvatore Yaxel, the captain of this guild, and I am very excited to have my excellent crew helping you on this expedition.”
“Oh, goody!” she said, having forgotten her conversation with me almost immediately. “Oh, oh!” She said, her eyes glistening as she saw Giezha. “Oh my! A mage and a goliath!? Fascinating! This reminds me of my travel bowls to the eastern lands near the Iron Forest.” Merrill started talking rapidly, mixing stories in and out, and going off tangents. Salvatore looked at me and Mara, motioning to help get everything on board.
He pointed toward a massive wooden ship with blue sails. It was a large, heavy wooden ship with two masts and a crew, craning supplies up to the top. We tried to get the supplies onto the loading area when an authoritative voice called out.
“Halt! You with the Red Breakers?” When I turned around, a heavily bearded elf appeared, wearing a thick black and blue coat. From the looks of it, he was the ship’s captain. He looked at the armband and nodded. “Aye, the goat mentioned a large crew. Toss it on and help the crew pull everything up.” The captain said.
I grunted, pulling the barrels up and loading the various supplies. As I worked, another sailor made idle chitchat. “You and the Red Breakers be helping the merchant lady?”
“Yep.” I said, twisting my back to make it pop.
“Don’t be causing too much trouble.” The elf groused, watching us work.
“Aye aye, captain,” I said, saluting him.
Once we got everybody on board, the ship began to set sail. It was about to ice over, but Giezha and I quickly melted the ice off the ship’s side before hopping aboard. I’d tried to merely heat everything while she threw a straight-up fireball into the water while we were still boarding.
Boom!
The explosive burst launched us off the Docks.
“Are you daft, Goliath!?” The captain shouted as we made it up. Giezha looked ready to slug the guy when he got in her face.
“Now, now,” Salvatore said, trying to ease the tension soon. “She was just trying to get the job started. We’ll make sure that any damages made will be repaired and repaid.”
Salvatore could really put on a smarmy charm that could rival even Dawnthorn when he wanted to. The ship’s captain and Giezha said nothing to be broken up the would-be confrontation.
Making it out into the open waters, we watched as the two lighthouses became blips off the horizon as the city shrank. The sleepy grumble of the city was left behind and replaced with the faint sounds of the lapping sea and the winds of the current.
Unfortunately, one other thing happened. It got even colder.
“Fucking hell,” I said, rubbing myself, trying to warm myself. “I hope I don’t have to set the boat on fire to stop myself from freezing.”
“Let’s get below deck,” Salvatore instructed us. “We need to debrief with our contractor and learn as much as possible.” His voice was snappy and authoritative with me.
I didn’t appreciate his little regard for me, even though I saved his ass. And the whole betrayal thing.
“Come along, girls,” he said in a sweeter voice toward Uli, Kiersa, Mara, and Giezha. The others left down toward the lower deck except for Giezha. She just stood there at the bow of the ship, watching as we glided through the water. The waves were mostly calm now, and the winds were favorable. Pushing us through the cold waters.
“Hey, Geej. You all right?” I asked her.
I waited for her to snap at me again, but she kept looking forward to the open water. “Yes…” She said after a long pause. “I’ll just be a minute.”
“You sure?”
“I said yes, Asher. I appreciate it, but please. I-I’ll be right down.”
“Alright,” I shrugged.
Heading below deck, I was thankful to know that it got warmer away from the winds. There were also lanterns on the wall that radiated much more heat than they looked like they could. It was so hot on the lower deck I was worried I’d have to take off my coat. I followed the others into a large mess hall, where the meeting was already underway.
“We’ll all be guarding Ms. Merrill throughout the journey,” Salvatore instructed everybody as the gnomish merchant set out a series of maps, journals, and trinkets on a table. We all watched on, looking at the different bobs and bits of interesting curios she’d collected now.
“Now you don’t have to have somebody watching me all the time,” She laughed. This Merrill lady had an infectious energy to her. She seemed like the type that would be excited at the drop of a hat. “The reason why I have you all here is because of an exciting expedition that I am embarking on. Ooh! I love alliteration!” She laughed to herself.
Salvatore took over, pointing to a smaller map over the one depicting the Shabban Sea. “We will be heading into a series of caves that is located near the town of Bouldergulf.”
“Bouldergulf?” I said. “Never heard of that place.”
“Not surprising!” Merrill interjected. “Bouldergulf is a lesser-known region these days. But it was once a mighty village in the past. A last stop at the base of the Kynadon Mountains. It’s said that many treasures made their way through the caves and mountains cutting across into the northern empire.”
The northern empire she was talking about was Nulgat, the empire that Kiersa’s family was originally from before they immigrated to Naled.
“There are some treasures that I am quite excited to search for and some of the caves closest to the village.”
“How come they haven’t searched it themselves? Why not search the mountains right out your window?” Brody asked.
“Honestly, mostly out of fear,” She laughed. “It doesn’t seem like there are many magically inclined folk left. Although it was once a large city with, it is now a much smaller location. A few generations of farmers and tradesmen, attached to the land that built their families.”
She then showed off a couple of trinkets that were made of brass and silver with intricate carvings and designs. They depicted different battles and monsters and exquisite detail carved into the metal.
“It said that there were monsters deep within those caves, plucked right from the nightmares of the heavens themselves,” she said, brushing her hand over them dramatically. “These come from my travels in the Indari Desert of Nulgat. A beautiful mixing of cultures is believed to be found in those mountains and in those caves.”
I wasn’t keen on returning to the mountains after my previous excursion. I nudged Mara and whispered in her ear.
“Hope we don’t see any giant skeletons in there,” she shuddered and had to suppress a giggle as we listened to Merrill explain everything.
Well, it was just her going over her different adventures and tales across the different kingdoms and principalities, cities, and environments she’d been to. She’d been in the Dead Swamps of Zala, crossed through Nulgat’s deserts and plateaus, and through the plains of Galen. Hell, she even survived the Iron Forest! A place more legend than fact in the far east made of nothing but metal and rust. It sounded like she’d been everywhere! With protection, of course. Merrill had traveled the world, finding interesting curios and selling everything she could get her hands on just to finance her next adventure.
“I’m making sure to pay for the best protection that I can afford,” she said, smiling at each of us. “You all have a wonderfully vicious reputation and I’m quite excited at the prospects of you all triumphing in battle.”
“That doesn’t sound good,” I heard Uli mumble to herself.
“O-of course I’m-I’m not hoping that anybody dies or gets seriously hurt,” She added quickly. “But you know the thrill of battle and whatnot…” she giggled.
Sensing the temperature in the room, Salvatore took over again. “Anyways. It’ll probably take us a few weeks across the sea to Bouldergulf. Once there, the excursion could be a few days, or a few weeks. And don’t worry! A deposit has been made that will be kept regardless of the length of service,” Salvatore smiled and winked at the group.
Truthfully, I didn’t like the sound of that. The guild would be paid a lot, but we were given a flat fee. I wonder how much he’s keeping for himself. I didn’t verbalize that remark, and as we finished our presentation, Salvatore gave us instructions one last time. Merrill was to be under consistent surveillance. We were to stay out of the ship’s crew. Once we were back on land, we were to ensure the village was completely intact. Anything in the cave not kept by Merrill would be considered fair game.
“We’d all been given the good grace to have private rooms for the lot of us.” Salvatore said importantly. That got a rise out of everybody, thankful to not spend the trip elbow-to-asshole in cramped rooms. “That’s right! All of us have our own rooms, save for those who might request to… share rooms.” A couple of eyes trailed toward me and the girls. Salvatore coughed awkwardly and continued onwards. “Yes. Well, anyways, again, we’ll be having our work done in shifts and I do hope that everybody understands that there is to be as little shall we say… damage to the environment is possible.”
He said that, staring me down the entire time, and I knew that meant don’t use my ability if it’s going to get in the way of somebody else. I didn’t say anything and simply nodded as he dismissed us all.
This fucking guy… I thought to myself.
Since we were given free rein during the transport, we divvied up our watch times with Merrill. Some wanted to just stay near her the entire time, while others were gunning for as little time babysitting her as possible.
“Not trying to be any type of way, but she kind of just annoys me,” Osmond whispered as we drew straws for when we would do all our watches.
Osmond was a journeyman guild member. A half-elf with dark sandy hair and a bite taken out of his right ear, he’d been a part of a few other guilds entering and leaving at his leisure. There were rumors he was part of a thieves’ guild at one point. Others could swear they once saw him as a member of the Ivory Forge.
Personally, I thought that he was just a chameleon, the type of face that just kind of fit in wherever he was. I liked the guy, but I always kept my coin pouch close. Mara and I had the same watch time over Merrill in the early evening. Which really meant we just had to have dinner with her. The ship’s crew steered way clear of her after one had to sit and listen to her babble for three hours shortly after we’d departed. Brody and Brina kept an eye on him to make sure he didn’t try dropping an anchor on her.
“I must say you were all quite the impressive lot,” she said over a bowl of rice and sausages. “And the ship I managed to finance have been absolutely wonderful,” she said, looking off toward several sailors eating off on the other side of one of the tables. They nodded but said nothing to us, afraid of getting trapped in another one-sided conversation.
“Well, Asher hasn’t had to threaten any of them yet, so that’s a good sign,” Mara laughed.
“Mara!” I said, embarrassed. “D’you have to bring that story up all the time?”
“What? It was cute,” she said playfully.
“Oh?” Merrill said, intrigued.
“I was having a rough time during one of our missions and a couple of sailors had some unkind things to say about me,” Mara said in an off-hand fashion. She loved telling this story. “Asher was in the vicinity of that happening and well…”
“What happened?” Merrill said, leaning over the table.
“Oh, Asher practically threatened to rip their heads off.”
I noticed the sailors give me a cross-eyed look and jumped in to defend myself. “I lifted one guy!” I said desperately. “I lifted one guy by his shirt and told him to get out of my way. Once they got the picture, they made sure to leave us alone.”
“How exciting! What happened after that?”
I thought back to the rollicking sex we had in the crow’s nest and returned to eating my sausage and rice.
“Well, if you must know, we wound up—”
“Mara!”
Overall, it was an easy enough time with Merrill. Although she was the excitable type with a total jabber jaw, she was a very intelligent woman with many fascinating stories about her travels.
“Truthfully speaking, though, Zizar has to be one of my favorite places to visit. You should try and visit their hot springs sometime! They’re to die for!” Merrill babbled on as we traded off our watch with Kiersa, Giezha, and Uli. Because Kiersa was still new, she couldn’t be part of a two-man squad but had to be on a squad of three.
There was a tense moment with Kiersa and Mara during the handoff, which I caught. I looked at Mara expectantly as we made it back to our bunks. We’d been given three rooms, which Salvatore clearly meant as me having a single room while each of the girls got a double. That, however, wasn’t going to happen.
“You really need to ease up on her a bit, Mara,” I said as we sat down and relaxed over a game of Seven Swordsmen. Seven Swordsmen was a board game played with a couple of pieces representing men with a sword and dice rolls determining if you could attack, bring back slain swordsmen, or have to pass.
“I know, I know…I just wish Kiersa would take this more seriously,” Mara lamented. She looked down at the pieces and nodded her head. “My three beats your two.”
Gods dang it.
She had already taken away four of my seven swordsmen, and I’d only managed to knock off one. It was equal parts strategy with your pieces on the board and luck with your dice.
“I’m just saying a gentle touch would help her a lot,” Mara smirked as she wiped my final swordsmen off the board. We started setting up another game as she spoke.
“A gentle touch? Or coddling?”
“What are you talking about?”
“You didn’t need to interrupt my training with her the other day,” she said directly.
“You mean beating her up for a half hour because you were frustrated with her?” I retorted gently.
“Come on, Asher. She needs to learn! If she charges into a deadly trap or unwinnable battle when you’re not there, then what happens?”
“I know…” I said, shaking my head. It was bad enough worrying about Kiersa. Now I had to while Mara took my men out one by one. “But she’s a rookie, Mara!”
“Asher, you were a rookie, and you took to it like a fish to water. Hell, you’re still a rookie! Giezha and I have only been doing this a few years!”
“I also got help from an actual God teleporting me to this world, remember? Along with this crazy power that I have?”
Mara bit her lip but didn’t say anything for a moment.
“There’s also how enthusiastic you are about training,” she said with a small smile. “I’ve never had a problem getting you into the Warren so that you and I could train on your swordsmanship. It’s easy to be encouraging someone who wants to get better.”
“You also tell me it’s sloppy.”
“Well, it is. But you’re still improving quickly. And you’re training as hard as you can while also trying to juggle it with learning magic.”
There was a bit of jealousy in her voice when she said that.
“You still think I should just drop magic, don’t you?”
Mara’s eyes shifted away from me and the game. “I’m not saying you should. Just that you could,” As she said that, she leaned back, stretching her legs. “Now that we’re off duty… She had switched to a white tunic of mine that I had packed and nothing on underneath. “What’s the matter?”
She sets in a sultry voice.
I couldn’t help but watch as she opened up her legs even more, revealing her bare pussy.
“Oh, oh, come on now, Asher,” she said, tracing a finger down to her waist. “You know how much I love teasing you?”
She exhaled quietly as she touched herself, slowly circling around her clit.
“Why don’t we play a little something else?”
“I like that idea,” I grinned, remembering an incantation and placing a silencing spell for the room.
The girls, for the most part, didn’t mind the noise, but that wasn’t our apartment, and instead, a crowded ship with a bunch of strangers.
I quickly doffed my clothes, save for my pants, crawling over to Mara, still touching herself. I put a hand behind her head and pulled her in, slowly kissing her as the other hand explored her body.
“Asher,” she whispered.
Mara was taut, long, and athletic. The result of years of training and, at the moment, complete putty in my hands. One of my hands was underneath her tunic as I massaged one of her large breasts. She cooed to my touch while I kissed her neck and teased the pointed end of her ear.
“Keep going,” I whispered to her.
She turned and kissed me while she continued massaging her clit more forcefully.
“Ahhhh!” Her gasps and sweet moans slipped against my lips as I peeled the shirt off and lifted her into my arms. “Oh Asher,” She whispered, still fingering herself as I held her up. She squealed in pleasure, held in the air as she pleasured herself in my arms.
Laying her on the bed, I made my way up, kissing her from her thighs to the abdomen and chest as I began to finger her and hold her tight around her bottom. She groaned as I continued kissing and nibbling at the nape of her neck.
“That’s it, right, right there!” She whimpered as I massaged her clit with my thumb and pushed and pulled with my middle finger. I could feel her tight, wet folds squeezing around as her legs began to shake and her breath shuddered.
“Oh, Asher, please!” She moaned, kissing me up and down my neck. “Please fuck me.”
“Oh, trust me, I will,” I laughed.
“Oh fuck!” She squealed, squeezing her legs around my arm. “I’m cumming!”
I could feel her whole body squeezing as her abs contracted, showing off her impressive core. “I’m burning up for you, Ash, please!”
She desperately tried to grab and tug at my pants, pulling them off.
“Come on,” I said huskily. “You know, I love doing this to you, right?”
Mara had a mischievous look as her cheeks were bright and flushed.
“Is that so? Ahhh!”
“Yeah,” I said, slowly pulling out my fingers.
“I’ll let you take your time with me later.” she said, pulling me close and wrapping her hands around my back. “Right now. I just need you, Ash.”
“I need you, too,” I said quietly as I lined myself up.
The grin on Mara’s face turned into a hopeless little O-face. She squinted her eyes, and I pressed the tip at her entrance. She was tight but so wet and slippery I glided in easily, slowly spreading her apart.
“Oh, fuck,” she whispered, her legs gently wrapping around my sides. “Deeper—” She whispered.
I ran my hands through her hair, kissing her soft, plump lips as I pushed inside her. We shuddered for a moment, neither moving as we held each other. She was so tight and wet, and I felt… I don’t even know how to describe it. It was exhilarating. It was addicting. It was that same adrenaline shot I got whenever we were locked in combat together. Her legs squeezed around me as her hands moved around my back and onto my chest. I slowly pushed and pulled in and out of her as she squeezed onto me.
“That’s it,” Mara whispered. “That’s it.”
“Mara,” I groaned, trying to focus.
We kissed each other slowly and sloppy as I changed my pace from careful, deliberate, and slow to a more rapid and rabid pace. Hungry and desperate sounds escaped the both of us as Mara thrust herself back and forth in the same rhythm as me.
“Fuck,” I grunted, pumping her harder and hard.”
“Oh, deeper. Deeper!” She begged me as I was going faster and faster into her. I felt her wet juices begin to squeeze out the side as our lovemaking turned into carnal fucking.
“Oh God, Ash. Keep fucking me!” Mara screamed, grabbing and squeezing me with everything at her disposal. “I’m gonna cum! Please, please just keep fucking me, please!”
I was going faster and faster as the bed rocked, her breasts swinging back and forth as I thrust into her. I gripped onto the sheets slamming into her, her pussy squeezing and shuddering against me.
“Mara!” I said desperately. “I’m going to cum.”
“I’m cummiiing!” She squealed, clamping her legs around my hips. “I’m cumming, fuuuuck!”
She was squeezing onto me so tight. I thought it would pop out as I thrust in and out as deep as possible.
“Harder, harder!” She squealed, her face completely flushed. “Gods deeper!”
“If you say so,” I laughed breathlessly. I changed our position slightly, putting Mara’s plump ass into the air, letting me penetrate her even deeper.
Her eyes widened, and her voice shrank in her throat. “Fuck, yes! Gods, you’re hitting it!” she said, clutching onto my back and the bed sheets. “I’m… I—”
She let out a tiny shriek as her whole body seized up, and her pussy started squeezing uncontrollably, her legs locked around my hips, desperately trying to keep me in.
“I’m cumming,” I grunted, feeling my stomach tighten and my whole body washed over in pleasure.
“Fill me, Asher! Fill me! Give it to me!” She squealed. “Fuck it into me!”
I gripped the bed and the other, the back of her shoulder blades, pressing myself against her as I slammed every bit inside of me as I could as I kissed her, deep, exploding inside her. Mara released another tortured screech against my lips as she grabbed my hair, squeezing, screaming into my mouth.
“Mara!”
I unloaded inside of her, still thrusting through the waves of pleasure as my whole body felt like it was exploding with pleasure. But as I thrust, it also unleashed some rabid, desperate animal. I couldn’t stop, and I continued thrusting into her while we locked eyes, staring the other down. “Asher,” she moaned. “Oh, my gods! Ahhh!”
Even though I had just cum inside her, I continued thrusting into her, grunting and almost growling, completely lost in her.
“Mara!” I screamed.
“Ash!”
We devolved into desperate animals, clawing and grabbing at each other. As I stayed completely hard inside of Mara, continuing to thrust, I let out another guttural roar thrusting into her as hard and fast as possible, grabbing her by the hips and sitting upright as I thrust every bit of myself in and out as I felt Mara squeal and squirm. She could barely control her arms, unsure if it was too stimulating and she needed to push me out or if she wanted more and she wanted to pull me back in.
“I’m going to—I… I’m, oh fuck, I’m cumming!” She squealed, her head buried in the bed.
“M-me too,” I said; for a second time in a short period, I felt it welling inside me. I looked at her muscular, curvy figure, racked with pleasure, completely red with her flush against her porcelain skin.
I could see marks on her from where I’d kissed and left tiny bite marks. She stared me down, wrapping her legs around my hips and feet crossed as best as she could/
“Do it,” she said with an almost evil glint to it. Her voice was strained and lost in the back of her throat.
“Oh, fuck,” I grunted.
Just the way she said it was enough, and I felt it throw me over the edge. My cock throbbed as I buried deep into Mara, cumming a second time. With one last thrust, I slammed myself balls deep into Mara, unloading as I collapsed on top of her. We were kissing each other hard and passionately with our tongues, breathing heavily, just barely able to speak in fractured portions of each other’s names.
“Asher.”
“Mara…” I said desperately.
“I don’t ever want these moments to go away.”
“I don’t think they will,” I said, laughing, completely out of breath.
We both let out a heavy gasp as I finally pulled out. We were completely exhausted, and after a quick, magically-aided cleaning, we lay in each other’s arms and eventually started to drift off to sleep. But as I felt my mind drifting unconsciousness, I chuckled.
I was pretty sure I felt more exhausted tonight than the night we had gotten back from the mission.




Chapter 4

Evlanday Evening, 9th of Zholn, Year 678, 4th Age
The route we charted was estimated for two weeks across the sea. However, the ice-cold waters and lack of wind meant slower travel times along with stops we'd have to make. Merrill was keen to visit every port, which only extended the trip. I was on watch duty as we went through a fish market about a week into the journey.
"Oh, my!" Merrill said excitedly at one of the fisherman's stalls.
He had long serpentine fish with narrow bodies that stretched on and on. Of course, the air was so cold, he had to warm the area to prevent the meat from freezing solid.
"I've heard that Cucumber fish have quite a gamey texture, which is so odd. You wouldn't think that fish would be gamey."
"Yeah, real gamey," The fisherman said roughly. "Are you buying, or are you just watching?" Merrill was taken aback by his rudeness as Uli and I stood watch.
"Well…"
"You don't need to be rude about it, sir," Merrill replied.
"Listen lady," he pulled out a rusty knife from the side of his pants. "I don't take kindly to your type. Trouncin' up with your big ships, scaring away customers and—"
"Easy now," Uli said, inserting herself between the fishermen and Merrill. "We'll take two."
The large man eyed up Uli before nodding his head. As we left with our fifteen feet of gamey fish meat, we headed back aboard. I didn't even need to look at the giant grin on Uli's face.
"You totally stole the money that we paid him, didn't you?"
"Only half," Uli winked.
That's our captain. I thought to myself.
Overall, we did our best to stay out of trouble at every port, buying whatever fish or foods we could find and oil to keep our fires lit. The top decks were mainly abandoned as the chill of the air bit through every nook and cranny of the ship. Several times I was woken by a blast of cold air slipping through and sending shocks down my spine.
"Ugh," I shivered.
"You okay?" Kiersa asked from the bed.
"Yeah," I grumbled, rolling out of bed. "Just got to patch that hole."
As I got up to stuff a piece of fabric or straw into the hole that had been popped open, I knelt down. But as I was about to seal it, I saw something.
"Wait a minute…"
I looked out to the freezing sea as we lapped over the waves. It was a crystal-clear night with the moon Xalia fully luminescent and a tiny sliver of the moon Avis peeking out against the starry sky swirling above.
Is that another…? I focused on the object in the water, which looked like a ship!
"Kiersa, come here!" I said, urging her out of bed.
Kiersa nearly jumped out of her pajamas with the blanket off. "Oh, geez it's cold!" She ran over as I watched the ship through the looking hole. "What's wrong?"
I had her look through the hole as we saw the ship approaching us quickly.
"It's just a ship, what's the big deal?" She said, shrugging.
"Yeah, and it's heading straight for us in open sea. And look at how fast that thing is!" Her eyes widened as she looked at me and horror. "You don't mean?"
"Pirates!" I shouted, jumping into action. I quickly got whatever clothes I could on, grabbing my armor and sword.
"Let me come with you! I need to get ready too!" Kiersa shouted.
I stopped at the threshold and turned back. "…You should stay here." I said, feeling a knot in my stomach.
Kiersa looked at me like I was crazy. "But they're pirates, we need to stop them!"
"You might get hurt, Kiersa. This could get really bad."
"I'm a Red Breaker, I'm a member of this guild!" She snapped.
Dammit…
I shook my head and blinked. "You're right. Sorry. Just… please be careful?"
"I always am," She smiled, kissing me on the cheek.
Wish that was true…
I slammed my fists on the side of the walls trying to wake the others up. I quickly jogged into my clothes, shouting at the top of my lungs as we were about to be boarded. Several doors opened as people looked up and over at me.
"What's going on Asher?" Brody said with his nightcap on.
"Yeah, seriously. It's the dead of night…" Mara grumbled. "Besides, Giezha is on watch duty tonight. She would've told us she—" Mara stopped dead when we all heard a sound above.
Tsssss! 
It sounded like a whizzing firework. The entire hallway was at a standstill as we all looked around. We couldn't tell which direction it was coming from until
Boom!
We were all thrown back as a giant fireball exploded above us, and we saw the roof catching fire. We all stumbled, trying to steady ourselves as the ship rocked back from the explosion. Uli and Salvatore sprang into action, shouting commands that were under attack.
"Fireballs off the bow! Get your asses in gear!"
Alarms began to ring as the Red Breakers and the sailors carried off into action, sprinting to the top. As we got topside, the ship I had seen off from a distance wasn't the only one. There were two, and we were already being boarded! Dozens of the bastards filled the top, attacking us on sight.
"Get 'em!" We heard one of the pirates shout.
They were all in heavy, thick coats with cruel-looking swords pointed toward us. Giezha was locked in combat at the front as the fire spread everywhere. She had one in a headlock, throwing him at another while trying to keep a grip on her staff.
I threw my hands out without hesitation and exploded with a water spell at the fire.
Fssshhhh!
However, as the water poured out from my hands, it was so cold that it was already beginning to freeze. The fires spread across the ship, and off in the distance, the other ship continued to rain fireballs down on us.
"Hyah!" A pirate shouted, going after me with his sword.
Raising my right hand, I blocked it with the white side of my blade and turned, slashing down and cutting at his neck. A gash spurted blood as he dropped to the ground, but more were coming. The fire closed on us, and Salvatore started barking commands and letting off spells at the pirates.
"Asher! Try and help Giezha. We need you and the others firing at those mages on the other ship. Brody, you too!" Salvatore added as he and Uli ran to the stern of the ship.
It was pandemonium as swords and weapons clattered with the pirates shouting, "For victory!"
"Mara! Kiersa!" I looked around, trying to ensure everybody was okay as I defended myself.
These pirates were aggressive, but they weren't trained. They were brutish attackers, relying on their numbers, fear, and chaos. I couldn't find Kiersa, but Mara was quickly slicing her way through all of them. She was like a blur of red and green in the night sky, with pirates dropping like flies.
Bam!
Late to the party, I grunted in pain and felt one of the fuckers slamming into my arm with an ax. It didn't get through my armor, but it hurt like hell. Kicking the bastard off me, I snapped out of it and cut my way toward Giezha.
She dodged out of the way while holding off the other with one arm straining as two tried to pry her off.
"Hey, pick on someone your own size!" They shouted, as one grabbed for her staff and the other her shoulder.
Giezha pulled back before cold cocking the one holding onto her staff straight in the face. His head snapped at an unnatural angle as he fell into the water.
Splash!
"You bitch!" One of them shouted.
He was about to slash at her arm, but my blade made its way through his stomach before I pulled back and whipped around, slashing at the other's head. He dodged underneath the attack, and I nearly cut into Giezha. Luckily, she blocked my attack and redirected it back at him.
"Huh?"
Throwing my arm at the pirate, Giezha. Managed to cut him down straight in the chest. His eyes went wide as he gurgled and began to escape from the wound in his neck. Pulling out my sword, I quickly grabbed onto the body and threw him overboard.
"We need to focus on those mages," I said, pointing toward the pirate ship where we still saw fireballs launching toward us. "Something tells me that was just the first wave."
"Yeah," Giezha said darkly.
We both began chanting our incantations as the runes started to form around our hands. As the fireballs arced up into the sky. We launched our own, leading our shots to intercept.
Whoosh! The fireballs collided in the air, exploding into a brilliant display before snuffing out too high to catch anything on fire.
"Brody!" I shouted. "Kiersa! We need some backup!"
Giezha was the best mage I ever knew, but it was starting to look like the skies were raining fire. As the pirate ship got closer and closer, I realized the boat I had seen wasn't small and fast. It was massive and far away at the time. But now?
"Oh, fuck me…" Giezha muttered, seeing it up close.
Hundreds of heads began popping up over the side of the ship. It was easily twice as big as ours while mages continued raining fireballs at us.
Our ship shuddered just from the mere presence as I was nearly thrown by a wave made by the giant ship. The massive wave crashed into our ship, lurching us all backward.
"Whoa!"
I began to fall, but Giezha grabbed me at the last second, throwing me back. Brody and Kiersa had made their way to the front of the ship as the fighting on the port side settled down.
"Thanks for the save," I said, turning back.
Behind us, almost all the pirates had been dealt with. Only a few initial attackers were still fighting, but they were quickly overwhelmed.
"Think we can outrun them?" I asked.
"Nope," Brody said with a laugh.
"Ohhhh, dear," Kiersa whimpered, looking up.
We all aimed our hands, staffs, and magical focuses as we began to chant, ready to create a barrier to try and block all of the attacks.
Boom! Boom! 
We intercepted most incoming fireballs, but many started splashing against the ship. Fires raged in every direction while we tried moving our shields to interrupt as many as possible. As I was about to carry mine and catch a large ball headed for us, my concentration was broken by another lurch of the ship.
I felt the ship teeter, and everybody started losing balance except for Giezha. As we all started falling and grabbing onto things to keep our balance, she stared behind the ship. The giant spray of water exploded off the vessel's side, dousing some flames while freezing us all to the bone.
"Oh, great. Now the ocean's trying to kill us," I said, holding the rail.
"Not quite," Giezha called out. "Look!"
Oh.
Following her pointing, I could see it behind the pirate's ship. It rose higher and higher and higher behind as the fighting on board came to a screeching halt. Two massive glittering white eyes appeared like moons in the sky, and we heard a horrible guttural roar.
GRAAAGGGHHH!
The monster exploded downward, opening a grizzly maw as it dove onto the pirate ship.
"Sea dragon!" Chaan shouted.
The ship exploded on contact as dozens of bodies flew high into the air. The long neck of the monster continued to rise and fall, violently slamming into the water, whipping its body back and forth. The fiery lights from the pirate ship were quickly snuffed out as we saw them realize what was happening, and they screamed in terror and fear.
"That's not a sea dragon!" Giezha called out.
"Sea dragon off the bow, get your asses in gear if you don't wanna die!" I could hear Salvatore screaming instructions while the captain tried to create a plan of attack.
A plan of escape. A plan to survive! I could see the anger in Giezha's eyes as she gripped her staff.
"That's not a sea dragon," She grunted, turning to watch the carnage unfold.
"What are you talking about?!" I shouted before there was a giant Whoosh!
A massive torrent of flames erupted from the ship, and we saw the creature in sharp relief against the dark. Its long slithering body whipped around back and forth, churning the water as it raised its head again. The giant creature's body lit up, showing off its brown scaly body and long torso. It had neither wings nor hands, and its face was long with a protruded snout and sharp needle-like teeth. It was almost like a giant snake.
"The hell’s that thing?!" Brody shouted, still chanting his incantations, trying to set up a shield.
GRAHAGGHH!
The creature screamed again. Diving down into the ship's remains. Dozens of bodies flew off the sides as the creature flew up into the air, smashing the pieces in the sky. As it swam back down below the surface, a giant tail emerged before disappearing completely.
As soon as the ship had appeared, it was gone.
"That was a Mountain Serpent," Giezha said quietly. She turned around and stared at everybody. "Everyone, shut the fuck up! Stay quiet. No magic."
"The hell are you talking about?! WE NEED TO—"
WAM!
Giezha quickly punched whoever it was that had spoken, knocking them out as she raised a finger to her lips. The water was still choppy as we all held on for dear life. The ship barely kept from tipping over as the screaming pirates echoed through the sea.
However, as the waves crested against the ship, the pirates slowly dwindled in numbers. Several of them desperately clung to the ship, trying to clamber onto lifeboats. Another member of the Red Breakers was about to attack them when I quickly stopped them. I grabbed the guy and motioned to Giezha.
"She said not to attack," I whispered.
"But—"
"Just trust her!" I said earnestly.
We all waited. We waited for something to happen as the screaming pirates slowly faded away. Plucked out from underneath. One by one. The cowering survivors whimpered in the lifeboats, waiting as we all looked out and the waters calmed. We waited and waited for the terrible creature to appear again.
"Well, this is terrifying," Brody said after several minutes.
As the monster seemed to have faded away, we silently led the pirates onto the lifeboats before detaining them and tying them all up. The ship easily held the freezing hypothermic prisoners in their cells as their heads snapped around, eyes wide open in fear.
"My men… my men…"
"It was big like the sky…!"
Many screamed in terror at being below deck, snuffed out by a gag as the captain got the ship back in order.
"Oh dear. What was all that?" Merrill whispered, emerging from her room.
The ship had been damaged in the fighting. One of the masts needed heavy repairs, and fires had damaged the top deck. All the while, Giezha still didn't say anything, watching out into the ocean as we tried to get things back in order.
"Sorry for not warning you guys sooner," she said finally.
She pointed to the sea, and we could barely see a tiny parting of waves. My eyes trained on it and focused. I could just barely see what might have even been imaginary. But I was convinced it was the shadow of that massive creature as it sank deeper into the waters.
"I did my best to deflect their attacks, but then that second ship arrived. I figured that the Mountain Serpent would've gotten them all faster. They hate magic and they hate noise."
The captain of the ship met up with all of us. He was shaken but did his best to keep his iron-clad persona intact. He motioned for us all to join him down in his office. It was me, Giezha, Merrill, Salvatore, and Uli, along with Brody.
"It seems we have entered the Silent Seas," he said, showing us a map. He pointed to a portion of the Shabban Sea that was dark and clouded, showing off the classical depiction of a sea serpent. "We must've hit a fast wind, and favorable tides."
"So that means we're close?" Merrill said excitedly.
"Yes, but it also means we'll need to be quiet for the next few days." he said gravely. "Mountain Serpents typically descend from the underground into the waters during the colder months. They're blind and reclusive, so anything that makes a lot of noise can agitate them."
Salvatore nodded his head. "We'll do our best to avoid any noise making."
"Aye," The captain said, thanking him. "The wizard you've got," he said, gesturing to Giezha. "Had the right idea. You've dealt with them before, haven't you? They're a lesser-known creature. Some say lost to the mythos for those that aren't from around here." She didn't say anything as he continued. "Right… well, chances are, if she had tried to match the magic they were outputting it'd would’ve been fifty-fifty for it dropping us to the bottom of the sea."
"How come it didn't attack us afterwards?" I asked.
"All the bodies in the water and the crash into that boat probably blinded senses in the nearby" h shrugged. "Once it had its fill, it was probably content to let things be."
I imagine an alligator that had just gotten done eating a zebra as its compatriots continued crossing.
"We will keep a minimal crew on deck, and worry about repairs later," The Captain informed us. "Unlikely to see anybody around here."
That still didn't answer everything.
"So how did they find us?" Uli asked, reading my mind.
"Probably been chasing us for a few days since we left," Mara suggested. "Figured that out here in this open, quiet section of water was a good time to do it in the dead of night."
Dead is right… I thought to myself. "What are you going to do with the prisoners?" I asked.
"This ship can always use more crewman," he said with a smirk.
As we were all dismissed, I checked back in with Uli.
"How did everybody do?" I whispered, stowing away in an empty room. It was the middle of the night, but the ship buzzed with anxious energy. No magic allowed, and voices were kept quiet as we all scrambled to get our jackets back on.
"No casualties. Uli said proudly. "Overall, it was a messy attack by those pirates. If they did chase us from Naled, they probably thought the Red Breakers were as bad as their reputation."
"How'd Kiersa do?"
Uli had a look that told me she didn't want to say.
"That bad?" I asked.
Uli sighed in defeat, looking away. "She tried to blast a spell at a big nasty pirate. But she missed and almost took Salvatore's head off."
"Oh," I said, brightening up. That wasn't have been a bad thing. I thought to myself. "Did Mara see?" I asked. Again, that same uncomfortable face was plastered over Uli. Her ears drooped on the sides. "For somebody who prides herself on her sneaky nature. You have a terrible poker face sometimes."
She blushed and punched me on the elbow.
"Just was you dummy," She mumbled. I smiled and laughed.
"Well, hopefully a few days of quiet will keep everything at a bare simmer for those two."
"No kidding."
Kiersa had twisted her ankle that night, and some cuts and injuries needed tending to. Nasty stuff for a regular crew, but for a well-trained guild? We used our supplies of salves, potions, and healing herbs to avoid major injuries.
The pirates quickly swore their loyalty and profuse thanks for saving them from the Mountain Serpent. I tried to stop and ask Giezha something in the middle of the day the next day.
"How did you know about those things?"
"Read about 'em," she said shortly.
"It sounded like you had some kind of information, though. Like you knew more about them than you let on."
She turned around quickly as if to shout at me but stopped and tightened her lips.
"I'm smart, Asher. I read a lot in the library. Let's just leave it at that."
I wanted to ask her more, but I could tell that whatever it was wasn't going to be an answer she'd give up willingly. After crossing the Silent Seat, we were only half a day's travel from our destination Bouldergulf.
It was the first day that felt above absolute zero, and when we finally arrived, we could see the tiny village off the coast. But before that, we saw the horizon surrounded by gigantic mountains that jutted into the sky.
"Who would've ever thought about putting a village that close to the mountains on the sea?" I said to myself.
"Plenty of places, actually!" Salvatore informed me. "It was a very famous location for tradesmen, adventurers, and all sorts long ago! What with its northeastern location, it was an excellent place to travel and rest. Easily defendable and abundant in fish with high quality soil."
"High quality soil?" I asked, unhappy to be speaking to him.
"Volcanic activity provides rich soil," he said with the patience of a teacher.
Oh, great. I thought to myself. Volcanoes.
"Land ho!" one of the sailors said long after we'd all seen it.
"Oh boy, oh boy!" Merrill said, with her bags waiting and ready on top of the ship. "I have been so, so very excited for this! And to think that we've seen such a massive creature already! Oh, my journals will be filled with wondrous stories!" she said, bouncing on her heels.
As we made our way to the docking area, the ship was so large that we almost took over the entire thing. A few curious onlookers from the town watched as we all disembarked. It was just as cold as it had been before. However, the shadow of the mountains almost contained the cold. Blocking out any winds from the northeast.
There was a chilly stillness to everything as we disembarked at the Docks. The village was quite small, and I felt like the entire town could fit into my hand with thatched roof buildings and wooden houses covered in thick, insulating clay and pitch.
God, it feels like we're going to double the population. I thought to myself.
The views were unblemished by the massive walls and collections of buildings that I had become accustomed to in Naled. Instead, my eyes could see far off to the mountains that dominated the horizon and long planes and valleys off to the west.
North of us were thick forests of evergreen trees glistening with frost. I watched as Salvatore shook hands and discussed something with the ship's captain. Whatever he was saying didn't make the captain happy. But then again, I don't think that guy was ever happy, even when we saved his hide.
"Such wonderous adventures await!" Merrill said, inspecting everything. "Ahhhh, yes! This is such a lovely village. I have been reading so much about it. To think that this was once one of the largest civilizations in all of the empire!"
"Really?" I said in disbelief.
"Come on!" Salvatore snapped at me as we all began to carry our equipment out.
"I trust that the acquired lodging has already been sourced?" he asked Merrill.
"Oh yes, yes!" she said, pointing toward a large wooden building near the center of town.
It was a giant wooden building, probably about three stories tall, with broken and chipped wood, a roof full of holes, and snow seeping through the gaps.
"That was the old draft house in its glory days," she said proudly. "Was also used for housing the swells of population during fishing season. Got it for a steal for the lot of us!"
"Lovely," I heard Kiersa grumble.
"Afraid to live outside the comforts of home?" Mara asked chipperly.
"Do you ever get tired of that?" Kiersa asked.
"I'm kidding! Promise." Mara laughed with a gentle nudge. "Trust me. Not my first choice either."
As we all walked across the town to the large draft house, we saw the onlookers from the town whispering to each other. Their faces were all filled with worry behind their giant parkas.
"Great. More intruders," I heard one of them whisper.
"More intruders?" I turned to Giezha. "What do you think that means?"
Giezha said nothing as she clenched her jaw, chewing on something. She had an idea, but she wasn't going to tell me. Brody tapped my shoulder and pointed back toward the east. Looking off that way, I could see something at the edge of the hills. It looked like a bunch of triangles jutting into jutting from the ground.
"What's that?" I asked Brody.
"Tents. Long houses." Giezha said tensely.
I turned and looked to Giezha and then back to the congregation off on the hills. "Is that another village?"
Giezha said nothing at first, but she nodded her head.
"Yeah. Goliath village."
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The rooms in the building were all crammed together in a mishmash fashion. Holes blasted cold air everywhere along the walls, just like the ship we'd taken to get in. As we all haphazardly picked out our rooms, the first order of business was trying to find whatever bits of broken furniture and scraps we could plug into the holes.
The first floor had a kitchen area and a large central room for eating and gathering. The second and third floors were nothing but storage for people. I wound up in a room in the center of the second floor, down a rickety hallway filled with rat bones and owl nests. The rooms were thrown together, broken apart, and repaired to accommodate the different travelers that had stayed. At the same time, the furniture was all broken and picked over.
The long-term citizens undoubtedly saw this abandoned building as nothing more than a collection of firewood. Firewood that could be plucked when needed.
"Think I'm just going to go ahead and get some dirt and clay," I grumbled, patching up the wall. I'd also brought plenty of warm clothes and a few tins of oil for a lantern. However, I'd kicked myself for not bringing more candles along, if anything, just to give myself a little fire. But all the wood was so dead and brittle that I worried about a flash fire if I knocked over anything.
"Knock, knock," I heard a voice say, pushing open the creaking door. It was Kiersa. "Any rats in your room?"
"Nah, just their skeletons," I said, sighing. "You got all four legs on your bed?" She smiled sadly and shook her head.
"My room didn't have a bed; we're scavenging one right now."
I finished plugging the hole I was working on and walked over to her. "You going to be okay?"
"Yeah… I just stole one from one of the other rooms. Besides, it's way bigger than the others…"
"Nice!" I said, trying to be chipper. However, Kiersa said what we were both thinking.
"This sucks," she complained, plopping down on the bed.
"Yeah, it does," I laughed to myself. "But I'd rather be sleeping in a cold room on dry land then out at sea."
Staring out the window in the room, I got a good view of the goliath village. I could see moving shadows off in the distance near it. I also saw some of them walking toward the village.
Gurrrgle…
Our stomachs gurgled simultaneously, and we both looked at each other, laughing.
"Good thing we already unpacked, got any rations left?"
"Just hardtack."
"Let's go grab the others and get a bite to eat!" I suggested.
"What if Captain Salvatore wants us to stay?"
"Well, then Salvatore can bite me," I said flippantly.
I got up to go when she gently grasped my arm. "You and him don't get along."
"No," I said evenly. "No, we do not."
"It didn't seem like it was always like that, though?"
I took a heavy breath and looked at her. "Something went down between the two of us that I'm not… I can't… I don't want to get into that right now. It involves the others."
"Mara, Giezha, and Uli?"
"Yeah," I nodded my head.
Kiersa crossed her arms and looked at me. "Well, it seems kind of unfair for me not to know."
I bit my lip, wanting to say more but uncomfortable at the idea of spilling the beans before I felt like she was ready to hear it.
"It's not just me involved."
"Yeah," Kiersa said impatiently. "It's them, I know."
"So, I just don't know if they'd feel comfortable talking about it either."
Kiersa's eyes swam with dissatisfaction, but she didn't say anything. As we walked through the halls looking for the others. Turns out, almost all of the guild was on the second floor, avoiding the drafty holes on the roof above the third floor.
"Freezing my tits off," Uli complained, bundled up in an extra big coat. "Not that I've got that much to complain about compared to you three."
"Oh, stop it, you," Mara laughed in mock bashfulness.
Giezha just nodded her head, still in her robe. She clearly wasn't in the mood to talk as I saw her eyes flicking back toward the direction of the goliath village. I was about to say something when she gave me a cross look, and I quickly switched back to the original idea.
"Let's go eat!"
Walking out into the village, we looked for a place that could provide some kind of food and creature comforts. A mug of ale, hot meat, potatoes, anything that wasn't pickled and stable on a ship. Walking around the town, we didn't run into many people. And those that we did quickly avoided eye contact and hurried off.
None of the other Red Breakers had left, except for Brody, who joined in.
Most buildings were indistinguishable between houses and businesses, but we managed to follow our noses to the smell of warm bread and something cooking over a fire. Hopefully.
It was a one-story thatched building, and I could hear the faint sounds of a woodwind instrument from behind the door. Looking on the wall, I saw a small placard that read "The Sleepy Goliath Tavern."
"I think we found the place," I said, pointing to it.
"What do you say, Giezha?" Brody laughed, elbowing her side. "Feel like a nap."
She took a step to the side and stared at him. "Touch me again and I break your hand."
"Ooookay then," Brody said, scooching over toward Uli and me.
Entering the room, the music stopped immediately, and we were met with the stares of the various people inside. It was a tavern, all right. A small bar and a crackling fire were in the center of the room, with seats surrounding a pit where the fire was contained. It smelled like beef and potatoes as a stew bubbled in a cauldron hanging over the fire.
About a dozen people were inside, along with a tall, lanky bartender with a thick black beard and bushy eyebrows. He watched us warily, tapping the top of his receding hair with a rag.
"Ain't looking for no trouble," The bartender said. It was a wizened old man with a thick handlebar mustache. He looked like he was mostly human, with a bit of elf in him and long black and white hair.
We quickly shut the door, accepting the room's warmth and taking off our coats.
"Not looking to make trouble, I assure you," I said kindly. "Just trying to get a bite to eat and warm the body."
We walked over to the bartender and looked for a place to sit. There weren't enough chairs for everybody here, and some were just sitting on the floor.
"Well, that'd be a nice change of pace," he said. "But are you… Um… You're not with…" his eyes were transfixed on Giezha. "Oh, I've already apologized about the name of the tavern. We will change it very soon!"
She looked at him with a bit of confusion before looking back toward the entrance. "The name doesn't bother me."
The bartender stammered, bowing his head. "Well, I um, it's just… The previous, I mean—" He stopped and stared at all of us. "You're not with them?"
"The who?" Uli asked, stepping in front of everybody.
"The nomadic tribe. From the outskirts."
"We're just here for some food," Uli assured him.
Giezha looked queasy as we made our orders, got some drinks, and sat in the corner. The bartender couldn't help but keep staring at us as we had our meal. Listening in on the conversations around, the village was mostly made of humans and elves. They all had the same hard look on their faces. The kind that went through harsh winters and pried every bit of prosperity they could out from the soil.
"Winter's killing the crops this year," A short, human farmer grumbled to the woman beside him.
"Sure it's the winter killing them?"
Two older men kept looking back at us and talking as they played a game of swordsmen. We all sipped on the savory potato soup, feeling the warmth spread across our bellies. It was the first truly hot meal I'd had in a while. And simple as it was, it felt amazing just to have something that wasn't freezing my fingertips.
"Why did they think you were with the nomads?" Uli asked Giezha.
"Dunno," Giezha said quickly and loudly. We all stared at her momentarily, but she wasn't budging. She just kept looking down and eating her soup. "That was delicious," she said in a robotic voice. "I'll go order more food now."
As she did, I looked at the others, who shrugged, unsure of what was happening. As Giezha walked by them, we heard another tacit comment from the two old men. They were staring at Giezha disdainfully and throwing around some words I'd rather not repeat. I quickly rose to my feet and began to walk toward them.
"Asher…" Uli s warned me. "Please don't beat up the old men."
"I'm not going to beat them up," I promised. Maybe threaten them, but not beat them up.
"Hey, gentlemen!" I said in a cheery voice, walking up. They were sitting at a table with the game piece for swordsmen set up. One of them had been thrashing the other viciously the entire time.
They looked at me with fear and concern in their eyes. I beamed at them with a bright, fake smile. "Saw you guys were playing swordsmen. Although it looks like one of you could use a little help."
Neither of them said anything for a moment as I dropped the smile. "Look, I don't know who you think we are, but we're just here to help a merchant into the caves."
"Merchant?" One of them said sourly. "I didn't know the Goliaths were merchants."
"Well, that Goliath," I said quietly, pointing to Giezha, who accepted another bowl of food and bowed to the barman. "Is a very, very powerful mage who is a part of my guild. And I'd appreciate it if you keep comments to yourself."
"We were just—"
I stared at them, stopping them dead in their tracks again. I sat down for a game with one of them. "Tell you what," I said. "How about I buy you guys a drink?"
I bought the old men some ales and did my best to gather information. Their gruff demeanors occasionally slipped as the drink flowed and the game continued. I was a decent player at seven swordsmen when I wasn't getting thrashed by Mara.
"So, what is it with this nomad tribe?" I asked as I moved one of my swordsmen into an attacking angle.
"Ooh, good move!" One of the old men wheezed.
"Don't help him!" The other snapped as he made his move. The old man playing looked at me. "They rolled in from the east a few months ago. They've been harassing the village for weeks saying that we're taking their ancestral lands."
"Ba!" The other said, cursing. "Ancestral lands my left foot. I've been here for a century, almost. My father before me and his father before him as well! If there's anybody with a claim to ancestral lands, it's me!"
"Now, now, Bernthal." One of the other patrons said, warning him.
As we continued to play, I did my best to keep the game as protracted as possible. Gathering what I could find.
"It's their leader that you really got to worry about."
"Big son of a bitch," The other said, stretching his arms. "Sharp face, big muscles, bigger than hers!"
The others had realized what I was doing and kept their distance. Giezha had started to overheat, and she'd rolled up the sleeves on her robes, revealing her powerful arms and shoulders. As strong as I was normally, I couldn't hold a candle to Giezha. She could run for miles without breaking a sweat, and it felt like she could rip a tree straight from the ground. How she managed such definition and strength was a magical feat.
"So, what's this about you going into the caves?" Bernthal asked.
"I'm not really sure," I said coyly.
I didn't want to give them too much information just in case you never knew when a spy would be around. Also, truthfully, I didn't know exactly what we were looking for.
"So, you're a guilds man, eh?" He said, inspecting me. "Good to have someone like ya 'round here."
"Maybe it'll keep those savages at bay."
I executed my final attack with a roll of the dice and finished off the rest of his swordsmen, ending the game.
"Savages?" I asked.
"Well, I mean…"
Bernthal interjected, pointing the finger at me. "Listen here. You've got the smell of a city boy, so you don't know how it is. You have your land threatened every day, and you get back to me whether or not you're allowed to call someone a savage."
The old man wiped the smile off my face, and I left. The others looked like they were about ready, and I thanked the men for their time.
"Well, what'd you find out?" Brody asked. His face was flushed, and I could tell that two beers were already too much for him.
"Just that the nomads are harassing the locals."
"Speaking of harassing the locals…" Uli added. "You managed to avoid a fight. I'm impressed."
"Thanks," I said proudly. "I do my best."
"Asher Merrick!" I heard someone scream from the other side of the door.
Oh, damn it.
The door slammed open, and I saw Salvatore on the other side and a gaggle of the Red Breakers.
"The hell are you all doing here? We've been looking around the village so we could get to planning—"
He stopped, realized where he was, and looked at the others. Salvatore's goat cheeks burned bright red as he looked at everyone in embarrassment.
"Apologies. Did not realize this was an..." he coughed awkwardly and looked at us all. "Just get on back when you can. It's time for us to go over the plans."
I laughed, watching the old goat as we all walked back to the new guild hall. Everybody was in the first-floor area cobbled together with broken tables holding maps and parchments.
Salvatore was writing down furiously as Merrill zoomed around the table, looking at the different maps and trinkets.
"Oh, this is so exciting! The expedition is going to start soon!"
As we walked in, Salvatore tore his eyes from the paper and looked up. "So glad you could finally join us," he said curtly.
"Oh, come on Sal," Uli said at the head of the pack. "We were just getting some food."
He dipped his quill, unimpressed. "Yes. Well, food is good, but there's a job to do."
"Oh, I don't mind!" Merrill said, bouncing on her heels. "I wouldn't have minded joining you though."
Like that's going to happen. I thought to myself.
"All right, everybody, listen in!" Brina called out.
"Alright, Red Breakers! Time to go over the official timeline." Salvatore showed off the different maps of the village and a few rudimentary maps made at the cave system. "These caves are near the mountainside and were once home to raiders, bandits, adventurers, merchants and more long ago. However, it became a famous storage place for treasures of all varieties. There's more lost in those caves than some guilds could hope to find in a thousand lifetimes. It's also believed that it might have been a place for the villages to quickly move to and during harsher winters to avoid dying of cold."
I thought of the drafts I had been trying to fix in my room and considered moving to the caves myself.
"Because of the complex nature of the catacombs, we'll have to go in and out several times. Multiple shorter excursions to get as much as possible with as little danger as possible."
"I'd rather we just simply look through the shallowest parts of the catacomb before we try to go too deep. Once we reach the various catacombs, we'll go in as one, and spread from there," Merrill said. "It'll take a little bit longer, but it'll be much safer that way."
Salvatore showed off all the names of the team broken down into groups, with one name written larger than the others. My name, along with Kiersa and Mara, were underneath Uli.
"We'll have two teams with Merrill at all times and two other teams to be used as scouts to look for locations that could be a safe place for us to search. It's believed that these maps are only the beginning of these catacombs." Merrill explained. "We'll go ahead and get our first search in tonight!" Merrill said excitedly.
"Tonight?!" I said out loud. Several heads turned to me, and I could feel the weight of their stares. "I just figured we could use some extra rest."
Salvatore chewed on that and smiled. "Rest is important, Asher. So, if you feel like you're not up to it, go ahead and stay in."
Several members of the guild laughed, and I cowled. "Never said that I wasn't," I snapped.
"Oh, it's fine. It's fine!" Merrill said, patting one of the trinkets she'd left on the table. "This is just our chance to get a feel for the mountains. You know what I mean?"
I didn't know what she meant. The idea of going into the caves in the dead of night after we spent weeks barely getting any sleep on an icy ship seemed like a perfect recipe for disaster. But I wasn't the one paying the bells here.
"Everybody split into these teams and we'll leave once this candle's out!" Merrill said dramatically, pointing to a candle stick that was nearly complete.
Helping everyone else prepare, I realized that Giezha wouldn't be with us initially. She was set up to be with Salvatore during the initial search.
"Looks like we're on scout duty," Uli said, reading the dossier that Salvatore had written up. "Basically, we get to look through the dark caves and try to see if there's anything interesting."
"Well, that sounds exciting!" Kiersa said, bouncing on her heels, ready to spring into action.
"I suggest you try to use something other than the war hammer," Mara suggested.
"But that's what I train with!"
Yes, but you need to be able to move quickly and in tight spaces," Mara tried to reason with her.
"I can swing like this!" Kiersa gave a couple of swings with her hammer in uppercuts and down thrusts.
The movements themselves were fine, but she clearly hadn't practiced them much. Mara did her best to reason with her gently and suggested a short sword or dagger. Kiersa, however, insisted that it would be fine.
Once we were all armored up and equipped, we got ready to head out as the candle was snuffed.
"You going to be okay without us?" I joked with Giezha.
"I'll be fine," she said irritably.
Yikes. I thought to myself.
As we all exited the building, we were basically a giant wave of red parkas and weaponry. The villagers watched us curiously as we cut through the village and headed north into the mountainside forest. Checking back east, I could definitely see it now. Some goliaths had been standing in the exact same spot as when I had unpacked a few hours ago.
They were watching us for sure.
As we got closer to the caves that Merrill had described, it felt like the mountains would block out more of the sun than the clouds. Cutting a path through the evergreens, we fell deeper into the shadows of the mountains, and the road became barren and faded. Whatever path we were taking was one was an unpopular one.
"What are we looking for, exactly?" I asked Uli.
She'd been given one of the maps of the area.
"It looks like it's a rock formation," she said, pointing to the illustration.
The formation was a gigantic rock that looked like a face had been carved into the mountain. The mouth opened wide into a dark, dark void.
"So, we're looking for a face?" I asked.
"Yes, exactly!" Merrill said, hopping behind, hopping up from behind. "It's believed that the original dwellers of this mountain created faces along the sides of the mountain to worship Oros, the God king, the First Ruler of Echo Veil, and one of the first to ascend to godhood."
Salvatore nodded, and I noticed him rubbing a small silver crown on a necklace.
"These mountains stretching to the heavens themselves represented the way that he pulled at the ground itself, trying to bring all life the world above ours!"
"I think we found it!" Osmond from Brody's group shouted, pointing ahead.
We were up along the baseline of the mountains and out of the forest now as he pointed toward… something? It looked like just part of the rock jutting out from the side. I looked down at the illustration and what he was pointing at.
"Just looks like more rock to me."
"Are you sure?" Uli said, holding up the image against a light. As the light bled through, I compared the features and could sort of see what he was getting at. There was only one problem.
"Where's the entrance?" Mara asked curiously.
We all stood around looking at the rocky formations as Brody cracked his knuckles.
"Don't worry, I got this one."
"Hrah!" Giezha shouted.
Her staff exploded with purple light eight as it formed a giant string and raced toward the "face" of the mountain. As the purple light slammed into it, the string grabbed into the stone and yanked backward.
The stone begins to crumble and pull from the mountainside. The string snapped, and we saw the rock begin to fly toward us. We all ducked for cover only to realize nothing came forward. When we returned to the spot, the entrance to the caves appeared.
"I mean, I saw that it was an illusion too," Brody said, shrugging. "But yeah, that's fair."
"Let's just get moving," Giezha said, walking forward.
"Right, right, right!" Merrill said, racing up ahead. "Are you all as excited as I am?” she said, bouncing with energy. “Oh, the rich treasures that await us!"
We all stayed in our different groups as Salvatore and Giezha led the way. Lighting torches as we entered the mouth of the cave.
"'Rich treasures' do sound nice," Mara joked.
"Yeah," I said as I watched a red-panda/ocelot/squirrel mix, jerebo scuttle past us, running toward the tree lines. "Just not sure if I'm ready for whatever's inside."
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Entering through the cave, we were met with instant darkness. The winds from outside flew in from behind, echoing like a wicked chorus. Lighting our torches and some balls of light, we walked through the cave, following in near-total silence. Salvatore led the way, his face buried in a map nearly as tall as he was. Eventually, we went to a dark, cavernous spot with a hole that dropped straight down. Salvatore waved his hand, and with a flourish of light, several torches appeared on the walls.
"Oh, gracious," Merrill said to herself.
We saw a spiral staircase descending several stories as the lights filled the cave. Looking down, several different paths branched from the bottom.
"Not sure if I trust these steps," Salvatore said, gingerly walking on it. It creaked slightly as he moved but did not fall. He turned and looked at Brody, Giezha, and a few other mages. "We'll need to reinforce it with magic in the short term. If this becomes a long-term job, we'll have to replace it outright."
"Oh, great. Construction," Uli muttered.
"Shouldn't be a problem, boss," Brody said.
I felt a little insulted that he didn't include me in the use of magic or as a part of the team to keep the platforms magically reinforced but ignored it. All of our magic specialists cast their spells, and the wood was soon wrapped with several layers of overlapping green and blue light.
"Should be good to go now," Brody said with a slight strain.
"Let's move out!"
We all marched down the reinforced wooden stairs. Undoubtedly, the wood was a century old by this point, and as we got down, we looked around at the large center.
"Oh wow."
There were tunnels in every direction from the large central area. Weathered chests, bits of wood, and long-degraded cloth scattered the floor. Everyone spread out, looking around and checking for bits of interest. Salvatore said something about maintaining formation but was either unheard of or ignored. Or both.
"We might as well check the front area," Merrill said, jumping to the chests.
"Wait, ma'am!" Uli said, quickly jumping in front of her. She had nearly opened a withered black and red chest. "We might need to check to see if it's trapped."
Taking that cue, I asserted myself next to Uli.
"I'll check for magic traps." I cast the same detection spell that Giezha had taught me and that I had used during our heist mission. As I did, I could see through the lock.
"Looks clear," I confirmed.
"Alright then!" Uli said, getting to work.
In almost a wave of her hands, it clicked open.
"Aha!" Merrill said, looking into the chest. "Oh, how exciting!" She picked up a rusted cup, holding it in her hands. "This is…" We all stopped and waited. Could it have been a clue already? "A cup! It's likely that anything of value would've been easily removed from this area."
Salvatore pulled out some of his maps and handed them out.
"We're going to number each of these tunnel systems so that we can have clear indications of where everybody will be. I suggest we all start from the front facing tunnel and work our way around. Asher!" he said, staring at me. "You and Burtok mark all of the different tunnels."
Burtok was a heavily muscled half-elf, half-orc member of the guild who, like me, dabbled in magic. However, while I was capable of casting spells at much higher levels. He just knew how to make things explode with fire.
"Works for me," he said gruffly.
We activated torch spells with our hands and carved numbers, demarcating each one and rotating clockwise as we went. Some tunnels were so large it looked impossible to be carved by a mere person. Others were so small they must've been made specifically for dwarves, gnomes, or goblins. All told, there were thirteen different tunnels for us to go through.
"Well, we might as well start with one!'" Merrill said happily. "Let's go!"
"Teams one and two in the front. Merrill and our core group in the middle, and then three, four, and five behind," Salvatore instructed us.
As part of group three, we were in the very middle.
"Oh, I was kind of hoping we'd be in the front," Kiersa whispered to me. "Get to scout everything out."
"We'll be scouting our sections though," I reminded her.
However, based on the look on Uli's face, she didn't like being stuck in the middle either. Mara was completely unphased, her eyes flitting around in the darkness.
The first tunnel was long and winding, wide enough for us to walk three people wide.
"As you can see through the marks on these caves," Merrill said, pointing to striations on the sides. "This was likely originally a mining cave, most likely for iron and other metals. The expansions of these outward shafts have been…"
I did my best not to fall asleep as she explained everything, and I kept my eyes forward. Even though we weren't on the frontline, we still needed to keep vigilance.
"Can't believe I'm stuck in the middle," Uli groused. "Should be out there scouting in the front. It's easier for me in these caves than everyone else."
"Are you sure about that?" I said, looking at her and smirking. Her eyes glowed brilliantly against the fire torches as she turned to me. "Cause I'm pretty sure somebody might mistake you for treasure down here."
A couple of the others snickered, and I could swear that her cheeks turned a rosy pink. Finally, after walking for almost an hour, we made it to a change of scenery. At first, it was a faint blue light. But as we walked toward it, we all were shocked by the brilliance around us.
"Oohhh…" We all said on arrival.
They might have been mining for iron originally, but they hit the jackpot here. Our torches served almost no purpose as we discovered a massive cavern filled with brilliant, bright blue-green crystals that magically glittered and shined in the dark.
"Wow…" I muttered to myself.
"Oh, this is perfect!" Merrill said, enthused. "We'll set up a base camp here for the day and get to looking!"
We quickly disembarked, setting up tents, camps, and a place for us to study and rest. We'd all brought tents and camping equipment but also had some of our stronger members carrying sections of tables and furniture. Merrill insisted that we inspect whatever artifacts we could find and that they were always kept on hand for her. We all looked around at the cave marveling at the beautiful crystals.
"What are these?" I asked, inspecting a large shard that jutted out from the side.
"Those are Veuna's eyes," Merrill said, inspecting a small crystal on the ground.
"Veuna's eyes?"
"Goddess of the stars and the great void in the sky," Mara explained. "It's said that she was a beautiful elvish woman with seven eyes that glittered high in the sky and that all of the stars above are fragments of what she saw when she looked down at Echo Veil."
"These crystals are known as excellent pieces of semi-precious jewelry. They're able to magically glow in any darkness, without any initial light. A true marvel of science and magic."
"Would you like us to collect some for you, madam?" Salvatore asked importantly.
"Oh, no, no," She smiled, waving her hand. "I've got plenty of this back home, but you all feel free to grab some!"
Salvatore turned and looked at all of us. "Feel free to grab what you like, but don't go and cause a cave-in."
Most guild members didn't bother and used this to rest up. I, however, quickly set about looking for the biggest and prettiest pieces that I could find.
"Ooh, that one looks nice!" I said, looking past a small pond formed from a dripping stalagmite.
There was a large hexagonal-shaped crystal that was just a bit bluer than all the other ones that I saw. The crystal was cool to the touch but also softer than I had expected.
"They're kind of like moonstones," Kiersa said, appearing beside me.
"Bah!"
I was so surprised that I accidentally grabbed the crystal, shattering it as I fell backward.
Splash!
"You okay?" Kiersa laughed.
My ass was in the cold water, and tiny bits of crystal started raining around me.
"No lollygagging!" Salvatore shouted across the cavern.
"I fell." I retorted, getting up and dusting myself off. "Oh man…" I looked at the crystal still in my hand. I'd shattered it from the impressive obelisk sticking out of the ground.
I was hoping to keep the whole thing, but oh well. I did my best to break the crystal into large enough pieces for what I had planned and placed it into one of my satchels.
"Oh dear, oh dear." Mara laughed. "Whatever will we do with our clumsy Asher?"
"You…" I stopped what I was saying and looked around. "Uli is about to scare me from behind, isn't she?"
"Nope," Our half-goblin leader said, appearing from the shadows. "Just making sure you're not breaking anything important."
Once I'd finally dried off, we got to marking all the tunnels that extended outward. Four tunnels branched off from the north side of the tunnel. Or at least what we called the north side. It was already getting hard to tell where we were.
"Teams one and two, you will take tunnels one and two," Salvatore said. Group three will have tunnel three, and then the main group, along with groups four and five, will enter through the fourth one," he said, listing everybody's orders off. "Try not to fall." He added at the end.
"Goat faced son of a bitch," I grumbled.
We bid Giezha farewell, who was even more tightlipped than usual.
Embarking for tunnel number three, we were met with more darkness. It was weird. The torches were out but weren't much help. Uli led from the front, the only one able to see anything in the dark and stopped us.
"Whoa!" Uli said, extending her arms out.
"What is it?"
She motioned for me to give her something.
"Hand me some of that crystal."
I pulled out the crystal from my satchel, and the light exploded from my bag, lighting up the tunnel.
I handed Uli the crystal, only for her to immediately toss it.
"Hey! I was—"
I stopped speaking as I watched the crystal disappear, falling further down. It looked like it was about six feet down to the bottom.
"That's a big drop," Kiersa said, looking down.
"If it wasn't for the crystals, even my vision wasn't going to be good enough for that," Uli said, shaking her head.
Goblins had a much better vision in complete darkness than humans, elves, and other races. But with as little light as we had, it wasn't much help.
"These damn torches aren't doing much," Mara grumbled, smacking it.
"It's a torch, not a bandit, Mara. Punching it won't fix the problem," Kiersa chided her. Even in the enhanced darkness, I could tell Mara made a mean face to her.
"I'm thinking that those crystals are going to be the only way we can really see in this cave." I suggested. "What do you think is going on?"
"Ah, probably some kind of aberrant dark." Uli grumbled.
That didn't ring any bells.
"Aberrant dark?"
"A magical darkness that can befall in certain spots," Kiersa explained. "Things like fire don't provide light, so hitting won't do anything. Only certain sources of a natural magic light like these crystals can pierce through whatever kind of darkness this is."
"Well, good thing I got that big honkin' piece then," I handed out pieces of it to everybody wrapped around and strings. "I was going to make you guys necklaces with it, but I guess they can be torches."
I couldn't tell who said it, but one of them definitely went, "Awwww…"
"Asher, you mind going down first since you're the tallest?"
"No problem,"
I grabbed a piton from my bag and some rope securing a rope ladder to the ground. I jumped down with the rope and hit the ground.
"Anybody need help getting down?"
"I do."
"I do!"
"I don't, but I'd like you to carry me," Uli added cheekily.
Once we all got down, we found ourselves in a small and cramped room.
Drip. Drip. Drip. 
It looked like it was just a water reservoir, with a large body of water just a few feet from where we had landed. As the crystals' lights filled the room, we saw the room's entirety and the calm water, save for the ripples from water droplets out at the other end. I whistled to myself, looking at the crystal-clear water.
"Well, we might as well head back," Kiersa said, turning to clamber up the rope.
"Hold on," Mara stopped her from climbing. "How much more of that crystal do you got?"
I looked into my satchel, almost blinded by the change in lighting.
"Plenty," I blinked.
"Can you break me off some pieces? I need it as a fine dust."
Grabbing off a large chunk of the rock. It snapped like dry wood, and I handed it to her. Crushing it in her hands, Mara threw out the bright blue dust, and we watched as it rippled across the water.
"Well, what's that going to do?" Kiersa asked.
"Just watch!" She urged us.
Slowly, we saw the tiny crystals sink to the bottom and watched them sink deeper and deeper. The clear water glowed bright blue until a shadow appeared.
"What's that?" I asked.
The crystals had settled near the bottom of the water, a good ten to fifteen feet deep. And the light showed that it was—
"It's a chest!" Uli exclaimed excitedly. "Anybody mind getting wet?"
I looked around to see who would offer, and I saw they all had their fingers on their noses.
"Oh, come on…" I groaned. Taking off my armor and weapons, I got down to my skivvies and touched the water.
"Oh, fuck that's cold!" I chattered.
"Uh huh…"
"Come on, Mr. Man!" The girls egged me on.
"Oh, whatever," I said, rolling my eyes.
I took a deep breath and dived into the water, swimming toward the chest. It was ice cold, and I felt my muscles screaming at me in frustration. I could have used a warming spell or something, but my control was still crap, and I didn't feel like boiling the water… Again. Swimming down, I saw that the chest was about three feet wide and had a lock on it.
At the bottom, I tried to break the lock with my hands, but to no avail.
Better just take it with me. I thought to myself.
As I grabbed it, I pulled to pick it up. It was pretty light, all things considered, and I managed to get moving until something odd happened.
Whoosh! I snapped forward as all my momentum stopped. In shock, my mouth opened, and I took a big gulp of water. I choked, gagging on the water in my lungs, looking around. My eyes stung in pain, trying to see.
Why is it bright all of a sudden?
The lights from the dust were bright but not this blinding! I was the only one who had the crystals. Did they fall out of my—
"Aaaaah!" I screamed, erupting more bubbles from my mouth.
It felt like I felt two fangs piercing into my arm. Looking into my left side, I saw a giant chain of purple crystals wiggling around with a reptilian face sink hard into my arm. It thrashed its body back and forth, digging deeper into me.
Doing my best not to scream and suck in more water, I grabbed the thing, trying to yank it off, but it was locked tight. My feet began kicking as I felt more creatures brushing around my legs.
Fucking hell, it's a trap!
I could only hear the faint screaming above the water but couldn't tell what they were saying. They might think I was drowning, but they would get in here! I had to move. I had to act fast.
"Aaaaah!" I screamed underwater as I felt the icy cold in my skin beat up against the white-hot flame in my stomach.
As I exploded with energy, grabbing onto the reptile. I cinched my hands on its neck and ripped at its neck. I ripped its body clean from its head, dropping it in the water ground. I quickly grabbed onto the chest as I sunk to the bottom.
Looking around, I saw a few others racing towards me. The blue waters mixed with the blood flowing up from the body of whatever the fuck I'd just ripped off me. Throwing all of my energy into my feet, I kicked off the ground, rocketing out of the water.
Splash!
I was about to hit the ceiling hard and used my nova ability to give myself enhanced durability as I did. I felt my whole body turn to stone and crash against the cave walls.
WHAM!
"Asher!" They screamed.
Hitting the ground, I groaned in pain, letting go of the chest.
"What is that thing?"
Looking at my arm, I saw it was the head of whatever Crystal snake was, still attached to it.
"Dead is what it fucking is!" I shouted, jumping to my feet.
Conjuring a giant ice ball in my hand, I threw it straight at the water.
"Wait!"
Twhiing!
My frost spell exploded inside the pond, completely freezing everything there. Water splashed up, freezing in spindly crystal-clear towers. We saw nearly a half dozen Crystal snakes flying up toward us from the water, frozen in place. One of them was halfway out as it wiggled, trying to free itself.
"Oh, you want out?" I said menacingly, walking over toward it. "I'll help you get out."
Grabbing the creature, I yanked it out of the ice and stared at it. It tried biting at me with venom dripping from its fangs.
"How's this for you?" I grabbed it by its head and snapped its neck forwards and backward.
"Oh, that's brutal," Uli said under her breath.
"Are you okay?"
Kiersa quickly rushed to my side and started healing me on my arm.
"I'm fine," I said, feeling woozy. "Just poisoned and lungs filled with water and really, really tired."
"Let's get you out of here," Mara said, putting my arm over her shoulder and helping me sit down.
I could feel the energy leaving my body. I used what remained of my nova to control my fire spell as I slowly warmed my body back to temperature. I put my clothes and armor back on, grabbing the chest.
"What happened?" Mara asked, inspecting me up and down.
"Pulled at the chest. It was… attached to a chain. Snakes appeared," It was hard to speak in long sentences.
"We need to get to get some type of anti-venom into you," Mara said as she turned to Kiersa. "Do you have any, any spells that can cure poisons?"
"I don't know," Kiersa said, trying to remember everything. "Let's just get 'em back and I can check my notes."
"You need to know this type of stuff." Mara said urgently as she helped lift me over the ledge.
I was starting to feel so weak. I couldn't pull myself up.
"I know, I know," Kiersa said, trying not to get frazzled. "I'm sorry."
Once we returned to the camp, I practically fell onto one of the cots.
"What happened to him?" Brody asked, surprised.
"Snakes," I grunted.
"Crystal snake," Kiersa said, tearing into her pack and looking for her scrolls. "Anti-venom, anti-venom… Here!"
She quickly turned to me and clasped my face and began praying.
"In the name of Ihena, Goddess of Dreams, so that he may wake one more day, please grant. Please grant him a whole body and a whole mind and whole soul. For all his days," she prayed to herself, the language dipping in and out of common.
As she spoke, I felt a gentle hand on my shoulder and a familiar voice from when I had received my new sword. It was far off… Distant and unknowable…
As she continued to pray, I felt my body return to normal, and my mind lost the fog surrounding it.
"You okay, bud?" Brody asked me.
"Yeah," I said, chuckling, embarrassed. "Fuckers trapped me with this chest. Long story…"
Uli quickly unlocked the chest as Brody called for help from one of the main cave systems.
"Looks like we found something!"
The others came running back quickly as I sat down, trying to regain full control of my body. Giezha saw me and quickly pushed through.
"Ash!" she shouted, kneeling. "What's wrong? What happened!?"
I was about to say something before being interrupted.
"Siannodel, status report." Salvatore asked, looking around at our group.
"We found a chest in a pond," Uli said, her voice switching to business mode. "Looks like it might have been treasure kept there for safekeeping. It had a watertight seal on it."
"Ooh, let me through, let me through!" Merrill quickly knifed her way through the crowd forming and practically jumped into the chest.
"Oh goodness!" she shouted, with her lower body hanging over the edge.
Inside the chest were several chalices made of silver and a book.
"This looks like it was made from a tradesman roughly at least fifty years ago!" she quickly began reading through it. "Oh, I've got some reading material for tonight! No doubt he kept this here for safekeeping. Poor lad must never have made it back."
Merrill quickly wandered off, reading her book, while the others glanced around for treasure before heading back to search the areas.
"What were these Crystal snakes you're talking about?" Brody asked as I stood back up.
"Crystal snakes?" Salvatore asked sharply.
"Yeah," I said. "Seems like they'd made their home in the water. Couldn't see it because they matched perfectly with the lights we used." I looked at the others. "By the way, your torches aren't working because of some aberrant darkness according to Uli."
"Oh, dammit," Giezha grumbled, frustrated with herself. "How did I not remember this?"
"Well, that explains a lot," Salvatore said sheepishly. "Good job, Uli… and Asher," he added begrudgingly.
"Yeah. Well, anyways, they were at the bottom of the water, and they attacked me once I tried taking that. Guess I woke them up from their nap."
"Or they might have been waiting for you," Merrill said, popping back in. "Crystal snakes are known ambush predators. They might have seen you as a particularly well-muscled meal."
Lovely. I thought to myself.
"Would you… mind showing us where it was?" Merrill asked, her eyes sparkling.
Taking them back to the route that we had taken, we showed off the small pond. It was too small for everybody to fit in, so it was just us, Merrill, Salvatore and Brody, and a few members from his group.
The Crystal snakes were all still completely frozen in the rock-hard ice.
"Why are they like this?" Salvatore turned to me.
"I froze 'em," I said, shrugging. "They tried to kill me, and it pissed me off. So…"
I mimicked throwing the spell at them like a fastball and made an explosion noise.
Brrrddrggg...
There was a rumble as we all stood there.
"What was—"
CRASH!
"Whoa, whoa, whoaaaa!"
Darkness was all around me momentarily as I became weightless before crashing down into a hard stone.
WHAM!
"Oh fuck…" I groaned, landing on my shoulder.
My eyes peeked open, looking at the scattered shadows in every direction. Light spilled out from my bag of crystals, and everybody was moaning in pain. There had been a cave-in,
"Everybody alive?" I grumbled.
"I'm alive," Uli said.
"Doing all right," Kiersa said.
"Get off me!"
"Sorry!"
"It must've been too heavy for all of us to have been here after the ice broke through the ground," Salvatore said, getting up and stretching his back.
All the Crystal snakes were now broken and shattered in pieces. Tossing everyone's crystal shards, the whole area was completely empty. Nothing but rocks and more of Veuna's Eye crystals.
"Interesting," Merrill said, pointing toward the deeper end of the cave-in. We all walked over toward what she was pointing. "Are those claw marks?"
Looking around, we saw that most of the rubble around us was just a natural cave formation. But, there were claw marks in every direction on this side, and it made a large cut into the rock.
Hiss…
Holes in the walls began to glow as the faint hiss of Crystal snakes appeared.
"We need to get out of here, fast," I said. "Looks like we might have ran into some type of nest."
"A prudent, a very prudent decision, Mr. Asher," Merrill said, her voice hitching.
"Hey, guys!" I shouted out to the top. "You guys got any rope?"
The other Red Breakers threw down several ropes, and we started helping everybody back out.
Merrill struggled with it because of her lack of training, and I practically had to pull Kiersa up myself. She wasn't used to climbing a vertical surface with nothing but a rope yet.
"Sorry for making you do this," she grumbled.
I could feel her cheeks burning up against my neck.
"Ah, don't worry," I assured her. "Light is a feather."
"You only say that when we're having sex," Kiersa whispered into my ear.
I grinned as we caught up with the others. "Well… you doing anything later?"
Kiersa giggled, grasping my hand, as we walked out of the caves.
"Oh, Asher…"




Chapter 7

Klinesday Afternoon, 12th of Zholn, Year 678, 4th Age
All told it was slim pickings from the first day in the cave system. Merrill was very excited about the journal and what it could hold. Still, everything else was just trinkets and equipment that had been lost or forgotten in the different areas.
We kept a close watch, sleeping in shifts the first night in the caves, careful about the Crystal snakes. However, they mostly avoided us outside of a few sightings and quick killings. Their bodies were long and rigid with spots of crystals very similar to the ones in Veuna's Eyes we had plucked from the walls. However, they were much harder, and their light was snuffed out when the snakes died.
"We will need to get the stairs reconfigured before we can do much else," Salvatore decided on the second day. "If we find anything that's going to be large or incredibly precious, we need to be able to get up and out as quick as possible."
"I agree," Merrill conferred. "We might need our magic users to help lift something, and it could take up every ounce of their energy, and then we're just stuck down here waiting!
"We'll also might need to make a quick escape," Brina said, slapping the handrail on the staircase.
We left a base camp near the stairs and headed back out. Giezha was the last one out, taking her sweet time out of the caves.
"We'll need to supply some timber and building materials," Salvatore instructed Uli and the other team leaders. "See if we can get any of the locals to help with the construction. It's a lot of money from the outside, so I doubt they'll say 'no.'"
We were greeted by blustering snow trapped in the mountains once we made it out. We all grumbled at the cold powder kicking up underneath our boots, lugging our way back to Bouldergulf. As we left the forest, I noticed that Giezha kept staring back toward the goliath village.
The ones watching us earlier were gone now, with no movement visible.
"You all right?" I risked tapping on her arm.
"I'm fine…" she said, her voice distant.
"I doubt that," I said.
"It's fine, Asher," she said again, staring at me as the others left us in the dust. "Would you please drop it?"
I really didn't want to, but I clearly wasn't getting anywhere.
* * *
Once we'd made it back to the village, we all had our jobs to do. I was set to go to the lumber mill and try to contract enough wood for the stairs. Uli had the dimensions while Mara and Kiersa joined us. The lumber mill was out on the outskirts of the village, closer to the forest. We could see the stacks of logs alongside a small river that was an offshoot of the Shabban Sea.
Thankfully, Giezha could join us for this portion, no longer kept next to Salvatore and Merrill walking up to the sawmill. Uli and I practiced our negotiations for how it was going to go. However, we were stopped when we heard several other voices.
"I've told you already, I can get you the lumber that you need, I need to get these houses patched!"
"Enough already. You've already done enough damage to our lands," Came a harsh, deep voice.
"Motherfucker…" I heard Giezha whisper to herself.
We quickly rushed over into the thatched building. It was built over a body of water, with the current pushing the mill, generating mechanical energy.
Inside, we could see a thin elf man surrounded by several goliaths. They were all wearing loose robes, covering half of their torsos and leaving another arm free and baggy. They wore pants that were brown and orange earth tones.
"This is our land, trespasser," The goliath said, towering over the elf.
They were easily Giezha's height, maybe even a little taller. Two of the others were shorter, but one of them?
"Fucking hell," I muttered to myself. "That son of a bitch is huge."
One of them barely fit even inside, even in the sawmill. The goliath's head brushed against the ceiling, dwarfing everybody, even the other goliaths. His skin was gray, and he had milky white eyes, a large beaded necklace, and a walking stick the size of a small tree.
"While you may feel that this land is yours based off your personal history…" the tall motherfucker said. "You must understand that there is a deeper connection here that runs to the very roots of this land for us."
They all stopped and turned toward us.
The one who had been talking to the elf when we stepped in snarled and furrowed his brows.
"What are you louts doing over…?" He stopped and looked past all of us toward Giezha. "Well, what do we have here?" The goliath's obsidian black eyes turned, and he got an evil smile.
"Just trying to buy some wood so that we can make a staircase!" I said, trying to cut the tension.
However, my words were ignored as everybody at each other in silence. I could feel the air begin to thicken even in the cold. We all waited for the other to make the first move as the elf tried to weasel his way out.
"I really must get back to work," The elf said, shrinking in the shadow of the goliaths. "I understand what you need. I can get it to you, but there are people that are going to freeze if I don't help them!"
"Then get used to the cold," One of them said disdainfully.
I looked to Giezha for some type of signal of what to do. However, she didn't look right. She looked almost scared. Pensive, possibly. I couldn't place it, but she didn't carry that same quiet confidence she did before.
Uli interjected again as Mara and I quietly moved for our weapons.
"Look, clearly something's going on, but I'm sure we can come to an agreement," Uli said. "What is it that they're asking for?"
"It's rude to talk about people in front of them, goblin," one of them growled.
Uli didn't look too pleased but stayed firm. I walked beside her and extended my hand out. "Okay, we're getting off on the wrong foot. Let's start over," I said, touching my chest. "It's nice to meet you all. I'm Asher Merrick. I'm a member of the Red Breaker Guild from Naled."
The shorter Goliath (if there even is such a thing) didn't move and just snarled. However, the tallest one smiled and extended his hand. I watched everything up to my forearm disappear in his palm.
"A funny young man," he said. His voice was so powerful and deep I thought the ground was shaking. "You seek to make peace for conflicts you don't understand."
"You're right about that," I laughed. "But I figured peace is better than whatever… this awkward situation is."
The man laughed. "I am Boronos, a member of the Nightstrike clan."
"Nightstrike clan?" I said, turning to Giezha.
"Yes," he said. "It seems that one of our clan was banished and has not spoken of her shame." He cocked his head slightly.
"Well, that's her choice," I said, turning back. "But the matter at hand is still the same. You guys shouldn't be harassing this guy if you need help. Why are you trying to force it out of him?"
"This is our land, Mr. Merrick," he said patiently. "Our tribe has our clan has long traversed these lands since the First Age. Long before these villages, towns, and so-called cities ever arrived."
"So, what's he got to do with it?" Mara asked, stepping up as well.
"Listen here!" One of them said, pushing toward me and getting in my face. "We need material to build for the winter. And this son of a bitch is trying to claim that the entire forest is his. That the wood is his. That just because he's here, he owns it!"
"Well, did you guys build the sawmill?" I asked, puffing my chest up. "If you guys own this land and it's so important, why don't you do it yourself?"
"You speak about things you don't understand."
I could feel a fire in my belly, itching to get out and clean this asshole's clock. "What I understand is you're starting to piss me off."
Uli cut in, giving me a sideways look. "We're just trying to make an order for wood to be cut. We're going to build it ourselves," she said, looking at the elf desperately. "I don't know about—"
"Get out of the way!" One of them tried to grab at Uli, and in an instant, we all drew our weapons.
"Gahhh!"
Shink!
He pulled his hand back with a nasty deep cut on his palm blood dripped from Uli's knife,
"You bitch!" The Goliath was stopped by the tallest one, Boronos.
"Do not grab at people. It is very uncouth and considered rude in other cultures."
"I don't care!" The one with a bleeding palm seethed. "They're trespassing—"
"Enough with the trespassing," I said, gripping my sword. "You got a fucking problem with me? How about you and I deal with it?"
"I have a problem with the green one," he said, gritting his teeth.
"Now, now," Boronos said, trying to touch me as I slapped his hand away. "You shouldn't invite such conflict."
"Yeah?" I said. "And what are you all doing here?"
Boronos didn't say anything and simply smiled.
"I think we should leave for now," he said to the others.
Clearly, they were all unhappy by that, but they didn't argue. They left, staring us all down. As I looked back, I saw Giezha hadn't moved. She was completely still, although her face was no longer stone gray but white as the snow.
"Nightstrike clan?" I said, looking at her.
Her eyes darted to me, and they widened as if realizing what we'd all just been told.
"We can talk about it later," Mara said, gently patting her arm. "It's okay."
"Well, that was terrifying," Kiersa whispered, still watching the goliaths leave.
"Thank you all so much!" The elf said desperately. "They've been demanding every log that I've cut. Claiming I owed weeks’ worth of work just for cutting at the forest. They've been savages with me." He looked at Giezha in terror. "I-I'm sorry to speak of your clan!"
"I'm not a part of that clan," Giezha said quickly. "I'm a Red Breaker. I'm… sorry for what they did," she said, bowing deeply. "It is a shame that my former clan has acted in such a way."
"No miss, I appreciate it…" He looked from me to Uli. "So, you say that you need woodcut for stairs?" Uli quickly explained the situation as the sawman listened. He wiped sawdust off his apron and nodded his head. "I'd be more than happy. I'll need to get some more intricate work done first. A lot of the houses are, well… they're failing in the cold winter, and we don't expect it to get much better," he said gravely.
I looked at the others. "You think anything we could do to help the town?"
They looked at me as if I was insane for suggesting more work than we had already contracted for.
"The sooner we help this guy, the sooner we can get those stairs built," I explained. "And the sooner that happens, the sooner we're out of here."
Realizing what I meant, they all nodded their heads.
"That's not a bad idea, Asher."
"I'm sure Sal won't like it."
"I don't care what Sal thinks." I shook hands with the sawmill owner. "We'd like to help and speed up the process if possible."
The elf smiled at me and thought about it for a moment. "Well, it's mostly just going to be labor. Helping patch holes, measuring and cutting pieces."
"We'll see what we can do," Uli said, thanking the man.
With some heading on getting the wood, we headed back to town. We met back at the center of town with the other Red Breakers.
"Well, we got the wood secured," I said, talking to Brody. "How'd the blacksmith go?"
"Kind of weird," he said with a non-committal shrug. "Bunch of goliaths were harassing him and stuff. Nearly came to blows."
"Let me guess. Nomads?"
"Nomads," he said, nodding his head. "Said that the locals were thieves and liars. That land was ancestral ground."
"Heard that too with the wood worker…"
He then looked at Giezha and back to me and whispered.
"Heard some other things about the clan…" But he didn't elaborate further.
"Yeah," I said awkwardly. "When's he going to get the tools for us?"
"Few days," Brina said, her arms crossed in her jacket. "He's backed up on work. Plus, the goliaths threatened to take over the blacksmith."
"Well, what do we do about that?" I asked.
"Not much we can do," he shrugged. "We'll just get it when we can. Same with the wood."
"No…" I laughed. "We're going to be helping them get all of the houses patched up."
"Oh, we are, are we?" Salvatore asked dangerously. Salvatore appeared from nowhere with Merrill in tow.
"Well, it doesn't have to be everybody," I said, standing my ground. "If it's too hard of work for you, I understand. I just figured if we could help get those jobs done quicker, it'll speed up the process."
"Perhaps we should also talk to the goliaths," Merrill suggested. "I've always been very fascinated by goliath culture. The nomadic clans have always been an academic intrigue of mine… Apologies for speaking in such broad strokes," she said offhandedly at Giezha.
"Hey, get back here!" We all heard a voice shout.
We turned and saw a small child running as a Goliath chased him.
"Thief, thief!" He shouted.
The child was screaming and crying, trying to run toward one of the houses. Before anybody could react, I sprinted and pulled out my sword. The goliath was about to snatch the child in his hands, potentially crushing it. I slammed the pommel onto his wrist, putting myself between him and the child.
The kid screamed and fell to the ground.
"Get on home, kid," I grunted, looking at him.
Poor kid was scared shitless with snot running down his nose. He couldn't have been older than ten.
"Graaaggh!" The goliath screamed, snatching back his wrist. "You again!" It was one of the motherfuckers from the sawmill. The one Uli cut on the hand.
"That kid's a thief and now you're complicit!"
"He's a child," I said, keeping my sword ready. "And you were trying to kill him."
The goliath screamed, reaching out toward me. His movements were slow and heavy, and I jumped backward, dodging his hit and parrying him with my blade. I turned him sideways, hitting him with the hilt of my sword, knocking him off balance.
As he did, I launched back forward, cocking my fist and punching him straight in the nose.
CRUNCH!
"Gahhh!"
I had done some damage, but it looked like I just pissed him off.
You better end this quickly. I thought to myself.
I felt the steam pour around me as the snow on my jacket and my feet began to melt and turn to steam.
"You!" He shouted. Oddly, a similar thing happened to him as heat sizzled around his outline.
"Asher, look out!" Mara called out.
Launching his attack toward me again, the Goliath was much faster this time. Luckily, I put everything I could into unlocking my speed as I blocked his attack, grabbing the arm.
"Gahh!"
Twisting it, I heard something pop in his elbow, bending it at an unnatural angle. Jumping forward, I used his momentum against him, slamming the bastard into the ground and punching him straight in the face.
Pow, pow, pow!
He grunted in pain as I dribbled his head like a basketball on the pavement.
Jumping off him, I looked around, prepared for another attack. However, he merely groaned in pain.
"My arm…"
"I only broke it," I said, glowering. "You tried to kill a child. You're lucky that's all you got."
"Did you just attack one of my people?" I heard a deep, rumbling voice say. I could literally see him walking from behind one of the buildings.
It was Boronos. He looked at me with mild concern.
"Why did you do that to him?"
"Because he tried to kill a kid," I said, breathing hard.
The fire still burned in my belly, and I felt myself faster than ever. Boronos' eyes began to change color as he looked at me and turned his head.
"Well, that's quite interesting," he said, clearly uninterested in what I was saying. "I suggest you prevent yourself a lot of pain and surrender," he said.
"And I suggest you fuck off."
"Asher, get away from him!" Giezha called out urgently.
I stood my ground, holding my sword, ready for whatever came next.
Boronos sighed and closed his as I swung my sword. However, his head snapped back up, opening his eyes, now a brilliant gold.
"Hragh!" In a flash, I felt a gigantic palm the size of my torso slam into me.
WHOOMP!
I felt a grip on my sword loosen, and all of my momentum was arrested as he slammed into me with one arm extended. I grunted in pain, and it felt like I just dislocated every joint in my body. The fire inside me was burning hot as I tried to push off him, but instead, I saw Boronos smirk.
"Apologies, Asher Merrick."
With a flick of his wrist, he slammed me onto the ground, and I hit my head on the stone.
Ow! What was that? I thought to myself, getting back up quickly. My vision was blurry, and the world started to spin around.
"Asher!" somebody screamed. "Look out!"
"Huh?" At the last second, I dodged an attack aimed straight at my head.
"That could've killed me…" I said, my brain slowly coming back online. "Sword… it's gone…"
All I had was my fists, as everything happened in slow motion. I tried to find my sword, but my vision was seeing in triplicate. Voices were screaming, trying to help me, but they were all far off and echoey.
All I saw were the bright golden eyes of Boronos staring at me in curiosity and almost pity.
"You are quite the interesting young lion, Asher."
"I'm just getting started…" I grumbled, ducking under his swipe at me.
I tried to shift my potential nova into strength. Crouching down, I exploded from my legs again, trying to slam him in the chest.
BOOM!
My attack landed square into his stomach, sinking deeper into him.
Hope I didn't just puncture his gut. I thought to myself. However, instead of going straight through him, I stood there completely still. As I looked, I realized that I didn't punch his stomach. He caught me with his hand.
"Let go," I said, yanking back. I barely managed to escape his grip, with my head still buzzing.
"You have much to learn, young man," I heard him say far off in the distance.
Another wave of energy exploded from him as I was lifted off the ground.
"What?"
Too slow to react, I felt something grab me by the chest before I heard the wind in my ears.
Wham.
Then, I didn't hear anything. I didn't see anything. All I felt was my whole body crashing into stone.




Chapter 8

Klinesday Evening, 12th of Zholn, Year 678, 4th Age
It all happened so fast that I didn't realize I was out. At least not until I jolted awake.
"Gah!" I gasped, sitting upright like a bolt of lightning.
Wait… I had just been falling… But now…?
I realized I'd been out, and I'd been out for a while. Looking down, I was covered in bandages on my chest and abdomen. My head was ringing, and it felt like I'd been squished. There was also a burning pain in my core. It was like getting stabbed from the inside out.
"I need to learn healing spells," I grunted, trying to focus.
I was no longer in the icy streets of Bouldergulf. Instead, I was inside a tent, sitting on a mattress made of a soft but firm fabric. I could hear voices from outside. Some of them were familiar.
"…unacceptable… dangerous! …"
"Uli?" I whispered, listening more closely. They sounded distant and muffled. "Kiersa…? Who else?"
The other voices sounded less familiar. I got up and started stumbling out of the tent, only to be greeted by a bitter cold.
"Ugh!" I gasped. I'd forgotten that it was winter in my delirious state.
"Asher!" As I turned, Mara came running and hugged me tightly. "Are you all right? What are you doing up so quick?"
"I… I'm okay," I said, looking around at all the tents and wooden structures. "What's going on? Where am I?"
"We're at the Nightstrike camp," Mara said, looking at me again. "Giezha insisted that we come here after your fight with that Boronos guy." She said that with a steely face, and I could tell she had murder on her mind.
"Why?"
"She's talking to somebody right now, in one of those tents," Mara pointed to a large and impressive domed tent nearly two stories tall. As I looked around, I could see dozens of goliaths all staring at me pensively. Some carried weapons while others were crafting, cooking, and eating.
Luckily, I wasn't alone. Several of the Red Breakers were here as well. Kiersa, Uli, and Brody's team were here too! However, Salvatore was absent. Seeing me awake, they ran over.
"Asher! Oh, thank Ihena," Kiersa fretted, clasping a moonstone in her hands and praying healing spells.
The radiant energy eased the pain, but I was still ice cold. I was in nothing but my tunic and pants. Mara handed me my coat as I bundled up. It was chilly here but still warmer than anywhere else we'd been.
"Ah, you've awakened," I heard a voice say.
Boronos appeared from behind a large tent and began walking over.
"You!"
I instantly tried to get back into fighting mode, but he raised his hands.
"I apologize for my outburst. I believe that I took things too far. I did not mean to incapacitate you the way that I did."
Even in my pissed-off-and-concussed state, I could tell that he was being sincere. But the way he said it stung; it was almost worse that he was sorry for going so hard on me. I was embarrassed. I was beaten, defeated outright.
"Yeah," I said. "Maybe apologize for trying to defend a child killer."
"Attempted," he said. "But fair. He is currently being disciplined by our elders."
He bowed to me, with his head far above our own.
"So why are we at the camp again?" I asked.
"Boronos insisted on healing you," Uli said, sticking to a shadow under the tent.
"Ah, well, he did a shitty job," I grumbled, feeling pain in my… everywhere.
"I was not healing your physical injuries," he said with a small smile. "I accidentally disconnected your aura."
"I— My what?" I asked, completely confused.
"Ah! There's the strapping warrior!" I heard a voice shout.
Emerging from the largest tent was another goliath. He was a bit shorter than Boronos but still towered over most others. He had massive arms and shoulders that looked like small mountains. His face was familiar with sharp cutting features and rusty red hair, and a beard that came to a point.
The gigantic goliath's clothes were similar to the kasaya-esque robes of the others. He was black and white, with golden tattoos swirling over his body. His midnight-black eyes looked at me as he smiled gregariously.
Behind him, I saw the person who made me realize why he was so familiar.
"Giezha!" I exclaimed.
"Ahhhh, Asher Merrick," The giant man said, coming up and clapping my back.
"Gah!" I did my best not to wince in pain as his hand the size of my chest slammed into me. He might not have been as tall as Boronos, but this motherfucker was strong.
"I'd like to apologize for our sage's most reprehensible actions," he said dramatically, looking to Boronos.
Boronos said nothing and kept the same tranquil expression.
"We do apologize for the kerfuffle, but why don't we talk things over, yes?"
"I believe we were just going," Giezha said, trying to brush past him.
"Now, now!" He grabbed her by the shoulder gently and smiled. It was a warm smile but a little… off.
Giezha stopped, with a pained expression on her face, and turned around.
"I understand that things are awkward, but I do believe a dinner might be helpful. Daughter."
"Daughter?!" I exclaimed.
Everybody else looked as shocked as I did, looking back from one to the other.
Giezha's father looked around with his own shocked face before chuckling. "Ahahah! Wait, yes. Proper introductions!" He bowed to all of us so low he went below us. "My name is Zha'lin Nightstrike, chief of the Nightstrike clan and father of the famous witch herself, Giezha Nightstrike!"
"I prefer other terms than witch," I heard Giezha grumble.
"Apologies, daughter," he smiled. "Now, why don't we have a little dinner and go over everything? A feast to try to come to an accord! A chance to ensure that today's… misunderstandings do not repeat."
"An accord sounds nice," I admitted, still wary about everything.
"And so does food," Mara said excitedly.
Zha'lin flashed a smile and looked around. "We would be honored to have the Red Breakers as guests, wouldn't we? Everybody?"
The other goliaths watching had the same pensive faces that Giezha made, but none spoke out against the idea.
"Boronos, why don't you finish your healing of young Asher? The poor boy looks like he could use it."
"But I healed him!" Kiersa said protectively.
"Not like that, darling," Zha'lin said, smiling like a used-car salesman.
Kiersa flinched a bit when he called her "darling." Zha'lin walked back toward a congregation of older-looking goliaths while stopping to talk to several goliaths minding their business along the way.
"Well, that was terrifyingly awkward," Uli mumbled.
"I… should probably get going," Brody said, scratching his head. "Dinner does sound nice, but Salvatore told me I needed to come back as soon as possible with a report."
"Should we all go?" I asked.
'Aha…I, um, don't think so." Brody said with an awkward grimace. "He didn't seem very happy about you, so I'd give it a minute."
"What did I do this time?" I asked.
"Picked a fight." Uli said, still eyeing Boronos.
"Got your ass beat," Brina added.
"Acted in a manner against the expectations of leadership?' Boronos suggested, appearing behind the tent again. We all turned around and he smiled. "Apologies for eavesdropping. Shall we complete the healing?
We bid Brody and the other team members goodbye and Boronos across the camp. It was wide and spread out, with tents all over the place for nearly a kilometer. The goliaths were talking and trading stories, working on crafts, and cooking. It was like a messy, tiny town all in one.
However, as we passed, all the goliaths, including the children nearly as tall as I was, stared at us untrustingly. I saw two of the others from the earlier incident at the sawmill. One of 'em looked like they were about to make a smart comment when Boronos snapped his head toward him. They both quickly shrank into a wooden house that looked like it'd been built into the ground. They were covered with white fabric and black paintings splattered in long winding strokes that shimmered in the bits of light.
"Come," Boronos said, opening the entrance to his tent.
Boronos' tent was vast and sunken into the ground. As we entered, the smell of burning sage and plants filled my nostrils. What filled after the aroma was a ton of smoke. I coughed, ducking inside as my eyes stung.
A small pot was on the ground with a tiny flame flickering underneath, burning the plant material.
"You are all welcome to watch," he said, looking at everybody. "Or you can go at your leisure." Giezha was the first to try and turn around. "However, I would appreciate the chief's daughter be here for this."
Giezha wanted to protest but simply nodded and sat down with the others.
"Please stand by the fires, Asher," Boronos said, gesturing with his hand. "Stand directly over it."
"Okay," I said.
I wasn't sure why I was listening to this guy. He had fucked me up worse than anything besides the giant skeleton that threatened to take over everything a few months ago. Now, he was saying he was going to heal me. Then again, Giezha seemed to trust him. Something felt off inside of me, for sure. Even though my physical wounds by now were healed by Kiersa, I felt… off.
"Close your eyes," he said as I began to feel a radiant heat exude from him. As I closed my eyes, I took a deep breath and coughed, inhaling a bunch of smoke. "Good. Keep breathing. It's difficult, but important to let the fires of the realm itself enter you."
I took another breath and coughed, wheezing as the thick smoke choked me from the inside.
"I can't," I strained.
"Let us see," he said, touching my chest. He was silent for a moment before making a concerned noise. Your aura was more damaged than I'd realized…"
"My what?" I wheezed.
"Your aura," He repeated. "You have been tapping into a power of Echo Veil itself, but something inside of you was damaged. Something… something beyond what I thought possible." As he spoke, he shuddered, and his voice almost sounded broken. "I am deeply ashamed of my actions. Please forgive me, Mr. Merrick."
"I-I don't understand."
"To break one's aura is to break one's connection with the world itself," He began to chant in long breathy tones like the Shaolin monks from back on Earth. I kept my eyes shut as he instructed, but… I could see something. It was a ring. A flaming, golden ring floated closer to me.
However, as it drew closer, I could see at the very top, it looked broken. Shards of the ring had broken off and floated all around. Out of curiosity, I thought of my ability, my nova, and tried to activate it.
"Gah!"
The ring exploded with a molten fire, and the broken edges turned red. The fire in me felt like a hot poker stuck in my sides. I dropped to my knees, gasping for air, deactivating it. I struggled back to my feet, and Boronos instructed me to try again. As I did, I could see the ring again.
"Your connection to the aura is impressive. Mr. Merrick," Boronos continued. His voice was filled with wonder. "It's something I haven't seen in a long time."
He drew a circle on my chest, down to my stomach, and I could feel the fire inside of me growing a connection. I took deep breaths of the herbs, feeling their smoke inside of me, and I could feel the flames growing hotter and hotter. But this time… I didn't cough or wheeze. It was fresh. It felt revitalizing!"
"Yes, that's it."
I continued breathing; the giant ring grew more powerful and robust. It was connecting! The shattered bits touched the larger ring, reconnecting, until…
Boom!
I was thrown back by a giant wave of energy.
"Asher!" everyone shouted.
I sat upright, looking at everyone. "What was that?"
"Oh dear…"
I looked and saw Boronos on the ground as well.
"Your aura is something I have never before experienced! Much less from a non-goliath, a human even."
"What just happened?" I asked, wide-eyed. "What's this aura you're talking about?"
With a wave of his hand, Boronos extinguished the flame, and the air cleared up. Boronos then thumped his staff on the ground a few times, and the inside of the tent felt cool and comfortable.
"The aura is a special connection of energy to the world around us," He smiled and looked toward Giezha. "There are many types of magic in this world."
"That's what Giezha told me when I first read learning!" I said, looking at her. She had a guilty look on her face, however. "There's the kinds we get from study, the kinds we get from Gods, the kinds we are born with…"
"And the kinds the world gives us," Boronos smiled. "You see, the aura is something within all life." He lifted his hand, and a tiny golden orb appeared in the palm of his hand. He made a circle out from his arm, and a golden trail was left around. "The aura is the connection to the energy of life itself and something that we goliaths have sought to strengthen by traveling the world. You, Asher, are a prodigy of sorts."
"I am?!"
"He is?" The girls exclaimed.
"Your golden ring was something that I had never seen before. Even when I could see, I'd never thought that I could see such power, such connection."
I looked closer at Boronos and realized that sage's eyes were completely glazed over. He was, physically speaking, completely blind.
"My vision may have left me, but I still see," He chuckled. as if reading my mind. "My connection to the aura has never been stronger and I can see it in all of you. Some strong and empowered as if connected to the life force of the aura itself…" He gestured toward me. "Others unsure of their own potential."
It was hard to track exactly where he was looking when he didn't turn his head, but I was pretty sure he was looking at one of the girls.
"That's enough, Boronos," Giezha said, standing up. "Asher is a student of the arcane just as I am."
"Oh, I don't doubt that," Boronos smiled. "His understanding of magic and the arcane is interesting. But yours, Giezha, is a complex network, the likes of which I have not seen before. You are no doubt a tireless student."
"Your platitudes will get you nowhere with me," Giezha huffed.
"Maybe…. but you must admit that you suspected Asher is a man of great potential. Asher, you are someone who can accomplish great feats of strength, speed, endurance even."
"At times," I admitted. "Although I don't quite control how powerful it gets and whenever I do… it's hard to do it again and it makes me…"
"Fatigued beyond belief," Uli finished for me.
"When you expand your abilities to the furthest, you then almost extinguish that flame before it's reignited later on. Yes," Boronos nodded his head. "A very advanced form of the aura. We as beings are those with limitless potential and a select few can unlock the potential of anything for moments at a time. However," he said, touching my chest again. "You've been through something terribly powerful before, as if stretched to its limits, broken and repaired, only to try and break it again."
My mind went back to when I died and came back by literally pulling my soul back into my body. And the fight against the Dead Giant's Smite and Dawnthorn.
"I believe that while our fight, no doubt was the final straw for your ring, it was stretched beyond repair before."
"I said that's enough!" Giezha said again, pushing his hand away from me. "Have you healed him or not?"
"Oh, my former student is so impatient."
"Student?" I asked.
"I was never your student willingly," Giezha said, grasping me. "Let's get out of here."
"But what about my aura?"
"It'll be fine."
I was sure she didn't believe her words, as we were all hurried out of the tent. "We're not having this stupid dinner that Father's demanding."
Giezha made a beeline west back toward the village of Bouldergulf.
"Wouldn't it be bad if we left the guys that are already threatening to attack?" Uli suggested.
"Yeah, seriously. That's probably just going to egg them on," Mara added.
"I don't care," Giezha said. "I never wanted to be on this stupid job because I knew they were probably going to be here this time of year."
That's right! I thought to myself. Giezha was banished!
I felt like an idiot for not considering that earlier.
"Giezha, please just tell us everything that's going on. What happened?" I said, rushing back up to her. I stood in front of her as she tried to walk past me.
"Move, Asher."
She tried to push me aside, but I stepped back and raised my arms to the side.
"I know you are a lot bigger and a lot stronger than me," I laughed. "And a thousand times better at magic…"
"So, then you know to stay out of my way," Giezha said, shoving past me.
I quickly jumped ahead of her again.
"No," I said. "Because I'm also more stubborn than you are."
Giezha stared me down, and for the first time, I felt heat radiate from her. "You better be ready to break my connection to the aura if you think you're going to stop me."
Steam began to pool around me as the snow melted underneath my feet, and I clenched my fists. I winced in pain, feeling the broken bits of my power stabbing against each other.
"Do you really think I won't?" I asked, staring her down.
Nobody moved, afraid to light this powder keg, as Giezha stared at me. Her eyes were studying me up and down. She was trying to keep her normal neutral expression, but I could see it behind her eyes. Fear.
"Ash, no, just…" Giezha bowed her head and put a hand on my shoulder. "You don't have to. I'm-I'm sorry."
"No," I said, trying to deactivate my nova (I guess, aura now?) As I did, I could feel it stabbing in my gut. "It's okay. We just need to know what's going on so we can deal with this."
Giezha took a deep breath and looked at all of us before looking back toward the goliath village. Several goliaths were watching us but not moving, holding weapons. Guarding from outsiders. She ushered us all to the side as she spoke.
"You all know that before I met any of you, I was banished from my clan."
"Yeah," Uli said.
"The reason why I was banished was because of a confrontation I had with the leadership in the village and I was forced to do this."
She pulled back her robe, revealing the horizontal and vertical cut from her left rib to her right hip.
"The one who forced me to cut myself, and then banished me, was my father. He said that by disrespecting the clan and disrespecting his leadership, I was not worthy to bear the name Nightstrike. And so, they left me."
I looked at the attempted emotionlessness in her eyes. "Giezha…" I could see a tear glistening in her eye when she shook her head, making her hat fall off to the side.
She sighed, fixing her witch's hat back to normal.
"It's fine. Let's just have this dinner and get out of here."
"We don't have to," Kiersa offered. "Maybe Captain Salvatore can…"
"No, let's just do this. Asher's right," Giezha said, stiffening her back and returning to her neutral expression. "The sooner we have this dinner, the sooner we figure out how to fix things."
"And then we can get out of here and never deal with these assholes again!" I said loudly.
"Asher!" Uli said with a worried expression.
Surprisingly the only surprisingly Giezha laughed. "You are so stubborn sometimes," Giezha said with a small, slight smile.
"There we go," I said. "Let's get the show on the road." I tapped Giezha on the elbow and walked back toward the camp.




Chapter 9

Klinesday Night, 12th of Zholn, Year 678, 4th Age
The dinner, it turned out, was a communal affair as the entire village of goliaths joined in a large configuration, standing around, eating together, and offering bits and bites of food from one to the other.
The food was a collection of local fauna, rooted vegetation, and fresh game or fish. One goliath arrived carrying gigantic tuna in hand that was still flopping. Despite the cold surrounding fields, the area was oddly warm. The snow never approached the village outside of the tiny flecks in between the groups of goliaths. Boronos stayed close to me, explaining things.
"Our clan members are using our auras to stay warm, radiating heat outwards. As we do, we keep the entire camp warm with a minimal effect on our bodies."
"Oh," I said, turning and looking at Giezha. "Is that why you're never really affected by the cold?" She shrugged and looked away, embarrassed. Zha'lin made it a point to stand close to all of us once he saw we'd stayed.
"You see," he said, continuing his conversation with Uli. "It is true that this village has existed for many decades. However, we predate it by not just generations or centuries, but millennia. While we understand the needs of the people here, we believe that it is excessive based off what they're actually producing."
Uli took point and tried to gather the intel. While I was the supposed target of this conversation, there was no doubt Uli and Mara were the women for the job. Much more adept at social situations like this and capable of a light touch. Also, I was just too easy to piss off and start a fight with. The entire dinner was awkward as we watched the goliaths eye us up and several of the ones we had seen in town making dangerous gestures toward us. Zha'lin, however, seemed to not notice any of it. Instead, he laughed and swapped stories, offering us drinks from his gourd.
"This is a special spirit I mixed myself," he said with a pink face. "Juniper, berries, strawberries, frosted thistle, and ice berries from the mountains themselves." His jovial expression shifted slightly as we politely declined the strong drink. "I understand a merchant is with you all. Take it she's the reason you are here?"
"Yes, that's correct… Father." Giezha said, for all of us. "We are here for work and nothing else."
"Oh, daughter," he said with a sad look. "I understand and I have…" He stopped and looked off to the mountains. "I have been a rash leader at times, a disgraced one also." None of us said anything, waiting for him to continue. "I will make sure our clan does not cause trouble with the people of this village. You're simply seeking cohabitation for the time being and I think that all of us…" he said, raising his voice. "Could look to the people of the Red Breakers, a collection of cultures and backgrounds as an excellent source of inspiration."
A few of them were grinding their teeth but again said nothing. There was a fire behind Zha'lin's eyes, and I could tell he was just begging somebody to speak up. He was itching for a fight, and it was an expression that I was very familiar with. Thankfully, however, nobody took the bait. He nodded his head and smiled at all of us.
"We will do our best to work with the village toward a prosperous time. We will simply be here through the winter and do our best to accommodate for a combined cohabitation during these cold months…Now!" Zha'lin said, clapping his hands. "I believe that it is time for some merriment!"
He turned his head and looked at a collection of younger goliath men. "Why didn't we not display our fine raptors?"
"Oh, no," Giezha said, muttering to herself.
"What's wrong?"
"You'll see soon enough."
Before I could question her, the screech of several birds rang through the cold air. Circling the camp were falcons the size of Labradors, circling lower and lower.
"These fine birds have been with us through our entire travels. From the very tips of the mountains and down into the deepest valleys, they have helped our clan prosper," Zha'lin said with his hands on his hips, beaming with pride. "And these are their partners. These goliaths represent our greatest falconers."
"Falconry…" I said to myself. "That's pretty cool."
"Not the next part," Giezha said, pointing to an open pasture, still dusted with snow.
Several deer were grazing what they could find, poking through the snow. The falcons were on the wrists of each goliath, staring at the herd intently.
I noticed that none of them had protective gear on their arms as they walked past us. Instead, the massive birds sat so gently their huge claws did not pierce the skin. The goliaths turned to the chief, waiting for the command.
"Let's say… largest hunk of the doe," he said after a moment.
"What?" Kiersa said.
"Oh, that poor baby," Mara bemoaned as the goliaths practically threw their falcons into the air.
With a series of screeches, they all soared high into the sky, disappearing in the gray clouds momentarily.
"Where'd they go?"
"Don't focus on where they went," Giezha said with her eyes already on the deer. "Focus on where they're going."
No sooner than my eyes flitted down, I saw what she meant. All the deer had scattered, save for one unsuspecting doe.
WOOOSH!
In three flashes of brown and white, three giant gashes of blood burst from the deer as it fell to the ground. The falcons appeared on the ground next to the carcass in the blink of an eye. All the other deer were scattered, running around trying to get away as the falcons clutched onto hunks of the deer meat. Before any of us could react, the doe was dead.
"Return!" The falconers shouted.
I saw the deer lift for a moment before falling back down. It had not been completely cut as the falcons retrieved their kill, flying back to the ground level; the falcons dropped their pieces of deer at the feet of the goliaths. The heat from the warm blood steamed in the air, and it looked like some of its organs had still been pumping blood.
I did my best not to get sick at the indifferent brutality of it all.
"Well, let's take some inspection!" Zha'lin laughed hardily as if somebody had told a warm-hearted joke. Kneeling down, he scooped each chunk of flesh, bone, and fur, weighing it in his hands. "Impressive! Straight through the heart, no less."
He set it down, wiping off his hand as he checked the second.
"I see this one decided to go for the throat. Not to the best for sport, but definitely effective."
He smiled at the goliath, who stood at attention. I could see the slightest crack of a grin at the side of his mouth.
"And finally…. Oh, by the aura!"
Chief Zha'lin picked up what turned out to be the entire back half of the deer by the ankles. It had been split almost entirely in half at the base of its spine. "Well, somebody's going to have plenty of dark meat to work with!" He laughed. "I think we have a winner!"
"I think I'm going to be sick," Giezha said to herself.
"Enough of this, Father!" Came a sharp voice, thundering through the crowd. We turned, and I saw a giant goliath run toward everybody cutting through the crowd.
He had almost no hair on top of his round head, and his skin was gray with large blocky black and red tattoos all over his body from the head down to his waist, wearing a shirt was cut off under his armpit.
"Ah, Thra'lin!" Zha'lin smiled. "Not one for falconry? I believe it was your sister who didn't like it." Zha'lin turned, beaming at Giezha, whose face was pale as snow.
"Enough of this, Father!" Thra'lin shouted, demanding his attention.
Standing up against Chief Zha'lin, Thra'lin was about a half foot shorter than his father and not quite as muscular. However, he was still easily one of the most powerful-looking goliaths in the entire clan, which was again saying something.
"You treat us like a circus, like a side show for these outsiders!"
"Now, son," Zha'lin said, his voice losing its jovial spirit. "It's important to show hospitality to those around us."
"Hospitality?!" Thra'lin spat. "How dare you desecrate us! How dare you reduce us to a welcoming committee. We are a proud and strong people, not some commoners to be talking to these…" He stopped and looked at all of us. "…Mercenaries!"
The smile on Zha'lin's face was wiped clean off by the last comment.
"Careful. Your sister is one of those so-called thugs."
Sister? I thought to myself. The drama just kept building.
"She is no sister of mine! She was banished," Thra'lin growled, staring at Giezha.
I was about to say something when I felt Giezha's hand stop me.
"And it's clear that more changes need to occur, Father. If we hope to keep our ancestral lands, if we hope to take back what these savages have stolen from us for generations! If we seek to truly bask in the shade of these mountains, then we must have leadership that will do what must be done."
There was a collective gasp in the air as everyone murmured to each other. Zha'lin's face became difficult to read. Indifferent, neutral, even. No… it's like an apex predator staring at a squirrel passing by.
"Please elaborate on your intentions, son."
Zha'lin's voice was barely above a whisper but clear as day. The village was utterly silent, like the air had been sucked out. Thra'lin gulped for a moment, looking around at everybody. His eyes connected with Giezha's, and as he did, I saw his face turn to steel as he clenched his fists.
"I challenge you, Father," he turned back to Zha'lin and stared him in the eyes. "I challenge you for the role of Chieftain."
More silence. More waiting as the last remnants of color drained from Giezha's face. Uli bit her thumb, deep in thought, while Mara and Kiersa whispered to me.
"That doesn't sound good."
"No kidding…"
"Oh really?" Zha'lin shouted, laughing like a barking wolf. "You understand what this means? You truly wish to go down this path?"
"Yes, I do," Thra'lin nodded.
"Thra'lin, no!" Giezha whispered, clutching her stuff.
Thra'lin clearly heard her, and his head snapped back toward us.
"Nobody is to interfere. Is this understood?"
Again, everybody had plenty to say without a word spoken. Zha'lin laughed heartily and patted his son on the shoulder, who quickly shirked it away.
"Very well, Thra'lin, we shall have this challenge in combat. It shall be in the very center of this camp. We shall construct an arena! A place for all to see it and ensure that none may stop what… must need done."
"I agree to these terms, Father," Thra'lin nodded solemnly.
Zha'lin winked at his son like he had told him about a great day at school. "Excellent! Now that is the spirit of a warrior. We shall do it on the first night of the return of the Avis moon without a cloud in the sky. So that the stars themselves may watch as father and son lock arms in combat for a brighter future for the clan."
"So be it," Thra'lin said before quickly brushing past Zha'lin. "I must train."
He then stopped and turned to the others. "Any who seek to assist in the future of this clan, I seek your aid in this time." A few younger goliaths followed Thra'lin as he left toward the hills, while many others stayed.
After they disappeared onto the horizon, everyone broke into nervous conversation.
"We need to get out of here," Giezha said.
"Now what just happened?" Uli asked, trying to catch up to things.
"Later."
We were all quickly ushered out by Giezha, walking past as the goliaths, who previously made it a point to stare at us, paid no mind to us as we left. That is, except for one person.
"Excuse me," Boronos said, walking up beside us. "I understand that there have been many leaves in the wind at the moment…"
"Not now, Boronos." Giezha said, ignoring him as we were pushed forward.
"I simply wish to help!"
That got Giezha to whip around fast. "Help!? Who? My brother? Or perhaps Chief Zha'lin!" She said, getting up in his face, which was impressive considering he was almost nine feet tall.
"Your friend Asher," he said, looking toward me. "He clearly has a gift for the aura. His connection is unlike that I have ever seen. I simply seek to help him in the future. I believe that it would help everybody!"
Giezha stared at him, thinking about it. She had a million things at the tip of a razor tongue, begging to get out.
"Honestly, I think that might be a good idea," Mara said, nodding.
Kiersa clearly disagreed but didn't voice her opinion.
"I think that's really Asher's call, Giezha," Uli said, trying to offer a solution.
Giezha sighed and stared at me. "What you do is none of my concern. I simply hope that you're smarter than you act."
And with that, she'd had enough and walked away. I thought about it for a moment, feeling everybody staring at me, which I hated. Fuck it. I thought to myself. What do I get to lose? My life?
"Sounds good," I said with a smile. "Why don't we meet in a few days? We've got some work to do. And…" I laughed, scratching the back of my head. "I really need to rest up. Beyond you breaking my aura ring or whatever, I also got poisoned today."
Boronos gave a curious look and laughed gently.
"You're quite the stubborn man, aren't you?"
We did our best to sneak by Salvatore and Merrill at the draft house. We hadn't warned anybody about staying late with the goliath village, and Salvatore wasn't keen on us doing anything outside our contract. He expected us all to be asleep, no doubt, waiting for his next holy command for the good of the guild.
Truth be told, I really was exhausted after today.
Exploring, fighting, swimming, drowning, poisoning, getting your aura broken, and then seeing a battle for the chiefdom of your girlfriend's village was… Well, it was a busy day, and I was tired.
I bid everybody goodnight, grateful to return to my drafty, narrow bedroom. After washing up quickly, I got into bed and laid on my back.
Oh, man. I thought to myself. Really hope that Giezha's family isn't as crazy as they seem. As I laid back, I felt my whole body begin to relax. It was winter, meaning the sun had been down since noon.
My eyelids grew heavy, and I felt myself sink into the lumpy bed as the covers helped drift me away. I could feel it. The warm embrace of sleep begged me to drift off into slumber. That is until I heard a creak of the door.
"Huh?" I said, bolting back up.
The holes in the walls poured out light from the moons creating a ghostly image at the threshold.
"What's that?" I said to myself, focusing.
Click.
I heard the door shut and along with the faint whoosh of magic.
"That should do…" Came the soft, playful voice of Kiersa.
"What's going on?"
As I focused, I saw her frame from across the bed, walking toward me.
"Oh, well…" she said, sitting at the edge. "We had a conversation about this earlier, hadn't we?"
As more of the light filled the room. I realized Kiersa was stark naked, smiling at me sweetly and sinfully.
"Yes," I said, feeling myself wake right the fuck up. "We did, didn't we?"
"I hope you're not too tired for that though," she said, crawling toward me.
"You and I both know I will never be too tired. In fact, if I ever say I am, blast me with your magic to make sure I'm not a doppelganger," Kiersa laughed, pulling the covers off me.
"Oh, Asher ever the poet."
I tried to sit upright, but Kiersa pushed me down.
"Oh, no, no, no, mister," she said, climbing on top of me and pinning my arms down. "You've had quite a long day, and I want to make sure you're taken care of."
She slid herself along my cock as I felt her wet lips glide up and down.
"Ooh," she whimpered, pressing herself against me.
"Kiersa," I groaned. "Oh, that's—mf!"
Before I could say anything else, she wrapped her arms around my head, kissing me deeply. I wrapped mine around her as I felt her juices dripping along my shaft while she continued grinding.
"Oh, Asher," she whimpered. "I'm scared."
"Aww, but you're normally so eager," I chuckled, kissing her neck.
"No, about today," she said, trying to maintain her composure. I stopped for a moment, looking at her. Tears welled up on her face. "I just… I know about the cave and everything," she said, cupping my face with her hands. "But seeing today?"
"Hey," I brushed a hand through her silver and copper hair. "I'm okay. I'm too stubborn to let something like today stop me."
She pressed her face into my palm, holding it.
"I just don't want to lose you," she said. "And I'm afraid that I'm going to get in the way. That I'm going to get you hurt."
I leaned up, kissing her and squeezing her tight. Neither of us dared move as our arms wrapped around each other, our hushed breaths, holding one another in our arms.
"You're amazing, Kiersa," I whispered. With one of my free hands, I lifted her and adjusted myself, pressing my cock against her pussy.
"Asher!" She whimpered.
Grabbing her by the hip, I held her in place as I slowly pushed in, with both of us sitting upright. She was so tight and wet, and how her body wrapped around me as her breath hitched drove me crazy. Pushing deeper and deeper, I shifted to put my knees underneath me with my shins on the bed as I wrapped my arms around her.
"Kiersa, you're amazing," I said huskily. "I've never seen someone work as hard as you do."
"I want to work harder," she whimpered, grinding against me. "I want to go on more adventures with you. All of them!"
We sat there, slowly pushing and pulling against each other, wrapping ourselves around each other's bodies. Staring into Kiersa's eyes, I kissed her over and over, whispering into her ears.
"I want that too, Kiersa. I know you can do anything,"
"Asher!"
We tipped over as I pushed her onto her back. With her legs splayed, I started thrusting harder and harder. The bed squeezed and groaned as we fucked.
"Oh, fuck!" she squealed, wrapping her legs around me.
"I need you, Kiersa," I said, biting her ear. "I need you on this team. I need you with us. I can't do any of this without you."
"Ash!" she squealed. "I'm cumming!"
I could feel her spasming out of control as her nails dug into my shoulders while I pumped her faster and faster.
"Cum for me, Kiersa. Cum for me."
"Asher!" She squealed. "I can't s-stop, ahhh!"
"Good," I chuckled, burying myself in her. "Never stop, Kiersa. Keep cumming for me."
Kiersa let out tortured, desperate moans as her massive tits pressed against my chest, and her whole body shook and shuddered. Her beautiful body shined like a master craftsman's finest work. All the while, her pussy squeezed on me, begging for more.
I could feel myself getting close as the bed continued to protest while I slammed into her. Every thrust rattled the foundation, her legs squeezing and wiggling uncontrollably. She was putty in my hands as her body jiggled, and her face flushed bright red in the scattered moonlight. Her arms pulled and scratched at my back, pulling me in desperately.
"I'm cumming! I'm cummiiing!" she whimpered, tears stinging her face.
"Yeah?" I said, cupping one of her breasts in my hand, kissing her hard and passionately. Her plump lips and desperate whimpers sent me careening over the edge as her thick legs held me tightly in place.
I felt that snap inside me as my whole body seized up in pleasure. Kiersa screamed into me, unable to say anything other than my name as I blew my load.
"Kiersa—" I groaned against her lips. "Oh fuck!"
With one final slam, I buried myself balls deep inside of her. She twitched, her legs shaking against my sides and her eyes wide, staring at the ceiling.
"Asher… That was… Oh my…"
Creak… CRASH!
Kiersa yelped as the bed finally gave up, breaking underneath us.
"Whoa!"
I was still deep inside her when we hit the ground, with the legs and bottom half of the bed on the ground.
"You okay?" I said, panicking.
Kiersa's hair was wild and everywhere as she blinked rapidly, trying to catch her breath.
"Yeah… oh, wow."
Luckily the bed itself was low to the ground, and truthfully, this lumpy mattress was such a piece of shit that even with the wood underneath us, it felt the same.
"You know," I laughed. "I don't know if that sound dampening spell you cast is going to do anything for the floor underneath us." I laughed.
"Eh, who cares?" she said, giggling and holding me tight.
"…You really meant that though?" Kiersa asked, their eyes swimming. "Wanting me here? For all of it?"
"Of course!" I assured Kiersa. Squeezing her for good measure. "I'm not letting go. I need you, Kiersa. We need you. You were meant to be a part of this team."
And I fucking meant it! She was learning. She was improving. She was getting so much better, and they couldn't even notice it.
"But Mara, she…"
I shook my head. "I think she's just afraid of you getting hurt. Of us getting hurt."
"Was she like this with you?"
I bit my lip for a moment, trying to think of what to say, when I had a memory come up.
"Yeah… she was." My mind went back to her warning the night I killed someone for the first time. The effect that it had on me. And how I had to change that. I explained everything that happened that night and how ready she was to drop me if it meant saving everyone else.
After hearing the story, Kiersa puffed her cheeks and pouted. "I'm going to blow everybody away. I'm going to be the best damn teammate there is. I'm going to surpass everyone!"
I kissed her on the forehead several times, holding her close.
"If anyone can do it, I bet it's you."
Kiersa started rubbing her hands up against my chest. "Well, what do you say, Asher? want to finish breaking the bed in?"
"You mean breaking it?" I grinned.
She pushed her chest up against me and began kissing my neck.
"To-may-to, to-mah-to."




Chapter 10

Tavilday Afternoon, 13th of Zholn, Year 678, 4th Age
Freezing rain settled into the town soon after. We could hear it coming off from the lake. First, it was slow, the occasional icy droplet making its way through the different holes in the roof. But then came the howling winds. The chill in the air that bit right down into the bone. And as the gales slammed into the buildings, it was practically blinding outside with nothing but heavy rains and winds whipping viciously.
We huddled in the meeting room together, deciding on the next course of action.
"The cave would be better than this right now," Uli suggested. "We could get some work done and hopefully get home sooner before any storms get worse. The wood cutter said he can get us some posts and slats as early as today."
"If the storms do get worse, we're going to be stuck in the caves. Especially if it turns into a cyclone," Brody warned. "And I don't have any magic that can stop that."
"Me neither, Giezha," they said while clutching a cup of coffee.
"We need to make sure that we have the equipment on hand anyways," Merrill said, checking her notes. "And the sailors left last night before the storm came in, so no chance at bartering with them."
"So, what do we do?" Mara asked, helping me log our take from the previous trip into the cave.
"I say we focus on getting the roof situated," Brina grumbled. "We're going to be here longer than we initially anticipated."
"If we get back to work, we won't have to worry about that," Salvatore said irritably.
The second the storm rolled in, he turned sour like bad milk, snapping at everyone. He wanted us to get the job done and get it done quickly to maximize profits.
"That's not happening, Boss," Brody said. "We need to get that staircase built into the cave system and we're dependent on the blacksmith for the nails to get everything into place. Even if we try to magically reinforce it, we're going to need the raw materials."
Salvatore swore under his breath, trying to not kick up another shitstorm.
"Fine," Salvatore said after thinking it over. "No point in us getting sick from the cold. We'll use the time of the being to get the roof patched up as best as we can. Let's try to focus on using whatever materials we can find in the building before we get into the materials that we've ordered already."
With our marching orders in place, we all quickly looked for as much wood and metal as we could muster to patch every hole in the building.
"Gotta love manual labor," Uli grumbled, helping me pick through some unused bedrooms. "What could be worse than a freezing cold than a drafty building in the middle of a freezing rainstorm?"
I chuckled, ripping the boards off a discarded wardrobe. "Well, there was that haunted house."
Uli shuddered, picking up the wooden boards from the broken table. "Don't ever remind me about that. That place was awful."
"Are you sure about that?" I asked smoothly. I found a couple of nails inside the wardrobe joints. "I seem to remember a few fun parts about that trip."
"Oh, do you, now?" Uli said with a grin. "Which part?"
Uli and I stopped what we were doing and looked at one another. I put my arm on the wall over her head.
"Oh, I don't know… Maybe the part where I pinned you to the wall?"
"Pretty sure I pinned you first, big guy."
"Yeah, that part was a lot of fun too."
Uli pulled me down, kissing me as her hands coiled around my hair. I lifted her up for a moment as our breathing started to go short and heavy. Our hands began to explore each other when there was a knock-knock!
"Hey guys! You almost done in there?" Brody called out.
We both pulled away from each other and quickly picked up our stuff.
"Yep, just finishing!" Uli said nonchalantly.
We continued our work silently, going from room to room. I couldn't help but notice how ever-the-eloquent Uli wasn't saying much. Typically, we talked through almost every job that didn't require stealth. But now? She was almost as quiet as Giezha. She had a distant, forlorn look as we finished picking through the last room in our section.
"Hey," I said quietly. "You okay?"
Uli sighed and shut the door for a moment before turning to me. "I've got a bad feeling about this job," she said. "The kind of bad feeling that I had with Dawnthorn and the mountains."
We sat in the broken chairs as the rain continued its assault.
"And I think it's affecting everyone! Giezha's snapping at everybody. Kiersa's trying her best, she's endangering people, Asher. And Mara's closer to a hornet than a honeybee right now. And I…" She caught herself and looked away, her ears drooping. "I don't know…"
As for Uli, our fearless leader? She wasn't looking so fearless right now. I could see it in how her eyes twitched around from spot to spot and how she flinched at any sudden movements.
Uli was our leader, our cunning thief. The one who always had a plan and was always planning for things to go wrong and how to respond. The thing she couldn't imagine, though, was everybody else messing up.
"I just, everything's so off-kilter and Giezha's family's here, and Salvatore is a massive asshole who's stressing everybody out…" she said with a guilty look. "I know everybody gives you a lot of trouble for the way that you talk to him, but I get it. Especially with the way he treats you."
I rubbed Uli's back, trying to comfort her. "It's not that," I admitted. "I'm used to Salvatore hating my guts. The only reason he dealt with me is because you guys brought me in. It's the fact that he betrayed you guys. Put you in danger for bullshit reasons."
"It wasn't bullshit," Uli said with a hint of defensiveness.
I looked at her and grimaced. "If you were in my position and I was in yours during that whole thing, I don't think you'd feel the same way."
Uli had an uncharacteristically pensive face before shaking it off and scowling. "This job fucking sucks. And… I just can't wait to get back home. Get back to doing the stuff that we're supposed to be doing."
I looked at her and laughed. "Going on adventures in foreign lands and search of treasure while fighting monsters isn't our job?"
She punched my shoulder good-naturedly. "Minus building stairs and shit. Besides, I'm better suited for the warm weather."
"We'll be due for a vacation after this for sure."
Eventually, we managed to patch every hole in the building. It was still cold inside, but it was easier to sleep through the night without a random droplet of water or a gust of wind crawling down your neck and biting you with a winter's kiss.
With the guild paying a premium while providing constant protection, the saw sawmill and blacksmith were finally up and running again. We would get all the nails and tools we needed to build the staircases, test them, and get ready. With Sal riding our ass the entire time, it'd roughly take three days to get everything ready and head back into the cave system.
However, there was only one thing left to do.
Giezha, Kiersa, and Mara went with me back to the local tavern one night to celebrate getting back into the caves. We didn't mind having a week to lounge around, but we were all getting restless and ready to return to what we did best. And what we did best was break things and find treasure. Well, more so finding treasure. Breaking things was just a part of the job.
"Ahhh! I love a good meat and dumpling soup," Kiersa said as the barman delivered a few bowls of savory goodness.
"I'll say," Mara added, salivating over hers.
"I'm just glad that the weather's returning to normal," I laughed. "The bitter cold isn't so bad as miserable rain and bitter cold."
"Oh, this ain't nothing," one of the old fogies always at the tavern said as they continued on another game of chess. "Fifty years ago, there was a storm so bad it froze the whole world over! Froze the mountain. Froze the trees. Hell, pretty sure I was frozen at one point," He laughed.
"Even the goliaths had their issues with it at that time," An older woman added.
"The goliaths?" I asked, not touching my soup.
"Aye," the other old man said, thinking about his next move. "Goliaths been coming around here in the winters every few years for the last…" he stopped and thought about it for a moment. "Oh, since I can remember."
"Checkmate!" the other chuckled.
"Dammit!"
I turned to Giezha, who was staring out the window. "So, you guys really have been coming through here that long."
She didn't say anything and just continued looking out the window. It looked like she was studying something.
"Hellooo… Giezha?" Mara asked.
I was about to wave my hand in front of her face when I saw something switch in her face or her eyes. She quickly bolted up, nearly throwing the hot soup over all of us.
"Whoa, watch it!"
"I have to go!" she said urgently and rushed off without another word.
"Giezha, what's wrong?!"
I looked out the window where she was staring before the moons came out. Wait… both moons! It was the first clear night we'd had Xalia and Avis out.
"Oh…" I said, realizing what it meant. "Guys, I think tonight's the night."
"What?" I stopped and looked around before whispering, leaning onto the table. "The challenge between her father and her brother."
Their eyes went wide in realization.
"Oh, crap."
"I figured they would've waited for better weather." Uli said, worried.
"Weather doesn't affect them as much with their auras." Kiersa reminded us.
"We got to go," I said urgently. Getting up from the table, I pulled out a few coins and tossed them to the barman. "Keep the change. I'm sure I'll be back here later."
Mara and Kiersa both looked at their soup sadly.
"But the food's hot!"
I couldn't blame them. My stomach was rattling and hungry, but I knew that whatever was about to happen would probably happen fast.
"You guys stay here and finish your meal. You know where to find me."
The others nodded, and I dashed out of the tavern to catch up with Giezha.
"Giezha!" I said, racing to catch up with her.
She was already out outside of town running straight for the goliath camp.
"Giezha!" I called out again. She paid me no mind before veering off north of the camp. "What the…?" I slowed down, chasing after her from a distance, careful not to be seen.
I had a feeling she was going somewhere in secret. Turning around to look back at me, I quickly hid behind a large stone. I kept my distance from her, following as she wound up in one of the evergreen forests under the mountains.
The night sky continued to twinkle as more and more stars showed themselves. I watched as a magical light appeared on her staff, guiding her way.
"Thra'lin!" I heard her whisper off in the distance.
Thra'lin? I thought to myself. Her brother better keep a distance.
Closing my eyes, I imagined the golden ring that Boronos had mentioned. I did my best to concentrate, slowing my breathing down and focusing. As I breathed and tapped into my aura, I could see it. I could see the fiery ring inside of me. However, there was still a section of it broken and beaten.
Need to keep my distance. I reminded myself. With a deep breath, I concentrated on that fire, trying to draw it out into my extremities to make myself quieter, more dexterous, and stealthier.
As I did, I could feel that fire begin to spin around my stomach, stabbing at me at every angle. I let out a hiss of pain, quickly ducking behind a tree. Luckily, my voice had been muffled, and Giezha seemed none the wiser.
I squeezed every muscle in my body, trying to control the pain, my mind, and the aura. And as it did, I felt myself begin to glide through the air. My feet were silent, and every step was perfectly placed as if it were a rabbit or a jerebo, simply wrestling through the tree line or grass.
Careful with every step, I kept track of Giezha as she walked through the tree line toward someone. Training my eyes, I could see the other. He was tall and powerfully built with little hair. No doubt, it was Thra'lin, her brother, standing upright.
I did my best to control my breathing and the pain. It was burning me from the inside, but I had to focus.
"Sister," I could hear Thra'lin say.
As I crept closer, neither of them noticed me, yet he stopped for a moment, looking away from me.
"Brother…" Giezha stopped cold as he jumped toward her, wrapping her in a tight hug.
"I'm sorry for the things I said about you," He whispered. "That was petty of me. I…" He bit his tongue for a moment and straightened his face. "It was baseless politicking on my part. I was trying to—"
"You did what you felt you need to do."
"I was goading Father," he said urgently. "I was trying to play to his ego and to his past."
Giezha put a hand on his shoulder, wrapping it before hugging him again.
"Thra'lin, if you inherited anything from him. It was impulsiveness," She chuckled.
"I am doing this because I think it's best for the clan."
"I know you are."
"Will you watch? Will you be there?"
Giezha looked at him uncomfortably. "Will I… be allowed?"
"Of course!" he said, breaking the hug and holding her shoulders. "You must be there. I wish to reinstate you in the clan. I wish to bring you back into the fold to bring you home."
I had never seen such a look of surprise on Giezha's face before. Her eyes were wide enough to take up all her circular glasses, and they flitted back and forth as I climbed up one of the trees, holding my stomach.
Giezha turned away from him, taking a few steps away. "This was my home a long time ago, brother," she said quietly. "But just like these lands… things change."
Thra'lin scowled. "This conflict with the village is absurd. We have been walking these lands since the Great Split itself! Our history predates Khorba! It predates the schism itself!"
"Does that invalidate the lives and experiences of the people that have been here for generations?" Giezha asked him, staring her brother down.
"You sound like you're on their side," he said, clenching his fists.
"The world is different outside of the clan brother," she said, after a moment.
"I can tell," Thra'lin growled. "You abandon your aura. A skill you had such prodigious talent over for something that you clearly struggle in. I can see it in your eyes, Giezha."
Struggle? I thought to myself.
"You seek knowledge of the arcane. Why? Because it's not something that you could simply grasp at a moment's notice? You take their magic. You take their ideals and go into their civilization. Why abandon us? Why abandon me?" he said, finally, with a finger pressed firmly into her sternum.
I waited for her to slap the hand away and give her one of the classic one-liners. But instead, I heard tears fall from her.
"I'm sorry, brother."
He stopped for a second, and I swear I could feel him staring straight at me for a moment.
"That human. Ashford."
"Asher," she said firmly. "Asher is a part of my team, Uli, Mara…" she paused for a moment. "Kiersa. They're all my friends. My most precious people."
Thra'lin was taken aback for a moment. He was about to say something before gritting his teeth and brushing past her.
Honnngggkk
The blowing of a large horn filled the sky. Their attention was turned toward its source, emanating from the direction of the Nightstrike Camp.
"It begins," he said before brushing past her. "I hope to see you there and I hope to bring you back."
Giezha waited there for a moment as we both watched Thra'lin disappear into the hills toward the village. Looking down, Giezha thumped her staff on the ground a few times, and as she did, I felt the branch underneath me begin to wiggle, and I fell to the ground.
"It's rude to watch people, Uli," Giezha said quietly.
"It's not—oof!" I hit the ground and fumbled to my feet. Releasing my ability, I instantly felt the energy drain away from me.
Giezha looked at me in surprise. "Asher! How did you—" She stopped staring at me. "You needed to know what happened so badly, you used your ability just to spy on me?"
"I guess it worked. Since you thought I was Uli," I said with an awkward laugh. "Hehe… Um, sorry," I said after a moment. "I just didn't want to interrupt."
"Is that all?" she said, lifting an eyebrow.
"It's like, ninety-nine percent of it." I said, wincing in pain.
"Come," she said, motioning to follow her. "The battle begins."
"Right."
As we walked toward the goliath village, I could feel the heat begin to emanate from her.
"You forgot your coat, dummy."
I struggled to keep pace with her, thankful that some heat radiated toward me.
"I was kind of in a hurry," I said.
"I know you were chasing me, and I did my best to ignore you. Clearly that was a mistake."
Ouch.
"I'm actually glad you're here, honestly," Giezha sighed. "I'm terrified about what's going to happen next."
"Is it that bad? This challenge?"
She bit her bottom lip and grabbed my hand, urging me to continue walking with her.
"Yes and no. It's actually much worse."
As we made our way to the goliath camp, I asked Giezha if I needed to sneak in.
"No, you're with me. If anyone has a problem… there won't be a problem."
The air felt different as we approached the camp. The sweltering heat from everybody no longer melted the snow providing fresh grass, and frost had set in. I couldn't see anybody. All I heard was the sound of drums.
Bum. Bum. Baba-bum.
Looking over the camp, she pointed near the center where we had all eaten a few days ago. It looked like a hole in the center of the camp with everybody seated and standing around. The music was playing from the various clan members, but neither Thra'lin nor Zha'lin was anywhere to be seen.
"You have come," came the voice of Boronos. He was emerging from a tent, looking at the both of us. "It is good to have you both here." His face was just as peaceful as before but somber.
"Has it begun?"
"Not yet, Giezha."
We walked with Boronos to the circle, and when I looked down, I could see what had happened. They dug a pit in the center of camp, and at the bottom were Thra'lin and Zha'lin. They both removed their tops, showing off massive physiques and staring the other down.
The pit was at least fifteen feet deep and twice as wide in diameter. An arena of sorts for most but practically a jail cell for these two.
"And so, it begins!" Zha'lin laughed, raising his left hand to the crowd. As he did, the chanting and drums reached a fever pitch. His voice echoed through the sky. "On this blessed night, we shall see the threads of the future weave amongst the stars."
Thra'lin didn't say anything and simply bounced from one foot to the other, staring his father down. His eyes flitted over to Boronos, and he noticed Giezha.
"Be safe, brother," I heard her whisper.
"What shall the rules be, Father?" Thra'lin asked in a loud and clear voice.
"We shall have combat as is guided by our laws," Zha'lin said, stretching out. "May our sage please make the call for combat?" Zha'lin asked, looking up at Boronos. Noticing the two of us. Zha'lin winked.
Boronos took a deep breath and nodded.
"The title of chief has been challenged by Thra'lin, son of Zha'lin," Boronos announced. The music instantly stopped as everybody watched. "The combat shall commence, and the title shall be won."
As he raised his hand, a bright golden light appeared in his hand, and he began to make a circle. The light followed his motion, forming a golden halo that became wider and wider until the entire arena was enveloped in the warm and gold light.
"Let us begin!" Zha'lin said.
Without another word, Thra'lin leaped forward with his fist raised and swung straight toward Zha'lin's face. As he did, Zha'lin dodged to the left, blocking with his arm. Unperturbed, Thra'lin jumped in the air, raising a knee straight where Zha'lin's face had dodged to.
Again, Zha'lin dodged faster than the eye could track, slipping the attack and using his free hand to grab underneath Thra'lin's knee. I could hear the woods splintering in Giezha's staff as she gripped it.
"A little sloppy, don't you think?" Zha'lin laughed.
"Sloppy for you!" With his one free leg. Thra'lin kicked off the ground, flattening his body and extending his foot straight into Zha'lin's stomach.
Boof!
The force of the kick reverberated in the air, sending a shock wave. Zha'lin slid back several feet, and mud kicked out from the hot wet ground. Thra'lin landed back on his feet and continued the attack.
Again, Zha'lin fainted with one attack before whipping his body around, kicking at the side of Zha'lin. Stuck in the mud, Zha'lin tried to dodge, but he was too slow, and the kick collided with his ribs.
Crack!
"Oh, no…" I heard Giezha whisper to herself.
"What's wrong?" I asked. "He's doing good, right?"
"It's not supposed to be this easy."
Thra'lin continued his assault, pushing his father deeper and deeper into the mud. Hammering him with heavy, quick blows. And with every punch and every kick, Zha'lin sank deeper into the mud, pushed further into the corner. Zha'lin covered up, bearing the brunt of the attacks on his arms until his back was up against the wall.
"Impressive, son!" Zha'lin laughed, covering his vital areas. "You're even more of a disappointment than I thought!"
"Gahhhh!" Thra'lin screamed, grabbing his father and trying to flip him onto his back.
"No!" Giezha screamed.
"I don't understand what—" before I could finish that thought. I saw Thra'lin flip his father over his back.
But as he flew high, one of Zha'lin's hands slapped him in the face, covered in mud.
"Blah!"
Thra'lin finished his flip as he lost his balance, and Zha'lin landed on his feet.
Crack!
It was like a red and gray blur. One moment I saw Thra'lin's face caked in mud, unable to see. The next, Zha'lin's fist hammered him in the jaw. The shock wave blew my hair back and Giezha's hat off her.
"And so it ends…" I heard Boronos whisper. "To think that he would disgrace his son like this."
"Guhh…"
Thra'lin groaned with his face in the mud, trying to stand up. Zha'lin ran up and kicked him in the stomach before he could get off his knees.
Wham!
"Oh, you want to be the chief, do you?" Zha'lin snarled, picking his son up. Blood and mud pooled out from his mouth, and his eyes were glazed over. "Well, how's this feel?"
Zha'lin picked up his son and slammed him back on the ground head-first.
"Thra'lin!" Giezha screamed.
Zha'lin stopped momentarily, his head snapped toward us, and I saw a glint in his eyes. A malicious, dangerous glint that I recognized. Murder.
"Ahahahah!" Zha'lin laughed. "Feeling nostalgic?" Picking his son by the head, he turned him over onto his knees, looking up at the sky. Thra'lin was already out of it as Zha'lin raised his hand.
Whap!
He smacked him across the face, knocking him straight to the ground. Thra'lin hit the mud, splashing hard and unmoving. Picking him up again, Zha'lin backhanded him this time before picking him up again.
"That's enough," I muttered. "That's enough, isn't it Boronos?" I said to Giezha and Boronos. "He won!"
Bam.
This time Zha'lin bawled his fist, punching him straight in the jaw. We could see several, the flash of several teeth falling to the ground as he picked up his son and continued brutalizing him.
"Enough!" I screamed. "You won!"
Zha'lin stopped again with his son above the head before dropping him to the ground.
Everyone stared at Zha'lin and back at me.
"You're right…" he said slowly. He picked up his son again, sitting him down. Thra'lin's face was beaten, battered, and bloody. His eyes are swollen shut, and his jaw is slack and shattered.
"Oh goodness…" I turned and saw that Mara and Kiersa had made their way here. Their eyes were shocked as they held their hands over their mouths.
"That's his son, right?"
"The title of the chief for the Nightstrike clan has been defended," He announced, raising a hand to the sky. "All bear witness the defeated, my son. My disappointment. Thra'lin."
He gasped for air as blood leaked from his nose and under his eyes. The crowd shifted uncomfortably, watching the brutality on display. A few murmured words to each other, apparently enjoying the show.
"As chief and defendant in the challenge, I claim his fate."
"What's going on?" I whispered to Giezha urgently.
"No…" Giezha whimpered, tears stinging her eyes. "No!"
"It's clear that the next generation does not understand what it means to be chief, and a lesson must be learned. A lesson that I thought that I had taught us all…" He stared at Giezha, finishing his words. "But clearly, I had not."
"Oh, Zha'lin…" Boronos whispered to himself.
The entire clan was buzzing with nervous energy. Everyone was doing their best not to speak. All sharing looks of concern.
Zha'lin balled his fist, staring at his son like a sickly animal. "Your fate shall be sealed here in the arena."
Oh, God. Zha'lin's going to kill him! 
"No!" I screamed. "You don't have to do that!"
I felt anger boil inside of me. His son was defeated, beaten, and broken! But it wasn't enough? He didn't have to just murder him. He had to execute him in front of everybody. It was wrong! And it pissed me off. It lit a fire inside me that I hadn't felt in a long time.
"Asher," I heard Boronos whisper. "Are you?"
"And so, his fate is sealed," Zha'lin said, staring at Giezha.
As Zha'lin's hand prepared to come down on his neck, I screamed out, jumping from my position and leaping straight toward him. I was like a rocket exploding from the ground. If he connected, he would snap it right in half! The wind rushed through my ears, and my whole body was on fire. Like a chain was going to strangle me from the inside. But I didn't care.
Boom!
I grunted as I landed, grabbing his hand inches from Thra'lin's neck. There was a gasp from the crowd and a genuine look of surprise on Zha'lin's face.
"Asher!" Giezha screamed.
"Oh?" Zha'lin asked quietly. He looked at me, and his face was playful and curious.
A smile spread across his face as he tried his best to force his attack through my arms. I didn't budge but could tell I was on borrowed time. I began to sweat, struggling to keep him at bay, but I had it. I could stop him. I was stopping him. I could save Thra'lin.
"You save him," Zha'lin said quietly. "Why?"
"Because it's the right thing to do," I said, struggling.
I felt his muscles tense up as he tried to push through before switching to the other hand. Knocking his arm back, I blocked the other.
"I'm just getting started," I lied.
He knew it was a lie. He could tell how close I was to losing all my energy. But he put his arm down.
"You save Thra'lin… You challenge me," Zha'lin said, walking in a circle.
Thra'lin fell to the ground, completely unconscious. As he circled Thra'lin, I made a point to stay between him and his son.
"Are you… challenging me?"
"If it means defending somebody from being murdered by a psychopath, then yes."
There was another wave of shocked murmur. I couldn't tell what was going on. The blood was rushing to my head. It was thundering in my ears. I could sense danger. I could sense this guy's power. It was a level beyond what I could comprehend.
He had the same sense of power as that skeleton in the mountains. This was a man who didn't move mountains. He moved through mountains.
As he moved, I looked at Giezha, Boronos, and the others.
"The challenge has been made!" He announced, smiling and turning to the others. "Let it be known today ends with no more bloodshed! With the gauntlet thrown, Thra'lin's challenge will be placed… in abeyance."
People began to murmur to one another as he jumped clear out of the pit. I could hear Thra'lin groaning and picked him up, and jumped out of the pit using what little power I had left. I landed gently near everyone.
"What did you do?" Giezha demanded. "Why did you do that?"
"Because your brother doesn't deserve to die just because he is an asshole!" I said incredulously. Turning to the others, I looked at Kiersa. "Do you got some healing magic left in you?"
Kiersa looked taken aback. "Yes, of course."
I nodded my head and looked at Mara.
"I'm going to need help bandaging some of these up. I don't know if magic's going to do enough." I then looked at Uli. "Something tells me that he's not going to be welcome in the clan for a little while. Think there's somewhere we could hide him in the draft house?"
Uli grimaced at the idea. "Asher, you're going to get us into trouble."
"I'm going to get me in trouble," I corrected her. "We're going to need a place for him to stay away from him."
I could see Zha'lin talking leisurely to several other members of the clan. They were practically ignoring their fallen comrade, and it pissed me off. Only a few came by to check on him. As they watched silently, I heard the others talking behind our backs.
"Why did the human do that?"
"To think an outsider would make a challenge."
Something tipped me off. Whatever was going on wasn't good. But I didn't care right now. I just needed to focus on saving this guy.
"Giezha," I said, looking at her. Tears sang on her face, but she had an expression I didn't expect. It was seething rage. I stopped myself from saying anything and just shook my head. "Just stay by your brother."
As Kiersa cast her healing magic, we could see the wounds close. However, they weren't completely healed, while Mara and I did our best to prevent infection. His eyes were still incredibly swollen, but I could see one of his obsidian black eyes flick toward me.
"What did you do?" He whispered.
I focused on getting him patched up. "Saved your life."
"You stood up to Zha'lin?" he struggled.
"Yes."
"W-why?"
Because it was the right thing to do. I said to myself.
And once again, I would do something I was famous for. Getting myself into a whole mess of trouble just for trying to do the right thing.




Chapter 11

Avisday Night, 15th of Zholn, Year 678, 4th Age
It took some finagling, but we managed to take Thra'lin back into town and the draft house. We had him set up on a stretcher, which I pulled along with Giezha. She wasn't saying anything the entire way, but we could hear Thra'lin mumbling to himself along the way. As Mara and Uli opened the doors for us, we made our way up the stairs to the third floor.
"He's going to need some space," Uli told the others. "Space to rest and also…" Uli looked to Giezha. "Well, you needed a big room too."
She didn't say anything with her jaw clenched shut.
"I think I know a good room," I said, tapping Uli's shoulder. Remember that big one we saw that had the giant hole in it? Should be patched now."
Uli nodded, keeping an eye out. "Good."
We got him up the three flights as carefully as possible and laid him down on a couple of mattresses we could cobble together. Kiersa continued using what healing magic she could.
"I'll do what I can, but…" she looked at him as he was sweating. "This aura stuff is different than the magic I use or the arcane magic."
"It's okay," Uli said. "Just do what you can."
I knelt beside Kiersa and kissed her on the forehead. "Thank you again." I whispered.
We all left, giving Kiersa room to work and Giezha room to be with her brother. By this point, I was sweating like a stuffed pig and started stumbling against the rotted wood walls.
"Asher!" Mara said, putting my arm over her shoulder. "You okay?"
"Yeah," I said, trying to concentrate on the gold ring. As I closed my eyes, I got a read on it and saw the damage I'd done. My latest usage caused a few hairline cracks to splinter off from the main damage. But, as I breathed, I could see the fractures slowly reforming.
"I think I overdid it a bit."
"You think?" Uli said, helping me get down the stairs. "That was really dangerous of you to interfere like that. And this shit with Zha'lin's not over by a long shot…Shit!"
At the end of the hall, we could see Salvatore holding several maps and scrolls filled with notes. He furrowed his brow and walked over toward us. His hooves clicked against the ground as they did.
"Gods above! What'd you do now? Why are you like this? Use your ability for something?"
I removed my arm from around Mara and tried to stand up straight, but I stumbled for a moment. Our eyes locked, and I could feel the electricity zapping between us. This little runt really had to stay on my case.
"Just helping people," I said. "Doing what Red Breakers are supposed to do."
"We're supposed to be preparing to reenter the caves tomorrow." He took special care to intonate every syllable as much as possible.
"I'll be fine."
I brushed past him, trying to get back to my room and get some sleep.
"I heard about your little trip to the goliath village," he said, raising his voice. "Apparently there's a new member in the draft house."
I stopped and stiffened up, holding onto a doorframe.
"Yeah," I said. "Take his rent it out of my pay."
He paused, and I didn't dare look his way. I could feel his mirthful gaze.
"Ah, shouldn't be a problem, Asher. Thank you for your… generosity."
"No problem," I said, stumbling away. "Not like I was going to get paid dick for this. Anyways…"
I slammed the door shut behind me and fell to my bed, passing out on site as I did. In my dreams, I focused on that circle again and tried to think of ways to accelerate the healing. However, no matter what I did, it didn't budge. It didn't heal. It was just… broken… Only one guy who could truly help me: Boronos.
When I woke up the next morning, I was surprised that the weather had suddenly shifted. It was still cool outside when we made our way toward the caves. However, it wasn't bitterly cold and blinding rain or heavy snow. Instead, almost warm. Like how you get a random day at 40 degrees in the middle of winter. Warm, like an 80-degree day in early spring. (If you lived where I did, that counted as unseasonably warm.)
I went to go check on Thra'lin immediately after waking up. The place was surprisingly quiet, which felt… off. I knew that Kiersa would fix him up, but I wasn't sure how well he would be. To my surprise, however, the room was completely empty. Neither he nor Giezha were there. However, I did see a piece of parchment. When I picked it up, I looked on the other side and saw a note was written. It was handwriting I couldn't recognize, but the message gave it away.
Thank you. 
Seems like he and Giezha share a lot in common. I thought to myself. Returning downstairs, I was surprised that hardly anybody was left in the draft house.
What's going on? I thought to myself.
"Hey, you finally woke up!" It was Brody nursing a cup of coffee. "You passed out, man. People tried waking you up last night for a little pre-cave party, but you couldn't be budged."
"That a fact?" I said, rustling up some oats and sausage to fry over one of the fires.
"Yep, everybody's already there. You're going to be pulling bitch duty for sure."
"Don't I always?" I laughed.
Brody smirked and finished his coffee. "Heard some rumors about you and the goliaths."
"Whatever the rumors are, they're probably true," I said, uninterested.
Brody just shrugged and stretched. "Well, looks like you and me are going to be working together."
"How come you're late going in late?" I asked.
Brody shrugged and adjusted his mage robes. "Didn't feel like waking up yet… Also, I'm kind of hungover."
I might not have drunk last night, but my head still pounded. Once Brody and I made our way to the cave, we could see a couple of our guild members milling about. They'd finished construction on the staircase yesterday and tested everything out. As a reward, they had the easy job of guarding the entrance.
"Well, look who finally showed up!" Pike, a young dwarf member of our guild, laughed. He was holding onto his signature weapon. A pike, of course.
"Boss, wants you guys checking out tunnel four. Think you can do that?"
"Yeah." We both said, looking at each other.
"What's the problem with tunnel number four?"
"Ah, there's a big fucking gap there," one of them laughed. "So, you guys will have to figure out a way to get over there."
I looked over to Brody. "Please tell me you don't have to build a bridge."
"We might have to build a bridge."
Ugh.
The stairs the guild made weren't pretty, but they were extra-reinforced and strong enough to hold everybody. We could hear the voices of everybody in the various tunnel systems as we walked to tunnel number four. It was thinner than the others dug out and almost straight down a severe slope.
"Oh, this is going to be a bitch getting whatever loop we can back."
It was an open clearing with a few of the crystals we had seen earlier scattered about, providing light. We quickly affixed the crystals around our bodies in case the aberrant darkness reappeared.
Exploring the first level of the cave, we didn't do much of anything except a few rusty daggers. But we still took care to bring them back with us.
"You never know what these artifact junkies are,” Brody said, flipping one of them in his hand. "This thing could be worth 10,000 gold."
We both laughed at the absurdity of that rusty piece of crap worth a single silver before continuing. As we did, the path was winding left and right, opening and reopening into small areas. Everywhere was picked completely clean as we entered another cave opening.
This one opened into a massive cavern filled with pools of water and hanging moss. The ceiling was easily thirty or forty feet up, far enough for the light to struggle to reach it. We could hear a familiar set of voices.
"I told you we needed to wait for Asher and Brody!"
That was Uli.
"And I said, I don't need their help!" Snapped back a deep angry voice.
Aaannd, that would be Giezha. I thought to myself.
Following the sounds of their voices through the echoing chambers, we found the two of them next to a ravine.
"Hey guys!" I said, waving my hand at them.
"Asher!" Uli said brightly. Brody and I met up with Uli, standing by herself. "Sleep okay?" She joked.
"Aah, you know. Nothing a good rest can't fix," I said, stretching out. "Oof!"
I felt a twinge in my stomach before quickly shaking it off. Can't stop cramps, though. 
"Hey, Brody," Giezha said, staring back at the ravine and not turning around.
Okay. I thought to myself. Still dealing with whatever this is. I turned to Uli.
"So, what's the deal with this ravine? We got to cross it or something?"
She nodded her head and pulled out a map showing it to me. Apparently, across this ravine is a cache of artifacts from a group of adventurers from a century ago."
"Damn," I said, looking over it.
"Yeah. It could be magical items and weapons. Could be previous civilizations…"
"Could be a pipe worth a billion gold!" Brody suggested. "…Or a million."
Uli rolled her eyes. "Yeah, sure. Either way, we need to get across this ravine, but well…
"Why can't we fly across?" Brody asked.
"You go ahead and try that," Giezha suggested. He looked at her for a moment before shaking his head.
"I'm going to make a rock fly over it."
Brody picked up a rock, which began to float while he pointed his finger at it. The rock glowed around the edges with bright green light before zipping across the ravine.
Zoom!
However, it zipped straight down, almost sucked into a vortex. Brody attempted to magically pull the rock back out but to no avail.
"Well, that's not good," he laughed. "So, what do we do?"
"We've been trying to figure that out," Uli said, scratching her head. "Anytime we use any kind of magic, it just…"
Uli blew a raspberry and threw a hand down with a tiny explosion.
"Trapped from the people who hid their stuff here?" I surmised.
"How intelligent of you," Giezha said quietly.
Brody looked at me confused and whispered. "What'd you do?"
"I don't even know," I whispered back.
I saved her brother.
"Enough!" Giezha said firmly. "Let's get back to the work."
We both made a face to each other before agreeing. We set about inspecting the ravine for information. Clues. Missing details. Anything we could use. One thing, however, was clear: it would be too far for any of us to jump over. And even if we wanted to build a bridge, we couldn't get to the other side.
"Where's Mara?" I asked, turning into Uli.
"She and Kiersa got roped into tunnel number two," Uli said, shaking her head. "Apparently Salvatore is going to punish all of us for last night."
"Wow, all because we saved a guy?"
"Tsk." I heard Giezha suck her teeth before walking along the ravine.
We spent a while trying to figure out what we could do to get over the gap.
If Mara was here, we could use her bow and arrow to get a rope over the top. But it probably wouldn't hold my weight or Giezha's.
As I thought about it, I kept walking along the side of the ravine. Whenever I nearly bumped into Giezha, I made sure to jump to the side in case she tried to push me over.
However, as I inspected it, I could see faint glints of light in the ravine, like tiny blue sparkles.
"Uli," I said, checking one of the maps she'd been given. "What was the name of these adventurers or whatever?"
"They didn't really have a name," she said. "People don't even know if they really existed. But apparently 'The Great Sapphire' was their leader."
"Great Sapphire?"
"Some ego maniac wizard from Galen."
"How do you wind up over here?"
"Adventuring," Uli shrugged.
Uli and I leaned in, looking at the notes written down for it. It looked like Salvatore had transcribed everything himself.
"We got the original documents?" I asked.
"Yeah," she said, flipping to another one of her scrolls. "It's in a language none of us understand though."
That was for sure. It was written with odd symbols, unlike anything I had been reading or trying to learn. They were like scratch marks and patterns going diagonal and up and down. However, as I read through it (I tried to read through it), I noticed something on the edges.
"Look at that!" I said, pointing to a blue splatter on the edge.
"What about it?"
"Well, why would they use blue ink for something with the writing in black?"
Uli didn't understand the question at first when I heard an angry voice.
"Gods damnit!" I heard Giezha shout. She started walking across the chasm.
"Giezha, wait!" Brody tried to stop her; however, as she walked, we noticed a faint shadow under her feet.
Giezha was looking down straight into the chasm as she walked.
"Just walk over the blue lights and follow me!" she snapped back at us.
"You're welcome!" I said as she nearly finished.
"Didn't need your help."
"Oh geez…" I heard Uli mutter to herself before stowing away the papers. She then looked at me and grabbed my arm. "That was good work, Asher."
Uli leaned up, kissing me on the cheek. Brody was walking ahead of us, and as Uli started to walk forward, I gently grabbed her by the waist.
"Hold on," I said, pulling her back. I lifted Uli up and kissed her, squeezing her tight. I felt her fangs poke at the bottom of my lip. I let her down, and her eyelashes batted while she licked her lips.
"Now that's a good job, kiss," I said.
I could see her blushing furiously, but she grinned at me. "Getting a little comfortable, aren't you?" she said, smacking my ass.
We raced each other across the chasm, careful to follow the blue stars catching up with the others. Brody and Giezha had made their way to a large well-lit room on the other side of the cavern.
Looking around, the room was littered with chests and cobwebs. We could see a few glowing holes in the walls, and as we listened, there was faint hissing. No doubt, more Crystal snakes were waiting on us.
"If you two are done fucking, we've got a job to do!" Giezha said crossly to both of us.
"Yeah, um, right. Sorry," Uli said, flushing with embarrassment.
She quickly set about checking for magical traps with Brody for all chests.
"Going to help them?" I asked sternly, walking up next to Giezha. She looked away from me and started tapping her finger on her arm. "Because if you're done snapping at our leader for something that I did, apparently, how about you help about you help them?"
"Well, why don't you!?" She shouted, turning to me. "Since you like sticking your nose in everybody's business, how about you help? I taught you well enough, haven't I?" Giezha stuck a finger in my chest and started walking forward. "That's what Asher loves to do, loves to get in everyone's fucking business. Loves to make everybody's problem his problem. Isn't that right?"
"Oh, sorry I saved your fucking brother," I said, knocking her hand away. "Sorry that I had the guts to do what you clearly didn't. Something that you clearly wanted to do."
"I'm warning you, Asher," she said threateningly.
"Warning me to do what?" I said, leaning up into her face. "Because last time I checked, you're not my keeper. You wanted me there, didn't you?"
She stopped and stepped backward, clenching her fists. "You are… the most pigheaded, stubborn son of a bitch."
"Guys, we got the chests opened and everything…" I could hear Brody say behind us. Noticing what was happening, he stopped himself and threw us the "okay" sign.
"What is your problem?" I said, finally. "Why is it a problem that I saved your brother?"
"You made a challenge against Father."
"So, what's the big deal?"
"You opened the challenge that Thra'lin made!"
I couldn't stand not having all the context. "What's that even mean? I thought that's what your brother did, I'm not going to try and be the chief!"
Giezha took a deep breath and gripped her staff. "That's what you don't understand, Asher. Because you entered the challenge and Father accepted, it opened it to the entire clan. Now, anyone can try to be the chief!"
"So what? We might get a better chief than your father or something. What's the deal?"
"Nobody can beat him…" Giezha explained, her eyes swimming. "Our… their clan is small enough as it is. And if he faces them? He will kill each and every member to make an example. This is the first open challenge”, and she stopped and looked around desperately, shaking her head generations, “and an outsider did it."
"I needed to save your brother, though!"
"His fate will rest on whoever becomes chief. And when Father beats everyone, he will kill Thra'lin. You didn't save his life, Asher. You simply prolonged his execution."
Wait… what?
"Well…, then I guess I'll just have to win," I said defiantly. "I'm not going to let someone get murdered to make a point. And if you are the one who's got a problem with it… then you're the one with a problem."
I brushed past her and started helping pull out the loot I could find. It was mostly magical trinkets and bags of gold and silver. If this was a single-team job, this would've been enough to finance the whole thing and give everybody a nice payday. But with how many people there were, this could probably cover the transport to the mission.
Giezha and I worked for the rest of the take in awkward silence and keeping a distance. Uli tried to converse with both of us, but shamefully, I was just too pissed off as I held onto the magical goblets and scrolls.
Brody was excited to study what he could from everything.
"I'm thinking that there might be a frost rune that I could learn here! Been trying to work on my understanding of ice magic and cold damage. No one likes getting iced out, really good at psychological type of stuff," He explained to me. "Also, I can make some frozen desserts with it."
"Ooh," I said emotionlessly. "That does sound good."
Once we got our take and brought it back to the cave entrance where we'd set up our camp, we dumped our loot in with the rest. The other groups had more impressive piles of copper and silver, weapons from different ages, many rusted swords and halberds, and shields depicting crests long since forgotten.
We sat around as it all stacked up, eating and comparing stories. Apparently, Mara and Kiersa had gotten into it. Again.
"I didn't mean to blast a hole in the wall!" Kiersa pleaded to her.
"Well, you did," Mara said. "You blasted a fucking hole in the wall where Merrill had been standing like two seconds ago!"
"There was a Crystal snake!" Kiersa defended herself.
"Yeah, and then it was everywhere in pieces. And so was the wall Merrill was studying!"
"Studying?" I asked, sitting next to them.
Merrill hopped over excitedly, holding pieces of rubble.
"Yes, apparently there were writings on the walls in some archaic language that's believed to be a root language for the common tongue!"
"Really?" I said, inspecting the rubble. "They looked like letters or at least fragments of them and were almost the same alphabet."
"Yes, we'll need to recombine the wall later so that we can continue our studies."
"Well…" I said, pulling out a silver goblet I had picked up in one of the treasure chests. "Is there anything like this?"
It was covered in markings that I thought were just somebody doodling, but she quickly snatched it up as her eyes began to glow.
"Yes! It is. Oh, these markings are exquisite! And the filigree! Oh, this could be a second age civilization!"
She began circling over it and began muttering to herself excitedly as Salvatore reappeared.
"Excellent! I'm glad that what we're finding has been very fruitful. Good job, Uli! You too, Brody. Giezha," he said before stopping at me. "Asher."
"Salvatore," I said, nodding my head.
"Captain Salvatore."
"Right."
"Here's some more of what we found," Uli pulled out a journal in a similar language. Salvatore gave a cursory flip through but slowed down and started reading everything.
"You can read this?" Merrill said, impressed.
"Mostly," he admitted, looking back at her. "I studied the old languages a while ago when I was a younger adventurer. Linguistics was always a favorite of mine. However,…" he paused, looking through everything. "I'm not familiar with this civilization."
"Oh, this is so exciting!" Merrill shouted. "Oh, good job, everybody! To think that we might have discovered some type of lost civilization!"
She laughed uproariously before quickly sifting through the treasure and trinkets we had all collected. As we all continued talking and resting, we slowly filtered out into the evening.
I got in my tent and stretched out, trying to think about what to do when this challenge stuff kicked back up again. No doubt the goliaths would wait for me, right? I also needed to ask Boronos questions about fixing my aura.
However, as I closed my eyes, I felt myself drifting away. My body became weightless, and I was like a small sailboat out in the ocean. Gently lifting up and down along the waves, feeling the sea breeze.
It was a dream that I had a lot from my youth and spent time on the boat with my grandparents. I always loved boats. It was a comfort being out on the water. However, it wasn't as comfortable here. What with the pirates and the violent weather and the Mountain Serpents.
Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding!
Wait a minute… I felt the water rise around me, and the sea becomes choppy. It wasn't just floating me along, but I was being thrashed around! I was bouncing up and down with no way to stop the violent shaking. It was…
My eyes snapped up. "Cave in!" I shouted. The ground began to shake, as did the walls, and I could hear bits of rock and rubble hitting the top of my tent. I jolted awake.
Oh, God. It is a cave-in!




Chapter 12

Gethsday Midnight, 17th of Zholn, Year 678, 4th Age
Racing out of my tent, I saw several others doing the same, staring up at the ceiling as stones started falling.
"We need to get out of here!" Brody shouted, racing through and waking up everybody else.
We heard a horrible cry from deep inside the tunnels.
"SCRAAGGHHH!"
That didn't sound like a person…
Whatever it was screamed again, more violently.
"SCRAGHHH!"
As whatever the hell that was screamed, the shaking grew more violent and felt like an earthquake under the mountain. Everybody sprang into action, trying to collect one another and get to safety.
Giezha, Brody, and some other mages started forming walls of magic on the ceiling to prevent it from caving in.
"This isn't going to last!" Giezha yelled out, warning us.
Salvatore and Mara were ushering Merrill toward the stairs, avoiding the rocks slipping through.
"What the hell is causing all of this!?" Salvatore shouted.
"SCRRRAAGGHHH!"
There was another scream from deep in the tunnels as the shifting rock hit me, knocking me on my ass. It was a horrible, guttural scream echoing everywhere. It was like the storms found their way into the mountains, reverberating against every nook and cranny. It was like that—
Mountain Serpent…
"Mountain Serpent!" I shouted, grabbing my sword.
"What?"
"It's a Mountain Serpent!"
"Shouldn't they all be in the water?" Mara asked, sprinting up with me.
"That one… might have still been… hibernating…" Giezha strained, trying to stop the massive fallen stones from crushing everybody.
"All of the magic we've been slinging must have woken it up."
"So, what do we do?"
"We need to evacuate and get out of here," Uli said, helping everybody get out in an organized fashion.
Ignoring the suggestion, I sprinted off to the tunnels toward the source.
"Asher, where are you going!?"
I turned to the others. "We need to stop that thing. It could kill everybody around the mountains!"
It sounded like it was coming from tunnel eleven.
"Are you insane?!"
"Probably!"
I didn't turn back to listen anymore, sprinting down the halls. Rock and rubble were falling in every direction, with piles of stones on the ground.
No worries, Asher. I thought to myself. Just gotta defeat a giant Mountain Serpent that destroyed a boat before a mountain collapses on you. No problem.
"Oof!"
A large stalagmite fell from the ceiling, hitting me on the shoulder, forcing me to stumble back. My shoulder seared in agony, but I shook it off and kept running.
"SCRAGH!"
While I was getting closer, its loud cacophonous roar echoed mightily.
Got to lure it toward me. I thought to myself. Magic seems to send these things into a tizzy…
In my left hand, I focused on spells I'd been trying to learn recently and began speaking the incantations. Pulling the mana out from me, I felt my hand begin to glow, and the smell of the forest surrounded me. I was imagining the sweet summer strawberries. Juicy cherries and the bountiful fruits of the orchards and farms next to Naled. I could feel something growing in the palm of my hand.
As I sprinted forward, the screaming beast grew louder and louder. As I did, I had a shiny gold apple in my hand.
Alright. I thought to myself, taking a bite. I was going for a pear, but I'll take an apple.
It was sweet and tangy but tasted a little off and mushy.
"Ah God, I hate that texture," I laughed.
However, whatever magic I'd done had radiated out into the air and done the job.
"GARAAGGGHH!"
The screaming was getting louder and sounded a lot closer. Ducking down into a drop in the caves, I landed on my feet, looking around. It was a massive ravine that hadn't been there yesterday, or that hadn't been there earlier. Tunnel eleven was supposed to bottom out into a former encampment for a military at the end of the tunnel.
However, all that was left now was just a cliffside scar. The monster screamed again, nearly rupturing my eardrums.
"Gah!"
Pulling out the crystal necklace to illuminate through the aberrant darkness, I saw its shadow begin to form. It was a gigantic brown and white creature with a long slithering body winding in the air from the bottomless ravine. Its enormous cruel eyes are wide and angry. Its eyes were ghost white without any pupils.
The Mountain Serpent thrashed around violently, screaming and breaking apart the stone walls.
"Whoa!" I dodged pieces of rock as the blind creature continued thrashing.
"Asher!" I heard Kiersa scream.
"Asher, we're coming!" It sounded like Mara and the others too.
I knew this would be bad quickly, so I had to get going. The monster might have been blind, but it wasn't deaf, and its head turned toward the tunnel I had come out of. The ledge I was standing on was maybe five feet wide from a fall so deep I couldn't tell if it even had its ground.
The monster reared back its ugly head, revealing a shapeless mouth filled with razor-sharp teeth bigger than my entire body.
"Oh, boy…" I said to myself. "Stay back!" I screamed back into the tunnel. "It's about to— whoa!"
That fucker was big, but it was also fast. I managed to dive out of the way at the last second as its head careened toward where I had just been.
Boooom!
The cliffside exploded in contact with the monster, and I could hear the girls screaming.
"Kiersa!" I screamed. "Mara!"
Stumbling back to my feet, I gripped my sword and slashed upward at the monster, its face still buried in the rubble. I connected with its neck, and it exploded, and my sword exploded with white moonlight.
"GRAGGHH!" the monster screamed, rearing its head back in pain.
I ran along the falling cliffside, searching for the others.
"You guys okay?" I called back out.
Uli's voice groaned on the other side as I sliced at the serpent, trying to keep it at bay.
"We're okay… Giezha, help me move this rubble!" I saw the rocks beginning to move.
"Alright…" I told myself. "Time to fly."
I'd been working on some flying spells with mixed success, but now was the time to work it. Focusing as much as I could while dodging the monster's attacks. I took a deep breath and imagined that flaming golden circle inside me. I didn't care if it was brittle. I didn't care what was going to happen. I had to make sure everybody got out of this mountain.
As I focused, I could feel the runes taking shape in my mind. I could recount the exact moments I looked at the different spells hidden away at the Great Library in Naled. I remembered the seven candles lighting the room as Giezha, and I compared notes. As she guided me through the incantations.
With perfect memorization, I recited a complex flying spell, releasing as much mana as possible into my body. Power coursed through my body, and I became light as a feather. Lighter even, and I started floating in the air.
"Oh, fuck!" I groaned.
As I floated up, however, the lightness exploded in my chest, and my heart and lungs felt heavy. It was enough to make you throw up, but I gripped my sword and flew straight toward the beast.
"GRAGGH!"
Slicing at its neck, I was sure I'd secured a hit. But at the last second, the monster dodged and snapped its mouth right where I was. I managed to maneuver my way just outside its attack, willing myself in another direction. It was like running with your brain.
The nasty crunch of the serpent's teeth and the explosion of wind and moisture threw me back, tumbling end over end.
"I see him!"
"Asher we're coming!" Mara shouted.
I saw Uli giving the others orders out of the corner of my eyes.
"Kiersa, you keep blasting that thing!"
"Giezha! Get me and Mara in the air."
"I'm not great with flying spells…"
"I didn't ask, just do it!"
Up close, I saw the monster's bright and milky white eyes. They were like two perfect, two massive white pearls. Steam poured through its nose as its head tilted. Even though it couldn't see, I could tell it was looking past me and toward the others.
Giezha's magic and Kiersa's prayers were pissing it off.
"Eyes on me, big guy!" I shouted, slashing again at its nose.
It sensed my attack, dodging as I landed on top of the monster. Raising my sword, I started trying to hack away at it, but the scales and flesh on its face were much tougher than its body.
"GRAGH!"
I was nearly thrown off as it coiled to attack down below.
"Move!" I screamed.
At the last second, I stabbed into the side of its body as it attacked. My sword sunk deep into the beast, and the serpent went straight through the stone. I couldn't see if it hit anybody, but it kept moving and moving. It was gliding through the stone and granite mountainside like swimming through water. My body jerked around as I held my sword for dear life, praying it didn't snap in half.
My body slammed left, right, up, and down against the stone as it continued crashing through the mountainside. My sword sliced around as it screamed in anger. But just when I was about to lose my sense of direction, I felt it pop back out as air and wind slapped me against the face.
"Asher!"
Holding on for dear life, I saw we'd made our way back into the ravine! Mara and Uli were flying in the air while Kiersa was helping pull up Giezha from the side of the cliff.
"I got you!" Kiersa groaned.
Doing my best to keep it distracted, I focused on my magic attacks while holding the sword buried deep within it.
Ice is really distracting. I remembered Brody telling me. Focusing all the magic, I could into my entire body. I imagined a blizzard. A snowstorm. No… a giant spike of ice going straight through this fucker!
The runes began to form in my head, and I began to formulate how to create ice. How to shape mana. How to throw a spell as hard as possible. Every rune needs a specific order and mental intonation.
I fired off the incantation as fast as I could, and giant spikes of ice exploded from every point of my body, going straight through the monster. It screamed out in pain, yanking its body back.
I was attached to it now with giant spikes of ice going through or protruding from my body, digging deep into the monster. Blood spurted from all the sides while it writhed in agony. I pulled away, breaking the ice and grabbing down to the sword. With a heavy kick, I pushed off and flew away.
"What do we do?" Uli asked.
"It hates magic! It's going to keep attacking me, Giezha, and Kiersa." I said, watching the Mountain Serpent crash into another cliff.
Kiersa and Giezha had reached another clearing and waited for an opening.
"We just need to wear this thing down!" Mara shouted, pulling out her quiver and affixing several scrolls to arrows. "This should keep it confused because it's not going to know where it's coming from."
Mara flew around, letting off arrows from every direction. Her arrows whizzed through the air, peppering the monster as it pulled itself out from one of the walls it hadn't yet destroyed.
More rocks continued tumbling around as Uli and I darted in and out, slashing at the monster.
"You think this thing is tougher than the skeleton?" Uli asked me as I sliced up at its jaw, creating an opening for her to stab her poisonous blade in.
Shink! Slice! Hissss!
The monster shrieked as its flesh hissed against the burning poison.
"GRAGGGH!"
"It might not be as tough, but it's hell of a lot meaner!"
Booom!
One of Mara's arrows exploded at the wound in its neck. I flew back in for a heavy slice, throwing all of my weight behind it. Blood burst from its throat as the monster screamed out, trying to bite where I'd just been.
Uli spun in the air, weaving in and out of its attacks, stabbing it repeatedly as arcane shots and blasts of radiant energy exploded into the monster.
"You guys doing all right?" I shouted, throwing my own fireballs at it.
Whoof! Whoosh!
"Doing fine!" Giezha shouted.
"Getting tired!" Kiersa panted. Her voice was strained and weak, and I looked. She was blasting not just from her hands but also from the moonstones she'd collected.
She was pouring everything she could, but it was sapping Kiersa of her energy.
"Asher, look out!"
"Wha—?"
Fwewsh!
At the last second, I turned back and prevented the monster's tail from slapping me to the ground. Blasting myself to the right, I flew straight up, flying underneath its neck. Gripping my sword, there was another flash of moonlight slicing upwards. I couldn't tell you how, but I noticed something as I walked through.
A light source.
I could see the shadow of the monster. I could see the droplets of blood exploding from all of our points of attack. I could see… I could see my shadow! I turned around at the last second.
"Whoa!"
Flying right behind the monster, I barely avoided a giant blast of scorching radiance. Kiersa had unleashed a cannon shot of a radian beam at the monster where I had just been.
"Are you fucking stupid?!" Mara screamed, helping pull me away from the monster.
It was wailing and screaming, thrashing its body all over the place. It was trying to get away, but I could see that Mara had focused on its eyes, splintering them with multiple shots and discombobulating the Mountain Serpent.
"She nearly fucking killed—" Mara took a deep breath and returned to her violent, indifferent face. She turned to me and nodded. "Let's just get this done."
The monster screamed again, and we were all thrown back as a giant wave of sound slammed all of us. We all hit the stone walls hard and were thrown off our feet. The monster's scream continued on and on, and I could see its wounds starting to close up.
Blood flew from its eyes, and its mouth became completely unhinged, nearly pulling back 180 degrees.
"It's going to try to swallow the mountain!" Giezha warned us.
"It's going to fucking what now?"
"Mountain Serpents have another name, Mountain Eaters!"
Well, fuck that. I thought to myself.
"Ugh…" I stumbled, trying to stay calm as my "aura" stabbed into me, burning me and begging to end the pain. When I closed my eyes, I saw my aura splintering and cracking. Not just at the point where it had broken before, but around the entire thing!
"GRAGGH!"
"We need to get out of here!"
Opening my eyes, we discovered a new problem: It had knocked out the path that we'd taken. We had to kill this thing before it killed us all.
"Come on, Asher…" I muttered to myself, trying to pull every last energy out.
I could feel it. I could feel myself burning hot. Red hot. Magma hot! The power built inside of me like crazy! And best of all, I could see it. A spot that all of us had been hitting just below the base of its throat. The scratches and gouges and gashes that it still couldn't close up.
"What's he doing!?" Uli shouted.
"He's going to try and use his aura again!"
"Asher! You don't have to—". Giezha said, trying to pull me back.
BOOOM!
I exploded into a golden aura with my eyes glowing brightly and spectral flaming wings from my shoulders. Drawing my blade, I aimed straight for the fucker. I needed to make sure that no matter what, we all made it out of there.
The whole world slowed down as I blasted through the air. The small reserves of power I had were quickly draining. I'd only have one shot. The monster continued screeching as more stones fell into its gullet, healing the thing.
But I could see it, a way that it couldn't escape. It had noticed me, but it was too slow. I was too fast. Too powerful. With a swing of my sword, I felt myself collide with its neck. The deep wounds we'd left were congealed and sticky, but my blade sliced right through.
More blood splashed around as I angled myself, pulling the blade forward as I flew through the monster.
Shiiink!
My speed had been temporarily slowed before bursting forward, cutting off its neck.
"Gragh!" It let out a yelp of surprise, and just to be safe, I turned back around.
A deep gash had sliced through its neck, burning with fire while its body seized up.
"Hragh!" I continued slicing and slashing at the bastard until I saw its head fly off, and its body fell into the infinite abyss.
The roof continued caving in, so I careened back into the cliffside, where I saw all of them lying down in the rubble, unable to move. I quickly sheathed my weapon and began throwing the stones into the chasm.
"What do we do now?" I said, sweating and my chest heaving.
"We still got to find a way out," Giezha said, pushing the last stones off. "That thing took out the path."
"Path!" Uli said, stumbling up. She had a nasty cut on the side of her forehead. "I got an idea!" She touched the purple triangle tattoo she had on her waist.
"Path!" The tattoo began to glow brightly as she shouted that, and a scroll popped into her hand. Unfurling it, she screamed, "Get us out of here!"
As she did, the scroll turned into a glowing red staircase, and we could see it going in a wild pattern. It snaked back and forth into the chasm until—
"Look! It's a path out of here!" Uli grabbed Mara by the hand, and we started descending the stairs.
"Can't we fly?" Mara suggested.
"It's a spell for the safest route!"
We all quickly rushed along the path as the rocks continued falling. Sprinting, as I kept up from the back, I felt slow. And heavy. My legs were like cement, and my blood had been replaced with lead. Rocks continued falling everywhere, but never in the winding path of the red stairs, Uli conjured.
The scroll continued onward into the cliffside, where a hole opened up. Illuminating the tunnel with ruby red light, we continued following it. Rocks and stones continued dribbling out from above us, but never any large dangerous rocks.
As we continued, the red path stopped, and we could see it glowing downward. The course dropped into a dark hole with the red light fading below us.
Mara looked at it, unsure. "I don't know if we should—"
"Just jump!" Uli shouted. As she did, Uli sprinted ahead and jumped straight down.
"Uli!" We all shouted.
The light inside of me flickered out, and I could tell.
Oh fuck. 
I was hit with a massive wave of exhaustion and felt like I could pass out at any moment. As everyone jumped, I could barely see the fading light trickle down. Their shadows danced in and out as bits of rushing water splashed below.
"Waterfall," I said, hearing the rushing waters beneath. Works for me.
I jumped down into the water, where I could see them all swimming away. The stones were still falling but much less precipitous than before.
Splash! 
Oh, man… I thought to myself. I really hope I don't drown.
Luckily, I floated up to the surface as salty water caused me to gag. The rushing water pushed me toward where they were, and I could see a light resembling moonlight. Everybody looked around, trying to find another route.
Whooosh!
We all fell, dozens of stories as the world rushed past us. We all screamed, trying to aim for the water. None of us could fly anymore, and I was sure this was it until splash! We hit the water, sinking deep until floating back to the top. The waterfall emptied into a basin, which I slowly staggered out of. I coughed, with the taste of salt still coating my mouth.
"Where is this?" I gasped.
"It's an exit. Giezha said, pointing to a patch of light. I could see the cave open into the outside world. "Let's get out of here."
Giezha scooped my entire body under her arms and picked me up as I held onto her shoulders.
"Thanks," I muttered, on the edge of unconsciousness.
"You are the stubbornest son of a bitch I've ever met…" she muttered.
"You love me for it," I laughed.
As we stumbled out of the caves, we heard the rubble still falling off in the distance. Crawling out of the tunnel, we were met with chirping birds and waves in the distance. The sound started to fill my head, along with chirping bugs and the sounds of the night.
My eyes grew heavy as the exhaustion continued to overtake me. "Hey… we're outside," I said, chuckling. "Does that mean we win?"
Before anybody could answer, I passed out.




Chapter 13

Tavilday Evening, 20th of Zholn, Year 678, 4th Age
A little backstory on my "nova" ability. Or, I guess, my aura now. It's something that I'd grown accustomed to using. I was used to using it, feeling exhausted, and maybe sometimes overdoing it. Of course, it was only when the situation demanded it. And that fight against the Mountain Serpent? Yeah, that definitely demanded it.
However, I forgot about one of the side effects of overusing it. It makes me pass out and not wake up for a while. At one point, I didn't wake up for a week. And typically, when I wake up from over-exhaustion, it's always that slow drag out-of-the-mud feeling. Where my body is left feeling like it's covered in muck and dredge.
This time…
"What the hell were you thinking, Kiersa?! You could have killed him!"
"Mara, I wasn't trying to. I was trying to—" Kiersa sounded on the verge of tears.
"I know what you were trying to do. But you must have better judgment. Or, on the other hand, better skill. If you're going to take that shot, make sure you can make it."
"I'm sorry, I just, I—"
"I know you're sorry! You're always sorry! And you're always getting one of us nearly killed! I don't want you getting hurt. I don't want you to die. Why is it so hard for you to just work on this?"
"I am working on this. Why can't you see that?"
Mara laughed sarcastically to herself. "I can't believe we're having this conversation again!"
"Mara! That's enough! You need to calm the fuck down."
Is that Uli? I thought to myself.
"No," Mara growled. "I'm tired of everybody defending her like this."
"And as this group’s leader, we're tired of you getting on her case like this! How about you try and teach her instead of berating her for every mistake?"
Yep, that's definitely Uli…
"Mara, you need to step back and realize not everybody is you. Not everybody just gets this stuff as easy as you we're supposed to be her mentor."
There was a moment of silence, and in the fog, I could hear footsteps moving away and a door shutting. It sounded like Kiersa was full-on crying at this point.
Uli growled and started shouting. "Great! Great fucking job, Mara! Asher is in a coma. Giezha's off to Dusyr knows where, and you're driving away Kiersa!"
"…Whatever…"
Slam!
That jolted me awake, but I couldn't quite open my eyes.
"Oh, Asher…" I heard Uli whisper. I felt her hands and breathing touch my chest as she laid her head on me. "I'm really scared, Asher. I'm really, really scared that everything is just falling apart. And… I don't know what to do. I just want things to be okay." Uli sniffled, and I could feel tears drop from the side of her face onto my hand. "I just want to keep you guys safe."
I wasn't sure if she wanted me to hear this or just wanted comfort. So rather than say anything, I kept my eyes shut and wrapped my arms around her. Truthfully, I probably couldn't say anything other than, "It'll be okay." At first, I was worried she would pull away, but instead, I felt the rest of her body getting up onto the bed and laying beside me.
Even after sleeping off whatever my ability gave me, I was still exhausted. I fell back asleep, feeling Uli's gentle breaths against me as she squeezed me.
When I woke back up, it was raining. I could hear thunder rumbling against the roof and rain pelting the sides. It threatened to knock me right back out again before there was a loud—
Kakoom!!
It didn't jolt me awake, but the crack of thunder caused my eyes to open. I looked around and could see it was dark out. Not just from the storms but the depth of darkness. It was definitely nightfall.
I tried to sit up, but when I did, I felt a knife in my gut and exhaled sharply.
"Fuck!" I grunted.
Whatever I had done to my aura messed me up badly. Standing was hard, and my core felt ready to fall apart. Taking a deep breath, I got out of bed. My shirt was off, and I saw I'd picked up a scar on my chest during the fight. Its teeth must have grazed against me or something. Or it could have been one of the rocks that fell on me. Either way, I put a tunic on and stumbled out of bed.
I could hear voices down the hallway as I stumbled down the hall. It sounded like everybody was in the mess hall.
"How many tunnels did we wind up losing?"
"Most of them, boss… We recovered everything we could after the cave in."
I could hear Salvatore grousing as the rest of the guild murmured nervously.
"That damn serpent caved in almost every tunnel in the mountainside. We should've caught that thing sooner!"
"We should've been out of the mountain sooner!" Somebody else barked. "If it wasn't for Uli and her crew, we would've all been dead."
"Right…" Salvatore said, defeated.
As I turned to the corner, he looked like he hadn't slept in days. Whatever hair he had left on his head was frazzled and out of sorts. Everybody else looked restless.
"Any word on Asher?" Chaan asked.
"He's been up and down a little bit, but we've been trying to make him rest." Mara said professionally.
"I've had him under a few sleeping spells to ensure he actually recovers this time." Giezha mentioned. She was standing behind Salvatore, looking over the notes.
"We'll get back to Mr. Merrick in a minute. We just need to figure out the viability of the rest of this mission."
"The rest of the mission?" Osmond asked incredulously.
I decided not to make my presence known and quietly stood in the back.
"If we could dig out three more tunnels and secure some continuity with our searches…" Salvatore said, checking his maps.
"Honestly, I think what we've found has been very impressive," Merrill said earnestly. "I wouldn't be against paying you all your full sum just because of this. You all did save my life, and what is one set of riches if it costs you a hundred more?"
The group mumbled with agreement, but Salvatore didn't look satisfied. Thunder and lightning cracked across the sky in one of the windows. I saw a tiny jerebo watching us from the window side. It looked like he'd been there for a while with how wet he was.
Everybody looked through the window and gasped.
"Asher!" Mara said as the first to recognize that I was back. "You're awake!"
"Yeah," I said, scratching the back of my head. "Guess I was tired of being asleep.”
Mara, Kiersa, and the others came by to hug me, and Brody slapped me on the shoulders.
"Thanks for saving our lives again, man."
"I mean, I did like 20% of the work," I laughed, looking at everybody else. "Those two were slicing and dicing it while Kiersa and Giezha were blasting it from a range."
Salvatore quickly cleared his throat. "Glad to have you back after three days, Asher. However, it seems that the escapades down in the cave might have ended the mission."
"I heard," I said, frowning. "Glad to be back. By the way, Captain…" I turned and looked at Merrill. "Are you sure you don't want us to continue on?"
Most of the guild groaned at the idea of returning to those caves.
"Man, if there's another fucking Mountain Serpent in that place…"
"I guarantee you they are."
"It's… unlikely," Giezha said, tapping her staff nervously. "Typically, one Mountain Serpent will exist in a radius of several miles. They're very keen on the location of others."
"They can smell each other through mountains?"
Giezha turned and looked at the person that asked that with a stone-cold face. "Yep."
"That's terrifying."
"Anyways," Salvatore said. "Are you sure there's no way that we could convince you to continue the mission Ms. Merrill? We are fully equipped to face any type of danger."
She thought about it for a moment before shaking her head. "I don't think that would be necessary. Honestly, I've already found what I was looking for in those caves."
There was a sigh of relief.
"Your payment should be waiting for you before you all return to Naled," she said with a smile. "Feel free to take some of the unnecessary trinkets I found."
I heard one of Brody's teammates whisper to the other. "I was hoping we could keep the gold and silver, but all right, probably how she's financing this mission."
Salvatore held a pained expression but was in no condition to argue. Not unless he just wanted to try and force everybody into the cave to search for treasure themselves. Something that, based on everybody's reaction, would've led to a mutiny. Defeated, he sighed, shut his scrolls, and gathered all his papers.
"Well, I shall do my best to try to get hold of transportation back home to Naled," he said, finally.
"Yeah!" A larger majority cheered.
I let out a puff of air, disappointed at the idea. We had just fought a Mountain Serpent and everything, but that was part of the job! The guild celebrated a successful mission as we all began splintering into groups. Bottles appeared, as did food, games, and musical instruments.
"Oh, glad I'm not missing this party," I laughed, shaking hands with the other team leaders. This was a new tradition that started relatively recently. Salvatore and I did not agree on a lot of things. But if there's one thing that I felt he was doing a great job of, it was increasing the camaraderie and feeling of family in the guild.
He made a point to ensure that people interacted with each other, shook hands after missions, congratulated each other's success, and picked each other up when things weren't going well.
It was less of a show than under things under Dawnthorn's reign, but it felt real. I was making more friends in the guild. I thought it was helping me adjust to this new world as we celebrated the successful mission and spouted off into games and parties.
I also rounded up the crew and Merrill for our celebratory tradition.
"Promise me you're not going to start a bar fight this time," Kiersa pleaded.
"I won't, I won't! I laughed. The rain continued to pour as the jerebo from the window climbed onto my shoulder.
"I hate these filthy creatures!" Giezha exclaimed.
The jerebo turned and looked at her, and I could swear it looked like it was giving her a puppy dog.
"Get outta here, you foul creature!"
"Oh, be nice to it," I said, waving her off. "Glad you could join us little guy."
"Oh, this is so exciting!" Merrill said. "As one adventurer to another, I've always loved the End-of-Mission Pint, if you will."
"I have too…" Uli said, stretching out and tapping me on the elbow.
It had become a tradition for us to finish every successful mission with one last round at the tavern, regardless of whether we'd been kicked out. Our living expenses were cheap, and with a whole team living under the same roof, I had been designated as the "fun money." So basically, even if we came out of a job with 50 gold each in our hands, I'd probably wind up spending most of it at the bar. Is it irresponsible? Yes. Do I care after having died twice? No, not at all.
We quickly rounded up some local patrons for food and games. As I financed a healthy flow of ale and wine, most of the patrons looked ecstatic to have us here, which was surprising enough as it was.
"So, you guys really fought a Mountain Serpent?" A younger fellow asked us while we played seven swordsmen.
"Yep," Uli said, nonchalantly rolling a winning play.
"So, that's what those earthquakes were!"
"Oh, yeah!" Kiersa shook her head. "To be honest, it was terrifying."
"Did you guys get hurt at all?" The guy asked.
I saw Mara make a dangerous look at Kiersa, which caused both Uli and I to also give her a cross look.
"Nothing crazy," I said, laying on the charm.
We continued in the frivolities, telling stories to the locals. However, I couldn't help but notice that the villagers were all extra friendly. For the last few weeks, they'd been more or less keeping their distance from the guild. Thankful for us to be providing some protection from the goliaths, but still afraid of us. However, right now, they were... well, downright chummy.
"Are you sure you guys don't want another drink?" the barman's wife said, getting ready to tap a giant keg.
"Oh, no, we're definitely good," Uli said, waving her off. "We don't need a repeat of that one trip to the Silver Arrow."
"I have one too many drinks!" Mara complained, having snuck one of the ales to herself.
"Well, we got to still keep our wits about us."
"I'm fine!" Mara said, gesturing to her body. "Fit as a fiddle, and a very fit fiddle indeed."
"I'll say," I winked.
One of the fishermen looked at us nervously. "So… we've heard rumors that you guys are heading out soon?"
"Unfortunately, yeah," I said, finishing my third shepherd's pie. "The job's done and that Mountain Serpent closed a lot of the tunnels."
"It'd be a bit too dangerous for us to go in," Merrill said blearily. She was a good five drinks in. "Besides, I found what I was looking for."
"Won't the goliath be heading out soon anyways?" she said, turning to Giezha.
She didn't say anything and took a sip from her tankard, staring daggers at me.
Oh, shit. I thought to myself. There's still that whole debacle.
"Not to mention the attacks going on lately,' the barman added.
"Attacks?" we all said, turning our heads to the older man.
"I don't think it's the goliaths, but something has been killing chickens."
"Chickens?" I arched an eyebrow. "You sure it's not just a wolf?"
"Well, you'd think. Except for what it's doing to the buildings."
"And the deer," another patron slurred, having enjoyed the flowing alcohol.
"And the giant tuna!" one of the old men growled. "Been fishing these waters all my life, and I've never seen bigger bites taken out of tuna."
Maybe it had just been the serpent, though?
"How long has this been going on for?"
"About a week," One of them said. "And even since the earthquake stopped, it's still been happening."
All of our eyes lit up, turning to Uli except for Giezha.
"Oh, geez," she said with a small smile. "You guys want to investigate it, don't you?"
"Well, yeah. I said.
"Honestly, we would feel more comfortable if the entire guild were here," One of the barmen said. "We'd pay what we can."
"Free living expenses in the meantime," another added.
Well, that sounds pretty nice. I thought to myself.
"Oh, I think that'd be a wonderful idea!" Merrill said, beaming. "You should all definitely stay! I would be happy to help finance!"
"That's more of a question for Salvatore," Giezha said quickly.
"I mean, we've still got business here…" I whispered to her.
"No, I have business here. You need to figure out a way to drop out. You're in no condition to fight!"
"I'll be fine," I said stubbornly.
Once we all finished our food and drink, Merrill practically pulled us out of the tavern to go back to the draft house and speak to Salvatore. When she excitedly told him what we'd all but volunteered to do, he was less than impressed.
"Look," he said, pinching between his eyes. "I don't know if this would be a financially viable." He then looked at the remaining guild members that hadn't filtered into the city or up to bed.
"I have lot of guild members to pay salaries for and lodging. I'm not sure if this is the type of—"
"I would help finance it!" Merrill said, waving her hand. "Besides, the people clearly need your help."
Salvatore looked like he'd just bitten a rotten lemon but had to pretend he liked it. "...I'll consider it," he said finally. The look he gave me was deadlier than the Mountain Serpent's, and I smiled back at him innocently.
"Just doing what I think a Red Breaker should do."
As he gritted his teeth, I felt like I'd done my damage and sauntered to bed. I'd only been awake for a few hours, but I was already exhausted beyond belief.
Wonder which route we wind up taking. I thought to myself as I moved through the shadowy hallway.
Creak.
"Now, I don't remember those steps being so creaky," I said, looking down.
There was a blur in front of me, and I jumped back.
"Whoa!"
"Uh-uh," came a soft voice behind me. I could feel Uli's sharp nails prickling my back.
"Uli!" I said. "You really just like sneaking up on me, don't you?"
"Oh, I don't know," she said as I turned around. "What do you think?"
I chuckled before snatching her up and throwing her onto my shoulder.
"Well, it is the end of the original mission, isn't it?" I asked, spanking her ass.
"You're darn tooting mister!" she said, rubbing her hands on my cheek. "Although you're trying to keep us back for this extra mission."
"I'm trying to?" I asked, pushing the door open to my bedroom and shutting it behind me.
Although she wasn't as immune to the cold as Giezha, underneath her heavy winter clothes, Uli wore thin fabric robes covering her head to toe. When I turned around, I saw her wearing a purple and white robe with white and checker box patterns with swirls up and down the ensemble. However, it was now parted in the middle down her chest, past her stomach, and along her inner thigh.
Uli smirked, and with a snap of her fingers, a few candles appeared in her hands. She flicked her wrist, and they were on the table, fully lit. Neither of us said anything, reading the other's mind. I smirked and laid down my usual spells, double-checking that the door was locked.
My shirt and pants dropped to the side, and we slowly walked to the middle of the room. We caught the look in each other's eyes, and it flipped a switch. We ran into one another, and I picked her up. She barely reached my chest, and her lithe, acrobatic figure felt weightless in my arms.
As we kissed each other passionately and rabidly. She pulled and grabbed at me while we knocked into the walls.
"Asher," she moaned, dragging her lips across my face. I felt her fangs trace along my lips as she did.
"Uli," I said, feeling her tight body wrap around me. The tattoos on Uli's face, arms, and thighs almost glowed in the firelight while the purple triangle she used to store magic spells with shined brightly underneath us.
"Oh..." she groaned, feeling my erection poking up against her butt. Uli wrapped her legs around my waist and began to rub herself up and down along the top of the shaft. She dug her nails into my hair while we stared at each other and continued teasing along the shaft.
"I'm glad you're feeling up to it," She whispered before kissing me roughly.
"No way I'm bricking tradition," I growled.
I grabbed her and lifted her legs onto my shoulders, staring at her wet, dark green lips. As I licked my own, I pressed her clit against my tongue and began to whirl it, squeezing her ass as I held her in the air.
"Oh, fuck!" she said, bending over and grabbing my head from the back.
Uli shuddered and gasped as I held her in the air, like an offering to the goddess of lust, while I ate her out. I loved listening to every shake, shudder, and gasping of instructions.
"Oh, fuck, right there! Just like that!" she said, clawing at the walls.
I walked backward, blinded by her forest-green body, feeling the wood against my back. Uli gasped before a tiny giggle.
"Ahhh! Ahhh, I-I like this..."
"I do, too," I said, muffled, swirling my tongue around the clit with a bit of extra pressure.
"F-fuck!" Uli squealed, and her legs cramped up, squeezing the sides of my head as her juices leaked down my face. "I'm cumming!" She screamed. "I'm cumminnnng fuck!"
She let out another squeal, and in a flash of pink light, I felt a piece of parchment appear between her hand and the back of my neck. Stopping for a moment, I pulled back.
"What's that?"
Ching, ching, ching, ching!
My arms snapped backward as magical handcuffs cinched me to the wall.
"There we go," Uli said with a playful jiggle. "Now I've got my boy toy right where I want him."
"Is that all I am to you?" I grinned.
She loved to play that game of back and forth. And truthfully, I was all for it. I saw another set of metal cuffs appear on the wall by her hands, and she gave herself something to hold onto. Uli rewrapped her legs back around me and began grinding her sopping-wet pussy against me.
I voraciously ate her out while she began to grind herself against me. The only thing I could do was eat her out, listening to her tortured, breathy moans. More and more of her leaked while she continued rubbing against my tongue.
"Ash!" She screamed and squealed. "That's it, yes, yes, yes, yes!"
My muscles strained against the magical cuffs, and I could hear the wood splintering behind it. Uli continued grinding and humping against me, her abs contracting right in front of my face as her voice went higher and higher.
"Fuck!" she screamed. "I'm cumming again. Fuck! K-keep going! Ahhhh!"
She screamed out again, arching her back and pushing against the wall. She made a tortured, warbling moan, and I felt it inside me. I was in no condition to go "nova," but I was half tempted to just break these fucking cuffs.
"Fuck!" she squealed as her thighs shuddered and vibrated uncontrollably. Unable to concentrate, I could feel her magic cuffs beginning to dissipate. This was my opportunity.
Crash!
The splintering wood finally gave way as I jerked my arms forward in an explosion of splintering wood. I grabbed her by the waist, causing her to yelp, and hopped her down onto waist level. Splaying her legs out, I held her up with my elbows under her knees. Her face was flushed, and her breath was ragged, but she still tried to tease me.
"Oh, Asher... Did I torture you that much?" she whispered.
"What do you think?"
I pushed the head of my cock up against her impossibly tight pussy. That cocky grin quickly evaporated into desperation, and I could see it in her eyes again. Some goblin eyes change shape, reflective of whatever their deepest feelings and emotions are. And although she was a half-goblin, Uli possessed such ability.
So, whenever the going was getting particularly good, her pupils would shape into little hearts.
"Oh, fuck—" she whispered, trying to pull me in.
"Um... guys?"
We both turned toward the noise.
"Mara!" we said at the exact same time.
Mara was wide-eyed and was breathing heavily.
"I don't know if this was the plan," she said, watching with rapt attention. "I can go... or..."
Uli and I shared a devilish look with each other before turning back to Mara.
"You can watch..." she said, sliding me into her.
Mara's mouth went wide, and she started to feel herself up.
"That's what you like, right?" I asked, pushing another few inches inside.
Uli was so fucking tight that I worried if it was going to fit. But she was so wet and ready that she split apart with ease.
"Oh, yes..." Mara whispered, touching herself through the gaps in the walls.
"I wonder what he's going to do," Uli said breathlessly. "Fuck me straight in the air?"
My hands wrapped around her butt cheeks as she said that and shoved the last bit inside her. Uli squealed, burying her head in my neck as I thrust into her.
"Maybe I should press her up against the bed?" I smiled at Mara.
Mara bit her lip flush in the face as she started fingering herself more voraciously.
"Oh God, Asher. Fuck her right in the air," she begged.
I continued thrusting into Uli, pulling her out before yanking her back down on my cock. "Ohhhh, oh, fuck!" I could hear Uli moan with a mix of fear and excitement.
"What do you think?" I asked, kissing Uli's neck and biting her ear. "Oh, fuck!"
Holy shit, this felt so good. We both stared at each other huskily as I slowly began to pull Uli out before thrusting back in. As I pushed her back down, we both hitched our breaths in perfect unison.
"Faster," she said. Her voice was part begging and part command.
I picked up the pace, and she started to grind her hips back and forth.
"Faster."
I continued to speed up, fucking her at full force. We could hear Mara moaning to herself, watching as I ravaged Uli.
"C-come on, Big Guy," Uli grinned. "I can take it... Oh, fuck!"
I started to push her onto my cock faster and faster, slamming my hips into her as I felt her tight pussy warbling and spasming uncontrollably.
"Oh, fuck, that's it!" she screamed, kissing me over and over.
Uli's long nails scratched through my hair, and she pulled me in, kissing me hard. Her fangs pierced the side of my mouth, and I could feel her tongue entering my mouth while I continued fucking her as hard as possible, filling the room with the sounds of our carnal pace. Her nails dug into my shoulders, and the whole world started to melt into nothing until it was just us.
Uli's usually cocky attitude had devolved entirely into a desperate, slutty face. Every muscle in her body contracted in pleasure as her dark green and white tattoos glowed.
"Tell me," I grunted, feeling her cum on my cock over and over. "Was it intentional to have your tattoos look like garter belts?"
I pinned her to the wall that Mara was watching us through, thrusting up against the wall over and over. Uli screamed, digging her claws into my arm.
"M-maybe..."
"Tell the truth," I demanded.
As I thrust into her, more and more wood splintered and cracked.
"Oh, fuck!"
We could hear Mara squealing on the other side.
"I'm cumming!" Mara panted, watching the show through the few holes in the wall.
"Yeah?" I said cockily. "How about you, Uli? Do you like doing this in front of Mara?"
"Yes!" She screamed, humping me and trying to wrap her ankles behind me. "I've b-been cumming! I-I love it!"
"Well, how about this!?"
I pulled Uli tight into my arms, grabbing at a hole in the wall and yanking it back.
Crash!
All the holes and cracks blasted away, giving Mara an unobstructed view of the action. Her room was messy with weapons gear and maintenance equipment. Mara, meanwhile, was splayed out on her bed, fingering herself and toying with her clit, desperately watching us.
My eyes turned back to Uli's. Her breathing was ragged; she looked at me with the cutest look of utter desperation.
"I'm going to cum inside you," I said to Uli quietly.
"Gods yes," She begged. "Do it, you fucking animal."
Without warning, I started thrusting again as hard as possible and pausing at every thrust.
"Our great leader is ordering me to, huh?"
"You're so in for it, Asher," Uli said, trying to sound threatening.
As I continued pounding into her, I could tell I was at my limit. It all happened with barely any time to react, and I slammed her back down onto me. Grabbing both of her ass cheeks, I came hard.
"Oh Gods," she cooed. "I could feel twitching!"
I came inside of her balls deep, and Uli's voice completely disappeared, and all she could do was claw my back while biting her fangs into my shoulder.
"Aaaaahh!" I let out a satisfied groan, holding her there and shooting every drop deep inside her.
But as I did, I could feel a slight tingle on my leg, and I looked down and saw Mara looking up at me desperately, directly under my crotch, with her mouth wide open.
"Should we give Mara the taste?" I asked raggedly.
Uli was still buried in my neck, removing her fangs.
"S-sorry for biting you..."
"It's okay, Uli."
"....Give her a taste," Uli whispered just loud enough to be heard. "She's been a good girl."
I pulled out from Uli and sat her on top of the shaft. I was still stiff, and Mara immediately swallowed my cock, gulping the last few drops. Her face was flushed as she stared me in the eyes, moving her head up and down.
Bang! Bang! Bang! 
I could hear a thundering knock on the opposite wall of Mara's room.
"Would you three keep it down!? Fucking hell..."
Mara kept my entire cock inhaled inside of her as she licked my balls, looking at me. Hopefully.
"Well, I guess I got some magic left in me..."




Chapter 14

Xaliasday Morning, 21st of Zholn, Year 678, 4th Age
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The following day we were all awakened by a sharp rapping on the door.
Knock, knock, knock!
"Get up."
It was Giezha.
"Shit!" I said, bolting up from between Mara and Uli. "I'm coming!" I said, heading over to the door.
Before I could open the door, it slammed open, and I saw Giezha.
Whoa.
Rather than her traditional, shabby black robes with gold and silver stars and her witch's hat, she looked completely different. Instead, she wore a white and orange robe that cut off on her left side under her armpit and cloth bindings around her chest. Her normally wild hair had been slicked back and braided into a tight knot down her back. She'd also gotten some ink.
"We need to go," she said emotionlessly.
Her face had white and red tattoos and markings down her neck and arm. They looked remarkably similar to those that Thra'lin was wearing.
"It's time," she said, staring me in the eyes. "I hope you're ready for this."
Uli and Mara were sitting on the bed, scratching their eyes and seeing what was happening.
"Oh, geez, is it time already?" Mara asked. "We need to—"
"No," Giezha put a hand up. "None may watch during the first round."
"First round?" I asked.
Giezha ignored my question and motioned for me to follow.
"We'll return in the evening. Please wait for us until then,"
"What do I need to wear?" I asked, getting clothes from my bags.
"Something you don't mind getting ripped apart."
I quickly put a loose white and red tunic and baggy pants underneath my coat. Before we left, we stopped at Giezha's room, down the hall from us. It was a large room that she had made by combining the room next to it and tearing down the wall. She pulled out several wads of soft fabric and melted wax.
"Give me your shirt," she said.
"What?"
"Just do it."
I pulled off the shirt, and she quickly slathered the insides with the wax and then filled it with the fabric.
"Wait, what are you…?"
Giezha looked at me seriously. "I'm saving your life, probably." She said, sticking on the padding and putting it back on.
"What is this stuff?"
I expected the shirt to be incredibly heavy and hot, but it felt cooler and just as light. Giezha nodded as we walked out.
"Snowsheep wool," she said as we left the building. "It's excellent padding and won't overheat you during the fight."
"Where'd you get it?"
"Traded it with a farmer back in Naled for some work that needed done around one of his shrines. I… thought you'd need some help." She looked at me. "How's your aura doing?"
I bit my lip. "Not great since the other night."
"I figured as much… Hopefully we'll be able to see Boronos first. He might be able to help."
We walked across the snowy village road and hills in silence. I was tempted to remove the coat as heat exuded from Giezha like an oppressive wave. She was like standing next to an oven.
"You know when I say that you're hot, this isn't normally what I mean." I joked.
She just stared forward, but I could see a grin tracing the sides of her mouth.
"We're going to be okay," I said, brushing my hand on her arm.
Giezha nodded her head as we entered the village. The border was easy to see, with all the ice and snow melted completely, leaving patchy grass and barren dirt. There was a surprising amount of buzz going on as everybody talked and joked with each other.
"My money is on Boronos."
"It's got to be the chief himself. How many challenges has the old man survived?"
"That human is in for a nasty surprise."
As we walked by, they noticed us and switched to hushed tones.
"I did hear about something going on in the mountains though. He had something to do with it."
There was a large group of goliaths, all wearing similar markings on their faces and arms as Giezha. Sprouting out through the top of them, we could see Boronos. His markings were white lines from his left hand across his chest and over to his right. He also had black vertical lines from his waist up to his eyes.
"Ah, you've arrived," he said, looking in our general direction with a tranquil smile. However, it broke momentarily when he looked directly at me. "Are you…?"
I gave him a thumbs up. "I'm good," I said, tightening my stomach against the pain in my gut.
The other goliath eyed me dangerously. Most were men, but many women had joined in on this challenge, including one staring absolute daggers at Giezha. Giezha noticed it and looked over to the goliath woman. Her hair was a rusty red and tied in a braid like Giezha's. However, hers was a bit shaggier.
"Giezha," the woman said, looking up slightly. She was way taller than I was, but Giezha probably had a head on her.
"Sister."
"Sister?" I said, turning into the woman. "Any other family I need to know about?"
Rather than wearing a robe like many others, she'd elected to go completely bare from the waist up, save for the wrappings around her chest.
"Half-sister," she corrected. "I am Zhayurn."
"Nice to meet you, Zhayurn!" I smiled, extending a hand out.
Zhayurn looked down at me and did not move. "You were surprised to know I exist."
"You think she ever talks about anything?" I joked, pointing my thumb at Giezha.
"I look forward to seeing you in the finals, Giezha," Zhayurn said, ignoring my comment.
"Finals!?" I turned to Giezha and whispered.
Giezha pursed her lips and nodded her head.
"I look forward to our family regaining its honor," She said, staring at her sister.
Zhayurn had nothing to say and simply turned away without acknowledging her comment. Before I could contemplate her rudeness, however, I felt a hand on my shoulder.
"Asher, I believe we must continue your healing," Boronos said quietly. "I fear of what you may have done to yourself in my absence."
"Ah, don't worry," I shrugged. "Just killed a Mountain Serpent with Giezha and the others."
A few eyes turned toward us, and everybody went silent. I looked around with a shit-eating grin as Giezha clenched her jaw but said nothing. Boronos was aghast at my claim while I watched the others shift around. Not gonna be such an easy win now, is it assholes?
"I mean, we did…"
"Liar!" One of them shouted. The man pushed through to get in my face. He was tall and extremely bulky, lacking in definition, with an orange tint to his skin. His head was completely shaved, with a broad square face and a squashed nose.
"If you think your stories will save you, human, you are very much mistaken. Just as you are to even challenge the great leader."
Great leader? I thought to myself.
"Right, my bad," I said, sarcastically putting my hands up. "Apologies."
The orange goliath's eyes went wide, and his nostrils flared. "Don't you push your palms at me!"
"He doesn't know that's a challenge," Giezha said.
The man turned and looked at Giezha, squinting his eyes. He looked like he would say something but simply sucked in his teeth and stood his ground.
"Now, now Hoq'tun be civil!" Came the jovial voice of Zha'lin. He walked through the crowd as it parted way for him with these. "It's so good to have my daughter and our esteemed guest, Asher Merrick join us!" He put both of his hands on Giezha's shoulders and smiled. "I'm looking forward to seeing you compete. We shall begin immediately!"
Everyone grinned and began jostling for position, sharing evil, cocky looks. Boronos started to speak before Zha'lin plowed right through him.
"I shall explain the process for our younger members and recent guests," he made an exaggerated gesture to me and smiled. I felt embarrassed as others laughed at my ignorance. Zha'lin's voice boomed with magical energy, reverberating around.
"As an open challenge. Any who seeks to compete merely stand here in this circle and say that they challenge for the chiefdom. In doing so, they shall challenge not only for the rank of chief in this clan." He paused, and I could see him looking past everyone. When I turned my head, I could barely see a goliath watching through a tent. I recognized that as Thra'lin. "…They will also control the fate of the previously challenged."
Oh shit. I realized the only way we could guarantee the safety of Thra'lin was if Giezha or I won.
"Should we not continue with the spiritual awakening and the blessing of the grounds?" Boronos asked.
Zha'lin laughed and wagged a finger at him now. "Now I believe that the grounds have already been blessed by our elders upon our first arrival to the land itself. Is that not blessing enough?"
A heat wave followed his hand as he gestured, sizzling in the air. Several people dodged away, fearful of getting burned.
"I just believe that it is appropriate to follow the traditions… Chief Zha'lin." Boronos said with a bow.
Zha'lin considered his words for a minute as everybody watched on. It was swelteringly hot now, and I couldn't take this jacket off quick enough.
"Very well, we shall have a public blessing of the lands. Everybody listen! Our elders and our great sage, Boronos, shall receive the gifts that the world has to give us so that we may all interlink our aura in a great chain, unbroken in the universe."
Everybody nodded their heads and began to wave their arms in opposite synchronicity, one hand out and going down, the other out and going up as one hand reached for the sky and the other for the ground. They slowly moved them both, meeting at the center of their chests.
I quickly mimicked the motion as Boronos bent down to whisper to me.
"Stay close by, young Asher."
They all began to chant in the goliath tongue. I could recognize a few of the words and sounds they were making from what Giezha had taught me. When I looked, she was doing the same. Her voice was quieter than normal, but I did my best to mimic their words.
Best I could tell, they were asking the world or the sky or something to let them into their domain. But as I did, I could feel the ground beneath me melting. My feet were on fire as the heat continued to build up! I dared not speak lest I find out that it was on fire. Smoke filled my lungs again with the familiar scents of sage and other herbs.
As I did, I tried to focus on the aura of my golden ring. In my mind, spirit, and soul, I centered myself. The harder I focused, the more I could see it. It was cracking all along, with pieces chipping off.
"Breathe…" I reminded myself. As I inhaled the smoke, the golden ring glowed red hot, and molten.
As I exhaled, it cooled, returning to its golden glow. My breathing continued, and I could see hairline cracks receding.
"Breathe in," I reminded myself.
Tiny flecks of gold appeared from the void, attaching to the ring.
"Breathe out."
I could see it! It was repairing with every breath. It was getting better!
"Excellent!" I heard Zha'lin shout. "I believe the ceremonies are complete."
My concentration was somehow forcibly broken, and the ring disappeared. The burning in my stomach felt much better, but I knew I hadn't repaired it. Not even close. If I had to guess, I was still in worse shape than when we'd arrived. I could sense Boronos' disappointment, but he merely nodded his head.
"It's time for the fun!" Zha'lin laughed. "We shall have the combatants raise their hands and speak the challenge in their tongue," he said, winking at me.
Dozens of goliaths raised their hands, chanting the same phrases in Goliath as I repeated it.
"I challenge you Zha'lin for the role of chief," I said loud and clear.
"Very well!" Zha'lin clapped his hands. "The arenas are set?"
"They are, Chief Zha'lin," an old goliath woman said as she shuffled. She wore several robes wrapped over each other and was bent over so severely she was roughly my height. The woman had a long, weathered face and eyes that twinkled black and silver.
She stared at me as she tapped a pendant around her neck three times. With every tap, the ground rumbled and shook. Different sections of the ground were all burning away before the ground evaporated into cubes. As it did, I could feel the ground underneath me as well.
"Whoa!" I said, falling.
The ground underneath me evaporated, and I fell ten feet onto a hard stone floor.
"The hell was that?" I grumbled, looking at the arena.
It had been carved with incredible precision. When I knocked on it, it almost sounded like wood.
It's like she transmuted its properties, and underneath me was a complete stone ground.
A harsh voice appeared behind me. "Enough standing around!" That voice was familiar, and when I turned around, I could see it was the big orange guy with a squashed face. Hoq'tun, I think he was called.
He was squatting, staring straight at me, and he had a large club in his hand with several metal balls extending out from every side.
"Remember!" I heard Zha'lin announcing loudly from up top. "Only the victor may determine the fate of the defeated. Their fate may be life or death, or may he be left to the village itself."
The village itself? I thought to myself.
"So, what they get to decide whether he lives or dies?"
"Oh, I'm not going to let the village decide," Hoq'tun chuckled. I looked around, and nobody was nearby. Nobody else was in the pit. None were watching. We'd been left completely alone.
"Don't got the chief's failure of a daughter to coach you!" he laughed. "Once she loses, nobody will be left to heal you and they can all watch you die, bleeding into the ground."
"Lovely." I said, discarding my coat and pulling out my sword. I'd kept it on underneath my coat, and I felt instant relief with the coat off. The lining Giezha provided felt way better without that extra layer of insulation.
"Fancy looking knife you got!" he shouted.
Hoq'tun uttered a war cry and rushed forward, swinging hard and heavy with his club. I quickly jumped to the side, slashing upward to keep him at a distance. His club slammed down where my head had just been sending rocks splintering up into the air.
I sliced up at his face, but he turned, batting my sword away.
"Shit."
He spun to his right in a wide arc, attacking from his left side and my right. I tried to dodge backward, but I felt the arena's wall. It was smaller than I was used to. At the very last second, I ducked underneath his attack as it crashed into the wall.
"Slippery piece of shit," he grumbled, stomping at me.
"Whoa!" I dodged his attacks as he yanked his club out from the wall. I rolled forward, jumping into the center of the arena.
"Going to need to be faster than that! He laughed maliciously.
"Oh yeah? I said, keeping my sword pointed. "I'm just getting started."
"And I'm just getting him warmed up!"
His eyes lit up with fire, and I could feel the heat radiating off him. That's not good. I jumped backward to dodge his attack as he moved faster than before. Careful to move left and right, his swings crashed into the ground, each a near miss that sent rubble flying into the air.
Each attack went from a clumsy heavy swing to fast, deadly, precise blows aimed at my joints. I parried each attack doing my best to dodge it away. I need to get a new shield already! Every attack moved me toward the other, backing me into the corner.
"Ain't got nothing but a toothpick. Do ya?" he laughed.
"Whoa!"
He threw one of his hands forward, grabbing my hand with the sword as his other swung with the club. I managed to twist out of his grasp and jumped, flying high into the sky. However, I was instantly stopped as something bounced me straight back onto the ground.
Wham!
I hit the ground hard, nearly bouncing my head off the stone. Luckily, the padding on my jacket had taken a chunk of the damage for me. "Oh fuck…" I groaned, feeling my ribs.
I looked up, and I could see a shimmer in the sky.
"You're boxed in here with me, human," he laughed.
"Yeah?" I said, struggling to my feet. My leg was damaged, and it was hard to put any weight on it. "You sure about that?"
"No rules on how I beat you. I can kill you any way I want," he said, cracking his knuckles. "And I think I'll go with my bare hands."
My sword was on the ground as he dropped his club. The club landed with a 'thunk,' he did; I could see small fractures in the stone under his club.
"Any way we want, huh?" I asked, holding my ribs.
"Yeah, now hold still."
"Okay!" I grinned. With an explosion of mana, I screamed out a series of incantations. My hands were covered in green and white runes. For a moment, he was confused before charging in. But he looked down as something caught his leg, and the ground started to rumble.
"What are you—"
Giant roots exploded from the walls and ground, snapping onto his arms and legs.
"How dare you use arcane magic!"
"Didn't say I couldn't," I grunted, trying to conjure more roots to restrain him.
Hoq’tun ripped at the roots on his arms and legs, sending wood splintering and flying. "You dare desecrate our lands with your magic? With your presence? With your filthy—"
Power! He was so distracted by the wooden roots that he didn't notice I'd closed the gap. I leaped off one of the roots high up in the air, punching him directly in the eye.
"Ahhhh!"
"Funny thing," I said, grabbing him by the head and flipping him over my shoulder.
Yanking as hard as I could and using his weight against him, he landed on the ground face first, sending all the rock and debris up and into the air. "Those weren't any roots!" I laughed. "Just a little illusion."
I flipped him over and pinned his shoulders to the ground with my knees punching him in the face.
Wham!
His face was hard like stone but still crunched up from the blow. The back of his head smacked the stone while I continued wailing him.
"And I was taught…" Pow! "By Giezha Nightstrike…" Pow! "The best fucking teacher of magic in the world." 
Pow! Pow! 
Blood began to splatter with each successive hit. He tried to grab and kick at me, nearly flipping me off him. But as he did, I rolled to the side and grabbed his arm, pinning my foot into his throat.
"Yield!" I shouted.
"N-never," he choked.
He started standing up with his core strength, trying to lift me.
"Yield!" I shouted again.
He was standing up now, ready to throw me down. He lifted me up above his head, attempting to powerbomb me.
"Die!"
Twiiist CRACK!
"Aaaaahh!" he screamed as I yanked his arm out of the socket, breaking it at the elbow and the wrist.
I fell off him, stumbling back to my feet.
"Aaaaaaahhh!" His arm hung limply at a disgusting, obtuse angle.
Seeing my chance, I quickly ran up and drop-kicked him in the side of his left leg.
Snap!
He screamed, falling to the ground. His leg came down awkwardly, and I could hear several pops and another break in his leg.
"Aaaaaaahhhhh!" He screamed out in pain, unable to grab at his shredded knee. "Oh Gods!" His voice was shrill and terrified, looking at his broken body.
I kicked his club out of the way and grabbed my sword, dragging it across the stone. It sparked maliciously as I felt the magic from Ihena, the Goddess of Dreams, fill it with its magical energy.
I gently placed the tip of the blade at his forehead, pressing down with my right hand. I looked at him with a dark and evil expression.
"You are defeated," I said. "Yield. Or die."
He closed his eyes and gritted his teeth, still holding onto his arm. As he lay there defenseless, I could see the pain and failure mixing in his mind.
"I am defeated," he admitted. "I… I yield."
As I raised my sword to the sky, I paused and nodded.
"Good. Hey! Is anybody out there?" I said, sheathing my weapon. "He admits defeat. Does that mean I choose whether he lives or dies?"
A few of the non-combatants came over and looked on.
"Hoq'tun was defeated?" They whispered to each other. "That's impossible!"
"One of our strongest warriors…"
"Hey!" I said, waving to them. "I pick whether he lives or dies. Right? Or do you guys?"
They all stopped talking and looked at me.
"It is up to the clan to heal him if you choose." One of them said, still in disbelief.
Hoq'tun lay there completely motionless, watching me in astonishment and fear.
I stopped and thought about it. "Would you guys heal him? Would you heal him if I gave you the choice?"
"I… what?" They all stood there, watching me, unanswering.
When they wouldn't answer me, I returned to the Hoq'tun and sat down.
"Hey," I stared at him. "I need you to give me the honest answer. Would they heal you if I gave them the choice?"
Hoq'tun's eyes wavered, staring at me. "For losing to a human in the defense of the title of chief?" He said, his voice caught in his throat. "I do not… I am not sure."
I nodded my head. Sounded like there wasn't a shot in hell.
"I choose that he lives!" I said, after a moment and turning to the onlookers. "Can I get some help getting him out of here?"
No sooner than I said that, the ground began to shake as it lifted to the sky. The stone began to melt back into the dirt and the grass beneath until it became perfectly level with the ground. I saw the elder tapping her pendant as she looked at me.
"Strange you are…" she then turned back to a few goliaths wearing similar clothes. "He is to be healed as declared by the victor."
A few were already working on several other goliaths that had been severely beaten. Some of them looked barely recognizable. Others had deep gashes in their arms and chest. Another looked like he'd lost an eye. A few others, however, lay on the ground as I could hear combat in a few other arenas.
"What's going on with them?" I asked the elder, pointing to the ones left alone.
"They've been left to the clan."
"Has… anybody been outright killed yet?" I asked.
They all shook their heads, clearly focused on other things.
"It is uncommon."
Okay, that's good. I thought to myself. However, as I looked at the ones left alone, it was clear they wouldn't get any help. One of the goliaths looked at me curiously, and I motioned toward him. The goliath approached me cautiously.
"Can I heal the others?"
The goliath looked at me like I was crazy. "Can you what?"
"Can I heal them?" I asked again. "I'm not part of the clan, but I'm fighting for this title." I said awkwardly.
"Aha!" came the laughter of Zha'lin. He walked over towards us, looking completely unscathed. "Oh, young Asher! You did well to defeat one of my lieutenants. Are you asking to heal the defeated and weak?"
"Yeah…?" I said with an uncomfortable laugh.
I half expected a long-winded answer, but Zha'lin merely shrugged. "So be it. You have my express permission."
He clapped me on the back so hard it felt like I'd been hit by one of the clubs Hoq'tun threw at me. Running back to my coat, I quickly grabbed healing potions and headed toward the wounded goliaths.
One of them was a goliath woman with a severely broken nose and a blackened face.
"Ooh, who'd you fight against?" I asked, tipping the potion into her mouth.
"Zhayurn…" she groaned. "What is this healing? I…"
As she continued drinking the potion, the wounds began to close, and her face began to clear. Her puffed-up eye returned to normal, and she looked at me.
"You!" She jumped up before falling back to the ground. "What are you doing? I was left to the clan!"
"Your chief said I could do this if I so chose," I said, handing her the rest of the potion.
"You're not going to die, so if you'd like, you can sip this and get back to normal."
The woman's eyes dulled over as she looked to the village, watching the rest of the battles. "So, I was left by my clan then..."
"They just hadn't gotten to you yet." I argued.
As the goliath began sipping the potion, she nodded and stumbled away. I quickly started healing all the others, getting in and out before they realized who was actually doing the healing. None of the goliaths said anything as I quickly emptied my ration of potions.
"Hragh!" After finishing up, I could hear the sound of Giezha fighting, and I quickly ran over.
I just realized I hadn't seen her yet! She must have still been fighting somebody. Probably someone big and… oh dear. 
When I got to her pit, there were several other onlookers, including Boronos and her father, Zha'lin. Down below, I could see Giezha wasn't fighting someone. She was fighting two people at the same time.
"Die!" One of 'em shouted, swinging a giant sword as the other attacked the opposite side with a club similar to the one that I fought against.
Giezha dodged them, rolling through the attacks like water, but I noticed her staff wasn't with her. I turned and realized that Boronos was holding it, watching her studiously.
"You got this, Giezha!" I shouted, cheering her on. She turned and looked at me, and her eyes went wide. For the briefest moment, she smiled before quickly returning to the battle. The two goliaths continued attacking her in tandem, ignoring each other.
"Why is this a three-person fight?" I asked.
"It was an odd number of competitors," Boronos said. "Giezha offered to fight them both at the same time."
Their attacks were wild and much less controlled than the ones that Hoq'tun had fought. I could feel the heat radiating from them both, using their aura and pouring every bit of their strength and speed into the fight.
Giezha, however, remained untouched, moving each of them toward another. She would dodge the first attack and push him into his would-be opponent.
"She doesn't have a weapon?" I asked.
"Doesn't need one!" Zha'lin said proudly. "Observe."
Given a little space, Giezha was in the opposite corner after entangling them. Both were breathing heavily, covered in minor cuts, scrapes, and bruises. An explosion rocketed from Giezha, and I didn't just feel heat radiate from her. It felt like a fire was pouring over me.
"Gah," I nearly dropped to my knees from the heat when Boronos' hand touched my shoulder.
As he did, my whole body was practically encased in ice as the sensation crawled over my body, combating the burning heat. Several other goliaths were forced backward from her display.
"Hahhhhh!" Giezha's hair lifted, and I saw a faint purple aura around her.
"Giezha…" I whispered to myself. "When did—"
She disappeared in a gray and purple blur.
Boom! 
I heard a giant crash on the opposite side of the arena, and Giezha was holding both of them by the chest, burying them in the ground.
"Hahh!"
She screamed again, jumping back, and throwing them into the air. When they reached where the ground would've been, I could see the shimmering energy I had observed in my encounter. They bounced straight to the ground, slamming down into the stone. Their heads bounced off the ground, landing awkwardly. Neither of them moved as Giezha stood over both of them. She was breathing heavily, her chest heaving up and down, but otherwise completely untouched.
"Winner!" Zha'lin shouted.
"As the victor for this fight. I declare that both of them be healed," she said as the ground lifted them up.
The village healers quickly swooped in and began healing Giezha's defeated opponents.
"That was amazing!" I said, running up to her.
Rather than say anything, Giezha also ran up to me and wrapped me in a vice-grip hug.
"You did good, Asher," She whispered.
"You too!" I laughed. "I guess that means we're in the next round?"
"Haha! That is exactly what it means!" I could hear Zha'lin laughing. "Jubilee, ladies and gentlemen, members of our clan! We have won the day! Tonight, we feast and revel in our victory!" He looked around at the crowd, rapt with attention. "I'd say we honor our dead. But for the first open challenge in a long, long time… there are none that have perished!"
There was murmuring as everyone looked around, realizing his words were true.
"Did you have something to do with that?" Giezha whispered in my ear.
I grinned as Zha'lin started going off in a series of stories. "I mean, only maybe definitely."
Giezha laughed to herself. "You are one stubborn man, Asher Merrick… Maybe this won't be so bad."
Oh, how wrong she was…




Chapter 15

Xaliasday Evening, 21st of Zholn, Year 678, 4th Age
The clan threw a celebratory feast in honor of the victors. Unlike the previous feast, which was a loose configuration, everybody sat in designated areas. All the victors, including myself, Boronos, Giezha, Zha'lin, and Zhayurn, sat in a circle eating spiced venison from the deer slaughtered by their hawks. About a dozen others were joining us as well.
As I bit into the deer, it was spiced, quite interestingly. It was spicy and smoky but had an odd sweetness to it. Not like barbecue, but more… syrupy almost.
"How are you liking it, son?" Zha'lin asked, interrupting someone's story of their triumph.
"It's… good," I said, holding a deer rib.
"To think that there were no casualties!" he chortled. "Quite the feat of mercy, I would say.”
"Quite the feat of unity, even," Boronos suggested sipping a bowl made of deer broth.
"Agreed," Zha'lin simply laughed. His eyes flitted over to Boronos and Giezha, sitting opposite us.
"My combatant was insufficient, Father," Zhayurn said, staring a hole in Giezha. "I hope to face stiffer competition before the final."
"Yes, indeed…" Zha'lin murmured, scratching his chin, sounding almost bored by Zhayurn. "Asher, the woman you healed… I assume you made friends with her before?"
"They weren't my friend," I said, shaking my head. "You gave me permission to heal who I pleased, did you not?"
Everyone's eyes turned to Zha'lin. "Hmmm, yes. I was under the impression that she was a close friend of yours."
I shook my head. "Only person that I'm truly close with here would be Giezha."
I locked eyes with Giezha, and we both smiled, her cheeks blushing slightly. Surprisingly, Zha'lin had very little to say afterward as the meal continued. When not talking of their own combat, most were speaking about the efficiency of Giezha and the impressive brutality with which Zhayurn dispatched her opponent.
"To think my opponent sat upon the lowest cloud of death before descending back to the land," Zhayurn said, smirking at me. "It's interesting."
"Yeah. Interesting's a word for it," I said cocking an eyebrow.
"And who did you combat, human?
"The name's Asher, by the way." I said, annoyed.
"Asher bested Lieutenant Hoq'tun," Giezha finished for me.
"Hoq'tun?!"
Everybody's eyes darted back to me.
"He was skilled," I said, nodding my head. "But he was a bit slow with his movements. He wasn't ready for illusions either."
"You used arcane magic?" One of them asked.
I shrugged. "Wasn't told I couldn't. Did Giezha?"
Everybody turned back to her.
"No, definitely not!"
"She didn't even bother with a weapon."
Giezha simply nodded her head before returning to her meal in silence. Zhayurn glowered at her half-sister, clenching her cloth in her fist. The conversations continued without much to say beyond the basic measuring up of everybody. There were sixteen people left in the challenge.
Despite my experience with Boronos, I felt confident I could help save Giezha's brother Thra'lin. Once we finished eating, Giezha quickly got us out of there.
"Well, that was terrifyingly awkward," I laughed.
"Indeed…"
"You were seriously impressive, Giezha!"
"Oh, please," she said, batting my compliment down. "They were the youngest competitors and severely unprepared.”
"It was still two on one. And they were about as fast as the guy I fought."
Giezha looked at me seriously. "The man you fought was one of Father's closest friends and a powerful lieutenant."
"I just don't think he was ready for the magic," I shrugged. "But come on! They didn't even lay a scratch on you!" I walked ahead of her and turned, facing her. "And you never told me you had such control over your aura! Or that you could even use it!"
Giezha looked away, walking past me. "It's not something I like to use."
"Why?"
Giezha didn't turn, looked at me, and continued walking. "Because it reminds me of this place."
"Right…" I said awkwardly, watching her march back to Bouldergulf.
As I did, a jerebo crawled on the top of my head. It was the same as before, with an odd color combination. His fur was mostly white with streaks of coppery-brown racing along like a broken eggshell.
"Well, hey little buddy," I said, looking at the tiny rodent. "Come to join the fun?"
He made a bed in my hair and crawled around to fall asleep.
"Well, this is awkward…"
Back at the draft house, we quickly gave everybody the rundown. Giezha apologized for not letting them join but explained that it was for sacred purposes. I tried to skip over the brutality of my fight, but Mara demanded details on how I took him down in hand-to-hand combat.
"Well, we still should be able to sneak in or something next time," Uli grumbled. "What if they attack Asher?"
Giezha looked at me, panicked. "I… didn't consider that to be honest."
"I could take 'em," I said, scratching the jerebo. He was still snoozing on my head.
"Why do those things like you?" Giezha said in disgust.
"Everything likes me!" I laughed.
"Well, he's probably going to get scared once we go looking for whatever that monster is." Kiersa said, stroking the jerboa's tiny head.
"Oh yeah," I said. "Speaking which, how's Sal taking the news?"
"He said that he can't guarantee that we'll be staying after the ship arrives, but it's not due for a while," Uli said, reading scrolls on local animals. "Something tells me most of the clan or the guild won't be keen to join us anyways."
"They will if they want a split of the profits!"
"Sounds like it's going to be a competition," Mara added as we geared up.
I took the jerebo into my room and sat him at the windowsill, leaving it open. The day was warmer than usual, and I figured, what's a little snow drift between friends? He napped peacefully at the windowsill as I turned to leave.
"Hope to see you later, bub!"
With the evening approaching, we all met outside the town square, ready to make our rounds. Brody's team decided to take the night off, but a few others joined in. The streets were mostly empty, and as I looked around, I could see a few goliaths off on the edges. They were either there to harass everybody or keep an eye on things. I made a point to wave at them exuberantly, which got them to fuck off back to the clan village.
"Should we start interviewing the farmers?" Kiersa asked Uli.
"That's the plan. She nodded. "Once we find out how far these attacks have spread, we'll know where to look. Might be able to find tracks too."
After asking around, we found a couple of farmers out on the outskirts of the village that had reportedly been attacked by the mysterious creature.
"Couldn't tell you what it was," the old man wheezed, shaking his head. "One minute, having dinner with the wife.
"The next, we hear all the chickens screaming, bloody murder!" his wife added. She had orange hair that she kept nervously twisting in a long braid.
"And when we went out to check after the noise, we tried to go catch it! But it was long gone before we could hit it with the hammer," the farmer grimaced, looking over the small enclosure where the chickens had been kept.
All around the ground, we could see traces of blood and viscera. All the remaining chickens had been brought back into their coop.
"Any ideas on where to look for tracks?" Uli asked.
"I think I got this," Giezha said, tapping her staff several times.
A red light began to emit from the feather tops, and she pointed it toward the ground.
"Nice!" I said, excited to see her red light spell again.
As she floated the light over the ground, tracks started to form, and we could see heavier droplets of blood that had dried on the ground.
"That is such a cool spell that you invented," Mara said, inspecting the ground.
Blood marks were going off in several directions in a long swinging arc. Walking around, we did our best to try to create a path. The only problem was how erratic and wild the blood had spattered.
"Looks like whatever it was, caught a chicken and just started swinging it around." Uli noted. "Look at the way that they're all in these semi-circle."
Brutal indeed.
"You picking up anything, Kiersa?" I asked.
Kiersa scratched her head, clutching a moonstone, and began praying. "Great goddess Ihena. Give us the light. Great goddess, Ihena! We need your sight. May we find these killers and we find this blight, may we bring them justice. This holy night."
Her eyes began to glow a bright white, and the moonstone began to sizzle in her hands. Kiersa looked around as her eyes emitted a soft white glow. The white aura began mixing with Giezha's red light.
"Look!" I pointed.
Where her light mixed with Giezha's, we could see it forming a smoke pattern. The smoke coalesced into a moving shapeless cloud. But it had… appendages! And a head! It had four legs standing on the ground.
"Get deeper into the light!" Uli said, urging Kiersa into the center.
When Kiersa walked into the center of the light, we could see more of it in detail as several chicken-shaped clouds formed.
"It's hard to tell what that main thing is though…"
The largest smoke creature, the size of a mastiff, grabbed several chickens and began jumping around the air, swinging wildly. Even in smoke form, the bits of viscera and blood splattering the ground were a brutal sight.
After it finished destroying the chickens, we watched as the creature stopped and bolted off toward the fields. It disappeared outside the red light."
"Follow it,” Uli urged. We all turned and ran into winter wheat fields chasing after it.
The smokey creature would dart in and out of the light as we tried to follow it, but it was fast. Really fast. Only when both the light from Giezha's staff and Kiersa's aura caught the creature's path would we see it.
It wasn't until we made it through the field's entirety and up against the edge of the pine forest that we eventually lost it.
"Dammit!” We could only see its smokey trail flowing off in the distance… If we were just a little bit faster.
"I don't know…" Kiersa gasped on her hands and knees. "I went about as fast as I could. And my magic's running out… I don't know how much more I can ask the goddess for guidance. I-I can try though."
"Let's check another place," I suggested.
After finishing up our investigation and collecting whatever feathers we could, we took a few sketches of the imprints on the ground. They weren't perfect, though. Whatever this creature was, it was much lighter than it looked.
The other farm was clear on the other side of town, roughly between the cave system and the goliath village. We were all surprised when a friendly but very tall face awaited us and meditated on a large stone.
"Boronos?" I said, surprised.
"Good to see you, Giezha and Asher," he nodded. "Ladies," Boronos smiled at all of us. "I hope you don't mind, but I heard that there were some issues going on with a creature of sorts."
"Yes. But, it's with the village of Bouldergulf." Giezha said suspiciously.
"I'm aware," he nodded.
"So why join us?" Uli asked her hand on her knife. "We haven't had a lot of great experiences with the goliaths and well…"
"You nearly killed our boyfriend," Kiersa finished, stepping between me and Boronos.
"Right…" he laughed with just a hint of awkwardness. "That's actually part of the reason I'm here."
"So get to that part." Mara said, eyeing him up.
Boronos raised up his middle and indexed finger with a smile. "Number one, I seek to aid Asher in his rehabilitation and understanding of the aura. And number two…" he pointed off toward the farm.
"I've worried that this creature could attack the goliath village as well. Others may see themselves as impervious, indefatigable even." Boronos, he pursed his lips, the words on the tip of his tongue. "But that might not be true."
They didn't look quite convinced, but I shrugged.
"Hey, if it means fixing my aura, I'm all for it, sir." I pulled out a hand to shake his as it engulfed me again.
Nobody was particularly thrilled, but we walked out toward the next farmer.
"Damn thing got couple of the sheep," a skinny orc farmer grumbled. "Thankfully it wasn't hungry enough for cows, and Oron scared it off. Otherwise, I'd be starving for the winter."
"Why would you starve?" Boronos asked.
The old farmer scowled at him.
"Too much of the grazing land's been taken over. Cows can't eat enough to keep themselves fed without barging into my neighbors."
We apologized for the attack against his creatures and quickly moved into the investigation. He was an open-field farmer and animal handler. Most of his sheep were cowering in a barn while a particularly nasty-looking three-horned bull stood to watch.
"Oh shit," Uli said nervously. "That thing's nasty."
"A creature to be feared?" Boronos surmised. "May I?"
We weren't sure what he meant, but he walked ahead with his hands on his hips.
"Allow me to assuage your fears," he said, gently releasing and putting one hand out. The bull snorted and charged, bellowing as it pointed its front horn to gore Boronos.
"Moooa!"
"Boronos, look out!" I was about to jump forward when Giezha stopped me.
The bull rushed him down as Boronos stood perfectly still. Right as it was about to spear him. He grabbed the bull by the skull. Just missing its attack, the bull was stopped completely in place. As the bull strained, Boronos squeezed gently. A shimmer of radiant heat emitted from his hand, and we watched as the bull's eyes went across, and it began to stumble.
"Ahhh, there we go…" Boronos smiled, releasing his grip.
The bull took several steps back before shaking its head.
"Moo?" it said gently.
He turned to us and smiled.
"We should be fine for our next investigation this evening."
This investigation went much the same as the last. We inspected the blood patterns, looked for the smoke creature, and tried to chase the culprit down. However, Boronos showed his true colors after the creature escaped yet again. Guiding me away from the others as they searched the grounds, trying to retrace the smoky creature's path again.
"I apologize, Asher, but I must speak with you alone."
"What for?" I asked.
"I think that you need to control this power better, and I'd like to aid in your rehabilitation. I would like to see you more regularly before the next competition."
"More regularly?” I asked.
"Yes, you ring is highly damaged." He looked me up and down, and I could see the crease in his eyes that told me everything I needed to know.
"It's pretty bad, isn't it?" He nodded his head solemnly.
"Meet me tomorrow so that we might begin a journey toward your mastery of the aura."
"That'd be fine with me! Now let's hurry and help the others."
"I do apologize for arriving under false pretenses, but I needed to help you. You will need the aura to save Thra'lin and Giezha."
I stopped and looked at him weirdly. "Why does Giezha need to be saved?"
They were chasing around the farm in every direction.
"Many reasons," he said. "The aura is not the only sight that I possess. And… I fear for her. I fear that she may need the assistance of her friends at their most powerful and in her most dire time of need."
I nodded, thinking about all the times they'd saved my bacon.
"Sounds good. Let's meet near the docks in Bouldergulf then. Away from my… adoring fans."
"An excellent place, Asher. I will see you tomorrow then."
"Sounds good! I take it, this is the part where you make a quiet exit?"
I waited for a response as I watched the others chasing around. And after not hearing anything, I turned my head. And without a sound, Boronos was gone.
Fuckin' show off…




Chapter 16

Avisday Morning, 22nd of Zholn, Year 678, 4th Age
The first search for the monster led to nothing, unfortunately. No matter how many smoke monsters we formed and how many of them we chased, they all got away in the end. The creature had a way of disappearing into the air. It was… it was weird. It was also the last thing Salvatore wanted us to work on.
"I think we were better off searching the caves." Salvatore announced the next morning. "Feel free to go on this… wild pheasant chase, but it's likely the villagers are conflating a wolf with this."
"Never seen a wolf fly off the way that thing did…" Mara grumbled.
"It might have been able to fly," I suggested.
"Doubtful. Four-legged flying creatures in this area rarely have the same gate in the front as they do in the back." Giezha said, ignoring Salvatore. She wanted home soon; the pile of scrolls she had told me it piqued her interest. "Typically, they're hybrids of birds of some sort."
"You don't… think we let that thing go do you?" Uli asked slowly. "When the cave in happened we—"
"That's enough. Salvatore said with finality. "You've all agreed to help this town. It's admirable, but we have costs that we need to consider!"
"I thought Merrill was going to cover those costs?" I asked suspiciously.
Salvatore gave me a funny look, and he quickly dashed off. "Sorry, kids! I must be off. Meeting with the team leads."
"Why wasn't I invited?" Uli asked, calling out to him.
"Senior team leads!"
"Well's bullshit…" Uli said quietly.
"Oh, it's definitely bullshit," Mara added.
As the day passed, we continued interviewing as many villagers as possible. Some were happy to spill the beans with us, while others were still tightlipped. Nervous about the intruders in the coastal town. The only others that we saw asking around were Brody.
For hours we went around listening to everyone's stories. Some swore the creature was the size of a horse. Others claimed it was a rodent. But no matter what, none of them caught a good look at the creature. The last place we had to investigate was a farmer far off to the west.
"Well," Brody said, stretching out on a hay bale. "I think that it's official. These people don't know what the hell attacked them."
"We could have told you that."
Brody hopped off the haybale and combed his hair through his hands. "Yes, well, either way, good luck with this wild chase they've got you after. I'm going to follow the captain into the caves and see if we might be able to find some loot lying around. That Mountain Serpent was bound to have knocked something loose."
We all looked around at each other sadly.
"Should we do the same?" I asked.
"Probably," Uli sighed. "With the job done and the cave open to everybody, it's going to be a free for all."
"Might find something good!" I said with false optimism.
"I could use a few hours in the dark dank caves surrounded by murderous Crystal snakes to take my mind off things," Giezha deadpanned.
We all stopped and looked at her before laughing.
"You know, I am allowed to tell jokes too, guys."
With no other leads, we headed over to the caves. Giezha would occasionally flash her searching light spell on the ground. We thought there might be an off chance of whatever that thing originated from the cave. However, the only thing it managed to do was attract the attention of a familiar jerebo.
"Copper!" I exclaimed happily.
The little guy came running from one of the tree branches, gliding over and landing on my head.
"You are not taking that thing into a cave," Giezha warned.
"Oh, I'm definitely not taking him into the cave," I said, scooping him up. "He's just been following me around."
Uli looked at me and my on-the-job pet of sorts. "Have you been feeding him or something?"
"Nah, just scratching his little noggin," I said as I scratched his little noggin.
At the caves' entrance, we could hear the other guild members laughing and grumbling to each other deep in the tunnels. Arguments over who should get what and snide comments about our former benefactor.
I sat Copper on one of the stones outside the cave entrance and bid him goodbye.
"Be seeing you in a little bit, Copper. You just wait right here." I patted him on the head several times and handed him a Frostweed, a wintry type of dandelion with leaves like ice crystals.
He held it in his paws, looking at it curiously.
Weird. I thought to myself. I thought jerebo loved Frostweeds…
About halfway down the cave entrance, I threw my hands on my head.
"Shit!" I exclaimed. "I forgot about the thing!"
I looked at Giezha, and she pinched the bridge of her nose.
"You mean with Boronos?"
"Yeah."
"You mean the thing where he's going to heal this massive injury that you have that only he is capable of healing?"
"Y-yeah…"
All four of them face-palmed before shooing me away.
"Go, Asher!" Uli ordered. "We'll pick through everything. Go heal your stupid aura."
I quickly sprinted off in the other direction as Copper watched in confusion. I dashed toward the planned meeting spot between me and Boronos at the docks.
However, he was nowhere to be seen when I made it to the short docks on the water.
"Don't tell me he bailed on me…" I grumbled.
"Hello, young Asher!" I froze solid for a moment in the icy wind as I turned to my left and saw a goliath waving at me.
He wasn't as tall as Boronos but much more muscular, with his rusty red hair jutting into the sky. Oh, great. I thought to myself.
"Hello, Zha'lin," I said, awkwardly waving.
Standing next to him was an elderly bald man who looked to be half-orc and half-human. He had a long wispy mustache, and he had a shaky frailness to him.
"Was just speaking with the village elder," He laughed, clapping the man on his shoulders.
He all but collapsed under the weight of his hand, and I quickly rushed over to help him.
"Are you alright, sir?"
"Yes. Just a little—Not quite as young as I used to be," he grumbled.
"We were just discussing the caves and the recent aggression of my clan members," Zha'lin said cheerily. "I'll be sure to talk with them."
"What happened?" I said, staring at Zha'lin. He said it like two neighbors discussing their yards. "Was it the stuff from a few weeks ago?"
"Oh, no, no. It was just…" Zha'lin coughed and looked off to the sea. "A fishing boat was commandeered by a couple of rowdy drunkard drunk goliaths."
"They threw the men into the ocean into the waters before disappearing with the fish." The old man wheezed.
"I'll be sure to keep an eye out on those fish. We haven't had any shortage of meats, but perhaps they got a bit… rambunctious." Zha'lin stopped and looked at me for a moment smiling as he did. I realized that his teeth had been filed down into sharp points on every tooth.
He practically shoved the old man down the pier now that he was done with him. As the old man left, I stood with Zha'lin in awkward silence. I looked around, desperate for Boronos to appear, so I could get out of this situation.
"I understand you were here to speak with Boronos the great sage of the Nightstrike clan." Zha'lin said conversationally.
"Yeah," I didn't elaborate, but this guy clearly knew what was going on.
"Come," he motioned for me. "Take a walk."
Against my better judgment, we began walking down the short pier, which slowly transitioned into a small cliffside up against the waters.
"You are quite the interesting young man," Zha'lin said, gazing off into the sea instead. "This time a year ago, my people were clear on the other side of the mountain range near Bakil in Nulgat."
"You were?"
"Aye. We had intended to make it here for our yearly pilgrimage, but…" Zha'lin stopped and licked the underside of his teeth. "There were complications."
"I'm sorry to hear that. This land is very sacred isn't it?"
"Not all land is sacred, young one, but yes, these mountains are considered the birthplace of the Nightstrike clan. My great-great-great grandfather first bore the name Nightstrike here under the guise of these very mountains." Zha'lin turned, facing the mountains, clutching his fist. "Before that, we were known as the Sunwalker Clan."
"The Sunwalkers?"
"Yes, it's said we had a propensity for levitation. Flying high in the sky like the ancient beasts themselves." I was about to say something when he interrupted me. "I know that my daughter has told you stories. Stories of the end of her time with our clan, a pause if you will."
"She might've mentioned it."
As he looked off into the ocean, I studied his face. His gaze was serene and unperturbed, but there was a faint energy that I couldn't quite place. It was confusing. It was disconcerting.
"Men make mistakes." He said after a moment. "Mistakes that can cost lives. Do you know of the type I refer to?"
I blinked at his words, and momentarily, I could see a smoking barrel pointed at me. The soft sobs of Anastasia were off in the distance as I faded away into nothing.
"More than you'd expect."
"I seek to mend ties with Giezha. To create a stronger clan, not just for my progeny, but for all of us so that we may greater connect with the world around us so that we may climb the mountains of life together as one."
That put a sour taste in my mouth.
"Then why kill Thra'lin?" I asked.
That gave him pause as he studied my question out at sea. It seemed like he hadn't even considered that part!
"I believe that I may have been mistaken. I worried that he thirsted only for power. To stand on top of his fellow man and call it a mountain." He looked at me. "You have been a reckoning for my people, Asher. Your strength, not just in the physical form, but in character and spirit. And because of that, I fear for you, young Asher."
Zha'lin put a hand on my shoulder, and I took a side step, trying to escape it.
"I fear that Boronos may try to use you."
"Use me?" I asked.
"He was the one that broke your aura, yes?" I swallowed hard at the memory of him slamming me into the ground, and I passed out. Taking my silence for a yes, he continued on. "I believe that he is trying to use you like a pawn in his game of chess."
"Chess?" I asked. That is such a blasé example.
"Well…" he thought about it for a moment. "Perhaps he hopes to make you his seventh swordsmen. You're familiar with the board game, yes?"
God, this guy was patronizing! "I'm familiar," I said, annoyed. "Once you've attained seven swordsmen from rolls of the dice, you're actually allowed to attack the enemy."
"Exactly!" Zha'lin exclaimed, pointing to the sky. "I believe that right now he is rolling the dice on a wild card. On an unknown factor… On an outsider. I worry that Boronos will use you and my daughter to rip this clan apart."
"For what purpose?" I asked, staring him down. This was a bold claim, and so far, he did convince me one bit.
"The merchant who brought you here, Merrill? Well… she's not the only one who seeks the riches of the mountains. Much as your guild has brought an army of their best to find fortune and treasures beyond imagination in that mountain, I fear that the sage would do so as well."
He wouldn't listen to me, so I waited for him to continue.
"There are artifacts of my people long forgotten in the shadows of those stones. If I may…" he put a hand out near my chest. Before I could react, Zha'lin began chanting as his hand made a circle similar to the one that Boronos did when he healed me.
However, I wasn't sure how effective it would be without the sage.
"Focus on the waves," he murmured. "Feel the push and pull of the waters much as the push and pull of life brings you together with your most loved ones before you separate and return."
I tried to move, but something locked me in place, and I could see that ring again. I could feel warm radiance exuding from myself as the waves in my ears flowed back and forth. My aura was still splintered and cracked, floating in the void. But there were tiny flecks of gold again, floating in the nothingness.
I could see the splinters not just disappearing but the ring itself strengthening. I stood there breathing in and out, overwhelmed. As Zha'lin continued to chant, I could feel it in my heart and soul, filling me with the power of the aura.
The broken pieces receded into a sea of water and stars, vines and mountains dipping into that water before popping out bigger and fuller. More and more, my ring was repaired with each breath. It became too much, and I opened my eyes and stepped back.
I stood there feeling invigorated, my heart racing and my chest heaving deep, fulfilling breaths. I wasn't a fan of how he decided to do that, but I couldn't deny it. I hadn't felt this good since the fight with Boronos.
"That was impressive," He smiled, nodding at me. "I can see why Boronos has taken such interest in you. Your acumen for the aura is unlike anything I've ever seen. Even with my daughter."
I shook my head, snapping back to reality. "Which one?" I asked.
"Giezha," he said as if it were obvious.
A large smile traced across his face. "If you speak with Boronos… if he takes you under his wing, I will not think less of you. I simply ask that you keep an open mind to the idea that just because somebody smiles burns some sage and speaks wise words that doesn't make them your friend."
Despite my invigorated feeling, I frowned at him. "I feel like the same could be said of a charismatic leader."
"Haha! Ahhh ha-ha!" Zha'lin laughed, holding his stomach, chuckling from his belly. "Oh, Asher, you have a mind as sharp as nearly as sharp as my daughter too."
Well, that's not true. I thought to myself.
Zha'lin quickly regained his composure. "The next round be one-on-one, leaving with leaving us with only eight competitors."
"Yeah," I said, annoyed. "That's how tournaments work."
Ignoring me complexly, Zha'lin smiled at me like a proud father. "I offer you something. Fight Boronos. Defeat him.
What? I thought. "Thought it was supposed to be random…"
"Request to fight him, Asher! Defend your honor that he stole from you! If you defeat him, I can guarantee that the all the other sages will heal you tenfold what he could."
I grimaced at the idea of being bribed.
"And… I can guarantee the safety of Thra'lin," he added seriously. "You are a noble man, a defender of the meek and tired. You challenged me! The chief of the Nightstrike clan, father of Giezha, a woman who you clearly share a… special relationship with."
I said nothing, biting my tongue.
"If I declare that he's to be saved before the end of this challenge, none will stop it. Even when I'm defeated. To go against a previous chief's order is unheard of. I can guarantee a happy ending for everyone."
He stood there staring at me, waiting for me to speak. But still, I stood silent, watching him.
"Please help me regain time that I lost with my daughter. Help secure the Nightstrike clan and save a man who owes you everything, but you owe nothing."
I took a deep breath soaking in his words and envisioning the aura again. The molten golden ring circled around itself with tiny bits and pieces hovering like debris orbiting a broken planet.
"I'll be honest with you, Zha'lin." I smiled, removing his hand from my shoulder. "I'm going to keep this simple. I'm going to beat you. I'm going to beat anybody who gets in my way. The only person I don't know that I will beat is your daughter. Specifically, Giezha," I added. "But who knows? Maybe I'll fight Zhayurn and she'll beat me, I don't know! But what I do know is that I'm not going to let somebody else tell me what to do."
Zha'lin looked at me, stunned to be rejected outright. However, before he could say anything, I gave a short bow and walked away.
"Have a good evening, Zha'lin."
And with that, I left the chief of the Nightstrike clan at the edge of the waters. As I walked away, I couldn't help but feel not only his eyes staring at me but a massive target I'd put on my back.




Chapter 17

Evlanday Afternoon, 23rd of Zholn, Year 678, 4th Age
It felt more like a mad dash on Black Friday than a search for buried treasure in the depths of the caves. Everybody was bumping into each other, flying around, trying to find something valuable. In the guild, a lot of your living expenses are covered for young adventurers.
It's easy to just sleep and eat at the guild living day by day. But many of the guild members with us that took the trip were older, with either kids on the way or a whole gaggle of them to feed. And that meant having "living expenses covered" didn't cover much. However, the best benefit of being a Red Breaker was the agreed loot system.
Any loot found and kept by a member during a mission was theirs to keep so long as they contributed to "the pile." A collection of trinkets, items, magic scrolls, and other treasures that a guild member found no use for but could be sold later.
The girls were down in the tunnel where I'd chased down the Mountain Serpent. I could hear them as I walked through the original tunnel. Looked like they'd gotten all the ruble moved from there.
"I just don't think we're going to find anything."
"You worry too much, Giezha! This is part of the adventure." Kiersa grunted like she was lifting something heavy.
"No, it's just going to get us thrown off that cliff," I could see Giezha. She was flying around, skirting the edges and inspecting the walls for signs of magic. "What if there's another one of those invisible bridges like the one I had to cross?"
"You mean the one you and Asher crossed?" Mara teased.
"Whatever."
"Hey, she crossed it first," I joked, announcing my presence. "Any luck?"
Uli appeared, hanging upside down and holding herself up with some rope and a piton in the wall. "Not really…This entire area was blown out."
"We were hopeful that something could be stuck in the rubble!" Kiersa and Mara were tossing boulders into the ravine to look for anything that might have been underneath.
"I think I found something!" Kiersa exclaimed.
We all helped move the rubble out of the way and saw a large white object sticking out. It was a giant curved piece of bone, nearly the size of Uli.
"Oh, shit," I muttered. It was a tooth from the Mountain Serpent! "That's pretty big."
Lifting it up, it was pretty heavy with a surprisingly sharp edge.
"What do you think those are?" Giezha asked, pointing to the ground. "Did you move those rocks?"
She pointed underneath where we'd found the broken tooth. The area should have just been even more rocks. Instead, it was completely empty, and there was a hole there!
I leaned down, looking at the hole. "That's weird." I noted.
"Yeah," Kiersa studied the tooth. "I wonder how that could happened?"
"Who knows," Uli shrugged, preparing to climb back up. "From the sound of it. Everything's getting picked clean. Or maybe the serpent bit a hole into the ground."
"We could go back to tunnel four and check out that area we fell into!" I suggested.
"Can you think of one thing to do that isn't monumentally dangerous?"
"Sometimes."
Walking out of the cave, we planned what to do on our next expedition for the monster plaguing the town.
"I think that we might need to consider the idea that it's coming from the forests," Uli said, stretching her arms out.
"Well, we know it went into the forest. Makes sense that's where it's making its home," Mara added.
"Could also be something in the water," Giezha warned.
"I am not getting in there and dying of hypothermia!" Kiersa pouted.
"Didn't plan on it," Uli assured us. "If we can figure out where this thing is coming and going from, we'll be able to set out a trap. So far, it's just been skirting around the edge of town."
"Maybe Boronos can help us?" Kiersa suggested. Giezha looked at her sharply and shook her head.
"No, I appreciate him taking the time to come and see us the other day, but I don't think it would be a good idea."
I nodded my head in agreement.
"How'd your meeting with him go?" Mara asked.
"Oh!" Her question caught me off guard, and I scratched the back of my head. "He… didn't show up, actually. Somebody else did."
Giezha's gaze fell on me hard. "Who would that be?"
Well, shit, here we go…
"Oh, you know, Chief Zha'lin…"
Giezha nearly fell over when I said that.
"What was he doing there?!" she demanded.
I looked around, making sure that we were completely alone. I scanned the far edges of the horizon in case I saw a goliath standing watch just to be safe. I still motioned everyone closer and whispered, giving them the rundown of his offer.
"Well, that's sketchy as hell," Mara said disgustedly.
"No kidding. I don't trust it," I said. "But at the same time, I don't know Boronos either. Could it happen?" I asked, turning to Giezha.
Her face was pensive as she thought for a moment. "He and Father have a long history. They've been rivals for a very long time. Boronos believes in the traditions more than Father does." Giezha stopped and smirked for a moment. "He's a bit metropolitan for some of the clan members. He seeks to modernize, create a new path forward."
"Interesting," I said, chewing everything over.
It wasn't clear who could be trusted, so I elected to trust neither. We dropped off the tooth back in town before heading back out. Merrill was the only one there when we got in. Everybody else had already returned and finished up for the day.
"Oh, is that from the Mountain Serpent?" Merrill said excitedly.
"Yeah, only one we could find," I added.
With fascination and wonder, Merrill inspected the tooth, which was longer than her entire body.
"Oh, to think of what could be down there! Would you… she looked at all of us. Would you be willing to perhaps lead a… smaller expedition into the caves?"
Uli looked at her seriously. "What do you mean, smaller?"
Merrill looked around and whispered to us with a mischievous look. "Perhaps not with the entire of the guild. Dues paid and whatnot, of course."
We all looked at each other and smirked. We were turning one failed job into two smaller jobs that could pay for our time. And I could use it as an excuse to stay and for Giezha and me to stay throughout the tournament.
We huddled up for a moment.
"Salvatore's gonna be pissed if he finds out," Mara warned us.
"I'm already game then," I grinned.
"The other guild members won't appreciate us cutting them out from the loot," Giezha said, thinking it over. "Plus, I'd like to get out of here."
"Well, we've been looked over long enough," Uli said, her eyes burning in determination. "And I think we deserve a win."
"Uli…" Giezha looked at her.
"I will buy you… that crystal orb you've been looking at for so long." Uli offered.
"…I get to pick the next mission too."
"Deal!"
Kiersa gave a little fist pump. "Yessss!" We all nodded in agreement and turned around, giving Merrill the thumbs up.
"Excellent!" She clapped.
"Let's talk about payment," Uli said, switching to her leader's voice. "Why don't we…discuss this over some food and drink?"
Uli and Giezha led her out of the room while Merrill bounced excitedly. "Ooh. I love negotiations!"
If I had half the joy for life she did, I'd never have a bad day again.
While Uli and Giezha took her out on the town to seal the deal, Mara, Kiersa, and I investigated some more rumors we heard popping up. Apparently, there were some sightings of children along the waterfront last night.
"It was like the size of a house!"
"No, it wasn't, it was bigger than the fish Dad brings in!"
"Your dad can bring in fish the size of a house!" A bucktooth child argued with his mousey-haired friend.
"I'm just saying that it was big! And it was scaly! With fangs the size of—"
"Don't you say that! Not everything is the size of a house!"
They started squabbling while they gave conflicting reports. When that led nowhere, we decided to keep investigating the waterfront.
"Did you see anything weird here, Asher? During your talk with that Zha'lin guy?"
I shook my head. "Nah. I was too busy on Giezha's asshole father trying to bribe me."
Besides a few washed-up fish carcasses, there wasn't much to go on, and we set about inspecting other rumors.
"I heard something on the top of the roof last night!" A woman living nearby the draft house told us. She was thin and sallow-skinned, shivering, wrapped in several layers of furs.
"Do you remember around what time?"
"I think it was midnight," she said; my candle was only half finished burning when I woke up.
Mara jumped up to the top of the roof, inspecting her reports while Kiersa and I stayed down.
"Are you… okay, ma'am?" Kiersa asked, concerned.
"Oh, just a little under the weather, dear." She nodded, trying to put on a strong face. "Winters can be a bit tough on me."
Kiersa smiled warmly and clasped her hands around her. "I am a trained healer with the temple of the dream goddess, Ihena. If you are comfortable, I can try to assist."
The woman looked at her with a sense of awe and nodded thankfully. Kiersa gave a short prayer, and we could see the color return to her skin as her face became fuller and a pleasant aura surrounded her.
"Ahhh," The woman breathed in deeply. "Thank you, child!"
"I'd suggest finding a temple by springtime," Kiersa said gently. "Or perhaps you might find comfort in the goddess's works?"
"That might be nice," The woman said wistfully.
"If you dream about her, she'll be there," Kiersa assured her. "She will bring you into her flock and her words will find you."
"It'd be better than the dreams I've been having!" The elderly woman wheezed. "Especially with whatever racket the thing was making."
As she said that, Mara dropped from the sky, landing next to us.
"Well?" I spoke.
There was hay everywhere on Mara, but she nodded her head. "I found some claw marks in the rafters. Whatever it was? It was big, heavy and it got out of there fast."
"Think it was chasing something?" I suggested.
Mara looked back at the rafters and pointed at the route she'd imagined for the beast. "Probably."
We thanked the woman for her time and information and turned to leave before Mara stopped me and whispered in my ear.
"We should probably fix her roof."
"Wouldn't be a bad idea," I said, scratching my chin.
"You all take care!" The woman said as we waved goodbye.
Following that lead, we investigated the next few houses nearby and found similar stories. Something on the roof late at night, hay on the ground, and roofs needing fixing. Interestingly, every story helped paint a picture in Mara's head as she traced the path the monster could have taken.
"The forest!" Mara said, pointing north. "It's not just running away in there. That's where it lives."
We'd been trying to nail down where we could find the little fucker, and it looked like we'd finally narrowed it down. (As much as a whole forest nails things down, that is.)
"Looks like we're going hunting in the forest tonight, guys." I said.
Mara and I sat on one of the high-pitched roofs from the houses we'd been investigating, each slinging hammers with several nails in our mouths. The unseasonably warm days quickly evaporated as the lake brought a new cold front.
"Going to need to finish up the next one fast," I said, fixing the last pass patch for the roof.
The longhouses were all wood with high curved roofs, perfect for keeping snow off the top, and stuffed with hay to help insulate the heat. As I hammered the last wood slat in, I saw Mara finished with hers, running and jumping to the next one.
"Move it, slow poke!" she laughed.
"I'm not slow! I'm just careful! Whoa!" I said, nearly tripping and breaking the tiles she'd just put down.
It took us a few hours to patch up the holes and a few cunning acquisitions of extra nails from the stair construction. But, we managed to keep out of Salvatore's eyesight and help keep the resident's roofs intact as the sun set and the moons rose.
Catching up with the others, Merrill was exuberant, shaking their hands outside of a very steamy room.
"Ah, what a wonderful exploration of the town!" She laughed. "I'm thinking that I might find different lodgings. The Sleepy Goliath should be sufficient."
Kiersa and I looked over to Giezha and Uli, who both shrugged and gave us the thumbs up.
"We'll begin in a few days, I think!" Merrill said, walking toward the tavern. "Cheerio!" she said, waving us off.
"Well, that was successful!" Uli said, relaxed. "How did the investigations go?"
"Great!" I said. "You got to love construction."
"Construction?" Giezha asked, raising an eyebrow.
"Yeah, we've been slaving around fixing roofs and healing people," Kiersa added. "Mara figured out where the monster thingy is coming from."
Uli's eyes snapped to Mara, who nodded her head proudly. "Ready for a little trip to the woods?"
When we reached the forest, the moons had risen high into the sky as a few clouds began to roll in from the sea. Winter again tightened its vice grip on Bouldergulf, and we all looked like small dragons with smoke pouring from our mouths and nostrils.
"Alright, gang," I said, looking around the forest. "Should we split off into groups or stay as one unit?"
"I vote unit," Uli said
"Same."
"I think I could take it myself," Giezha argued. "But you guys would be lost without me.
"Oh, haha…"
Giezha activated her searchlight while Kiersa prepared a few moonstones for spell augmentation. I decided I would also try out a new spell I'd been working on.
With Giezha's instruction, I closed my eyes. I concentrated on the palm of my hand, focusing on a complex set of runes I'd been piecing together from books and scrolls in the library.
It wasn't a new spell but an uncommon combination of several others. As I focused my mana, I could feel a swirling sensation in my hand. I focused on power. I focused on trapping the beast. I focused on my prey. Even if it was only in a smoky facade. I knew that I had to capture it.
And as I focused, I felt the energy appear in my hands as a blue magic circle with several runes swirling around the edges appeared. The circle grew until it was almost a foot wide.
"A magical trap.” Giezha said, impressed. "Did you imbue it or transmuted at all?"
"No," I grunted. "That's going to be the next thing I work on."
I strained, trying to keep my concentration. These spells were tricky and required continuous casting to keep them around. I needed to focus on it to maintain it in case the beast showed up.
With spells prepared and weapons drawn, we set out in a loose configuration. We were looking for something with claws and a tight gate. The wind whipping through the trees sent chills down my spine. I looked around, illuminated by the crystal necklace, and we saw the usual suspects in the forest. Deer, birds, jerebo, and the occasional wolf quickly sprinted off in the distance.
Wait… wolf?
WOLF!
"Guys!" I hissed, pointing off in its direction.
Mara's eyes snapped toward its direction, and her eyes widened.
"Wait!" Uli whispered. "Whatever's in the village, isn't a wolf."
We saw the large canine snarl and began to howl.
"Awooo!"
Unperturbed, Mara ran through the trees, dodging each one in pursuit. She was like a flash of red in the dark, sprinting straight for the wolf. The wolf arched its back, barking ferociously.
"Mara, wait!" Uli shouted.
The beast was about to charge when I saw two arrows whistle through the air. Reflexively, I threw out my magic trap as well.
Thwip! Thwip! 
The arrows sliced through the air, striking it in the neck.
Thwip! 
The wolf yelped before rearing back in pain. But before it could react, my magic trap hit the wolf, locking it in place. It tried to move, but another one of Mara's arrows went straight through its head, hitting the ground with a 'thud.'
"What are you doing!?" Uli demanded as we caught up with Mara.
She was retrieving her arrows, inspecting the wolf and its paws. She ignored us entirely as she inspected the animal. Her hands were bloody from touching the wolf, and she had that killer look on her face.
"You didn't need to kill the thing," Giezha said. "That's the kind of nonsense that I'd expect from Father and his falcon crew."
"Look," Mara said, holding one of the wolf's paws. "It had blood and feathers on it."
Kiersa's eyes went wide. "How did you…"
"This thing definitely got into something. It could have been wild game, but…" She plucked one of the feathers from its coat, which was bright white. "Something tells me this will contain some clues."
Mara handed the feathers to Giezha before pulling out a knife. With a quick motion, she cut back the fur on one of its sides. The wolf's fur was heavily matted.
"Oh gods," Kiersa whispered, looking away as its skin was pulled back.
Everyone else saw the skin had several claw marks and puncture wounds.
"What happened to it?" I whispered, looking at the deep gouges.
It had slashes, bites, and marks all over it! And when we looked down, we could see droplets of blood everywhere.
"This wolf wasn't what attacked the farms," Mara said, shaking her head. "But it did get attacked and wounded badly. That's why it stood its ground trying to attack in the last stand," she explained. "Killing it was a mercy."
"Look!" Uli said, pointing out to the ground.
There was a blood trail, and it was fresh. We quickly spread out from the position as Mara took the lead. Uli took to the trees, pulling out a short bow she rarely used while Kiersa kept close to me, and Giezha took a wide flank.
The forest was deathly quiet, and we slowly tracked the blood marks. Mara followed the trail to a small creek with water rushing from the direction of the mountains.
"Shit…" I could hear Mara whisper to herself. "Hold on!"
She knelt down, touched the ground, inspected a purple viscous liquid, and sniffed it.
"It's blood," Mara announced.
The blood was right next to the wolf's trail. Wiping her hand off in the river, Mara jumped over, and we tried to continue following suit.
"What's that mean?" Kiersa whispered.
"It means whatever attacked that wolf got bit or clawed at some point. And Mara can track it."
We continued following through the trees, stones, hobbles, and bushes. Mara never once stumbled or stopped, following a trail she could easily see. As my heart hammered, I stepped, cracking a stick.
Snap!
Mara's head snapped to Kiersa and me, and she scowled. When I pointed to myself, telling her it was my fault, she nodded, softening her expression. We continued on into the night for what felt like hours. We tracked the blood trail as long as possible, using Giezha's magic in case we lost it. But unfortunately, the blood trail ran out, and we had to track claw marks and… whatever Mara could see that we couldn't.
Mara's path was winding and went back and forth, occasionally turning around. Late into the search, we entered a small ravine filled with broken trees, long dead leaves, and a large pool of standing water at the basin.
Mara stopped and held her hand up for us all to freeze. We followed her command, and I saw her ears twitch and her head slowly turn, scanning the environment. She quietly raised her bow, aiming off in the distance. It was in the corner of the ravine that looked like it had gone underground.
"Should we do something?" Kiersa whispered to me excitedly.
"No," I said. "Just let Mara handle this."
I watched as she picked out a different arrow than normal. Most were wooden shafts with sleek silver-tipped points and barbs. While this one was obsidian black with green feathers.
"That's a trick arrow," I whispered as Mara knocked it back.
Thwip! 
The arrow soared into the bush line before exploding in green gas.
"Graagggh!" We heard a monstrous roar erupt from the bush line that echoed heavily. There was a cave or some type of underground area behind the bushes.
"GRAAGGH!"
As the roaring grew louder, I felt Kiersa twitch and extend her hand.
"No!" I shouted.
Boom!
A blast of moon rays exploded from her hand into the bush line. As the monster continued to roar. The whole area lit up, and I saw pure rage in Mara's eyes.
"Gods dammit!" Mara screamed, pulling out her sword and sprinting off toward the monster.
"Mara, no!" Uli warned as the monster screamed.
"GRAAGAGH! Raagghhh!"
We could hear its voice echoing and fading away as we all jumped out from our hiding spots, running to try and intercept Mara. Whatever she would try and kill sounded big, mean, and nasty.
Fearful of using my nova, I couldn't catch up as she jumped straight through the bush line, knocking it back. As the dead leaves fell off through the bramble, we saw a cave open into a moist underground. Green smoke slowly rose through the air, passing us, and I coughed, covering my nose. It was rancid and smelled to high heavens.
"Mara!" I groaned. "Mara are you there?!"
I tried to push forward when Mara appeared and shoved me out of the way. She still had a killer look on her face, with her sword gripped in her hand. She walked right by me and got in Kiersa's face.
"What… the fuck… were you thinking?!" She said, barely holding back her unbridled rage.
"I just… you shot it!"
"I. Was. Flush-ing. It. Out." Mara intonated every syllable. "I shot that arrow to try and draw it out. If I wanted to just hit it, I would've shot it with one of these."
Mara pulled out a different arrow. At the point where the head met the arrow shaft, there was a red ring, and it smoked slightly.
"The one I shot is meant to scare creatures. And it did."
Kiersa looked at Mara like she was crazy. "That's why I tried to shoot it! I thought it was going to attack you! And then you ran off into the tunnel like a fucking maniac!"
Uli and Giezha looked at me, at a loss for what to do.
"What you did..." Mara said, pointing a finger at Kiersa's chest. "Was blast it back into the fucking tunnels. Yes, I charged in, but the second I saw those tunnels down there, I turned around," she said, pointing to the hole in the ground.
"Great job, Mara!" Kiersa shouted sarcastically. "You nearly charged to your possible death and turned around. Congrats! I'm sorry, okay!"
Mara blinked and brushed past her. "I'm tired of you being sorry, Kiersa. If nobody is telling you to attack, don't attack."
I could see tears sting Kiersa's face as Mara stomped off toward the direction we came from. Kiersa did her best to suck it in, brushing her face with her sleeve.
"Should we… set up traps?" I asked Uli.
Uli's eyes were fixed on Mara before flitting toward me and then Kiersa.
"Yeah… yeah. That'd be a good idea. Magic traps. Maybe some bait or something." She got lost in thought for a moment before shaking her head. "Yeah, let's, let's just do that."
I turned to Kiersa, who only looked back toward Mara's direction. She was already gone.
"Kiersa, I—" I tried to reach out, but Kiersa jerked her hand away before walking off.
Giezha, Uli, and I looked at each other at a complete loss.
"Well, shit," Giezha muttered. "Can they not argue for five seconds?"
Uli was completely lost in thought again, looking back at the others. "We… ugh…I should go and check on them. Make sure they don't blow up."
Uli shook her head and rushed toward the others, leaving Giezha and me to set traps.
"Well, that was really awkward…" I sighed.
"Kiersa needs to learn to take direction." Giezha shrugged before starting to lay down traps.
"What direction was there to take?" I asked, looking at Giezha. "She just put her hand up and then she shot an arrow. It's not Kiersa's fault we didn't teach her about ambush tactics yet."
"We did. Or at least, I taught her that," Giezha said as they continued doing incantations. "And Mara's right, you spoil her too much."
Oh, this again… "I'm just trying to help her get started!"
Giezha stopped what she was doing and looked at me. "It's been months, Asher. She's emotional. She's highly dependent on you for encouragement. And anytime she makes a mistake, she gets defensive."
I looked away and shook my head, setting my own traps. I modified the trap spell that I'd used and tried to make it longer lasting. After they continuously fizzled out, I sighed in defeat and began setting down regular traps.
"I just don't want her to think that a slow start means she'll never cross the finish line," I said, reigniting the Kiersa debate.
"She thinks she wants to be an adventurer," Giezha argued. "That doesn't mean she is one."
I gritted my teeth and shook my head. "Agree to disagree, I guess."
"You know, you can just tell me how you really feel instead of pouting." I stopped what I was doing and looked at her.
"Of all the people to tell me that, are you actually going to?" I laughed sarcastically.
Giezha realized what she'd said and turned to me. "Asher. I didn't…"
"No," I said, walking toward Giezha. "I want to know what's going on with you, okay?"
I could feel a droplet of freezing rain hit me on the head as the clouds fully enveloped the sky.
"I've been confused this entire time with your family, because you won't tell me and you're mad at me all the time for things I don't know!" I said, pacing around. "Kind of like how nobody has any patience to teach Kiersa."
"Well, you haven't exactly taken her under your wing," Giezha snapped.
"I've tried to, but you guys keep pushing me out of the way!"
"Maybe you could try to assert yourself more," Giezha's said, gripping her staff. "Maybe you could try to step up once in a while."
I stopped on a dime and stared at her. "I don't step up?" I asked her incredulously. "I don't? Me? The guy who—"
"Yeah, yeah," Giezha said, pushing past me. "You explode with amazing energy and turn the hard work of everybody else into a laughing stock with your great shows of power. And then you get to take a two-day nap while everybody else picks up the pieces!"
That stung, and I could tell by the color in Giezha's cheeks that we hitting really close to home.
"Okay, yeah!" I laughed as she walked away. "Sounds great! By the way, your buddy Boronos was the one who shattered my aura. So you don't gotta worry about that happening again! But yeah, don't tell me anything about this guy. Or your father. Or your family! Hell, Giezha! Don't tell me anything your past! Not like I don't care about you! You just go right ahead and storm off!" I said, laughing to myself sarcastically.
Giezha stopped for a moment but didn't turn back. She tightened her grip on her staff and fixed her hat before walking away from me.
Ah, I shouldn't have said that. I thought to myself.
The rain started in earnest, and I watched as Giezha silently walked away. I wanted to say something, but dammit… I'd really just gone off the handle.
As I stood around with my hands in my pocket like a jackass, I heard a tiny squeal.
"Squeee!"
I looked across at one of the trees, seeing a tiny white and copper-brown jerebo cocking his head toward me.
"Copper!"
He excitedly squeaked, jumping off the branch and gliding to my head.
"What's up, buddy? I thought I told you to wait back outside?"
He made a mess with my hair before curling up for another nap. As he breathed, he made a tiny noise that was a cross between a squirrel chitter and a purring cat.
"Well… at least I haven't pissed you off," I muttered.
I pulled up my hood and started to make the lonely walk back to headquarters.




Chapter 18

Orosday Morning, 25th of Zholn, Year 678, 4th Age
The freezing rain didn't stop when I got back to the headquarters. It didn't stop when everybody ate in silence in the mess hall. It didn't stop when Kiersa and Mara sat across from each other, making a point not to look up. Nor did it stop the next few days. Neither the rain nor the silence.
"Asher," Salvatore's voice came through, knocking on my door. "I've been looking all over for you." He looked around at the shabby state of the room I'd moved into.
"What happened to your old room?"
"Fell apart," I said, suiting up for training. "Had to get a new one."
I was now the only resident on the third floor. I'd managed to board up everything I could, giving me some semblance of comfort. I inspected my equipment as Salvatore shut the door behind him. I did my best to go about my business.
"Why are you in your gear?" he asked.
"Training for the next round," I said, locking my gloves into place and checking the edge of my sword.
"You mean with the goliaths?"
"Yes," I said, nodding at the sword's sharpness. "Giezha would've appreciated for you to be there at some point."
He looked down and took a deep breath. "I know it's been a difficult transformation. My stepping into the role of captain hasn't been easy for anybody."
I didn't say anything as I checked the inside of my armor.
"You've… been a great help to them," he said after a while. "When I took the girls in, I saw the potential they were capable of. I hoped that they would move on from this guild as quick as possible, but instead they found a kinship."
"They found a home," I finished, turning and staring at him.
This was the first time we'd been alone together since the caves back in Midmanch. His face was old and weathered. The bags under his eyes were heavy.
"Yes… However, just as their responsibilities have risen, so too of mine. A responsibility to protect everybody, ensure their wellbeing and the future for every member of the guild."
"Okay," I said, grabbing my bag. "So why are you talking to me?" I tried to brush by him, but he stepped in front of me with a serious look.
"Because I worry for them. I'm used to noise." He said after a moment. "Rowdy conversations, loud arguments, not this… silence."
"Well, why don't you talk to them yourself? I said, trying to push through.
"Dammit, Asher, because I can't!" he said, pushing me back. His eyes were furrowed, and his teeth gritted. "I've betrayed their trust in so many ways!"
"You have," I agreed.
"And I can't try to step back into this role that I once had. Even if they would accept me, I can't accept what I've done. I worry that they will fall apart. And… this pursuit of Giezha's with her tribe… I worry it'll push them away from each other."
I nodded my head, trying my best to be patient. "It makes sense that you worry about them. But that doesn't mean you can hide behind your guilt."
Salvatore's head snapped to me, looking at me in disbelief.
"I don't trust you. I said plainly. I don't think I ever will. But they've known you longer. They know what you've done for them before all that. It's up to you to not be a coward. As for what Giezha chooses to do with the clan? That's her business, and I intend to help her."
I finally managed to walk past him and headed down the hall. However, I stopped when I could hear his voice again.
"Is that why you're competing against her, trying to take over something that isn't yours?"
He was standing in the hall, and for just a moment, I hoped to see magic in his hands.
"Looks like you and I do have something in common, Captain." 
Heading out to the forest, I began going through the motions. I worked on my parries with the blade. Keeping distance in a small area. Using my speed against faster opponents. I started slicing through trees, cutting at the wind, and trying to slice at the droplets in the rain.
"Hah!"
I was jumping, cutting, thrusting, and slicing, focusing on precision and perfecting it to get faster.
If I move intentionally, I remind myself. I will seem faster. Cut out the chaff. Remove unnecessary movements.
The freezing rain chilled me to the bone, but I combated it with labored breaths and focused on my aura with the power of the world inside me. It was hard not to explode like normal, but instead, I just tried to keep the fire stoked.
The aura kept me warm and made my muscles burn, and my heart scream in protest. But I had to keep going. I had to be ready! Deep in the forest, I imagined the different opponents that I could face. The massive reach of Boronos, the brutality of Zhayurn. The unknown power of Zha'lin… I needed to be precise. I needed to be ready to fight anyone. Even…
"Giezha!" I shouted, stopping a downward strike at the last second.
I was about to slice a log in half when she appeared out of nowhere. Giezha gently pushed my sword away with the back of her hand. She was back in her traditional clothing from the first round.
We both stared at one another, my words from the other night echoing in my mind.
"Giezha, I—"
"Let's forget about the other night," Giezha said, nodding. "We are both trying to save my brother and the clan."
"I'm sorry," I said, shaking my head. "I was a dick."
She smiled and touched my cheek. "Your energy and charm is infectious, and… I appreciate you for everything you do. …How long have you been training?" she asked me.
The area was covered with half-chopped trees and bramble everywhere.
"Few hours," I said, flicking my sword and sheathing it.
"Your blade has not dulled?"
"Sharpens itself," I replied, getting into a deep squat with my arms out. "Blessing of the Dream Goddess."
"Well, that's nice," She said, mirroring my stance.
We started an intense calisthenics routine, blasting every muscle with intense workouts on every muscle group before switching to cardio. We sprinted through the forest trails, with Giezha leaving me in the dust. After we returned from miles of running, we did weighted pull-ups, holding increasingly heavy stones in our laps as we counted out to a hundred. Every workout was enough to knock you on your ass, but Giezha just kept going. And I couldn't fall behind.
Wham! Wham!
"Any ideas on what the next round's going to be like?" I asked, slamming my hand into a tree.
Wham! Wham!
Giezha hit her tree so hard branches shook from the top. "No. Father has been wielding this tournament like a weapon. Honing the blade to suit his needs and cut down all of those who stand in front of him."
"Yeah, that sounds like your dad…" I muttered.
With the warmup over, we began sparring in hand-to-hand combat at half speed. We were testing each other's mechanics and tactics. However, as I dodged her blows and she continued to close the distance, we could tell we were keeping each other from seeing everything we were planning.
"You know that I'm not going to hold back in the actual battle," I said, jumping behind a tree. "I plan to use everything to my advantage."
"I'd expect nothing less, Asher. To not fight me at your full capacity would be an insult. Hragh!" She let out a ferocious roar, slamming her open palm into the tree.
Boom!
I backed up but was thrown back when it exploded into a hundred pieces. Shielding my face, I did my best to dodge. However, Giezha grabbed me in the air and slammed me down.
"Oof!' I grunted. "Didn't expect the aura to come out."
"You should expect me to fight with the same ferocity that I always do," she said, extending her hand.
I got back up, and we continued sparring amid our conversation.
"How come you never used the aura? Why did I only recently see it, really?"
"I'm ashamed to use my abilities. Asher," she said, dodging a sidekick at her knees.
The heat radiating from her was intense as the freezing rain sizzled against her skin.
"When I spoke out against my father and challenged him, I used everything that I had. But I wasn't enough. I was a prodigy, reduced to a sniveling child. Bleeding for everyone to see." She was matter-of-fact and emotionless about it.
What the fuck is wrong with him?!
"Did your father offer to have you healed after your battle?" I feigned an attack on her other leg, causing her to duck down.
Jumping up, I aimed a high knee straight for her nose. She blocked it, sending me flying over her.
"No, he left the clan. He said it was their decision whether I lived or died."
Rather than go flying over, I grabbed onto her back and tried to flip her over the top. I caught her shoulder and threw all my momentum forward.
Thooom! 
She landed hard on the ground, catching herself at the last second.
"Did anybody do that?" I asked, pouncing on her exposed back.
I wrapped my arms around her head, putting her into a sleeper hold as I wrapped my legs at her waist.
She tried to roll onto her back as I pinned her arms with my elbows and knees. Standing up, Giezha struggled to speak and breathe.
"Boronos did," she grunted, sprinting straight toward the tree. "After that, I left… with a scar on my stomach at the hands of my father."
At the last second, Giezha spun around to slam me into the tree. I lurched my body forward, using my core to throw her off course. She flipped onto the ground, writhing around, trying to get me to let go. Eventually, she tapped out, and I released my squeeze.
"Impressive," she said, staggering to her feet, breathing heavily.
"Uh, Giezha, your shirt," I did my best not to look and pointed to her shirt. It had slipped off, leaving her completely bare chest, save for her wrappings, which were also starting to unravel.
She looked down and grinned, removing the shirt and readjusting her wrappings. We both caught our breath and agreed to a final round of sparring. We circled one another for a moment, waiting to see who went first. The adrenaline in me was pumping too hard, and I charged forward.
Feigning down, I went for an uppercut, only to be blocked. Giezha slammed her hand down, ready to smoosh me into the ground paste as I ducked away, leaping into the trees.
"How come you didn't use your arcane magic?" I asked.
"I felt that it would be disrespectful to my culture to use the magic that first set a rift between my father and I." She lifted a boulder and chucked it, plowing straight through the tree I'd hidden behind.
"Who cares about respecting your father?" I asked, jumping from tree to tree. "He tried to kill you. He tried to kill your brother. He's using this just to keep himself in power!"
Giezha's aura continued to radiate, and she chased after me through the branches.
"You place these weights on yourself, trying to make things more difficult. Why?"
"Because I need to grow stronger!" she shouted, sending a bolt of arcane energy at me.
Zzzzooop!
As it whizzed through the air, I jumped, swinging from one of the limbs and shooting back to the ground.
"My gifts are my burden," she said, squaring up. "I'm a prodigy over the aura, the strongest of my line."
She jabbed twice as I bobbed and weaved.
"And the cutest," I winked as she pressed forward.
Her movements were becoming erratic compared to her normally powerful blows. I weaved in and out of her attacks, blocking and brushing off everything. I could not get close because of the difference in reach, but I was tiring her out.
"You should know what I mean, Asher." Her fist flew right past me, blasting through another dead tree. "You take to everything like a fish to water! The aura, fighting, stealth, magic!"
With every word, she grew more and more frustrated. Her attacks became sloppy, and I managed to nail her in the ribs with a jab.
"You fight with the ferocity of Mara. You become a shadow and the footsteps of Uli. The gods themselves beckon you with gifts, the likes of which Kiersa could only pray for! And the arcane!"
"Whoa!" I ducked out of the way.
WHAM!
Her last attack was at full speed as she slammed her hands together, trying to splat me in between. I jumped back before diving at her leg, flipping her onto the back.
"I have no doubt that you'll surpass me one day. Your memorization of the runes, your feel for magic!" she shouted, flipping me away. We both charged as I ran forward, trying to attack her midsection. She's weak on the left side. Every punch from that side was a bit slower. It must have been the only place she'd been hit in the previous round.
"Everything is easy for you!" she shouted. "And your damned 'nova!'"
She chopped down at the air where I was, and I absorbed the blow. It hit like a freight train as I extended my hand, hitting her with my fingers. My attack landed right where her hips met with her abdomen.
She lurched back at the blow to her joint, and I sank into the ground from her attack.
"Haggghhh!" I shouted before exploding upwards, tackling her full bore into the ground. I scrambled to the top, pinning her shoulders with my knees, raising a fist.
"Nothing… I do is easy…" I said, breathing hard. "I have to try so hard, I think I'm going to die with everything that I do. But I keep trying. I fail and try and fail again."
Giezha looked me in the eyes, wide and her breathing ragged.
"You think that I'm ferocious like Mara? She can mop the floor with the both of us. The only way I can hide against Uli is with a Mountain Serpent distracting her. As for the gods?" I put my hand out and placed it right between her eyes. "We both know that's just luck. Not any divine connection or some shit."
I got off from Giezha and extended a hand to help her up. She looked up at it and then at me, her face completely unreadable.
"I'm never going to surpass you in magic, Giezha. I live in your shadow. You're my teacher, my mentor. I'm a jack of all trades and I'm happy with it."
As I breathed heavily, Giezha relented, accepting my offer as I pulled her back up.
"The only thing that I have, that makes me different from everyone else, is how stubborn I am. I refuse to stop trying and failing. I'm not done learning from you and I'm never going to be, Giezha."
Her expression softened as we looked at each other in the pouring rain. I held her hands in mine as we both fell silent.
"If… you need," I said after a pregnant pause. "I can drop out. This isn't my fight. Not because I think that you can't beat me, that's for sure."
I looked around at the destruction we caused with fallen trees and debris kicked up everywhere.
"And with your aura and…" I laughed, staring at the giant stone jutting out from the ground. "Terrifying strength?"
Giezha looked at me, biting her bottom lip. "If you and I fought, Asher… I believe it would be an even match."
"So, I'll drop out and save you the headache," I offered.
"I can't ask you to drop out. You were the one that stood up and challenged Father. You were the one that tried to save Thra'lin. It's my shame that I didn't act sooner."
She held my hand in hers and smiled. "And I don't think I could do this without you anyways."
Giezha leaned down and kissed me with her hands pulling me closer. I pushed forward into her, leaning up, as the cold rain bounced off the both of us. We continued kissing one another as one of my hands ran along her powerful core up to her chest wraps, snaking underneath.
She moaned, undoing the belt of my leather armor. As I pulled it off, my shirt soon followed, and we stared each other down, like before, during combat. Her silvery eyes locked with mine. I saw her grab at her wrappings.
Rrriip!
In a single motion, they sheared off from her body, falling to the ground as her chest heaved up and down in front of me. We both waited for the other to flinch, making the first move.
I was too slow when she pushed me up against a tree burying herself in my neck as she fumbled, trying to pull off my pants.
"Asher!" She moaned. I tried to kiss her back but was locked down by her iron grip and pinned to the trees with my pants down.
She got on her knees, which were still almost as tall as mine. I readjusted on the slope, putting my rock-hard cock at eye level with her.
She radiated heat, staring at me as I watched her take her giant breasts and envelop my cock.
"Aaaahhhh—"
"Oh, I love that noise you make," she said, almost matter-of-factly. As she massaged my cock between her breasts, I watched it disappear into her massive chest.
"Mmm, the way you make love as fiercely as you fight…"
I moved my hips back and forth as she pumped her chest up and down. Even as she extended her tongue to lick the tip, I could barely pop out between her massive chest, which completely swallowed me whole.
"Fuck—" I groaned.
Cupping her chest together, her hand disappeared below her waist, and I could hear her fingering herself as I fucked her tits. That's it. She moaned. Keep going with my back to the tree.
I kept thrusting as I fondled one of her nipples. Giezha moaned, smiling at the faces I made while pleasuring herself.
"Giezha," I groaned. "I'm going to cum."
"Not yet," she whispered, her face flushed and the rain pouring down on us. "We have to at the same time."
Lightning arced across the sky before a thunderous clap echoed throughout the forest.
Kakooom! 
Giezha groaned, fingering herself, bouncing her chest up and down faster.
"Asher," she whispered. "Cum for me. On the count of three, okay?"
Giezha sucked in the air as I nodded my head.
"On three, we cum together, Asher."
"Giezha!" I groaned, fucking her tits while she breathed over my cock.
"One…" It was like torture the way she counted so slowly. "Two…" I could feel myself coursing, ready to blow. "One…! Ahhh!"
Giezha let out a breathy moan as she pulled back right as I was about to explode and swallowed my cock whole. Her tongue massaged the underside of my shaft, and I lost all control.
"Giezha, I'm cumming!" I tried to pull out, but it was too late as she grabbed me by the waist, holding me down.
Giezha looked me in the eyes as she swallowed every spurt of cum without hesitation. My legs felt like jelly as she slowly pulled me out of her mouth, and I could see her right hand glowing with green energy.
She grasped my still-twitching cock, and it immediately stiffened.
"Oh, fuck," I groaned, spurting several shots of cum out onto her chest.
"That's it, Asher," She whispered. "Give me everything."
She continued jerking me off until I was rock hard again, and she led me to another tree, getting down on her knees and holding onto the tree.
"Fuck me, Asher," she begged, lining me up with her plump ass. "Make me howl like the wind, scream like the thunder!"
"You got it," I said haggardly.
She was super wet inside and out as I pushed into her with ease. Giezha clutched onto the trees for support as I pushed back and forth, deeper and deeper. Her tight, powerful muscles gripped me, rolling up and down, sucking me into the base.
"Aaahhh!" she groaned, moving her hips from side to side.
As I started moving back and forth, she pushed against me with so much force I had to grab onto her.
"No!" she moaned desperately. "You're not escaping me."
Green spectral energy began to form around her hand. As I pumped into her, the magic became a spectral string wrapping around my neck.
"What are you—"
A line of magical energy appeared around my neck, extending to hers as well, connecting us with a small tug.
Giezha pulled me closer, and I wrapped my hands around her from behind.
"More!" she warbled.
I kept pumping into her harder and faster, fingering her clit with one hand and groping her breasts with the other.
"Yes, that's it!" she said louder as the rain continued to pick up. "More!"
She gripped the tree with such force I could hear it splintering and cracking in her grip as I kept fucking her.
"Giezha!" I groaned, hooking around under one of her legs.
She looked back at me, flushed and her glasses askew. "Asher! I'm cumming!"
"Good," I grunted as I hoisted one of her legs onto my shoulder with her other, keeping support.
Conjuring a little bit of magic, I forced as little mana out as possible, creating a small bit of ice on my index finger and a small bit of heat on my middle finger.
"What are you—ahhhh!"
Her back arched, and she sputtered, squeezing my cock while I slowly began to thrust in and out of her circling her clit with a mix of hot and cold magic. I began to pick up the pace, fucking her more ferociously as Giezha's wrapped her arms around the tree, yanking me forward through the arcane rope connecting us.
"Faster!" she begged huskily, her hair a mess all over. Lightning began to break through the heavy sky, showing her gorgeous, powerful figure staring at me with desperate hunger. She demanded to keep the two fingers in motion, thrusting harder and faster.
"Yes!" she begged. "Yes!"
Our bodies collided at a furious pace as Giezha's voice rose into a mighty scream, howling with the winds and thunder.
"Asher!" she screamed. "More! More!"
"Giezha!" I shouted, unable to contain myself.
The freezing rain sizzled against the both of us, and I could feel something. A different connection. It was like our powers combined into one.
"I'm cumming Asher! Ahhh! Fuck!"
"Giezha! I-I am too," A second arcane whip appeared around my hips.
"Inside!" she demanded, with a wild look. "Cum inside me. Flood me!"
As I kept thrusting and bucking my hips into her, the arcane binding around my waist snapped around her, connecting us as I felt her spasming pussy explode in ecstasy.
"Asher!" she screamed, just as I felt myself unload inside of her.
"Giezha!" I screamed.
We were both so loud and feral that the only thing that could have deafened us was the heavens themselves. There was a massive flash of lightning, and it lit up everything. I could see her bright as day, staring back at me.
Kakooooom!
Thunder exploded above us in a deafening roar as we both fell onto the cold, wet ground. We fucked like animals on the ground, kissing and groaning and screaming each other's names as the freezing rain poured and eventually turned to snow.




Chapter 19

Klinesday Afternoon, 26th of Zholn, Year 678, 4th Age
The snow had settled in for a heavy drift as flakes constantly dropped from the sky, with the mountains containing the snow from the sea. Giezha and I were discussing tactics with Mara and Uli when the sounds of shouting guild members came through the door.
"Hurry up!" We heard shouting from the town square. "There's a fight going on!"
When I turned and looked, Chaan rushed through the door, sporting a bloody nose and some bruises.
"Those damn goliaths got into town and started causing trouble!" he said urgently. We all got up and ran toward the door.
"Where's Brody?" I asked urgently.
Chaan looked at me and scowled.
"He's the one who's keeping him at bay."
We could hear screaming and shouting in the middle of town, with broken boxes and fists flying in all directions. Several Red Breaker teams were coming to blows with a few goliaths. I recognized one of them. Hoq'tun, the orange goliath that I had beaten previously. Brody was flying around a tall female goliath with rusty red hair.
"Isn't that Zhayurn?" Uli asked
"That bitch…" I heard Giezha growl.
We sprang into the fight, ready to even the odds.
"Where's Kiersa?" I asked, drawing my sword.
"She's healing the others," Chaan said, rushing back in with us.
As we left into battle, I inserted myself against Hoq'tun, swinging my sword at his face.
"Back off!" I shouted.
Hearing my voice, he dropped the Red Breaker that he was holding onto and ducked back. Several other fights continued, and I watched Mara and Uli home in on a goliath that had cornered one of the younger members.
Hoq'tun man snarled and lashed out.
"Graaggh!"
A blast of heat erupted from him as he activated his aura. Jumping forward to attack me, I parried his blow, kicking the other Red Breaker out of the way. His reflexes had been too slow, and without that kick, he would've been crushed as the Hoq'tun landed on the ground, kicking up snow and bits of rock.
"You!" he shouted, frothing at the mouth.
Doing my best to scan the area, the others were doing a good job, fending everybody off, and I could hear Giezha screaming in rage.
"Eyes on me!" Hoq'tun shouted, pouncing on me
"Whoa!"
This time, his club emerged, swinging straight up toward my chin. Blocking with the sheath of the blade. I pushed his attack out, knocking him off balance.
"You ain't got nothing!" he growled. "You're not a warrior; you're not a fighter. You're a coward!”
He continued assaulting me with heavy blows, trying to crush me with one swipe. But I kept him at a distance, dodging every attack and leading him away from the others.
"Be gone, you wretched cow!"
Zhayurn screaming insults filled my ears as I backed up toward their fight.
Meanwhile, Hoq'tun stared at me angrily.
"You are afraid to fight. I can smell it on you!"
"Get a little closer and find out if that's true or not," I warned him.
I kicked the bottom of a wooden barrel and grabbed it as a shield. Hoq'tun continued his attack while I switched into a more aggressive stance and started slipping underneath his attacks, looking for an opening.
He swung up and then down. Left, then right. He swung back to his left, and I dodged an attempted grab.
There! I thought to myself.
I feinted backward, and he grinned, throwing his free hand out. Stopping my momentum, I dropped my blade low before swinging up.
Shink!
"Aaaaaahhh!" Hoq'tun screamed as blood dripped onto the ground. With a heavy thunk! Hoq'tun's left hand hit the ground. His club fell while Hoq'tun clutched his bloody wrist.
"My hand! My—"
Crack!
I smashed him in the face with the shield, breaking his nose as he fell to the ground.
"Stay down!" I shouted.
Everything went silent as everyone gasped.
"Asher!"
Looking around, I saw some of the fights still had been going on, except for the ones that Brody had incapacitated. At the same time, Mara and Uli moved on to corral everybody else. Looking at the very center of the town, I could see Zhayurn bound to the ground with heavy, magical chains and a smokey green aura.
Zhayurn was screaming and straining, trying to escape as a white-hot aura surrounded her. The goliath that I had felled was still on the ground, whimpering. As they all looked on in order, and the fighting subsided, realizing what I'd done.
"He took off his hand!" one of them said.
There were cuts, scrapes, and punctures everywhere, but…
"He cut Lieutenant Hoq'tun's hand clean off!"
Apparently, I'd gone further than everybody else.
"Everyone… clear out." I heard Salvatore say quietly, walking into the center. "You goliaths need to go back to your village. Take your wounded and leave."
One of them tried to speak when Salvatore's voice exploded.
"LEAVE!" His voice echoed throughout the village, and several locals' heads peeked out in terror at the fight that had started.
Salvatore looked around at the carnage and shook his head. "If I see any of you standing around in this village again, you will be dealt with by me. And if that happens, I won't give a shred of the mercy that my guild has shown you all."
Salvatore then turned and looked at me, seeing the blood drip from the white side of my blade.
"Let my guild's actions be a warning… We are capable of killing you at a moment's notice. We are professionals. And we will protect this village." He then turned to Giezha. "If this one tries something again…" he squinted his eyes. "Put her down."
Giezha looked like she was about to say something before shaking it off and releasing the spell. Zhayurn jumped from the ground, ready to attack but stopped herself at the last second. She took a heavy breath and snarled.
"This is only the beginning," she brushed past Giezha as the rest of the goliaths coalesced.
They picked up Ol' One Hand and helped carry him toward their village. They didn't even bother taking his hand with him. Salvatore slowly walked off toward one of the buildings in the village. As he walked right past the severed hand, he snapped his fingers. The hand melted into the ground before disappearing completely.
Salvatore was pissed.
Smack! 
I felt a hand clap the back of my shoulders. "Way to go, Asher!" It was Brody, covered in bruises, and his mage robes were torn and ripped.
"You okay?" I asked.
Brody laughed it off as blood leaked from a cut under his eye. "It was just the big one that got ahold of me."
"Which big one?"
"The redhead. I think she likes me." Brody's smile was missing a few teeth, which he magically reattached.
"What happened?" Brody motioned for me to follow him, and we walked toward the docks.
"They came into town, started acting like jackasses. I told them to leave. They said, 'make me.'" Brody looked around and grinned. "So, we made them."
Shit. I just thought to myself. It really was a brawl that got out of hand. Wonder what happens next.
As it turned out, 'what else' arrived the next day. We'd all gathered in Uli's room to exchange notes on the items they'd found in the caves. It was a mess of knives, maps, and a menagerie of her tinkering and projects. Mara and Kiersa still weren't speaking to each other, which meant a lot of awkward information exchanges.
Knock, knock.
Before one of us could open it, we saw Salvatore standing in the doorway. He shut the door behind him, and we all sat there watching. His face was pensive. He looked at each of us momentarily as the only sound in the room was wind slipping through the cracks.
"Your presence has been requested by the leader of the Nightstrike clan," he said, watching all of us. "There is business to attend to on behalf of the guild, therefore I will be joining. And no commentary is necessary," he added, looking at me.
We all shared intrepid looks. Giezha tried to say something.
"Sal, you have to understand that—"
"It's Captain Salvatore right now," he said strictly. "And whatever traditions or cultural respect that you're trying to garner stops when my men and women are being attacked. Not to mention additional provocations made during the skirmish." He stared me down as he said that, and I took offense.
"He was trying to kill! Not just me, but anybody he could get his hands on," I said, jumping to my defense. "Sorry for stopping it!"
"Did anybody else have to resort to that type of violence?"
"I'm not doing this," I said.
"Oh, you're fucking right, you're not," Salvatore added. "You insubordinate little shit! We stopped a fight in the middle of town. You think they're going to come back if we leave 'em with their tail between their legs? No!" Before I could retort, he continued. "But if you chop off someone's fucking hand, what do you think's going to happen? It's not about sending a message after that, it's revenge."
Salvatore's voice had grown, and dark energy surrounded him.
"So, I'm going to make this really fucking simple," he said, getting up and pointing into my chest. "You're a big boy, so after this meeting with the goliaths, you're fucking out of here until I say you're back. Your membership is hereby suspended!"
It took me a minute to realize what he said. "I… what?!"
"Sal!" Uli shouted. "You can't!"
"Oh, yeah I fucking can!" he said, ignoring her protests. "When I talk to that father of yours, Giezha? I'm going to make sure that everybody knows that as far as I'm concerned, Asher Merrick, isn't to be seen in the guildhall. Stay in one of the inns… Camp outside. I don't know, I don't care! Because you…" Sal looked me up and down. "You're a threat to this entire guild until you can prove otherwise."
My blood began to boil as I clenched my fists. This fucking guy. He really, really wanted to make an example out of me for what!? For stopping that asshole? But I wasn't going to give him the satisfaction of complaining, and as everybody else tried to come to my defense, I put up a hand.
"It's fine," I said, staring that goat-faced old codger down. "Got to take your lumps. I get it. Whatever you say… Captain."
We marched out of the building as several other guild members joined in. Giezha tried to protest so many going to the goliath camp, but at this point, it wasn't about business. It was personal. And one thing you got to know about the Red Breakers: You fuck with one of us. You fuck with all of us.
The guild members lit several torches and walked in our loose configuration with Salvatore, Giezha, and me at the front. Giezha fidgeted nervously while I stared forward, doing my best not to brain Salvatore as he marched next to me. Everyone kept a watchful eye in case of a sneak attack under the night sky. When we made it to the goliath camp, several goliaths holding spears and shields crossed their weapons, forming a wall.
"Halt!" one shouted. "We will not stand for aggression against our people on our land!"
"Yeah, well, fuck that!" I heard one of the Red Breakers shout behind me.
"You think you can come into our town, sucker punch our guys, and get away with it?"
"You're going to pay in blood for what you did to the Lieutenant!" A goliath shouted behind the armed guards.
They reared back, ready to charge as several guild members got ready for another fight.
Kakooom!
There was a thunderous boom, and all the goliaths stopped, looking backward. Chief Zha'lin walked forward past everyone with his arms crossed. A dangerous aura surrounded him as the snow began to melt in the air.
"What business do you have, outsider?" He asked, staring at Salvatore. "Come to parlay?"
"Unfortunately, yes…" Salvatore said, walking past one of the goliaths. "I try to keep my guild clean. Away from trouble. But it looks like trouble went looking for us today."
"Oh…? My men say that you all threw the first punch."
"No," Salvatore replied, putting one of his hands in his pockets. A dangerous sign for those who knew what he could do. "We just threw the last one."
Zha'lin looked past him and over to me. "You cut my lieutenant's hand off."
"He tried to take the boy's head off," Salvatore answered for me. "And this isn't the first time you've done something like this, Chief Zha'lin."
As usual, Zha'lin ignored the person speaking to him. "I'm also disappointed in you, Giezha. To think that you were goaded into a battle outside of the acceptable time."
"Father, I—"
"Silence!" Zha'lin snapped, blasting another wave with his aura. The wind knocked the hoods off several of us, pushing a few back. But Salvatore stood tall.
"I don't care about whatever squabbles you have," Salvatore said loud and clear. "Stay out of Bouldergulf. Quit pestering everybody."
Zha'lin's teeth cinched in a deadly grin. "What happens if they don't listen?"
Salvatore looked at Zha'lin gravely. "I kill your men."
"How dare you!" one of the goliaths tried to grab Salvatore before being sucked into the ground by a large black spectral hand. Several people gasped, jumping backward.
"Ohoho!" Zha'lin whispered with a glint in his eye. "The old goat's a necromancer."
"Don't tell me you want to be one of my puppets?" Salvatore asked.
Zha'lin's eyes flashed dangerously, and I could tell he was ready to go for the kill for a half second before it flamed out.
"The village is built on the lands of my people. A land that we shall share with the villagers. If they're too weak to stand on their own, they should not stand here at all. Negotiations with their so-called leadership have been subpar."
"Well then it sounds like you're about to lose a lot more hands!"
"Sounds like you might start losing men. I will not tolerate any further escalation."
The air hung thick with anticipation, waiting for the breakdown in negotiations. Many of the goliaths from the camp's interior were now watching intently. Oh, the numbers were roughly even. And while we had a more varied fighting force, and the professional one at that, their size and the size and prowess of their strongest members couldn't be underestimated.
However, Salvatore clapped his hands together. "We come to an agreement then!" Salvatore said after a moment. "This all stemmed from an escalation."
Salvatore pointed to me. "I want to make this clear, Asher. You took it too far, and now I'm dealing with this mess." It took everything inside me not to slug Salvatore and walk off. I was already suspended; now he just needed to ensure everyone knew.
"Asher Merrick, from this point on, you are banished from the guild until such a time that you have shown that you are capable of acting in a manner becoming of the Red Breakers. You will not step foot in any official lodgings and you'll have no official capacity in any work that we do."
Oh… so that's how it's going to be?
"Sal, what the fuck?!" Mara shouted. "This is not—"
"Enough!" Salvatore barked.
Several of the goliaths grinned evilly as Zha'lin watched on.
"Be that as it may…" Zha'lin added. "He is still an official participant of the challenge for the title of chief. Any attack against him is an attack against all." Zha'lin stared at his clan. "So, tread lightly."
Salvatore turned back and stuck out his hand. "So, we're at an agreement?" Salvatore asked. "No more goliaths in the village unless you're ready to lose them."
Zha'lin enveloped his hand and arm as he shook it up and down.
"And if your Red Breakers try to insert themselves into the politics of my clan, they will be dealt with accordingly as well."
Everybody looked at each other talking, confused.
"What's this mean?"
"What's going on?" Chaan whispered to Brina.
"Red Breakers, let's get out of here," Salvatore announced.
Zha'lin grinned, watching us. "Giezha, you and Mr. Merrick please stay back for a minute."
The guild slowly turned to leave while I stood there in shock. Salvatore leaned up to whisper in my ear. "Sorry, son, I've got a guild to protect. Once we're out of this damned village, we can talk about reinstatement."
Motherfucker sold me out. He'd made a show of the whole thing and used me as a scapegoat from the beginning.
Mara, Kiersa, and Uli refused to leave, flabbergasted by what had happened. Mara was still trying to talk to Salvatore as they left, while several others were confused. Brody patted me on the shoulder.
As they left, we were all standing there bewildered by what had happened.
"So…" Zha'lin laughed. "I believe it is time to make the announcement!" He looked on at Kiersa, Mara, and Uli with faint curiosity. "I suppose they'll be watching, but not speaking."
As we walked into the center of the goliath camp, we could hear the threats pouring in.
"I'm going to find him in a dark shadowy place."
"Six feet under the ground."
"Twelve, I say."
"All the participants, please!" Zha'lin announced, walking to a large fire roaring in the middle of the camp.
As the other goliaths and myself stood in the center of town, the large fire surrounded all of us.
"You have been selected by the gods above and by the air we breathe and the land we walk as the final candidates to represent this great clan!" We all looked at each other as the fire slowly poured out from the base and wrapped around us in a large circle.
"However! Just as not every fight is one versus one, never shall a clan be only a sum of its parts. Nay! Just as a fire is not merely the burning of individual logs and sticks!"
We all looked around, sizing each other up. There were a lot of people sizing me up.
"The village elders have decided on the next trial of combat for all of us!"
"Stiff upper lip," Boronos whispered, appearing behind me. "We'll all get through this, Asher."
Zha'lin's eyes flitted to Boronos, who openly ignored his Chief.
"As I was saying… We shall all engage in combat!"
"What?" Zhayurn said, slouching slightly. "There's no way!"
"He's going to try and end this in one blow…" Giezha whispered to herself.
"Sixteen shall compete in the forests of the mountains' shadow!"
A fiery hand lifted from the center of the fire pit and extended out toward the swath of evergreens to the east of the mountains. It was the same place we'd been trying to track that monster and where Giezha and I had… practiced earlier.
"Know these lands," Zha'lin announced solemnly. "And take these sacred leaves."
As he said that, a small fire emitted from his palm, and a leaf appeared. It was large and striated on the sides, glowing bright red.
"We all carry the bounty of nature inside of us just as the leader must carry the burden of protecting his clan."
The leaf began to shift and change, growing and splitting off into a pair of identical leaves. One red, the other changing color to sky blue. And then those two turned to four, eight, and finally, sixteen.
The leaves began orbiting around his hand in a rainbow of colors.
"This leaf shall represent the aura of the fighter. A physical manifestation of their fighting spirit."
Pushing out his hand, the leaves fluttered in the air as the village elders began chanting. The leaves circled around us, slicing through the flames, which took the same rainbow effect as the leaves danced along the wind.
Another elder raised their hands, and his old voice crackled in our ears. "This battle will continue through the forest, until only four remain. It may be moments. It could be hours. Even days. The leaves themselves will shift to a bloody red in respect for our departed warriors."
"Departed?" I said, looking at Boronos.
"That means it's a fight to the death," he smiled and shook his head, bending down to whisper in my ear. "This part's actually a formality. But yes, deaths were common before."
Brutal. I thought to myself.
I could see Zha'lin scowling out of the corner of his face at Boronos.
“On the first blue sky, the third clap of thunder, it begins!"
Zha'lin raised his hand as a large crack of thunder exploded above all of us, clearing the skies and blowing away the snow. The sixteen leaves shot out from the fires, whizzing around like shooting stars. The leaves sliced through the air before aiming straight for all of us. I could see a bright purple one going straight into Giezha's chest, and she looked down. The leaf was imprinted on her chest before fading away.
They all continued, and I saw the blood-red leaf go right into Zha'lin. A pale white leaf flew into Boronos' shoulder. The next went to Zhayurn as a burnt orange. And finally… Wait a minute.
The last leaf, colored obsidian black, wasn't anywhere to be seen. I was waiting for it to hit me like the others. I could feel something tickling the back of my hand.
"Huh?" Looking at my left hand, I could see the leaf crawling around and turning into the palm.
The leaf sank into my skin, and the veins of the leaf mixed with the veins in my hand. Flexing it, I felt a strange horrid sensation return to me.
"Gah!"
I shuddered as my eyes went wide, and I looked around. My heart rate skyrocketed as I felt a shower of ice fall over me. It was… horrifying. A sensation I hadn't felt since I was back in the void… Death. Every one of the other competitors shared the same look, and we could all feel that sensation at the same time. Our eyes slowly turned to one another, sharing the same horrid realization.
Someone was going to die.




Chapter 20
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I stood there, clutching the part of my hand where the leaf had dissolved. I could still feel it in a ghostly sort of way. It's the phantom sensation where you're not feeling anything but still feel it. The other goliaths discussed the upcoming event as I started walking around aimlessly. Not in any particular direction. Not listening to anybody. Just walking, remembering that sensation of the void, as I realized I had no idea what to do now.
"Asher!"
"Huh?"
My head snapped toward the source of the voice. Her glittering gold eyes gave her away as she stepped out from the shadows.
"Uli!" I said, blinking back to reality.
She leaned up, touching the side of my face. "Are you okay?"
"Well…" I looked down, turning my hand over. "I mean, the leaf thing felt weird…"
Uli jumped up and hugged me. "I mean about Sal! It's insane that he would…" She stopped and grimaced. "I'm sorry."
I put two and two together and shook my head in realization. "Oh, right. That."
Mara, Kiersa, and Giezha joined in. "I'm sure that we can talk to him!" Kiersa offered. "I'm sure that—"
"It's fine," I said automatically. "He needs to keep my bullshit separated from the guild, so another fight doesn't break out."
"But he doesn't have to be that way!" Uli said with a pained expression.
I shook my head. It felt like I was on autopilot. "He's the captain."
The others tried to jump in as well. "It doesn't mean that we can't help you sneak in or something."
Giezha leaned over and grasped my shoulder. "Asher, you don't have to listen to him. It's not like you ever do anyways."
I stood there feeling a knot form in my stomach as everybody watched me. The members of the village were watching without making it obvious. But as I stood there, trying to gather my thoughts, the knot began to tie around and boil. And I realized I was really, really pissed off.
"Nope," I said, finally. "It's fine. That old goat wants to play it this fucking way? Cool."
I turned and walked out of the village at a brisk pace, making sure not to slow down for anybody.
"Asher, you don't have to!"
"I'm sure we can talk to Sal about something!"
"Enough!" I snapped, turning around. Uli receded her hand, and she looked at me wide-eyed.
"Ash…"
"No," I repeated. "He can be just like Dawnthorn. He wants to be Captain Salvatore? Fine by me."
I turned back around and marched off to the forests.
"Where are you going?" Mara asked.
"I don't fucking know!" I threw up my hands and shook my head, laughing. Seeing the look on their faces, I realized how I was being. I took a deep breath and exhaled, trying to calm myself down. "I'm just… I want to be alone. See you tomorrow."
With that, I turned around, leaving Uli and the others in the snow drift. I began wandering around aimlessly that night. First, I was walking around the forest, and then I was on the outskirts of the village. But when I saw the building where all of the Red Breakers were, I instantly turned back around. And the next thing I knew, I was in the cave.
"Well," I said, looking around at the stony exterior. "Don't suppose anybody's going to find me here."
"Squeee!" I looked down and saw Copper the jerebo at my feet, looking at me curiously.
"Guess somebody was bound to find me…" I muttered.
I turned around and activated my ability, feeling a boiling sensation in my stomach. Got to make it quick. I thought to myself. I tried to increase my perceptive abilities as much as possible to snuff out anyone trying to sneak around and help me. I needed to be alone, and I didn't want anybody to try and talk me out of my stubbornness. As I scanned the tree line, there was nothing. Maybe a few birds I could hear rustling off in the distance, another jerebo or the occasional squirrel. But other than that… "Good enough," I grunted, deactivating myself.
Normally, I would just use my ability until it burned out. But I was on my own, and I needed to shut it off. It's like trying to stop yourself from jumping when you're already in the air.
I got hit with a wave of exhaustion, like hitting the ground on your side, but I managed to shake it off. My broken aura stabbed into me, protesting the temporary usage to boot.
"Well, I guess you're my roommate, Copper," I said.
While descending into the caves, the aberrant darkness quickly greeted me and snuffed out my torch. I pulled out my Veuna's Eye crystal necklace and cast its blue-green glow. It was just as bright as the first day, a welcome sign. Down the stairs, I looked around at the tunnels, several of which had collapsed from the Mountain Serpent's attack. I decided to go down the tunnel where we'd originally fallen deeper into the caves.
"Promise to keep an eye out for Crystal snakes?" I asked Copper, who was happily lying down on my hair. He made a sleepy noise as I scratched his head and continued walking.
After a few hours, I'd finally made it, and I saw the giant hole we'd fallen into with a rope left over staked deep into the stone. When I pulled on it, it was strong and taut.
"Works for me," I shrugged.
Climbing down, I made a rudimentary camp with my equipment and began working on my protective barriers. I had trouble memorizing some of the spells and had to pull out a few scrolls that Giezha had left over for me.
"Now, was it the cross rune followed by the backwards 'R'? Or… was it the fish bones and stars? Dammit!" I grumbled to myself, trying to make heads or tails of the order of everything.
It was maddening not to have my memory straight. But it was hard to concentrate between using my ability and the blindsiding I'd gotten. I was just too angry, to be honest. I exhaled, laying back on my hands on my cot. There were a few lights that I'd set up with a few extra crystals for my backpack while Copper skipped around them, inspecting them with great curiosity.
"You think I should use my ability again, buddy? Nova my memory and figure it out?" When I said that, Copper dropped the crystal and looked at me.
"Squee?"
"I'm just saying I could just use it and it'd be done!"
Copper took a few steps forward and made a tiny trill.
"Squee, squee!"
"I know, I just used it!" I said defensively. This time Copper stayed silent as I defended myself. "I know I'm not supposed to be reliant on it, but it's just so…"
"Squee?"
I hung my head and sighed. "Yeah… you're right. I can't risk shredding my aura and passing out down in the caves…"
Defeated, I went back to studying the runes to try and memorize everything. As I poured through the notes, I flipped one of the scrolls over and saw a series of runes followed by familiar handwriting.
Asher, you probably forgot how to do your barrier spells, so I wrote everything down. Remember that you need to focus on your memorization for your next writing exercises.
- Giezha
I smiled to myself and shook my head. I always did get bailed out by the girls.
"Thanks, Giezha," I muttered as I recited the spell.
The palm of my hand glowed a faint purple, and I could see the room's edges glow the same color. Raising my hand and following Giezha's instructions, I saw a faint barrier of purple light appear in a dome up to the top of the caved-in area. As the man continued to seep out of me, I continued reciting it repeatedly to strengthen the spell.
Once the barrier was at an acceptable thickness, I spoke the ending incantation and dropped my hand. The whole room glowed bright purple with a faint hum.
"What do you think?" I said, taking a few deep breaths. "Not bad, right, Copper?"
"Squeeeee!" Copper made a happy little noise and spun around several times at my ankles.
I swear, it's like you can hear me. I laughed to myself.
Thunk… thunk… thunk! 
"The hell? I muttered to myself, turning my head.
Thunk… thunk… thunk!
When I turned to the noise source, I saw a bright blue set of fangs bouncing against the barrier.
"Oh, right," I laughed to myself. "Crystal snakes…"
The crystalline reptile angrily bites at the barrier, making no progress. The snake had beady ruby-like eyes and stared at me, hungrily trying to break through the barrier. We'd faced worse buggers trying to make their way through barriers, and there was no way in hell they could break through.
"You're not getting through there, buddy," I laughed. "Not tonight! Ha…. Yeah…" I said to myself, looking around at my makeshift bedroom. "Now to eat some hardtack and…um…You don't happen to know how to play cards, do you Copper?"
"Squeeee?"
With nothing else to do and nobody to play cards with, I decided training and preparing for everything was best. I began working through Giezha's calisthenics routine, using the rocks on the ground as weights to increase the difficulty.
Once I'd gotten a good sweat going on, I pulled out my sword and began to work through the stances and parries Mara wanted me to practice.
"The best attack is a counterattack," I reminded myself. "Let them overextend."
I went back through my previous fight, where I'd cut that bastard's arm off and reimagined him attacking from a different angle. As I did, I tried to recreate my attack, cutting off the hand, and stumbled backward. Catching myself, I shook my head in frustration.
"Got to stay focused!" As I continued my formwork, I realized I needed to make myself less predictable. Not every defense would have the same counterattack. Not every counterattack could work against the same opponent.
I would face fifteen other people in what could wind up a fight to the death. When I thought about it, my hand burned right where that damn leaf had entered my skin.
All along the way, I could hear the thunk… thunk… thunk of the Crystal snakes trying to get in. However, no matter how hard they tried, they could never break through my barrier.
"Giezha would be so proud of me," I muttered as I switched to a different weapon.
Swords were great for close combat and my most trained weapon, but I needed to work on a longer-range melee. Ruffling through my bag, I pulled out something I had been working on with Uli.
"There we go!" I said, pulling out a small stick slightly longer than the width of my hand. It was dark brown with a small brass button in the center and 'click’!
As I pressed the button, the wooden contraption sprang out on both sides until a spear slightly taller than me appeared with a bright brass spear and a silver tip.
"Presto!"
Mara felt that spears would be good for me because I tended to throw my weapons, which I could use to work with my natural prowess. As I felt the weapon in my hands, I began working on my thrusts and throwing maneuvers. I jumped backward, shifting my feet from side to side, aiming at the different rocks. Most throws sliced the rocks in half, but not at the point that I had wanted.
Mara could throw a spear as accurately as she could shoot her bow. Meanwhile, I was still working on throwing it correctly.
"Oh, man," I groaned, picking up my spear and feeling its weight in my hand. "I'm tired. How am I doing, Copper?"
Copper sat in front of one of the Crystal snakes, watching as it continued to try and bite right exactly where he was.
Those guys, sure, don't get tired. "Neither should I…" I reminded myself. "Just got to increase my endur—wait," I told myself, straining my stomach. "Can't do that."
I collapsed onto the ground, exhausted but not ready to admit defeat. There was no telling when the next round would be, and I still had to help the others with Merrill's descent here into the caves! Especially when they agreed not to have it as an official guild job…
"Hah…" I sighed to myself, shaking my head. "I'm an asshole…"
As I prepared a quick dinner, I went over everything. I was pissed at Salvatore and the rest of the guild for not sticking up to me. But at the end of the day, Uli, Mara, Giezha, and Kiersa had all offered to, and I flat-out refused. So why was I mad at them for trying to do it?
"You owe them all a big apology."
Copper was too busy inspecting the salted pork I put into a tin can for fire and water to make soup with.
"Hey now!" I reminded him, brushing the top of his very fuzzy head. "Jerebo are supposed to be vegetarian."
One filling but unfulfilling meal later, I took a deep breath and stared at my handiwork. The barrier showed no signs of cracks or failures, but I knew that if I wanted to explore, I wouldn't do that going straight down.
Reluctantly, I raised my hand and spoke the disillusionment spell to dissolve the barrier with my sword of hand. I waited for the Crystal snakes to jump in, attacking me, but none of them did. Instead, they'd simply retreated into their hovels deep enough to not even cast a faint light out in the holes.
"Ready to go up, buddy?" I asked Copper.
Copper jumped to the top of my shoulder, extending his little arms out and gliding up with his wing flaps.
I didn't know you guys could do that up upwards. I shrugged and made a mental note to ask Brody about raising jerebo. Copper seemed like he was in it for the long haul, and I wouldn't mind a little fuzzy companion to help me to pass the time until we could go home. Climbing back up the rope ladder, I headed back to the entrance so we could go through one of the empty rooms.
Oh…
At least I would do that until I saw a fireball headed straight from my face.
"Whoa!"
Jumping down the hole, I quickly grabbed the rope ladder as the ball of fire exploded against the wall. I watched the fire kick back down the shaft and explode up the hall inches away from me and Copper.
"Been waiting for a while, human…"
What the…
Before I could straighten up, I saw a face poking out from the hallway. It was a goliath man that I didn't recognize.
"You took out the lieutenant. Now you're trying to take over the role of Chief."
"What are you—" Before I could finish asking my question, the tattoos on his arms glowed bright orange, and so did his eyes.
"Uh oh…"
I let go of the rope, falling with a loose grip as another wall of fire exploded from his fist.
"That's not good!" I shouted.
Fwoooooosh!
The entire area exploded with flames, and I hit the ground at the last second.
"Who the fuck?"
Booom!
A giant shockwave slammed me into the walls, dazing me when I heard a heavy 'thunk!' on the ground. Turning back around, I had enough time to dodge as a giant fist slammed right where my head had been.
"Enough!" I shouted, extending my hand.
With a quick recitation of familiar runes, my hand exploded with a concussive blast throwing the goliath back. He skidded to a halt in the center of the room and looked back at me.
He had tattoos everywhere, and his entire chest was bare. The normally blue crystals now glowed of violent red.
"Who the fuck are you?" I said, trying to catch my breath. As I stared at the fucker, he started to look familiar.
I could hear Copper squealing as he jumped out of my backpack running away. I recognized year one of the sixteen!
"I am Segk'Jurn Nightstrike," he announced, his arms glowing again. "And I will ensure that luck has nothing to do with our clan's fate."
His hands exploded again and entered with two fiery blasts, and I rolled to the side, checking for my sword. Dammit! It wasn't by the side, and I could feel the scabbard had fallen off. No doubt, when I fell back onto the ground.
"The fact that Chief Zha'lin allowed you to compete was an error. I seek to correct it."
Fwoosh! Fwoosh!
The goliath stood tall in the center, continuing to attack where I'd just been as I ran, trying to dodge his attacks.
"How did you find me?" I asked, dropping to the ground and rolling as lightning nearly zapped me. "I should have seen you!"
"With your aura?" He asked. "You may not have seen me, but I could see you through the wildlife! My connection to the world grants me a bounty of information I can see through the stars themselves and through the eyes of those crystalline snakes!"
Zap!
He led his shot this time, and I got hit full blast with an electric shock.
"Gahhh!" I screamed, hitting the deck.
Oh, you clever bitch.
"I wanted to wait until you were tired," he said, cracking his knuckles.
Scooting back, I was up against a wall as he approached. I felt around my side for something, anything!
That'll work…. I thought to myself, feeling a brass button.
"Do not think that you are worthy of the title of chieftain. I'm simply ensuring that my clan is not embarrassed from֫—hyuk!"
Segk'Jurn's words were cut short as I pressed the button on my spear, which extended, cutting into his side.
"Gah!" He groaned, trying to grab at my spear.
He was too close for me to comfortably move around or maneuver my spear, so I lunged forward, extending my left hand.
"Back off!"
I shouted, hitting him with another concussive blast. This time he flipped over his side, landing on his back and flipping over several times. He got up in a three-point stance with his eyes glowing bright blue and a scowl on his bloodied face.
"You dare draw blood?"
"I'll do a lot worse than that if you don't leave," I warned him.
I prepared a spell, imagining a giant watery grave for him sealed in a bright blue orb. He let out a feral scream, and a giant wave of electric energy exploded from every direction.
"That's new," I said, covering my hands and face.
The blast was extremely powerful, and at the last second, I imagined the bright golden ring activating my aura. As I felt a flash fire burning inside, I tried to force everything into my durability to make my skin stone. Harder than stone! Steel, titanium, something!
My muscles seized up as the blast of electricity coursed through every point of my body, racing up and down as the lightning boiled me from the inside. However, no matter how explosive the electricity and heavy the blast, it couldn't kill me. My whole body was rigid and steadfast.
I might not have been immune to the pain, but I was immune to dying. For now. However, there was only one other problem.
Crackle…
"Huh?" The goliath said, looking down.
Cracks began to form in the ground as they spider-webbed their way around until they met the edges and…
Booom!
All the stones on the ground gave way, weakened by the electric blast, and we both began to fall.
"Aaaahhh!"
I screamed, trying to orient myself. My muscles were still twitching uncontrollably, locked tight, paralyzed, and unable to move.
"I've gotta do something!" I screamed to myself through gritted teeth. When I looked down, however, I saw an infinite void swallowing us both up.
"Fly!" I tried to warn him. "Try!"
The goliath Segk'Jurn was too busy pissing himself in fear, falling to his death to listen as we were both swallowed by the infinite void. I closed my eyes, realizing something.
"Aww, man, Gathos is gonna be pissed…"
Whoomp!
I slammed into something with a heavy lurch, and I felt my momentum begin to shift.
"Huh?" I looked around and saw the walls as I raced by. But I wasn't going straight down. It was like… I was gliding! I was gliding!
When I looked underneath me, I was being carried by something big with wings!
"Graaggh!"
The creature beneath me screamed as I struggled to break through the lightning's paralysis. As my bones began to set and my muscles relaxed, I tried to orient myself. I could feel it in my hands. It was a scaly creature with wings and a snout, and…No shit.
"A dragon!" I shouted out.
I almost fell off the lizard, but it caught me, flipping me back with its wing. It was no bigger than a buck or a very large dog. As we fell, the creature strained to keep the both of us up and could not flap its wings. Instead, it glided down in a large circular pattern.
"Aaaaahh! Aaaaaah!" I could hear screaming get louder and louder as the faint light from the crystal necklace showed the goliath still free-falling in pitch black.
"Get us over there!" I begged the dragon. "I can make us lighter!"
"Graaowiaao?!" the dragon howled curiously.
"Just do it, please!"
Remarkably, the dragon seemed to understand me, and it nodded its head, flying over toward Segk'Jurn.
"Okay, come on, come on, come on…" I begged myself, trying to remember the lighter-than-air spell. "If there's any time to act to remember things, Asher now's the time!"
I began rapidly spitting out every rune I could think of in the order it was. And that the more I spoke and the more mana I poured into it, the more I could feel the dragon begin to lift higher and higher into the air!
We weren't in a controlled fall anymore but gliding. We got close to Segk'Jurn, and I grabbed onto him.
"Just hang on!" I screamed, mentally continuing the spell.
As Segk'Jurn desperately grabbed my hand, we lurched down as the dragon strained to keep us up. I couldn't remember everything perfectly, so I just tried pouring more and more mana into it. I couldn't be efficient, so I had to just pour the gas on the fire. I pulled every bit of mana that I could from my bones, my core, my everything!
I just kept chanting until I could feel all of us begin to lighten and lighten and…
CRASH! All three of us hit the ground, tumbling over several times. That was followed by a loud and heavy Splash! Whatever we'd fallen into was next to a body of water. I'd tumbled over, landing in a scorpion position. Looking up, the entire back of my body was wet, and darkness surrounded me.
I quickly sat up, gasping for air and looking around. We'd hit the ground hard, but no worse than a jump off the roof instead of how many hundred feet had just been.
"Are you okay?" I said to nobody in particular.
"Graaoowwww!" the dragon trilled again.
It poked its head out of the water and shook itself dry, bouncing over to me. It stared at me with bright reptilian eyes, and in the glow of the light, I realized its coloration was odd. It was almost completely white, except for striations that were shiny…
"Copper?" I said incredulously. "Are… are you the dragon!?" He cocked his head and squealed in joy.
As he did, there was a flash, and Copper had transformed back into a jerebo.
"You were… I!... You…" I was flabbergasted. Stunned. Gobsmacked right in the face. "Wait, where's the other guy?"
Splash! "Gah!" I heard a gasp as Segk'Jurn exploded from the water. He breathed heavily, looking around with wide eyes.
"What just happened? What… I just…?"
I quickly pulled him out of the water, which was much deeper at the center than anticipated, and threw him onto the dry ground. When I looked around, there was a whole lot of nothing. But staring up, I could see a bit of light from my old camp. We had dropped hundreds of feet down into a cavern below.
"You… saved me?" Segk'Jurn asked for confirmation.
"Yeah, I tend to do that," I said, trying to figure out how we would get out of there.
"But I tried to—"
"Yeah," I nodded my head. "I have a tendency to do that for people who try to kill me too."
"But… why?"
I looked at him and shrugged my shoulders. "I don't know, man. You want me to throw you down and not catch you this time?"
Segk'Jurn was about to say something but shook his head and bowed.
"Thank you, Asher Merrick," He said quietly. "I am indebted."
I rolled my eyes as Copper appeared on my shoulder. "Yeah, no kidding… Think you can get us back up there?
Copper looked back up to the faint glow of the room that had exploded underneath us, still lit by the Crystal snakes, and then nodded his head up and down.
"Squeee!"
"Are you talking to the—"
POW!
I cracked the goliath in the back of the head as hard as I could with my fist, and he fell to the ground. I caught him at the last second and nodded my head.
"That's for being an asshole. And now to save the asshole." I looked around as my gear continued falling out of the sky, down the shaft, and into the water. "And I'll need to dry everything off as well…"
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Using the weightless spell, I could sort of remember, I coerced Copper into helping us get back to the top. Segk'Jurn stirred right as I unceremoniously threw him down the hallway. He landed with a light tumble, still a fraction of his original weight. He tried to jump up but had trouble steadying himself.
"What sorcery is this?"
"A weightlessness spell," I said gruffly, pulling out my sword. "Keep moving before I cut your head off."
"You wouldn't!"
I looked at him seriously. "You really think I wouldn't kill you? You stalked me, ambushed me and tried to kill me with a petty and stupid speech."
And then I saved you…
"Why do you think I will not repay that kindness?"
He gulped and nodded his head. "I owe you my life and for that I am deeply ashamed."
"Shame this, shame that," I said, pointing my sword at him. "Get marching, asshole. I want you out of this place."
I led him at sword-point down the cave and up the stairs.
"I did not know you were capable of flight. It was a terrifying display."
Flight?
I was about to say something stupid but stopped myself and kept quiet. No point in letting him know a dragon saved the both of us.
"Yeah, I can fly, asshole. So try this again and I'll fly you to the top of the mountain and throw you off the top."
He shuddered at the thought and kept his mouth shut. Copper had turned back into a jerebo, happily trilling on my shoulder and burying his head in my neck.
"How did the rodent survive?"
"Never mind the rodent!" I said sharply. "Keep walking, bub."
Finally, we made it out of the cave system. We were both surprised when we saw…
"Boronos!" We said at the same time.
"Ah, yes, Asher," he smiled, nodding to me. His pale eyes glazed over toward the other guy, and his face contorted into pure anger. "I suggest you move quickly and make no sound as you return to the village."
The goliath quickly bowed his head before sprinting away. I thought about giving chase but decided against it. I put my sword back in its scabbard with a flourish.
"Asshole…" I grumbled before turning to the Boronos. "What are you doing here?"
"Oh, a little bird told me," he smiled, looking away from me.
"Right. Been a lot of that going around."
The snow continued to fall in fat and heavy flakes on the ground, sizzling against the aura Boronos radiated.
"I believe that you still need assistance in your training, Asher. And I believe I might know of a place more comfortable than the bottom of a cave."
I turned back to the cave and scratched the back of my head. "Yeah… Not my brightest idea. But I'm game! Where to?"
It was pitch black outside, save for the faint glow of the stones on my necklace and the beads along Boronos' arms, chest, and walking stick.
"Follow me," he walked back into the forest, and I followed as we cut through the rocky terrain.
Trees, evergreens, and hardy bushes blocked our path walking while Boronos cut his way straight through it. I closely watched Copper, hoping he wouldn't transform as we walked along the pathless path. We eventually wound up in a small clearing, and I could see a building made of wood and stone. The base was a cobbled-together layer of rocks from the ground, thick trunks, and bramble for the walls and roof.
It was a one-man shack made for somebody almost ten feet tall. I followed Boronos into the building.
"Roomie…" I nodded. "Ya know, for people my size."
Boronos chuckled. "Always room for a joke, Asher." He pulled a bundle of sage and herbs from a clay pot under a raised platform bed. On one wall was just a bed along the entire side and a curtain made of thick foliage. The ground was bare, with a small fire pit in the middle. Small clay pots lay about, and I could smell herbs and dried fruits.
"Personal home?" I asked
"It's handy to commune with nature when one is inside of it… With perhaps a few creature comforts," he added, laughing and tossing the bundle into the pit.
His eyes began to glow gold, and he extended his hands. A small spark lit up, dancing along his forearm and down into the palm of his hand. With a tiny push, the fire jumped into the pit and exploded in a smokeless fire.
The room quickly filled with a comforting warmth.
"You have been healed before. But I think now is time to teach you the ways, Asher."
The ways sound nice. "That way, I don't have to just rely on you for healing."
"Or the chief…" he added. "I apologize for missing our meeting. A situation arose at the village that… required my attention."
He motioned for me to sit down, and I followed suit, as did he. We both sat cross-legged, and his hands were placed in his lap while his eyes were closed. He had a serene look on his face. Copying his actions, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I could feel the smoke fill my lungs again.
"This time when you exhale, think of it as the world inhaling your essence. The aura is a cycle that continues, regardless of its container," he instructed. "We are all connected in the aura, conduits for its power. Can you see mine?"
I didn't quite understand what he meant, but I tried to follow his instructions. As the smoke entered my lungs, I held it momentarily, trying to heal the golden ring. It was cracked and splintered with a chunk missing.
"Release it to the world, Asher," he instructed. I let out a heavy breath coughing as my lungs burned. "Remember, this is not your breath, but the breath of all life. The breath of the wild!"
I tried to make every breath as long and intentionally as possible. I was letting the air pull out naturally rather than forcing it out. However, with every breath, my ring could not connect with the bits floating in the void. I tried to connect with the world or whatever, but for some reason, it wasn't working now! It felt like I was straining and continuously on the precipice of failure.
"It is okay, Asher. You are doing well. Release yourself from the fear of failure. There is no failure in living. Only those that fail to live."
I concentrated as hard as I could on the ring, my breathing, the smoke… and the world… But I just couldn't crack it! I was no good at the spiritual stuff. I wasn't like Kiersa or…
Kiersa! I thought to myself. She was always so serene in the temples with her connection to the dream goddess, in the peace that she found in Ihena. In the peace, she tried to share with everybody…
I thought about what she had told me.
"Asher, I come here not because I worship Ihena. I come here so that I can help others. We all dream, and I hope to spread Her tranquility and peace to others. It's all connected." She always reminded me of that, touching my chest gently. When she did, I could almost feel her heartbeat synchronized with mine.
As I imagined that, I could see it. I could see that second ring. It was a silvery ring shining impossibly brightly.
"Excellent, Asher!" Boronos said. "See the world's aura. Expand your view!" he instructed as I breathed in and out.
I reminded myself of Kiersa's teachings and the mantras they spoke in the temples: Of the connection that they had with Ihena and with the world. Just as it was the connection I was trying to forge with the world's aura!
I could see it. I could see the particles swirling around the ring now. They had always been there! I could feel my chest lighten as the particles no longer orbited my aura but danced from place to place, landing on my ring.
My stomach untied itself as the burning faded away.
"Continue."
I kept breathing in and out, falling deeper into the cycle of push and pull. As the smoke entered my body and I exhaled it, it entered the world again. And with every breath, the aura would flutter around me before floating back into place.
After who knows how long, I felt something snap, and my eyes were wide open.
"What was…?"
When I looked around, Boronos was gone, and I was at peace. I felt a type of peace that I couldn't recognize. It was a weightlessness that I couldn't feel but only feel the absence of as the world itself faded back in. I touched my face to make sure I was real. I could feel tear stains in my eyes.
"This monk stuff is trippy, Copper."
As I looked around, I saw a dragon sleeping in the corner of the shack as the sun began to rise.
"Welp…" I said, stretching out. "Time for bed."
Realizing that I'd completely screwed up my sleep schedule. I flopped onto the bed, not bothering to set up any spells.
By the time I woke up the next day (well, that same day), the sun had risen, shined as bright as it could in the winter sky, and fallen back down. The sound of crickets chirping woke me up as I stirred. I felt a heavy force on my chest.
"What the? Copper?" I said, confused, while a fox with his color pattern snoozed on my chest. "I appreciate you not wanting to crush me as a dragon, but could you get off?" I groaned.
His little fox ear flicked in annoyance, and I pushed him over me.
"Okay…" I said, standing up while Copper indigently circled me again. "Dude, what is your deal?"
I took a moment to let the moment sink in.
"Copper… you're a... dragon? What. The. Fuck?" When I said that, Copper's fox ears pinned behind him, and he looked at me terrified. "No, no, no, it's okay, buddy! It's okay! I should be saying thank you for saving me and that one asshole. But…"
I picked up Copper and looked him in the face. He seemed thrilled to be held and let out a happy yip.
"Have you always been a dragon?"
His head cocked back to the side, and he nodded his head.
Well, he understands Commontongue…
"Right. Cool."
Trying to gather my sense of direction. I looked off to where I thought the village was. And as I thought of it, I turned and stared at Copper.
"Are you the one that's been killing all the farm animals and wrecking up everybody's house?" He yapped, snapping his jaws several times, and I couldn't tell if he was saying, "Yes, that was me, and I'm very proud of it." Or "How dare you accuse me!"
"Riiight…well…" I looked around with no idea what to do. "No more eating chickens!" I pointed at him. "Or killing wolves."
He cocked his head to the side and made a noise in the back of his throat. That one gave him a confused look on his little fox face.
"Well, let's go and try to find the others." My stomach gurgled, and my hand went to my gut. "And some food."
On inspection, the pots had dried fruit and rations inside. But I couldn't crash at Boronos' shack and take his food! Most unkind. We grabbed my gear and set off as Copper returned to his jerebo form.
"How long have you been watching me?" I asked as he curled up onto my hair.
"Squeee!" Copper trilled, either speaking or simply exuding excitement.
As we walked through the forest, I quickly realized I wasn't sure where to go, but I reminded myself that there was a giant lake on the other side of the village and a mountain on one. So if I walked in the opposite direction of the mountains, I was bound to hit civilization eventually. I wound up recognizing a few paths in the forest and made my way back to the village.
"I should probably get familiar with the area…" I reminded myself.
When I entered the village grounds, patrols of Red Breakers stepped in formation. It was mostly the older team members and Brody's crew.
I was about to automatically head to the draft house when I remembered. "Oh, right, not in the guild right now…"
And as my stomach gurgled again indigently, I headed to the tavern. "I'm thinking shepherd's pie. How about you, Copper?"
"Squee-squee squeeee!" He trilled in the cadence and syllables of "shepherd's pie."
Walking inside, I plopped down on the bar, threw a few coins to the barman, and ordered two shepherd's pies and milk. I figured it was a bad idea to give a dragon, pretending to be a jerebo, alcohol in case he decided to turn into a dragon at a very inopportune time.
The barman silently took the coins, heading off to get the food.
While waiting, as Copper raced around the rafters, unseen by everyone, I sat there thinking. What am I going to do with Copper? He'd saved me and the other guy for no reason. Plus, Copper seemed perfectly intelligent. It didn't scream wild monster-killing things at random to me.
"More news from the farms?"
"Unfortunately…" I heard the old men grumbling over another game of seven swordsmen.
Do those guys ever spend time with their wives? I thought to myself.
"There was another killing there?" I asked, butting into the conversation.
"Aye, both the Avis and Xalia moons were shining what they could."
My hand absently went to stroke Copper's fuzzy head as they spoke. I was trying to make sense of what time that would've been.
"It wasn't too late because his children were still awake."
"True. They was the ones that reported it. Some big, nasty creature apparently flew through the air like the wind."
"It flew?" I said nervously.
"Yeah. Couldn't get a good look eye on it because of the darkness, but ooh," he shuddered. "Sounded an awful lot like a dragon to me."
"Oh, you and your dragons!" The barman's daughter chided, bringing the food to Copper and me. "There hasn't been a dragon in this damn shadow of the mountain for what? Centuries?"
"Not since the Great Dragon Khorba called them all to his kingdom."
"Oh, right," the young lady laughed sarcastically. "So back at the end of the Third Age. And one definitely started to show up and started eating sheep."
One of the old men smiled, revealing several missing teeth, and nodded to me. "I heard it got a wolf from one of the pretty guild girls. The one with the red hair you're always running around with. Tall, muscular, beautiful as the day is long?"
"That might be an insult right now in the winter," his friend whispered.
"You two get back to your games!" The barman's daughter shooed them away. "It's just the kids' imagination getting the best of them," she assured me. "No dragons around here."
"Be a bad omen if there was one," the barman grumbled.
"Why is that?" I said, prodding for information as I ate. The meat was a little tough and gamey, but the heavy meal was exactly what the doctor ordered.
"You're a bit daft for an adventurer," the barman said, eyeing me up. "Dragons have never been too kind to any of the walking creatures. Be it elves, humans, orcs, dwarves, dragonborn… doesn't matter! They all see us as the same thing."
He pointed to my shepherd's pie.
"And that's food. If it was a dragon, it would've been the kids that it snatched up and not some poor sheep."
I nodded, scratching the underside of Copper's chin.
"I mean, it's not like there could be dragons in the mountains…" I said in a half-casual manner, directing it toward Copper. Copper poked his head out from the middle of the pie and looked at me curiously before diving back in.
I couldn't tell whether he was copping with something or too distracted by food. As the barman shrugged and walked away, the barman's daughter tried to sneak back over to talk to me when the door slammed open.
"Asher!" came a chorus of familiar voices.
I turned and saw the girls running straight toward me. Kiersa practically tackled me against the bar with a hug.
"We were so worried about you! You just up and disappeared!"
I patted Kiersa's and looked at the others. Uli looked like she'd barely slept, while Giezha tried her best to ignore Copper.
"I'm sorry about yesterday guys… I just needed some time…"
"Apparently you got more than time," Mara said, pointing to a scar on my forehead.
"Huh?" When I dabbed it, there was still some dried blood.
"Something you're not telling us?" Uli asked as Copper finished off his bowl of milk.
"I got a pet?" I said through a strained expression. I didn't feel like I should say, "Hey, by the way, a dragon is sitting next to me." So I decided to keep that one in my back pocket. Copper was happy to play up being an adorable little rodent as he buried his head in Kiersa's arm.
"Awwww, he's so cute!" Kiersa said, picking him up with both hands.
"Keep that thing away from me," Giezha said, backing away.
"What is it with you and those things? It's been following you since we got here," Mara asked.
"Never mind that!" Kiersa snapped at Mara. "Asher, where did you go?"
I figured if I was going to lie about the dragon thing, I should probably come clean about what all went down.
"Would you believe me if I said I went to the caves because I thought it was a good idea and then it turned out to be a very terrible idea because a goliath decided to try and sneak attack me and then the room that we had already fallen into exploded?"
They all looked at me blankly while the heads from every table also turned.
Mara broke the silence, nervously asking. "Okay… And then what happened?"
"I climbed out!" I said, perhaps a bit too quickly.
Uli eyed me up and down, and I could tell she smelled something was off. "And… what happened?"
"I saved the guy because he's part of the trial with Giezha and me," I pointed to her and back to me several times for emphasis. "And then Boronos showed up and helped with me learning of the aura stuff and now I live in a shack in the woods."
They all looked at each other for a moment, not speaking before turning back to me.
"How is it that you manage to fall into so much bullshit in one night?"
"W here have you been all day then?"
"Asleep."
Mara was the first to react and started laughing. "Ahah! Ahhh, yeah that tracks. A bunch of shenanigans and then you fall asleep."
"So, I guess there's been more attacks?" I asked, trying to steer the conversation away from me.
"Yeah, apparently…" Uli ordered several rounds of drinks as they all sat by the bar with me. "Merrill's, itching to get into the caves again too. Think you'll want to join us?"
"I don't know," I said bitterly. "Is Salvatore going to be up my ass about it?"
"Oh, he is not going to be up your ass about that." Came a sharp voice.
When I turned, I could see Brody and his crew. Rather than his typical nonchalant and sleepy expression, his eyes were like steel as he walked straight up to me.
"How you doing, bud?"
"Fine, besides the part where I got kicked out last night," I said, sensing danger. "How about you?"
"Not bad. 'Cept for the part where I'm going to be flat broke after this!" he laughed.
The bar patrons receded to their drinks while I stood face-to-face with Brody.
"What with protecting a village, and chasing some phantom monster, and now apparently not getting in on a trip back into the caves…" His eyes flashed malevolently while Brina snarled at us.
The two old men abandoned their game to listen in.
"Brody, listen. It's not what you think."
"Oh, I don't need you to explain," Brody said, putting a finger in Uli's face.
I grabbed Brody's finger and scowled. "Watch it, bud." I warned.
"The captain would like to speak with you. All of you." Brody added, staring at everybody else.
"Are we in trouble?" Kiersa whispered.
Giezha shook her head. "Fucking hell. We're always in trouble."
* * *
"Going behind the fucking guild! What the fuck is wrong with all of you?!" Salvatore was pacing back and forth in his makeshift office, frothing at the mouth while we stood there at attention.
"You all have broken about every fucking rule that I've tried to lay down to prevent the exact same type of bullshit that Dawnthorn had going behind the guild's back! Taking uncontracted work! Not paying dues! And now—"
"And now what!?" I piped up.
"Asher, please no!" Uli hissed to me.
"No. What did we do now?" I asked. "We took a job because you couldn't keep it!
"You don't understand, Merrick!" Salvatore snapped. "Merrill is not to be trusted."
"And why is that?" I asked. "Please do tell me why she's the one I shouldn't trust."
His eyes flashed dangerously while my chest puffed up, ready for a fight.
"You little shit," he bore his teeth at me before grinning. "Fine. Why don't you go ahead and leave since you're not in this guild."
Oh, it's gone time, you old fuck. "Right, because that's exactly what I need to do. Leave you alone with them. What are you going to do? Banish them like you tried to do with me because you fucked up and couldn't keep the peace with the goliaths? Because you decided to ignore it?" I asked. "Because I'm pretty sure we all knew what was going to happen if we didn't do something. And then it happened!"
"Are you questioning my leadership?"
Mara tried to step in as the electricity danced between our eyes. "We're not doing that, Sal! Asher, you need to!"
"No, I'm sick and tired of this fucking goat running this place like we're his kids or something! Like we're the family, he's already failed before!"
"You're on thin ice, Merrick," A deadly black energy floated around Salvatore as he put a hand in his pocket. "And I'm about out of patience."
"I've been out of patience with you, Yaxel. First you throw us into this job with almost no warning. Then you promise us riches beyond belief, only to cut the rug out from under us at the last second. Then when everything goes to shit, you decide to blame it all on me and throw me out of the guild!"
Nobody said anything as the air hung thick, waiting for Salvatore to respond. Uli was too flabbergasted to say anything while Mara and Kiersa had shrunk into the background. Giezha was watching the both of us with her eyes flitting back and forth. I was waiting for Salvatore to just fucking throw a punch so I could punt him right out of the building.
"You don't want us to work with Merrill, so you're not going to let it be official. You don't want us to work with the city because you don't want to waste the resources. What are we supposed to do? Just sit and wait for a boat that might not come?"
Salvatore was staring at me with the same type of hatred that I saw him stare Dawnthorn at with.
"Merrill hasn't paid her bills," Salvatore said quietly. "So, I was looking for every excuse to get us out from here."
"What?" Uli finally piped up. "How long has that been going on? You told us she had paid a deposit on everything!"
Salvatore's face pinched, and he couldn't look straight at Uli. "The deposit wasn't exactly what I thought it was. We'd agreed to use treasure from her previous excursion as a deposit. The broker told me that there were imperfections that plummeted the value."
"Are you… fucking kidding me?"
"That's enough out of you, Asher Merrick!" He snapped. “Get the fuck out of here before I decide to kick you out entirely."
"You can't do that without a guild-wide vote," Mara said angrily.
"Oh, I'm pretty sure the rest of the gild would be more than happy to at least kick him out, Missy! You all went behind the guild's back on this. And something tells me Asher wasn't the one smart enough to figure out to do it on his own."
He eyed Uli up, who did her best to remain completely neutral.
"Hey, ease up! We're just checking a cave! Who cares if there's a Mountain Serpent? We killed it! Why can't the whole guild just keep looking!"
Salvatore let out a frustrated scream, slamming his desk. "Most of the area was caved-in, Asher! It could happen again! And how do you know there isn't a second, Mountain Serpent, Asher? How do you know there isn't a fucking dragon in inside of that cave?"
My heart stopped for a second as the words got caught in the back of my throat.
"Tell me, Asher. What are you going to do if there's another cave-in? Use your little ability and blast everyone out to safety? You can manage four or five teams, right?" Salvatore laughed sarcastically. "You're incapable of thinking! You just do and let everybody else clean up your messes!"
I wanted to bring up the messes he forced us to clean up. I wanted to bring up how his shitty leadership had us all freezing our asses off in the middle of winter while the snow blew in, freezing us all. I wanted to bring up how he was why we couldn't keep the goliath issue resolved ahead of time.
But instead, I was just panicking.
Panicking about Copper. Panicking about the fact that I still didn't know what was out there.
"You get out of my fucking office!" he shouted. "The rest of you are on probation until the end of this trip and gods help us all, I hope it ends soon."
We all walked out of there with our tails tucked between our legs, feeling the angry stares of all the guild members.
"We can go with you, Asher. Maybe get a room at the inn?" Mara suggested
"Maybe," I said, feeling my heart in my throat. "I need to get some stuff done first…"
I had no idea what needed to be done at this point. But there was one thing I knew for sure: This job really fucking sucked.




Chapter 22

Xaliasday Afternoon, 28th of Zholn, Year 678, 4th Age
Two blasts of electricity whizzed by my face as I ducked out underneath a dead tree. The smell of ozone sizzled through the air as I tried to catch my breath. I looked in every direction but couldn't see where the attack originated. As the lightning blasted off from the downed tree, I gripped the handle of my spear, searching for an opening to keep moving.
They were catching up, and I needed to get out fast.
Boom!
A crack of thunder blasted in the sky as the rain continued to pelt down. Crouching low, I dashed off, hopeful; no one had seen me until— boom! Another crack of thunder. Only this time, a tree exploded in front of me.
"Whoa!" I dodged out from the falling timber, only to sense two projectiles coming straight for me. I swung my spear around and deflected one while a second arrow pierced into my shoulder, pinning me to the tree.
"Gah!"
Ripping the arrow out of my shoulder, I threw it down as a shadowy figure emerged from the fog inside the forest. I stood my ground, training my spear on the future.
"Can't keep running forever," the figure said in a dark warbly voice
The figure pulled out a massive battleax the size of its body.
Oh, that's not for cutting trees. I thought to myself.
As soon as the ax appeared, the figure lunged at me, slashing at my midsection. Rolling out of the way, I kicked the back end of my spear up, knocking the ax upwards as it cleaved into the tree behind me.
Keeping my distance, I jumped back and stabbed at the figure several times, each attack trying to aim for its most open area. However, the figure wasn't just strong; they were fast too. Blocking the blows and dodging out of the way, it closed in the distance. I took a few steps back, feeling a log at my heels, and decided to try something.
I fell back onto my ass and grabbed at my ankle screaming.
"Gah!" The spear returned to its smaller form on the ground as the figure leaped into the air for the coup de grâce. Sensing my opportunity, I grabbed my spear, pressing the button to activate it.
Shink!
The spear tip exploded upward, and the spear pierced right into the figure's shoulder right up where I had been hit, only to disappear into a puff of smoke.
"What?"
I felt a prickle in my back as a knife pressed against it.
"Sorry, Asher, but you lose again," came a familiar whisper.
"Come on, Uli!" I groaned, pushing her knife away. "Do I have to keep finding all of you at once?"
"Yes," Giezha said, dropping from the trees. "You're going to be a target for fifteen other fighters."
"Even you?" I asked.
Without a moment's hesitation, Giezha nodded. "I have to."
I grimaced at her candidness while Kiersa and Mara also appeared. Mara popped out from the other side of the fallen log.
"You almost got me!" Mara said, trying to pep me up.
"I got your shadow…"
"Yeah, you're welcome by the way," Kiersa said, brushing past Mara and checking my body. "You don't have any wounds, so you should be okay for another round of training."
I put my hands on my knees and shook my head, sweating in the freezing rain. "Guys, I don't know how I'm going to do this," I panted. "We've been at this nonstop."
"And you need to win! We need to get this over with and you need to be ready!" Uli urged.
I sat down, completely winded. Merrill was M.I.A., and we used the downtime to train.
"Yeah, I know, but it's hard enough to train against one of you," I laughed and gestured to everybody. "Against four is ridiculous."
"Three," Mara corrected me.
"Four," I continued. "It's pretty bad."
We'd been at it for a week, constantly training in the forest and scouting the area. We were mapping the area and finding defensible points, all while they would ambush me at random. Sometimes in the middle of conversations, other times at a designated point. But every time, it always ended the same: with either a knife in my back, an arrow in my chest, or strung up by arcane chains up against the tree.
"You're doing fine, Asher," Kiersa assured me. "They're just being hard on you."
"We're not being hard on him. He needs to be ready," Giezha said, slamming her staff onto the ground. "They're going to go for the kill. The only one you can guarantee isn't going to kill you is me," She said seriously. "…And Boronos. Probably."
"Lovely," I said, straightening myself and twisting my back.
Crack, crack, crack!
My whole spine crackled, as did my joints.
"Well, if you guys insist, let's start over," I said, sipping a stamina potion. The energy zapped right back into me, and my mind kicked overdrive. "Why don't we go and fight by the waterfall this time?"
"Why the waterfall?" Mara asked suspiciously.
"What? I'm not allowed to pick the venue where I fight for once?" I asked innocently.
"Maybe, but we've got business to attend to," Uli said, checking the sky. "Like it or not, we've still got a job to do, searching for that monster."
"Any more word on attacks?" I asked, trying to keep an eye on Copper out of my peripheral vision.
He had been flying around in his jerebo form the entire time. During our first few practice runs, he kept interfering with the fight, nearly getting cleaved in two by Mara every time.
It took several treats and much reassurance that I wasn't in any actual danger to get him to calm down. Meanwhile, I was still sleeping in the cabin that Boronos had lent to me, and Copper had been with me the entire time while the girls had been given the cold shoulder by most of the guild.
We decided they should stay in the draft house and watch things. Also, I couldn't trust Salvatore to tell me when the ship would arrive. As much as I wanted to help everybody here, even I was getting tired of the cold.
"I think I could tag along without any issues?"
"No one's going to try and stop and talk to us," Uli shrugged.
We all set out for the next location, just past the docks off on the coast. While the rain had brought a torrential downpour and plenty of problems for patchy roofs. It also meant an abundance of storm tuna, a special fish that loved the rough seas mixed with pounding rain. They'd come up to feed during the heaviest rainfall, making for an excellent winter fishery.
Half the town had been to the shallow seas the past few days. And when the last ship returned,… it almost didn't come back.
"And just then, the sky lit up!" an old orc fisherman exclaimed, raising his hands to the sky.
“It was the size of my nightmares with its big eyes, wings, and teeth!" he opened his mouth and pointed his fingers down, emulating giant incisors and fangs.
"What happened then?" Uli asked as we walked around the broken hall of the ship floating ashore.
"Ate practically all of it!" the man laughed bitterly. "I jumped out the water just to save my skin. Nearly got ate by the tuna."
The waters had wiped away the violent display that he mentioned.
"And after that?"
"It left," he said simply. "My ship was filled with holes. My fish was all but gone, 'cept for two. All I could do was wait for the sea to take me and her down. Luckily, we floated toward another boat that had been out."
"Did they see anything?" I asked.
"Couldn't tell you. He was a towering big man on that one. Goliath likely."
"Great…" Mara grumbled. "More of that to deal with."
As we finished asking the fisherman for whatever details we could get, we all got the same sensation. His description sounded like a dragon.
"You don't think it could actually be one, do you?" Mara asked. "Asher saw one when he had first came here."
My mind returned to the day I was reincarnated on Echo Veil. I had seen the mighty dragon soaring through the skies.
"Sightings are rare, but not unheard of," Uli considered.
Giezha shook her head. "They haven't been seen here for centuries since the great migration."
"It could still be a possibility," Kiersa argued.
"Right, but where would it hide?"

We all looked around at the forest and open hills. "It could transform, depending on its magical affinity," Giezha suggested. "They were great scholars back in the Second Age. Some think that the first users of arcane magic were dragons."
"So, it's possible?" I asked, sweating bullets.
"It's possible just not probable," Uli shook her head. "I would put it as next to impossible." Uli surmised. "Even if it were a dragon, it would've killed someone by now. Besides, we still have to find the other fishermen."
"That's probably going to send us back to the goliath village," I said, looking toward its direction.
"I'd rather avoid that if possible," Giezha requested.
It was still raining heavily, and whatever tracks we could have hoped for were long since washed away. As we tried to think of what to do, Kiersa's eyes lit up.
"Why don't we try the searching spell again?" she said, looking at Giezha.
"We already tried that." Mara interjected. "It led us back to the cave in the forest where you—"
"That's fine," Kiersa said, pushing Mara's comments aside. "If it came from that cave, maybe it's connected with the larger system?"
"There're still fish carcasses scattered around. I bet we could find something with that!" Kiersa said with full confidence.
"I suppose that I could try."
"I'll augment my tracking with a moonstone!"
Neither Mara nor Uli had any better ideas, and I was still too, and I was too focused on Copper as the two of them began combining their spells.
"Do you want to help them out, Asher?" Uli asked.
"I don't know if I should," I said, feeling a terrifying thought enter my mind.
If it was Copper and he was doing this just outside of my vision or something, it would lead them straight to where I was. And then Copper was the killer, and I had to explain to everybody why I had the killer in my pocket. And all I could tell them was, "Yeah, I'm pretty sure it's not this cute little guy. He saved my life. Oh, I forgot to mention that too? Oopsies."
"Asher!" Kiersa called out. "We think we got something!"
When I looked over, the spell's color had gone from the bright red that Giezha normally used to a faint pink.
"I studied Uli's path scroll and mixed it in," Giezha said, panting.
There weren't footprints or any impressions on the ground, but instead, just an ethereal line that began tracing from bit to bit of the fish. The first line was as thick as a fish before thinning out as it moved toward the next piece.
Whenever we would get closer to another portion, the line would grow wide before thinning out again. We followed the trail of fish bits that soon turned to scales and drops of blood. We moved past the village and headed toward the shadow of the mountains.
"You guys doing all right?" I asked Kiersa and Giezha.
They both dabbed their foreheads, trying to maintain concentration. Kiersa was blowing through moonstones using such a complicated spell. And Giezha's mana reserves weren't very strong compared to… literally everything else about her.
Uli and I supplied them with potions and stamina boosters as best as we could while Mara tracked ahead.
"Try to put a little bit more into it," Mara said, following at the very trail. "The line's getting thinner a bit faint."
"Yeah, yeah," Kiersa grumbled under her breath, panting.
The line winded around and weaved its way through the forest disappearing for moments before reappearing as if the creature jumped straight into the sky before falling back to the ground. Its path was erratic and violent.
The line had become so thin it was almost like a hair before bursting into another large portion as we saw bits of fishbone and eyeballs quickly consumed by the insects on the ground.
As we continued, we all knew what was getting closer and closer until…
"The cave," Mara pointed.
And sure enough, it leads straight into the cave before disappearing.
"The cave!" Mara said, pointing to the dark entrance.
Bits of rock and dirt were kicked up everywhere as if torn from the ground, along with blood splatters. The ground had sunk in from the constant rain and turned to muck.
"Looks like someone had a crash landing," I muttered.
"That aberrant darkness is going to be make it impossible," Giezha said, sweating profusely. "It'll swallow up my mana."
We all stood there as Giezha and Kiersa finally deactivated their spells. They both looked on the verge of collapsing entirely.
"We might be able to work with the crystals though," Kiersa suggested, nearly falling to the ground.
"No, no, you guys did great!" Uli said, fishing out supplies to heal them. "We know it at least went into the cave."
"It might live in the cave though. We need to find out…" Kiersa said, trying to stand up from one knee.
Mara looked at her with concern and gently reached out. "Kiersa, you… you've done a lot. It's okay."
"No!" Kiersa shouted, jumping to her feet. "We're this close!" She turned to Giezha. "You got enough in you?"
Wiping the sweat from her brow, Giezha snatched the last mana potion out of my hands and slugged it.
"Do you even have to ask?"
"Wait!" Uli said, pointing at the entrance of the cave near the light. "Look…"
Just as they were about to begin spellcasting, Uli saw something in the boulders at the entrance. There was a deep gash in the wall from something. Whatever it was, it was a lot bigger than Copper.
"It looks like the marks go both ways," Mara said, pointing to more of the markings. "And down on the ground is the…"
…Oh. I thought to myself.
We hadn't noticed it initially, but the ground wasn't just pressed in by a crash landing. It was flattened down by whatever this thing was. And it had claws. It was big. And it came from the cave. Oh yeah… and one more thing.
"Well, shit…" Uli muttered to herself.
The Red Breakers were the ones that brought this thing out of the cave.




Chapter 23

Orosday Evening, 4th of Sohran, Year 678, 4th Age
After discovering the monster's origin, we all took a few days to investigate where we could. The girls did their best to ask around at the guild if they'd heard anything while inside. Everybody was still giving a frosty reception, but a few gold coins and promises of split loot could loosen even the rustiest trap.
Meanwhile, I searched the forests day and night, looking for clues. I also used the time to hone some more of my weaponry skills. I was up near the crest of a hill in the forest when I saw a buck standing watch.
I sat there in silence, not moving, when a small flash of copper and white flitted through the trees. The buck's ear snapped to the source, and its head turned.
Thwip!
I unleashed an arrow from my bow, which struck the deer right in its shoulder. A spurt of blood popped from the wound as the deer cried before falling to the ground, unmoving. Copper dropped out of the tree line, making a noise to scare off other animals.
"SQUEEEE!"
I quickly ran up for my kill as the jerebo gave out his war cry.
"That was a good shot, Asher," Mara said, dropping from one of the trees. "But you need to work on your accuracy."
"I hit the artery, didn't I?"
"You might have," she said, unleashing a shot of her own with hardly a glance. Her shot went straight through the heart of the deer, leaving no doubt about its fate. "Just keep practicing. You'll get better."
We walked up to collect our kill, putting our bows away.
"It's amazing what a little positive reinforcement can do for somebody, right?" I asked, preparing to dress the deer and return it to the shack. Mara was right; my shot was a little off.
"Yeah…" she said, embarrassed. "I know."
Mara pulled a few hunter's knives from her pack and handed me one. We cut into the deer, removing its guts and draining the blood. I pretended not to notice Copper nibbling at some of the innards. Once we cleaned it, I hoisted the deer and walked back.
"Why is it so hard for you to just cut Kiersa some slack?"
"I've been trying to! I… I really have been." Mara's face was contorted in shame as she brushed her hair.
I didn't feel like beating a dead horse and switched topics.
"What did Merrill say when we warned her about the monster?"
"Not much," Mara shrugged. "Just said that she's glad to pay for the extra security in hopes to get a glimpse at whatever it is."
She helped me drop the deer onto a gambrel in a clearing I'd made near the shack as we got ready to skin it. Following Mara's lead, I cut the legs on one side while she did the other.
"That gnome is absolutely insane."
"Well, we're all a little insane," Mara laughed. "We're adventurers after all."
When it was all said and done, I had plenty of meat for food and bones that I could use to maybe make some stock. The pelt was salted and dried on a tree branch over some fire. A little bit of magic would help speed up the process, though. It didn't smell good and was sure to attract predators, but a few protection spells would keep my area clean.
"Thanks, by the way," I said, inspecting the area. I'd added to the shack, adding firewood and extra wood along the sides.
I'd fastidiously cleaned the area, giving me a porch as well. Boronos had stopped by a few times to continue my training whenever he could run into me. It was turning into a little home away from home…away from home.
"Going to make a blanket with the pelt?"
"I'm thinking a rug or something. I need something to lay down on when I don't feel like being on the bed."
Mara cocked an eye at me. "That's kind of weird."
"Well, we're all a little insane, right?"
With no sign of the free for all in the forest approaching, we decided to try and get our job with Merrill done as quickly as possible. That night we all met up at the cave entrance while Copper kept a watchful eye out.
"I'll be back in a few days, buddy." I said, lifting him into a tree.
"Squee?"
"Giezha's not comfortable around jerebo yet, but she'll turn around."
Copper made a sad little face, rubbing his head under my neck before jumping into the trees.
"That jerebo sure has taken a liking to you," Uli noted, watching them fly from tree branch to tree branch.
"Yeah," I laughed nervously. "Been a pretty helpful buddy to have."
"It's uncommon to see such a creature this far north during the winter," Merrill noted, drafting sketches of him. "And the coloration! Does it suffer some sort of albinism?"
"Aha… maybe? So which cavern are we supposed to go into?" I asked Uli, switching gears as we descended the staircases.
"Apparently one that hasn't been as fully explored as the others…" She looked over various notes and scrolls with her necklace shining on them. "Merrill, what can you tell us about it?"
"Oh, it's quite exciting!" Merrill said, poking out from her heavy jacket. "You see, late one night I was in my room studying the different treasures we've found, and I unlocked it! The key to finding a magic treasure beyond my wildest dreams!"
We all got a foreboding sense of terror at the idea of something magical in the mountains but pressed on. We continued deeper into a tunnel that none of us had entered before. It had the "7" marking on the outside of its entrance.
"It's blocked up ahead," Giezha noted after a half hour of walking.
Rocks had fallen in from every direction blocking the path, only for Merrill to insist that we blast them out of the way and continue onward.
We went through several tunnel systems all along a pre-written path she had in her notes.
"I sent several expedition teams into this tunnel during the first few marches to help get an idea of where it might be."
"Where what might be?" I asked. Sounds like you knew about it longer than you just said…
"Observe!" she said, pulling out several goblets and an old stamp. "Observe these specific patterns."
Merrill shined the crystal lights on the pieces. The light highlighted the same type of intricate carvings she'd shown us at the start of the expedition. They depicted ancient stories and pictures of the civilizations on the margins. However, there looked to be some form of archaic writing that we still hadn't deciphered.
"When you take them all together with these edges…" she lined each of them up and shined a light on the ground.
The carvings' exteriors began to line up. What at first appeared to be an alphabet or a code instead created intersecting lines and crossings like a river.
"Well, what is it?"
"It's a map!" she said excitedly. "A map that can be used to find an ancient scroll deep within these cave systems! I've been searching simply to prove the possibility that such a map exists!"
"What's the scroll supposed to do?"
The ever-exuberant Merrill stopped short and cocked her head to the side. "To be honest, I'm not sure. There are conflicting reports of it, but one thing's for sure…" She smiled as her eyes glittered like diamonds. "It's very, very valuable. Valuable enough!" she added, picking up the trinkets and putting them in her bag. "To make all of you extremely wealthy."
"Really?" Uli grinned. "I could use some funds for my tinkering."
"Tinkering?" Merrill laughed. "With what's down there? You'd be wealthy enough to start your own guild, even."
We let out a low whistle and grinned like idiots at each other. While we were all Red Breakers (except for me at the time), the idea of riches beyond riches was a definite bonus.
A small stream of water opened up near our feet as we continued walking the various paths, and Merrill insisted we follow it.
"I believe this might be the path!"
The water streamed out from the walls in different sections, mostly in tiny droplets, but coalesced underneath us until it was a constant crystal-clear stream of water splashing under our boots.
However, just as soon as the streams would start, they would disappear under the porous ground beneath us. It was sturdy, but there were gaps that the water seeped into. Deeper and deeper, we traversed far past any of our guild's previous expeditions.
"I think we should make camp for the night," Uli instructed once we'd entered another opening.
"Oh, but it's so much fun for us to continue!" Merrill begged as she stifled a yawn. "We have to find our way deeper below!"
"I'd rather keep our wits about us," Uli said with a tone of authority. "We need to keep ourselves rested in case anything else pops up."
"You mean like a Mountain Serpent?" I added a bit warily.
Uli didn't say anything but nodded. Fuck you, Salvatore, for giving me that worry. Despite our financier's protestations, we broke down and made camp in a tight formation. We all agreed to sleep in shifts, on the lookout for anything nefarious or hungry.
Uli offered to take the first shift to get some shuteye. The second shift went to Giezha and Kiersa, while Mara and I took the last shift. Thankful to get some consecutive hours of sleep, I jumped into my pack and slept, confident that nothing would wake me up with the intention of killing me. Well, probably, at least…
I was happy to be correct when I felt a gentle hand nudging me awake at the shoulder.
"Asher!" Mara whispered. "Asher, it's our turn!"
"Yeah?" I stirred, awake, weighed down by Kiersa, who had put herself into my arms while Mara tried her best not to wake her.
"Hurry up! She's already been asleep for like the last twenty minutes."
I looked down and was 99% sure that Kiersa wasn't asleep but just wanted to make things difficult for Mara. Careful not to "wake" her, I exited the tent and got ready. I was surprised to see that Merrill was awake too. She sat in her corner, studying scrolls and trinkets silently. She had a hard look on her face, concentrating on their finer details.
"How long has she been up?" I whispered to her. Mara just shook her head and shrugged.
"Let's just keep an eye out on everything."
While Giezha preferred to simply use her barriers, and Uli insisted on tight formation, Mara believed scouting the area was the best way to keep watch and ensured that they couldn't just attack a moving or stationary target.
I stayed close to Merrill, using my barriers while she checked the various entrances and exits. The crackling smokeless fire practically begged you to fall back asleep in this cozy warm room underneath a good mile of rock. Long and heavy shadows danced along the ground and walls from the fire while Merrill continued pouring over her notes. They were all written in so many languages I could barely keep up. My curiosity got the best of me, and I walked up to her.
"What you looking at?" I whispered.
"Bah!" She screamed, jumping back into her notes. Papers flew everywhere as Merrill knocked over her setup.
"Sorry! Sorry!" I said, helping her scramble to her feet.
Merrill looked at me in terror before smiling again. "No, no, it's quite okay. It's quite okay, Asher! I was just studying and got, well… I got a bit lost in the stories."
"Stories?" I asked.
Merrill invited me to look at the scrolls with her. "It seems that whoever first lived in these mountains…"
She showed me various drawings and notes that she assumed I could read. "Lived far before the third or even second age."
"How long was the second age?" Racking my brains.
"At least a thousand! Though some argue that the end of the first and start of the second age may have a few decades in between. A dark time, if you will. Not as clear of a division as the other ages."
"That's fair, I guess…" Wait. "But if that's true, then they'd predate any migrations of goliath or permanent encampments near the lake or near the coast by centuries!"
"Interesting indeed…" she admitted. "Great warriors that hid in the shadows, using intricate markings hidden in plain sight. Communicating with each other without ever speaking a word!"
"How would they do that?" I asked, excited.
She pulled out a small butter knife and sliced the air several times.
"They would carve into the walls themselves! Looking like scratches and claw marks."
"Claw marks?" I asked. "That's awesome! That's really…"
"Hey, Asher!" Mara called out. "Come here a minute. You too, Merrill." We quickly rushed to one of the widest entrances to the cave system leading down a deep, dark path. It sloped almost straight down. Mara pulled out a few crystals and shined them in her hand. The wall lit up as she did, showing deep weathering from all sides.
"Was it gashes like this?" she asked.
"Oh my!" Merrill ran her hands through portions of the wall that looked like a hot knife or something had carved them out.
"I believe it could be either that…" Merrill said slowly. "Or perhaps water running through these different cave systems for years."
Wait… water?
As soon as she said that, Mara and I looked at each other, feeling the same. There was a rumble underneath the ground, and both of us listened. It sounded… fast. Like a big heavy wind or… Mara's eyes went wide.
"Water!" Mara screamed, pushing us out of the way.
Fwoooosh!
A giant water geyser blasted out from the tunnel we had nearly entered, going straight for us. The water rushed past us at a rapid pace exploding outward.
"Asher, keep the others safe!"
At the wall, I could see our encampment on the other side of the room. With a quick incantation, I threw my hands forward and blasted a concussive force at the water as a barrier followed behind it.
Water splashed against the fire, snuffing it out as Mara yelled at me.
"Why did you do that?!"
"Needed a clear path," I grunted.
The barrier that I'd formed expanded as it moved. Slipping through the gap of the water I'd created, I clenched my fist as the purple barrier hardened and its light began to glow. The others came out of the tents, sputtering and shaking their faces doused by the water splashed them with.
They all looked at us, confused, and as the water began to rush past, they started yelling and screaming with wide eyes banging against the barrier. However, the barrier silenced their voices, and I couldn't tell what they were saying. Water began rising on our side as the other paths outside the camp were too small to drain this much water out.
Fwoooosh!
The water kept exploding out from the tunnel, filling the area. First, it was up to our ankles and then our knees.
"We've got to get do something!" Merrill squealed already up to her neckline in water. Mara grabbed Merrill and threw her on her shoulders as she pulled out a few knives and stuck them into the wall. Mara started climbing along the side, trying to hold herself up as high as possible.
Uli, Giezha, and Kiersa continued banging, trying to yell instructions, but I didn't release the spell yet. With this much water rushing out, they'd all be slammed into the wall and potentially knocked out.
Giezha banged her fist at the barrier and pointed down at the ground when she said something.
"-low… -t… …ck …p!"
Kiersa looked at her like she was crazy while Uli's ears were pinned back, and her eyes widened. Looking down, I could see what she was pointing at as the water swirled past. There was a small vortex in the very center of the room.
The current nearly swept me away, but I managed to grab onto a rock, and I could feel it. There was a small suction underneath. Water was pouring out! The ground must've been more porous than we'd first thought!
Looking at Giezha, I could understand and read her lips: "Blow it the fuck up!"
Here goes everything! I thought to myself. Pulling my hand up, I concentrated as much mana as possible into a molten hot blast of fire. I slammed my fist down at the center, unleashing the spell, and my hand exploded with a fiery burst.
Blowboom!
The force slammed back into me, throwing me out of the water and onto the ceiling. But the blast had done the trick. The concussive force exploded into the ground, and water began pouring out at the bottom.
More and more rocks fell into the hole as it grew in diameter. Landing back on the ground, I quickly released the spell as Giezha pointed her staff at it.
"Exin aldwah kinro kha!" She let forth a blast of magic tendrils that whipped around the hole in the wall and began to form a seal holding everything in place.
Giezha strained to hold it as more and more water began rushing out.
"What's the spell!?" I asked.
"Backpack!" Giezha shouted, "Silver scroll with a stamp on it!"
I quickly jumped over the river and began rifling through her bag as more and more water rushed out. The room splashed with water all around while Kiersa tried to assist Giezha.
Dammit! Giezha had dozens of scrolls with different stamps!
"What kind?!"
"It has an eagle on it!" She barked.
I picked up and dropped a dozen, finally finding the one with an eagle on it. There were at least three meters rolled into this massive thing, all covered in runes readable in any direction. Up, down, left, or right… fuck it, maybe diagonal?
"Which section?" I said desperately.
"Red parchment, third line, left to right, go down three lines!"
I quickly threw more and more of the scroll out, unrolling it and trying to find the spot.
"Aha!"
I'd finally got into a red section of parchment and, following her instructions, began reading the runes out, extending my hand at the opening.
Each of my fingertips began to glow bright red until strings of the mana flew out, as if pulling from my blood vessels, out onto the ground and began to wrap around the ground. I focused on the hole, trying to keep it strong and protect the integrity of the area beneath us. I strained and could feel the weight, not on myself, but in my essence, in the pool of mana inside me.
"Kiersa, try and give them a boost!" Uli urged.
I could feel Kiersa praying and radiant energy falling on top. It wasn't healing or stamina boosting, but damn it, I'd take what I could get! Combining all of our strength, repeating the spell until the cracking and groaning underneath us stopped, we could feel the ground begin to solidify.
The water continued rushing, and we sat down on the ground as the purple and red barriers combined to hold everything in place. The water continued to rush down into the hole at breakneck speed, but we'd kept everything from collapsing.
"What… what was that?" I panted.
Mara climbed the wall with her knives before gently landing with Merrill.
"S-something moved the water," Merrill shivered. "There are stories of great creatures inside of these caves."
"So, they tried to flood us out?"
"Or it was simply trying to move water out of the way for some other purpose," she added.
We all looked curiously over the hole, and Merrill's eyes went wide as something glittered at the bottom.
"Wait!" She shrieked. "Look!"
She threw several of the crystals down into the water. However, as it carried away and fell into the darkness, we could see what her eyes had focused on. It was barely visible down into the chasm and must've been a hundred feet below us. There was something brassy and twinkling on top of a stone spire.
"What is that?"
"I-I believe it's… it's the piece that I'm looking for!" she said with her voice quivering. "It's the fourth piece!"
She quickly pulled out the other trinkets and laid them all on the ground. One side had a stamp on it, while the other was completely barren, and it looked like something was on that edge. Something is missing.
"Can you?"
"I'm on it!" Uli said, wrapping a rope around her.
"Think I'm going to be too heavy?" she winked at me and Giezha.
We rolled our eyes, grabbing onto the rope and nodding our heads. Uli backed up before running forward and leaping into the air. She somersaulted before diving straight through the hole.
We slowed her descent with our hands wrapped in cloth as she flew down. Smoke began to pour from the friction it caused as she kept going down. As Kiersa and Mara both looked down, they gave a thumbs up, and we gripped on tight, wrapping the rope around our wrists and holding firm. Between the two of us, it was like holding a cat.
Light and nimble but wily. We could hear Uli grunting as the rope swung back and forth.
"To the left!" Kiersa called down.
"I'm on it!"
Our feet soaked as more and more water splashed against our feet, and we tried not to fall in.
"I think I've got it!" Uli called out over the rushing water. "Just try to swing me left and right so I can grab it!"
We moved our bodies, trying to shake her forward and backward, and heard her splash against the water several times.
"Ah, it's disgusting!" Kiersa and Mara snickered, looking at each other before stopping and staring back down.
We could hear Uli groaning and felt the rope moving back and forth.
"Hold it, hold it… got it!" We felt her tug on the rope several times, and Giezha and I began to pull the rope back in tandem like a rowing machine.
Pulling Uli up, she was splashed heavily by the water until her head popped up. Kiersa and Mara helped grab her, pulling her over the edge. Uli'd wrapped her entire body around whatever she'd been looking for done there and was completely soaked from head to toe.
"Fuck yeah…" she panted, looking up to the ceiling.
Unfurling her body, we saw that our prize had been a brass egg. Merrill let out an ungodly squeal. It was covered in similar images and drawings as her trinkets.
"What the—?" Kiersa said, confused. "I thought we were looking for the last piece of the map?"
"It is"! Merrill said, swooping in unceremoniously and grabbing it.
She held the egg up in the air and poked at the bottom of it. As she did something, a mechanism popped, and the top came out. There was a four-sided peg that had pushed from the top.
Merrill pulled it out, and it was flat on all sides, just like the stamp she'd found. Merrill laid it on the ground next to the other pieces, forming a complete image of something.
"I have… no idea what that says," I said, snapping my fingers. "But I'm gonna I guess it's important."
"It's the map…" Merrill whispered. "With this, I'll be able to find it and…" Her head snapped to the egg, which is the key.
She began to rotate the egg-shaped thing in the light, and we could see different paths forming from the routes on it. The blue light from the crystals acted almost like a liquid running through it.
"So… the path can change?" Kiersa asked in awe.
"Yes! Just like the waters in these tunnels can. So too can the path to riches beyond our wildest imagination!"
We all sat there momentarily in awe of what we had just found.
"Well, that's fucking awesome…" Giezha chuckled. Our heads all snapped to her. What? I'm allowed to talk like that too."
We all decided to get the hell out of the caves as soon as possible. We'd gotten enough sleep and didn't feel we should tempt the cave with any more chances to kill us. Merrill never let go of the egg as we sprinted out.
"I can't believe we found it!" Merrill shrieked. "All these years for this! Nearly there!"
"Yes, it's very exciting," Uli panted as we exited that damned cave. "However, I think we should get some rest before the next excursion."
Copper flew right into my arms from the tree line when we were visible. Giezha flinched but said nothing as the jerebo nuzzled against me.
"Squee squeeeee!"
"Of course, we were safe!" I said, patting his head.
"Can you actually understand him?" Kiersa asked.
Copper and I looked at each other briefly, and I shrugged. "Maybe."
"Rest would be a good idea, Asher," Giezha said, pointing to the sky.
It was so early in the morning that the sun hadn't even begun to crest over the horizon. However, with all the stars shining and the moon's light, we could see that there wasn't a cloud in the sky. And that meant that the next round in the forest was imminent.
All of us stared at the sky, realizing what that meant. Giezha and I went straight from the frying pan into the fire. Merrill, however, could not care less and quickly bailed on us.
"Yeah… good call. Promise you're not going to just go straight for me?" I laughed awkwardly.
"I won't…" Giezha looked away and off toward the direction of the goliath camp. "I hope it doesn't come to that…"
"I don't see why it would," Uli said, shaking her head. "There's four spots open and there's only two of you."
Giezha sighed, shaking her head. "I know. I just— never mind. You're right." Giezha smiled. I came in and gave her a hug with a little bit of extra squeeze.
"It'll be okay, guys!" Mara cheered us. "Just get a good night's sleep, a good meal—"
"Don't stay up too late, blah, blah, blah." I laughed.
Giezha smirked at the idea. "I feel like you are the one that should be told not to sleep in."
"Yeah, probably, but I don't see why I'll be using my ability. I've got some meditations that I need to do tonight according to Boronos anyways."
After bidding the rest of them goodnight, I returned to my camp. I took a long and winding path back through potential areas for combat. I had discovered the waterfall, the small creek, the false cave that we had lost the beast to…
All the while, Copper stuck to me like glue.
"I'm looking forward to some smoked venison. How about you, bud?"
Copper was so excited he jumped out of my jacket, transforming into his draconic form.
"Grawwowaa!"
"Copper! Please don't!"
He was so excited he began to screech, echoing through the forest and jumping into the trees in a single bound. He flew far overhead from tree to tree, snapping them like twigs. He jumped off the thick tree limb, snapping it, and I had the dodge as it fell.
"Copper!"
As Copper leaped into the air, his wings began to flap, but there was something weird to the movement. It was like they were rotating incorrectly or something, and he started to fall to the ground.
"Copper!" I ran forward, trying to catch him.
At the last second, he course-corrected, affixing his wings into a glide, and floated down to me. He landed on the ground hard but got up quickly.
"Are you okay, bud?" I scratched the top of his head, and he looked at me sadly. His eyes had become rounder, and he buried his nose in the back of my knee. "Oh, buddy… Lemme take a look at that when we get home."
Walking back to the camp, I ensured the coast was clear and checked for any invaders. My barrier had remained intact for a while, and I couldn't see any tracks inside the camp. Once inside, we headed straight for the deer meat and quickly fixed a meal.
We sat on the ground while the deerskin dried in the salt treatment. I tossed Copper the bones, which he started gnawing at, shattering them with his teeth.
"Lemme check your wing, bud."
I put my hand under the blade of his wing, and he screamed.
"Gawooaaa!"
Rearing back, Copper started snapping at me.
"Oi! No!" I said, pointing a finger at him. "No, that's a bad Copper!" Copper snarled at me again, ready to strike. "Come on, man…" I said, searching for some healing salve.
The healing properties of a healing salve were less pronounced than potions or spells. But, for pain relief, they did the trick. I found a bit of leftover salve in my bag, as the bottle gave a faint cream glow. Normally it's supposed to radiate like a warm light, but this was more like melted candle wax.
I pulled some out on my fingers, and Copper could sense the energy in my hand, and his posture began to change.
"Come on, come on…" I repeated. "I'm not going to hurt you. I'm trying to help."
He gave me a pitiful look, kneeling on the ground, still covering the underside of his wing flap.
"I'll let you have the last bite of venison," I offered, holding up a nice juicy piece. Copper's eyes lit up, but he stayed still as I gently placed it near his mouth. "Come on, Copper. I know you know you can understand me."
He looked up at me and then back at the meat several times and slowly nibbled it. Instead of opening his wing completely, he lifted the very front of it near the top claw on his wing flap. I gently slid my hand, and the bubbling healing salve made contact.
He made a soft sound like a cooing dove nibbling on the food as I continued to heal him. The skin felt rough and jagged, with some bloody residue.
That ain't good… Maybe he could use a little warmth?
I placed some ashes from the fire in my palm before returning it to Copper's injured wing joint. I began to recite the rudimentary fire spell. It was one of the first spells Giezha ever taught me, and I intentionally left out some runes while trying to give as little mana as possible. My hand began to heat up while Copper sighed, getting comfortable. He made a contented noise, almost like a purr.
"Just stay there, buddy. It's okay." I reminded him. I gotta learn healing spells…
As Copper sat on my lap, I tossed what bits of sage and "divinely chosen plant life" Boronos had left in the fire. I closed my eyes and tried to meditate as my breathing synchronized with Copper's. I could sense the room dissolving around me as I inhaled the smoke, letting the mana flow in and out of my body, much like how I tried to let the aura of the world around me flow.
As I did, I could see my aura begin to manifest itself again in the same golden ring, broken and shattered in certain parts while particulates continued to orbit around. While meditating, I could see the particulates and tried my best not to focus too hard on them. If I breathed peacefully, they would naturally come.
And with every breath, I could feel it. I could feel the energy growing inside of me. I could also feel the mana exiting my body, and I was vaguely aware of a weight on my lap. It felt like Copper was sinking into me. Sinking into place as a low distant rumble occasionally ripple out, causing all the particles to jump in place before settling back into orbit.
It was like trying to unravel a knot inside of my stomach that had been tied over itself a thousand times. I was slowly walking backward and forward. Left and right. I almost sank into the knot flowing like water through it.
Interestingly, I could see a second shape form as well. It was brass in color, no. Copper. Pyramid in shape and solid to the core, I watched it rotate around with white splotches. It was warm and inviting, but I could feel how it was very, very heavy.
I could feel the world expanding around me as the aura washed over me. The power imbued into my very being with every breath. It was beautiful. It was overwhelming! I felt like I was about to—
Fwoosh!
I felt a giant wave of heat wash over my body, snapping me out of it.
"Bah!" I fell over, having fallen asleep sitting upright.
The fire pit had caught some super dead leaves or something because the flame was massive. Copper flipped back over, and his wings shot up vertically in the air.
"You good, buddy?" I said, rubbing my eyes.
Copper rolled onto his feet with wide eyes, and then his head craned upwards, turning around to look at his wings.
"Squaa!" He squealed in excitement, flapping his wings up and down, beating the air around me, kicking up dirt and dust.
"Whoa, buddy, buddy!" I coughed. "Come on, we got to get to sleep. We got to—"
Boom! 
A massive crash of thunder in the air sent the both of us onto our asses. When we came to, we looked out the window, and we could see it was bright out. The sun had risen, and there wasn't a cloud in the sky.
Boom! 
A second thunderclap.
Boom! 
A third.
"Copper, buddy…" I said, looking to the sky. "I think I've just been summoned."
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Copper whimpered beside me as the final thunderous boom echoed through the forest.
"You just stay in your jerebo form, okay? …And don't attack anybody. Even if I get attacked."
He made a concerned noise bumping his head into me again as I tried to reason with him.
"They're going to think that you're whatever's attacking everybody if you show up every time these attacks are happening."
Part of me was starting to wonder if it could be a dragon, but they were supposed to be solitary creatures. So, what would so many of them be doing in close proximity? I got into my gear without any idea of when things would start. I stayed on my guard, my sword. I kept my sword strapped to my back and my spear in the palm of my hand, but not yet activated. I was on guard and ready for whatever was coming next, or at least ready to be unready.
The forest had gone quiet. Normally, it was bustling with energy and the sounds of the wintering birds and animals not yet in hibernation making their way around the forest. Several had started avoiding the area with me as a semi-permanent resident, but I could feel it. I could feel that sensation of somebody else.
That sensation of—
"Hah!" I activated the spear and turned around, extending it at the figure behind me. "Uli?" I whispered.
She jumped back from my attack with her back up against the tree.
"Hey there, handsome," she said, alluding to me with two fingers. "You were expecting someone else?"
"Figured the fighting already started," I said, pulling my spear back and into my palm. I looked around suspiciously. The forest was too quiet.
"Well, you're right about that," She nodded gravely. "Apparently, the expectation was for you to already be there this morning. 'The hunting' was set to start officially after the last thunder strike."
"What?" I hissed.
"Yeah," Uli grimaced. "Giezha found out this way too. Once the announcement was made, I came sprinting for you."
"So… what are you doing here?"
She took a step forward and squeezed my forearm. As nervous as I was, Uli's warm confidence exuded from her. "To warn you. And… I wanted to wish you luck. The goliaths are patrolling the forest, ensuring that nobody is interfering."
"But they'd have a better chance catching of grabbing smoke with their bare hands while blindfolded than catching you."
She laughed. "Thanks, I appreciate it. You know that there's going to be a lot of people coming after you. You should probably get going."
Kakoooom!
Our heads snapped toward the sky as a large crack of thunder echoed through the forest. When we looked up, there was a faint yellow light in the sky exploding into fireworks.
"Looks like the first one's been beaten…" Uli whispered.
"Yeah, I better get moving, Uli."
Uli grabbed onto my shoulders and planted a fat kiss on my lips. "You better be safe. You hear me?" She whispered. "Because if you don't, I'm so kicking your ass."
"Fair enough," I laughed.
"Um, before you go, I have a dumb question… Am I a good leader to you guys?" Her eyes flitted away, and her ears flopped down, a very rare sight of her emotions getting the better of her.
I cupped her face and kissed her again, squeezing her tight. "I trust you with my life every day, and that's one of the smartest things I could ever do. And so does everybody else. You're the best."
She looked like she was about to sniffle before returning to her cocky self and jumping into the trees.
"See you around, Big Guy," she winked.
I gave her a two-finger salute, and she quickly jumped off, disappearing into the shadows.
"Alright," I reminded myself. "Time to start thinking with my other head."
I decided to play the part of the stupid human who was out of his depth, kept myself without weapons, and looked around nervously. I headed toward the waterfall, hopeful somebody would wait for me there. I'd wanted to practice ambushes here with the others, but the expectation was that I would never be able to ambush somebody else.
"Squeep! Squeep!"
Looking up through the tree line, I could see a white and copper jerebo sitting on a heavy trunk, looking off into the distance, making noise. I sat there for a minute and then saw an arrow whiz by. Copper jumped onto the backside of the tree before turning back to me. I nodded as a thank you and headed in the other direction, deep in the woods.
I listened carefully for the soft flow of water bubbling around. I'd taken care not to come here too often unless I created a path to be followed and made my way to a massive hill in the forest.
Down near one of the bushes, I looked out and saw the waterfall. It had a good 30-foot drop with stones all around the top of it into a creek that flowed down and eastward of the Goliath camp. It was a less densely packed area, and I sat and waited. Undoubtedly, at least one of them had been following me, either by scent or by an animal.
Slowly, I crawled toward the waterfall until I was right on top of it. Water rushed past me as bugs, amphibia, and a few rare fire-blood frogs hopped around. A rare warm-blooded amphibian that was a delicacy back in Naled.
I sat and waited, looking around at my surroundings. They expected me to be impatient. Nervous, unaware. Occasionally, I would catch glimpses of Copper off in the distance.
Kaboom! 
Another crack of thunder and another brightly lit fireworks display in the sky. It wasn't Giezha's color. It wasn't the color of anyone I recognized. I sat there, and time began to slow down to a crawl. I kept my eyes peeled, searching for anybody to jump out at any second. I could smell it. I could smell danger in the air.
That dangerous, evil sensation was burning deep inside of me. That kind of adrenaline poured out from every side of you. Itching for a fight. Burning. Burning like—
"Ow, fuck!" I hissed.
The back of my hand was on fire as the black leaf reappeared with smoke reemerging.
"The hell?"
I quickly dunked it in water, trying to snuff the flame. While it soothed the burning, smoke continued pouring out.
"The fuck is—?"
Woosh!
An absolutely massive arrow flew toward me, and I ducked just in time. It stuck into the ground, cracking stones beside me as I looked in disbelief. The arrow was twice as long, many times thicker than any arrow I'd ever seen.
"Where?!"
Keeping my hand in the water, I lay down low. Three more arrows burst out from below, and I watched their arc straight up until they aimed right at me.
"Shit!"
I dodged the first one, but the other two were aimed behind me with nowhere else to go. I couldn't jump out of the side, so I dove straight into the middle of the waterfall.
Splash!
My hand burned, still pouring smoke as I fell into the water. Everything began to rush around me as I quickly braced, as I braced for impact, covering my head and trying to orient my feet down. I splashed into the water, but it wasn't very deep, and I slipped down, hitting the ground hard.
A hand picked me up before I could react, yanking me out of the water and throwing me to the side.
"So this is the great Asher Merrick?" a feminine voice called out.
I sputtered, standing up as a massive fist cracked me in the skull, sending me flying. My vision blurred, and the forest spun around as a massive wave of heat exploded before me. My body burned hot while I tried to get my bearings.
"To think that my sister fell for such a untrained, human as you…"
Out of the corner of my eye, I could just see it. It was Zhayurn clad in a wooden and leather armor set with a massive bow, nearly the size of her on her back. She held on to staff the size of a tree trunk.
"Stand and fight me, Merrick. To think that you would try and hide to victory is truly despicable."
Pulling from inside of me, I knew I had no choice. If she hadn't stopped to monologue, I would've already been forced to use my aura. Concentrating as much as possible, I pulled from my aura and focused everything I could on recovery. Healing the wounds and shaking off every heavy hit she could give me.
My stomach exploded in agony like it had burst from the inside before. But as I focused everything on maximizing recovery, the pain dulled, and I felt the cuts in my back and the bruise on my face begin to recover.
Zhayurn sneered while still standing at the base of the river.
Kakooom!
Another explosion in the sky rang out, and another firework went up.
"You will be next," she goaded.
"Maybe…" I staggered, putting my fists up. "But you ain't gonna be long after that."
She charged forward, slamming the staff, and I jumped back to dodge. Her staff slammed down where I had been, but I still felt something hit me right in the face. Planted right into the ground, the staff had extended outward, growing as branches flared out, smashing me in the arm and face.
I groaned, pushing it off me as quick as I could. Rolling out of the way, I threw my body to the side as she tried to hit me again, stomping on the ground. Jumping backward and steadying myself, I watched vines begin to grow at her feet. Zhayurn's wild, rusty, red hair flowed like blood and water as she looked down on me. Both literally and metaphorically, by the way.
"Afraid to fight?" she asked.
"Afraid to kill you!" I said, balling up my fist.
"You'll try."
We both jumped in, attacking each other, and I dodged her initial strike. But another branch exploded out, knocking me in the face. Blood spurted out from my cheek, stinging me in the eyes before I felt the wound close back, and I snapped my head forward.
Continuing my attack, I socked her in the face. Crack! I cracked her right at the base of the jaw like Giezha and Mara had taught me, but it did little to perturb her. Zhayurn reared back and headbutted me in the skull. It felt like a stone was lifted up and smashed into my face. My nose broke, and I staggered back again as I held it.
I bent over in pain while she raised herself up, exposing her stomach, trying to smash downward.
"Die!"
Click.
The tip of my spear exploded out, slashing into her stomach and piercing right to the other side. Her eyes went wide with terror as I clicked the spear again and flicked it upwards. Click! The spear reactivated, piercing into her staff.
A deep gash near her kidneys opened as she looked at her wound.
"You—"
Boom!
I extended my hand forward and hit her with a concussive, fiery blast. The fireball exploded into her from close range, knocking her into the water. As it did, more vines appeared, cushioning her fall and grabbing onto my feet. They began sinking, crushing me onto the ground, and I cast another fireball at my feet.
Fwoosh!
The giant fireball engulfed me. The fire burned at my skin and hair but weakened the vines as I managed to snap away from them. Rushing forward, Zhayurn held onto her waist, swinging wildly with her other hand.
"No!" she screamed. "I'm not finished!"
"Shut the fuck up!" I screamed, leaping into the air, grabbing her face, and slamming my knee onto her nose.
Blood exploded as I cracked her in the bridge of her nose. I prepared to do it again when I was thrown backward as a giant piece of wood slammed me to the ground on the opposite side of the river.
Looking back, her staff had grown into a giant tender mass extending outward and protecting her.
"That sucks…" I grunted, staggering back to my feet.
More vines continued blasting upwards, and I jumped into the water, trying to find a way out.
"Get back here. I'm going to sink you into the ground itself!" she screamed as more of her blood poured outwards. Zhayurn's face had begun to pale, but her rage and bloodlust had blinded her.
Jumping out of the water, Zhayurn's staff shot out toward me as she raced in for the kill. Water splashed up from her feet as she reached out. Dammit… 
I had no choice and extended my hand.
"Sorry, Zhayurn…" I muttered as I let out a lightning blast from my hand.
Her face lit up momentarily as the electricity shot out, connecting with her chest. The shock exploded out from her, conducting with the water. Zhayurn let out a high-pitched scream as the staff lurched into the air and spasmed.
Zhayurn fell out of the water, moving wildly as her body coursed with electricity. I hit the ground hard and tried to land away from the electrified river. I fell forward, rolling and jumping to my staff, clicking the button. The spear dislodged itself from her weapon as I ran over to Zhayurn.
She was on her knees, trying to grasp for her staff, now in its normal form.
"Oh, no, you don't!" I shouted, grabbing with both hands and lifting it above my head.
It was lighter than expected, and I lifted one knee and shattered the staff in two knees. Even as Zhayurn tried to overcome the electricity, her face looked shocked. Zhayurn knelt there at eye level with me, dumbfounded.
"Y-you broke it…"
"I did," I growled, reactivating my spear and pointing it at her eyeball. "And I suggest you either jump into this or yield."
Zhayurn flinched for something, and I pointed closer, threatening to gouge out her eye. She took another sharp gasp of air, realizing the truth. It was over.
"I… I yield…" Zhayurn whispered. "I yield!"
She screamed into the sky, and her leaf appeared at her throat with all her eyes glowing the same color. A massive burst of light appeared in the sky.
"What the fuck?!" I shouted out.
Fireworks lit up the sky, and she fell to the ground. She didn't move, with her eyes open wide as she stared at the sky. Against my better judgment, I knelt beside her.
"Zhayurn. Zhayurn! Are you okay?" I lifted her head and looked over her. Somehow, she was perfectly fine. The leaf dissolved against her skin, flowing toward all of her injuries. As the leaf flowed through every injury, her wounds closed, and the blood disappeared from her skin.
"I'm…fine," She whispered. "I…I will live."
She looked at me and furrowed her brows.
Booom! Booooom!
Two more concussive blasts exploded from the air as the sky filled with fireworks. It was getting hard to tell whose were whose.
"Shit…" I whispered to myself. "Got to find the others…"
I gently knelt Zhayurn down and sprinted off, hoping to get to Giezha before anybody else.
We were both going to go to the finals, dammit!
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As I ran, I realized something: I had no idea where I was going. I knew that I wanted to get to Giezha. I needed to. But I needed to know where she was first.
"Copper!" I called out, looking around. "Copper!"
I could see him in the tree line, racing along with me before gliding down onto my shoulder. "Okay, buddy. You know how I said not to get involved?"
He looked at me curiously while I sprinted through the forest. "Just don't worry about that right now. Remember Giezha? Giezha, the really tall girl with the big hat? I panted. "Well, she doesn't have the hat right now, but you need to go find her and take me to her."
Kakooom!
Another explosion. Another set of fireworks.
Shit. We were told to expect battles that could last hours, days, or weeks, but now everybody was dropping like flies!
"You can be a dragon, but you can't be seen!" I reminded him. He would be faster in his draconic form, and he looked at me excitedly before jumping into the air, transforming in mid-flight as he landed on a tree branch.
He struggled to latch on before jumping higher, and I could hear him gliding through the tops of the trees. Following Copper, I kept moving. I didn't know it was the right path, dodging through the trees and weaving around.
I was going somewhere fast, but I didn't know which was where. I was trying to figure out where they would've gone. However, the more I ran, the more I realized I didn't need to fight like myself.
I needed to fight like a goliath. I closed my eyes as I continued running and took a deep breath, exhaling and entering the world of the aura as I did. I could feel it! The energy around me flowed in and out of all living things.
Oof!
I tripped over something but got back up, keeping my eyes closed, focusing on the aura around me. I ran, following the trails of energy of others on the world itself. With every stumble and fall, I could feel myself getting closer. I could sense that I could see something past the horizon. It was a collection of great power and energy, it felt like.
Like...
"Craaaaa!" Copper screamed.
My eyes snapped open, and I saw him flying straight toward me. He transformed back into a jerebo at the last second. Landing in my arms, he began circling around, chittering wildly.
"You know where they are, bud?"
He buried his head against my chin before jumping onto a tree and gliding off. I followed his path, spear out and preparing a fireball spell.
Not only had I taken the right path, but I'd gotten close enough to where I could just barely see it. A blur of goliaths fighting in a massive brawl. A frenzy had broken out.
"Come now, daughter!" I heard Zha'lin laugh. "Show them what you can do!"
Several more goliaths were nearby with Zha'lin and Giezha as they were all fighting. The brawl was a haze of fists and weapons weaving in and out, slamming into each other with their attacks as the ground exploded upwards.
Several of the goliaths were all advancing on Giezha as she struggled to avoid all their attacks at once. She dodged two before getting blasted in the face with a long, thin club with a heavy knob at the end.
Crack!
It smacked her onto the ground while Zha'lin stood there laughing.
"Now, now... Don't tell me that this is the end of the great Giezha?"
"The hell it is!" I screamed, launching my spear forward.
It sliced through the air, and I extended my hand and decided it was enough with recovery and time for some firepower. Shifting my ability, I imbued my aura into the power of my magic casting.
"Hraaaagh!"
I screamed as a gigantic force of pure arcane energy blasted out of my hand in a bright golden light. It wrapped around the spear with several tendrils extending out. The goliaths turned and saw it at the last second, covering their faces as the spear exploded with a burst of arcane power. They were all as it collided, exploding them backward.
The other three that had been ganging up on Giezha flew into the tree line, landing with a hard smack! As I sprinted forward, however, I saw I didn't get everybody. Zha'lin held the spear near his face and threw it to the ground.
"Don't tell me," he sneered. "Zhayurn failed in her little quest."
"Not sure if it's her failing or me succeeding there, Zha'lin," I said, helping pull up Giezha. She was covered in bruises, wearing her traditional garb again. Giezha panted, looking at me, and I saw one of her eyes was swelled shut.
"Rough go of it?" I asked.
"They went after me..." she groused. "Not you. Except Zhayurn..."
She looked me up and down, noticing how hard I was sweating and the heat I was putting off. "Had to use my ability to recover from it. She hits hard."
"Not hard enough it seems!" the goliaths screamed.
Launching forward with their attacks, the two wielded the long clubs that curved at the end, while the third had a similar staff to the one that Zhayurn had.
I dodged out of the attack, pulling my sword back out into a defensive stance.
"Which one of you feels like losing your heads this time?"
For a brief second, I saw all of them hesitate before charging back in. Giezha was in the very center of us, and I gritted my teeth, holding the blade tight and holding my place.
Their attacks were swift and powerful. Each one covers up the opening of the last. Any time I tried to press forward, there was someone else blocking. As one attacked from the left, the other covered his right.
The two club wielders attacked in tandem as one swung upwards, kicking up dirt and leaves from the ground. Dodging back, I dropped my sword below, swinging upward to chop through the staff. The other came down, only to be blocked by a Giezha's palm as she launched her arms up.
My swing hit right at the staff but got caught in that heavy knot. We both got into a brief tug of war before I twisted the blade free, only to get knocked in the stomach by that same one.
"Back off!" I grunted, exploding a pressure wave from my hand and knocking them all back.
Giezha had staggered to her feet, and in the heat, I began to wilt as everybody's auras intermixed into a molten heat wave. The ground sizzled as bits of dry leaves flashed into tiny fires at our feet. I was panting both from the attacks and from the sweltering temperatures. Meanwhile, despite their heavy breathing, none of them had broken a sweat.
"It looks like your father's not going to be joining us..." I growled.
"No, it does not."
"Haaaaah!" Came several more screams.
Flying through the air was another collection of goliaths, followed by Boronos.
"It seems things have coalesced, doesn't it?" he said, arriving from a thicket of trees.
He and Zha'lin immediately locked eyes, and Boronos dropped down, extending one hand forward with his palm open, holding the other behind his back.
"Oh, is it time already?" Zha'lin laughed, cracking his neck.
"It seems that it is time for the four to be decided..." One of the goliaths I'd been fighting announced.
"Shut up!" I shouted. "Everyone shut the fuck up and fight!"
Everybody burst into attacks, and any alliances previously made were quickly dropped as a massive brawl formed. Giezha and I went back-to-back as I picked up my broken spear and tossed it to her.
"Compliments of your father!" I said, dodging another attack.
"I hate weapons..." Giezha said queasily.
"Then hurry up and win!"
We covered each other's backs, launching forward into the melee. I had taken the two staff brothers on. Turned out: that they were twins with matching tattoo sets and the same yellow eye on the right side.
Their attacks were in perfect synchronicity. One going high, the other going low and forcing me onto the ground.
Boom!
I shot up like a rocket, blasting myself back up. I spun around, kicking one of them in the side of the leg on my upswing. I wasn't strong like them, but with the added speed, his leg buckled outward, and I dodged his brother's attack.
"Aaahhh!" he crumpled to the ground, clutching his leg.
My heart hammered in my face as I could see Copper chomping at the bit to join the fight while I spun around, slashing my sword. I was about to chop straight into the arm of the goliath on the ground, but his brother blocked the attack with the knot of his staff, lifting my sword high into the air.
"How dare you? You —Gaaaah!"
Shink!
He screamed out in pain as a giant icicle burst onto the top of his shoulder.
"Hra!" Giezha screamed, forming a giant spectral weapon wrapped in chains. She yanked the man back the icicle connected with her arcane weapon.
"Chaining spells, huh?" I laughed, catching my blade by the hilt and smashing it into the guy's face.
"You could say that..." Giezha laughed before her eyes went wide.
"Asher, tag in!" Zha'lin said, merrily grabbing me at the back and throwing me forward.
"Huh? Wah!" I flew straight toward Boronos, who raised his hand, ready to slam me back down.
Ready this time, I twisted my body in the air. I hit his arm and wrapped my leg around him, dragging the both of us down. He was too big and powerful to be brought that easily, but I cinched my arms and legs around him, holding me in place.
"Surprise!" I opened my palm as red and yellow runes flowed out of my hand. "Fireball!" I screamed
Kafwooosh!
A giant blast kicked into the ground, igniting everything around us. The concussive force knocked him down to his back, and I twisted around, ready to slam him in the face with another attack. However, he grabbed me at the last second with my palm glowing white hot, aimed straight into his face.
"Impressive!" he said, with a look of joy.
"I'm just getting started!” I grunted.
My head snapped up as a man and woman tried to attack us while we were distracted. I blasted the fire right above his head at the charging enemies. The both of them were lit up in flames.
"Come on!" I quickly jumped up, pulling Boronos by the arm and helping him.
I looked at him and nodded to the two screaming goliaths. Boronos smiled as we both ran forward, tackling them to the ground. He lifted the goliath with one hand before slamming him down into a tree, shattering it completely.
The light instantly exploded from the felled competitor's body as he landed on the ground, and more fireworks lit up. Another explosion was heard behind me, and I quickly checked to see. It wasn't Giezha or Zha'lin, but they were getting surrounded.
"Asher!" Giezha screamed, throwing the arcane whip at me.
I grabbed onto it and tensed myself holding the sword. With a mighty pull, Giezha slung me forward toward her. She ducked at the last second, revealing the goliath about to attack her from behind. He'd picked up his brother's club, ready to bash Giezha's brains in. But I caught him with a downward strike, slicing into his shoulder. He let out a screaming pain as I landed on him, pushing the sword deeper into his arm and slamming him to the ground.
"Yield!" I screamed, lifting the sword and pummeling his face with the pommel.
With a sickening crack, he went silent before another light exploded outwards. I watched in real-time as the nose reformed and the blood stopped trickling. I jumped off and looked around... There were only a few left.
Zha'lin and Boronos continued their attacks against other, moving faster than my eyes could see. For a flash, they appeared, only to land a devastating hit that exploded like thunder. Everybody stopped, watching in awe as these two titans fought. Their auras manifested around their bodies as bright red and white glowing light.
Each hit shook the ground beneath us, blasting the wind and knocking us back.
"Father..." Giezha whispered.
"Was he like that... when you fought? I panted.
"No..."
They continued matching each other blow for blow, blocking each attack like a choreographed dance. However, their fight was brief, interrupted as Boronos' eyes lit up, and he grabbed Zha'lin's fist.
"Look out, brother!" he screamed, yanking him back.
Appearing out of nowhere was a goliath who had been invisible, blending perfectly into the ground with a giant sword aimed straight at Zha'lin's head. Zha'lin crashed into Boronos with his open palm, slapping into Boronos' chest.
Thoom...
There was a brief rumble that I could feel at my feet. Boronos launched forward unbothered, grabbing the attacker's wrists and slamming him forward.
Snap!
The goliath screamed out in pain as his arm snapped backward.
"I yield! I yield!" he screamed out in pain. As another light exploded, he screamed as his arm slowly rubberized before snapping back into place with a sickening 'crunch.'
"What was that?" I muttered to Giezha.
As we both stared down the final goliaths, they stood there with their weapons raised, ready to attack.
"He saved Father!" Giezha said, amazed.
"Not that. I... never mind," I said. Must've seen something... 
Only a few goliaths were left, and they all looked to Boronos and Zha'lin before turning to us. They all nodded and let out a war cry, charging in.
As the remaining goliaths charged for us, I turned to Giezha.
"Together?" I asked, raising a hand.
Giezha smiled and nodded. "Together."
We held both hands out and screamed as our incantations mixed in a giant blast of arcane energy, fire, and lightning, wrapping around and exploding outwards at all of them.
Boom! BOOM!
My vision was instantly blotted out as everything lit up blindingly, throwing us back at the explosive combined force. I rocketed into a tree and hit hard. Crack! I let out a howl of pain, feeling something in my shoulder break as I hit the ground.
"Gah! My shoulder... Fuck!" I screamed.
I tried to force myself up to my feet, unable to grip my sword properly.
Gotta... switch to recovery... 
But the pain and exhaustion were getting to be too much. I was panting. It felt like I'd bit down on my lip or something as blood filled my mouth. My vision was blurry, and my balance was completely shot.
"I overdid it..." I babbled, trying to get my wits back. Oh, shit, shit... Where is everyone? Where?
"Asher?”
I heard from far away.
Got to help Giezha. 
"Asher!"
I felt a giant hand on my face and nearly screamed until my vision returned and my head cleared.
"What the..."
"Asher, it's all right!" Boronos said to me urgently. "It's okay. It's over!"
...what?
His hand continued glowing, and I could feel my muscles begin to relax. My bones had a painful stitching sensation as my shoulder popped back into place, and I could feel a hairline fracture begin to heal.
"You over... Oh, dear," he whispered. "What have you done to your aura?"
"Just trying to heal it?" I laughed.
"I can see! But the damage you just did to yourself was—"
"Amazing!" Zha'lin shouted.
I looked past the concerned goliath and saw everybody else on the ground in silent agony. Giezha held onto her arm as purple magic lights glowed around it. She'd burned herself badly but was healing herself.
"What a display of the aura and the arcane!" Zha'lin laughed. "Mercy from the land! I think it's safe to say that our four have been chosen!" he screamed out.
"That's awesome..." I said breathlessly. "Super... great. Oh yeah, very cool." Giezha looked at me, and she could tell exactly what was happening.
"Fall backwards!"
" I'm... 'm going to pass out now, huh? And before anybody could react, I passed out, falling into the giant hand of Boronos.
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Luckily, this time I didn't pass out for very long, lest I be in danger of a rogue goliath deciding I didn't need to make it to the next round. I woke up stumbling from Boronos' clutch and came up swinging. My fists flew wildly as I regained my bearings.
"Whoa, whoa, whoa, there!" Zha'lin laughed with his hands up. "Overdid it a bit, I see."
"Uh, yeah, I sure… did," I garbled.
"Congratulations, son!"
He laughed, clasping me with his shoulder and side-hugging me much too tightly.
"Ow! Ow-ow! That's my bad shoulder!" I groaned, pushing him off.
Whatever healing Boronos had done was helpful, but it didn't fix everything. We walked out of the forest as a single unit, while I stayed close to Giezha, with the defeated goliaths walking up front.
"What are they doing?" I whispered to her.
"They've come to announce our victory," Giezha whispered. She could barely contain the grin on her face, hidden behind splotchy bruises and cuts.
Heavy footsteps came from behind, and as I turned around, Zhayurn quickly swept past us. I half expected her to bump into us, but instead, she briefly turned around and bowed to us.
"Congratulations on your victory," she muttered before twisting back ahead.
"Hail!" The defeated goliaths all screamed as we exited the forest line.
Up ahead, we could see all the other goliath village members waiting for us. Several of them dropped to their knees, weeping as they saw us emerge.
"Oh, thank the sun and stars, my son!" one woman screamed, running up and squeezing her son. She wept into his chest, clutching onto him. "I worried that you might… that you would've."
Even from behind, I could see the sting of defeat on his face melted when he saw his relieved mother.
"I hope that I brought pride to our family…"
"Oh, Du'pan, you were wonderful," she whispered.
Several noticed that I wasn't in the first batch, arriving from the forest. The villagers looked around in shock, muttering amongst each other.
"Hail to the victors!" the defeated goliaths shouted, making space for all of us.
I walked outside our group of four with Giezha to my left and her father beside her. Boronos was on the other side of Zha'lin, and they all raised their left hand, placing it on their chest.
I followed suit, and Giezha quickly whispered into my ear.
"Go Hon-rah' on 3. 1... 2… 3."
"Hon-rah!" We all chanted loud and clear.
Our voices boomed out to everyone, and music instantly erupted from the back as the village elders began beating drums and playing a single-string instrument on a large gnarled staff, similar to the one we had fought against in the forest.
"The victors emerge!” the older woman elder from before called out. "These four: Zha'lin! Boronos! Giezha! And…" she paused for a beat. "Asher Merrick, the human. They have defended the honor of the Nightstrike Clan. Spilled blood of their comrade and strengthened our connection to the aura!"
Although some looked at me oddly, they all chanted as we walked through the outskirts of the village. The crowd followed us, chanting and screaming as we walked.
"Just follow my lead," Giezha warned me.
I could hear the music and chanting behind us as a large fire erupted from the center of the village.
All of the colored leaves floated in the air, spinning around, saved for the four from all of us.
"And so, they have fought in the honor of our name! They shall wear their leaves as their mark! Show yourselves, and the mark you wore in combat!"
The black leaf on my hand began to glow, emitting smoke and buzzing loudly.
"Heard you stood still too long, eh?" Zha'lin laughed.
"Didn't know the rules," I said quietly.
"Well… it seems that it worked," he said, turning and staring at Zhayurn.
She bowed her head in defeat but continued to watch respectfully. Lightning blasted from Giezha's hand into the sky. The crowd oohed and aahed, watching the sparks dancing into the heavens.
"Aggressive," Boronos noted.
Giezha's jaw clenched, and she looked away. “Did what I needed to."
Fwooosh!
The fire began to roar from Boronos' shoulder, making me jump back.
"A leader of the charge? You?" Zha'lin said, impressed. "Interesting…"
"Fighting… is not my strong suit. I prefer to end things as quickly as possible," Boronos said respectfully.
Zha'lin laughed heartily at Boronos' humility when smoke began to pour from his mouth. Everyone gasped in shock and horror. Looking around, Zha'lin smiled as red smoke slithered around his teeth.
"Ah, yes… I suppose I should eat my words with you, Asher! You and I had the same idea, after all!"
He turned and smiled at everybody flashing his teeth. "Who's to say that the old way is the best? Why charge head first, when you can strike when the enemy least suspects?"
The other villagers began talking to each other in earnest again.
"To think that Zha'lin laid in wait…"
"I heard that he was stalking his daughters through the forest."
"Somebody told me he was the one that brought Giezha into an ambush…"
They all talked amongst themselves while I watched Giezha. She was tightlipped and haggard from the fighting. After all of this build-up and display of animosity towards me, they ganged up on her. Why?
"You doing all right?" I asked Giezha, noting the bruises still covering her.
"I'm fine," she assured me quickly. "Just going to need some healing potions and help from Kiersa."
"They made it!" Giezha and I both turned to the source of a very familiar voice. "Giezha! Asher!" Mara screamed, waving her hands as Kiersa and Uli all sprinted toward us.
"What are they doing here?" Giezha said, dumbfounded.
"I invited them to see you," Zha'lin assured her. "The village elder demanded they stay outside of the official boundary, but could proceed after the ceremonies."
Mara, Kiersa, and Uli tackled Giezha and me in a massive group hug.
"Ow…" Giezha groaned, looking past everyone with a small smile.
"You guys did it!"
"You were amazing. That was so amazing!" Uli screamed, holding us both, squeezing us from the bottom of my waist and Giezha's thigh.
"What do you mean we were amazing?" I asked.
Kiersa whispered in my ear, kissing me on the cheek. "Brody might have helped us watch from the forest."
"That was some that was clever work you did," Mara said, pecking me on the other cheek. "And Giezha!" Mara said, moving over to her. "You were such a badass. You fought all of them at once and then 'pow!' 'Pow! It was incredible!"
Mara began reenacting some of Giezha's attacks with her eyes glittering at the sheer brutality of some of the fighting. Uli broke away from the hug and looked around nervously.
"Her father is going to be someone to watch out for…I'd be worried if I were you."
"I'm pretty sure I'm worried about fighting all of them," I said, wincing in pain. I grabbed my stomach, feeling the rebound of everything I'd done. It was like a big mirror had gotten broken in my stomach and slung around.
"Not to mention I'm going to need to heal my aura again…"
Zha'lin made himself known again, clapping his hands out with a thunderous boom.
"Congratulations to our competitors, and yes, congrats to me. You should all be very proud of yourselves, as we look forward to the penultimate round before the final confrontation for the role of chief! A battle that will take place at the sacred beginning of our clan!" he shouted, pointing to the tip to the top of the mountains off in the distance.
"Just as our clan began in battle atop those mountains, so to will our next chief!"
The mountain's peak could be seen towering up against the sky. The mountain ranges dominated the northern horizon, but one stood high above all the others into the clouds. It looked like it was miles away, blocking all the weather from the sea.
"But enough of that for now," Zha'lin laughed. "We feast!"
At that moment, several of the younger goliaths started rushing, carrying giant tunas cut in half on large stone tables. Everyone sat down as fires sprouted up in the ground while the youngest goliaths set the stone tables of tuna the size of Uli over the top. It sizzled as the fires roared underneath while seasonings and fruits rained from above. Everyone looked on in awe, laughing at the display.
"This is impressive!" I grinned, catching what food I could in a large bowl.
More and more food came from the different tents as a feast was created with fish, rice, and other grains. One of the younger goliaths, a boy roughly my height, smiled and handed me a gift wrapped in leather with a purple flower on the top. Unwrapping the item, it appeared to be a utensil of some sort! It was a two-pronged fork coiled around itself in an intricate pattern with a red tip painted near the base.
"Ooh, his was red!" One of the older goliath women said, laughing. "Good tidings might be seen in the near future…"
She batted her eyelashes at me as I looked on in confusion.
Good tidings do sound nice… But first, food!
I stabbed into the massive tuna, pulling out a piece of meat. I was worried it might be burnt on the bottom and cold on the top, but instead, it has a deep smokey flavor and a wonderful flaky texture.
"Ooh, that's good!" I enthused.
Giezha sat next to me, along with all the girls, as we enjoyed the feast, reveling in our victory. Thra'lin had even made a rare appearance in public. The first time I could remember seeing him in a long time.
"I was… happy to hear that you were both safe," he murmured, sitting across from us. "I hope that the evening finds you agreeable."
"Oh, it'll be more than agreeable," I said while Kiersa and Mara fussed over the both of us. Kiersa insisted that she heal us both while Mara gave us every healing potion she could scrounge up.
"I swear I'm going to beat the shit out of Chaan," she grumbled. "He tried to steal one of my health potions!"
"Why'd he steal them?" I asked, sipping on the potion.
Blegh, red licorice. 
"Think he was being a dick," Uli glowered. "His hands were covered in my Cave Crystal powder, too! Guild wasn't exactly thrilled to hear that you guys were off at this thing."
"Powder?" Kiersa asked.
"Little project I've got going on. If the guild got off my ass, I'd be able to get back into the caves and get more crystals."
"Well, they can go suck it," Giezha said, nodding.
We all looked at her in utter shock. Thra'lin looked utterly abhorred by Giezha's language.
"What has gotten into you lately?"
"Dunno…" Giezha shrugged, sitting with her elbows on the table. "Maybe Father's gregarious nature is finally having an impact on me."
We felt it appropriate to stay so long as the party continued. Thra'lin was quick to excuse himself from the festivities, most likely withering under the spiteful gaze of Zhayurn. Angry half-sisters aside, the goliath village was surprisingly welcoming now. Several of the combatants made a point to walk by and congratulate us on our victory.
"You two were something to behold," One of them admitted with a large lightning scar on his chest, still visible. "The arcane mixed with the aura is a frightening combination."
"You can say that again!" His twin brother laughed. "To think that you cut straight through my Qurik'an in a single slice!"
Several decided to stick around, and Mara showed them how to play different dice games. She'd even brought her set of seven swordsmen. The youngest kids were excited to play with Mara, who delighted in fresh victims. For a moment, everything almost felt… normal.
"Asher," Zha'lin said, walking by with Boronos in tow.
Boronos looked hardly any worse for wear as they sat beside us, and Zha'lin pulled out a special ram's horn. Zha'lin shook it next to his ear and smiled as the contents sloshed around.
"Ahaha!" he laughed. "Brother, would you mind pulling out the ceremonial cups?"
"Are you sure?" Boronos asked seriously.
"Oh, come now. I'm sure they can stomach it!"
Boronos didn't look thrilled as he touched the ground. Four wooden cups appeared from the ground as if floating through the air. I smelled something fishy but sat down, accepting a cup. Giezha followed suit as Zha'lin continued toying with his drink horn.
"Whoa! How'd you do that?" one of the younger ones asked.
"A monk never tells his deepest secrets with the aura," Boronos chuckled.
"I didn't know you two were brothers, Zha'lin," I said while Zha'lin poured the drinks.
"We try not to talk much about our siblinghood," Boronos said quietly. "Our father had had several wives and we were the result of each."
"I actually come originally from a different clan," Boronos said, smiling into the fire. "I was a nomad after being cast aside due to my disagreements with my original clan, a clan that Father had encountered in his youth."
"Which one was that?"
"Windsleepers," Zha'lin grunted. "Clan that we went to war with ages ago. Boronos was the child of our father, Lin'Ku and their chief, Tuayurn."
"Needless to say, I was… politically inconvenient," Boronos said serenely.
The drink inside the cup was bright pink and smelled heavily of alcohol and something fruity. The cup was sizable to me, but Boronos held it like a shot glass with his index finger and thumb.
"What is the stuff?" I asked Giezha, who sniffed it suspiciously.
"I have no idea…" she muttered.
"This would be Soul of the Fire Keeper!" Zha'lin said, sitting next to Boronos. "A special brew that I've carried with me. I've hoped to share this in the mountain's shadow for a long time…"
After a moment, he smiled and raised his cup. "May the Nightstrike clan see ever brighter and more prosperous days."
Boronos and Zha'lin tapped their shoulder and bowed before taking a drink. Giezha and I did the same, and we all knocked back the liquid. It tasted like a sour fruit punch, and the flavor hit you in the face. But it was way smoother than expected.
"Wow! That's some good stuff!"
"Impressive," Zha'lin laughed. "To think that you could drink so easily."
Giezha, meanwhile, fell straight into a cold slumber, completely knocked out. We continued on in the revelry into the night, except for Kiersa, who had to leave for a "special prayer."
As the goliaths began to return to their homes, we bid all of them farewell. Zha'lin promised to send Boronos out to greet us in the village when it was time to begin the next round. I helped Mara and Uli get Giezha home safely before taking the long walk back to my cabin.
By this point, I was bone tired and decided to go to the cabin for some well-earned shuteye. Copper practically tackled me in his jerebo form on my head as I returned to the forest.
"Hey, buddy!" I laughed tiredly. "Too afraid to get into the goliath village?" He chattered at me repeatedly, bumping his head against my ears. "Aww, I missed you too!" I scratched his chin and offered him a piece of tuna I'd snuck out of the party.
He voraciously devoured a meal almost his size and let out a tiny belch before flying ahead. As I found my way to the cabin, I was relieved to make my way inside.
"What a day…" I said to myself, discarding my sword and spear by my bed. "What a couple of days," I corrected myself, laughing.
"I'll say…"
The door shut behind me as a figure appeared.
"Kiersa!" I said, surprised. "How'd you get here first?"
A small fire that I hadn't noticed before was crackling in the center of the room next to the rug, and I could see in the faint orange glow of the light she was already naked.
"Oh my."
"I just wanted to congratulate you on winning," She said, walking over and tiptoeing her fingers up my stomach.
I blinked and shook my head, smiling.
"Y-yeah, that-that sounds awesome."
She smiled and wrapped her arms around me, kissing my neck and pressing her voluptuous figure against me.
"Let's get you out of those clothes, why don't we?" she whispered, pulling off my armor.
We sat down on the deer skin rug by the fire, making out, and our hands danced across each other. As I grabbed one of Kiersa's breasts, she let out a playful gasp and bit my ears.
"So rough with me," she whispered.
"I thought you kind of liked that."
Kiersa looked me in the eyes, pulling me closer. "Oh, Asher," she whispered. "I love it."
"Good," I grunted, kissing her neck and chest. She laid back on the ground as I traced my way downward, teasing her nipples and reaching her waist.
"I thought I was supposed to congratulate you?" she giggled, opening her legs.
"You are." I murmured, mentally casting an incantation as I grasped her ankle.
"What? Wah!" Kiersa squealed as magic smoke appeared in my hand and wrapped around her ankle. A straight magic bar snapped across, grabbing her other leg, hoisting her legs up, and lifting her plump ass in the air. She was spread wide open as she looked at me with fear and excitement.
"Is that so?" she said breathily.
"Yeah…" I looked down at her pussy with her lips spread wide and inviting.
Smack!
I gave her ass a nice smack and dove in, wrapping my arms around her legs and began voraciously eating her out.
"Aaahh!" She squealed and squirmed, trying to move, but her legs were locked completely. It was hard for her to do anything as she was powerless while I could eat her out, holding her tight and fondling her tits.
"Oooh, Asher!" She groaned richly as her curvy figure glowed like molten copper in the firelight. She ran her hand through her hair, gasping and groaning as I continued teasing her clit, circling around and around while her legs vibrated, trying to clench and squeeze around me.
"Oh, Ihena! Ihena, I'm-I'm cumming!" she squealed. "Gah!" Her whole body clenched, and I could hear the magic restraints rattle as she was locked in place.
And I continued eating her out, squeezing her left breast, while she grabbed her other roughly, screaming my name out as she came.
"Asher! Asher! Please fuck me," she begged. "Give it to me!"
I looked her in the eyes, dragging my tongue upwards, sending a shiver up her spine. "Almost…" I laughed, tracing one of my fingers into her slit. It vibrated with warm mana as I did, and she tried not to scream, completely powerless.
"Oh, fuck. You love teasing me, don't you?" she warbled.
"Yeah…" I smiled as I fingered slowly started to finger her, circling my tongue around her clit. She let out a tortured squeal as I started to curl my fingers. "Plus, I found that special spot…"
"Asher!"
I started to slowly and forcefully drag in and out of her shaking, quivering pussy. All the while, I kept circling her clit with my tongue, taking care to find that perfect, perfect pace…."
"Fuck!" Kiersa squealed. "Asher, p-please! I'm c-cumming!"
Her legs tried desperately to snap her restraints as her thighs continued to spasm while she squeezed around my fingers. "Please, please!" she begged, roughly handling herself.
Once satisfied, I slowly pulled out my hands and smiled at her evilly. "If you insist..."
With a snap of my fingers, the restraints disappeared, and I climbed on top of her, pressing the head of my cock against her dripping sex. Her face was flushed, and it looked like she was already at her limit but desperate for more.
"You're amazing, Kiersa," I whispered, holding her face in my hands.
Tears stung her face, and she looked at me. I felt her hands move up my back, tracing along some scars I picked up.
"I'm scared, Asher."
That snapped me out of it, and I started to back up. "I can stop!" I said worriedly. "I can—"
"You don't have to!" She whispered, laughing and kissing me. "No, I'm just… I'm scared about this disappointing you and the others. About you fighting that Zha'lin man. Or Boronos. Or Giezha!"
Her eyes swam with emotion as I looked at her, glowing in the firelight. Her deep blue eyes sparkled, and I felt myself slip away.
"I am too," I said after a moment, squeezing her hands and kissing them gently. "I'm scared that I'm not going to help you achieve your potential. I'm scared something's going to happen to you guys. I'm scared of failing…"
"No…" she whispered, cupping my face. "It'll be okay…
I bent down, kissing her softly and feeling her gentle breath against me.
"But I promise you," I said as I slid inside her. Kiersa let out a silent gasp, looking me in the eyes as I pushed. "I promise you that if anything, we can always be scared together."
"A-asher!" She whispered, pulling me into her.
"Kiersa!" I grunted.
It started soft and slow, pulling in and out to the head before slowly pushing back in. She sucked in the air, clutching me as she widened herself to accept me more easily.
"Oh, Asher," she whispered, unable to hold herself up.
"Kiersa," I whispered back, and we kissed each other.
Our arms wrapped around each other so tightly we didn't know where one ended and the other began. Kiersa shuddered with every thrust, moaning into me as I started to thrust harder and deeper into her.
Neither of us dared break our kiss, moaning each other's names repeatedly as it got harder and louder. I could feel her squeeze and sputter tighter and wetter as she came on me. Her tits bounced up and down against my chest as we rushed our hands through the other's hair, kissing and biting each other's lips, not wanting the other to break as we panted and groaned, and shuddered.
I felt her squeeze and squirm cumming on my cock, while I continued to thrust as hard and deep as possible.
"Asher! I'm-I'm cumming," she begged. "Cum inside me, please!"
"Yeah?" I panted, feeling it get closer.
"I want it! I want it!" she giggled, scratching the back of my scalp and pulling me closer. She whispered in my ear, burying me in her neck. "I want it, I love feeling it throb inside of me, Asher. Give it to me. Give it to me!"
I grunted, straining as I felt it coming. Her legs were cinched tightly around my hips while I continued pounding her into the ground, over and over and over until—
"Kiersa!"
"Asher!" she screamed. “Aaahh!"
We both grabbed each other, kissing deeply and passionately as I exploded in ecstasy. Her nails clawed into my lower back, pulling me as deep as she could while I let out a shout, spurting deep inside of her. I'm sorry, she said quickly. I kept thrusting back into her, ensuring the last few drops were as deep as possible.
I took my time pulling out of her, lying beside her while we both caught our breath.
"Oh, fuck…" she whispered. "That was…"
"Yeah…" I laughed breathlessly. "That was something."
We both fell asleep in each other's arms, with the warm crackle of the fire keeping us warm in our wintery home.




Chapter 27

Evalnday Night, 9th of Sohran, Year 678, 4th Age
The days trickled, and we hit another warm front carried by the seas. On a trip to the village, I overheard some of the Red Breakers talking to each other. Their expression's told me everything I needed.
"The damned ship's finally coming in!" Brody announced as loud as possible while buying meat from a butcher across the way.
"Why are you talking so loud?" his compatriot asked.
"No reason!" he said loudly, glancing over at me while I bought more ink and paper. "Just thought it might be interesting to hear that we're going to be leaving soon!" Brody practically shouted.
I looked over at him, and he gave me a thumbs up, which I returned, not quite sure what to say.
News that both Giezha and I winning in the forest had quickly made it through all guild ranks. According to Uli, a betting line had formed, with lots of money floating around. While everybody wanted to get home, there was still a new sense that things might be improving here. The goliaths were leaving everybody alone, and that mysterious monster had seemingly gone dormant.
Well… until later that night. We were back at the tavern, the only place to go and eat, filled to the brim with people. Not just locals and Red Breakers, but the goliaths that did show up acted perfectly pleasant. Boronos had come along with the twins we'd fought in the forest. They all chatted with a few locals, exchanging hunting stories with the fishermen.
We'd saddled up at a corner table, playing cards and ordering as much food and drink as we could. Even with the trip to the caves and the next few battle rounds, we'd gotten the pre-ship fire. A phrase used in the guild for the fire burning a hole in your sack of coins when you were ready to get home.
Merrill had even joined us that night, getting a head start on spending her gold.
"So, I'm looking to head into the caves a day before the expected departure of the ship," she informed us, covering our poker table with different drawings.
They were all diagrams of the different routes she'd deciphered from the egg. The paper was thin enough that the ink would show through the thin waxy sheets when pressed together. Some lines were barely visible through all the paper, while some were heavy and present in almost every drawing.
"The egg keeps rotating in the light. So, I've had to watch it cascade time and time again, finding the route I'm looking for!" She lamented. It looked like she'd barely slept or eaten since our last excursion. "But I think I've got the route figured out."
She tapped it with a bejeweled fingernail, and the thickest line began to glow bright blue. The light traveled along its route, and we recognized some of the bends and dips as it overlaid the tunnel map we'd been given. The whole thing felt incomprehensible and utterly confusing.
Glad I'm not the map guy…
"Off on your goose chase, are ya?" Brody laughed, joining the fun. He lurched toward the table and nearly spilled his drink on the table.
"Whoa!" we all said, grabbing the maps and cards.
"Ah, come on!" Brody grumbled, sipping more of his drink. "We're almost home and out of this dump back to warmer weather. Our loved ones," he looked around the table at each of us. "Uh… more of our loved ones!"
"I do look forward to seeing Mother and Father…" Kiersa admitted.
Brody sat down beside us, laying his head on the table. "I miss my husband,"
"I'm sure he misses you," I said, patting him on the head. "Brody's husband Cordo was a dwarven man with a gentle temperament but a fiery protective streak for Brody. Whenever we were late bringing him home, he'd threatened to come to the guildhall with his butcher's knife and show Captain Salvatore a thing or two. Speaking of, the captain was notably absent from the revelry.
We continued planning while trying to get a date together for everything. Depending on how the seas go, the ship was reported to arrive as soon as next week or as late as three weeks from now.
The winter weather had a vice grip on us, with no signs of spring ever showing itself.
"If there's another storm at sea, that thing could be out another month," I sighed. "We might wind up stuck here until the end of winter."
"Don't even joke about that!" Brody shouted, pointing a drunken finger at nobody in particular. "Cordo'd kill me."
I gently pushed his finger down and stealthily switched his ale for something non-alcoholic. "He wouldn't kill you, Brody!" Mara assured him. "He'd kill us!"
Brody smiled at the thought of his husband's wild temper and fell asleep drunk at the table.
Giezha shrugged at the idea. "If it's three weeks, that'll give us plenty of time to get into the cave system."
"What about the monster search?" I asked. "Still no new leads?"
They all shook their heads. "Plus, we've got to finish things up with the goliath village. Well, you guys do." Mara said, waving her hand to Giezha and me.
We both looked at each other uncomfortably and didn't say anything. We both knew that this was headed for a collision course of some sort. I was more than happy to drop out in the finals if it was me versus Giezha. Although I wasn't totally sure, I felt confident I could beat Zha'lin or Boronos.
I did get the drop on Boronos and nearly took him out in the previous round. I reminded myself. And Zha'lin? Well, it was probably my overconfidence speaking, but I felt like I could take him.
"Still, we might have only a week." Mara said, running her hands through her hair nervously. "I know we always take on as many jobs as possible, but even this might be—"
"Kyaaaa!"
A woman came running into the tavern, slamming the door open. Hardly anybody noticed at first until somebody screamed, and when her eyes turned, we could see her face was covered in blood.
She had a panicked look on her face, staring from person to person.
"By all above! What happened to ya woman?" one of the old geezers shouted.
"Th-there was an attack! Forest and the wings! It was awful and at the… in the…!" she tried talking but was completely incoherent, screaming about some monster at the forest's edge. "It took my son!" she screamed. "It took my baby!"
At the sound of a kid in danger, more than half of the Red Breakers jumped from their tables and got into action. We might have been a bunch of screw-ups and fuckwits abandoned by the other guilds. But many were parents, aunts, and uncles by proxy. I yanked Brody awake and threw him over to his teammates.
"Get him sober and wake him the fuck up!" I shouted as we all dashed out of the tavern. Boronos joined the sea of red, running out of the village as a search party was quickly formed. The woman's husband had not been far behind his wife as he ran to the crowd.
"Dina!" he shouted. "Dina!" he had a nasty cut on his face, bleeding along the side. "It was a monster!" He shouted. "A dragon, I'm sure of it!"
"Dragon!?" People shouted.
Not this again.
"It's true!" The woman wailed. "It was a dragon, the size of my house! We…we'd taken the sheep out for the nightly grazings 'n'…"
"That damned thing emerged from the forest and attacked!" the father said as his wife wept into his shoulders. "We could see it! It had white eyes big as me! Was the size of a house as its wings slammed the trees to the side!"
"Did it breathe fire?" Brina asked, taking charge. "Was it lightening?"
The man's eyes went cold, and he shuddered. "It screamed something. Bloody murder! An' it swooped down, knocked us to the ground. It saw our flock 'n' picked up right in the middle…"
"Your son was with the sheep?" Brina asked, pressing for information.
The both of them nodded their heads, tears flowing out as they held on to each other. "Picked right up an' flew to the mountains!" The woman wailed.
"Shit…" Uli breathed next to me.
Salvatore finally made his way through everybody. "What happened? If there was another damned fight I'll—"
"It was a dragon!" Somebody yelled out from the back.
His eyes flashed dangerously as he stared at all of us. "Oh, not this dragon nonsense again!" Salvatore screamed, turning to the parents. "I don't know what the fuck you think you saw, but it wasn't a damn dragon!"
"Sal, they're witnesses! They saw it fucking happen!" Mara screamed, pleading for him to just listen.
"It wasn't a dragon!" Salvatore shouted. "I know how dragons work. I fought the damn things back—"
"Yes, yes. Back when the city started!" Uli said, pushing herself forward and getting in his face. "Sal, it doesn't matter what they think it was. Their son was taken!"
Salvatore bit back his words and gritted his teeth. A child in danger got through to the old goat as he turned around. "Did it… It breathe on you guys or did it breathe on you? Fire lightning, any other type of element? Ice, even?"
The couple shook their heads, doing their best to stay calm.
"You said it flew away or disappeared into the sky."
"Th-the sky…" Salvatore's eyes flitted back and forth as everybody sat watching, shouting their own suggestions as to what it could be.
"They said it had wings!" I added in.
Salvatore's eyes turned to me. "Wings? Are you sure ?"
The woman looked, and she shook her head. "It was like the trees themselves bent to the side for it."
Salvatore's face contorted in shock, and he turned to all of us. "Get your asses on the chariot! It's another Mountain Serpent, probably an adolescent. We killed its mother and without something to feed it, the adolescent's gone hungry!"
"Son of a bitch…" I whispered to myself.
"Let's go! I said get moving!"
The Red Breakers, several villagers, and Boronos ran off toward the forest in a series of search parties. Boronos joined us, much to the chagrin of Salvatore, but he dared not speak against it. We all ran off in different groups to cover more ground while Boronos joined us. We ran for nearly a mile through the forest in a loose configuration following the rough direction we'd been told the monster disappeared in.
"If… it is in-indeed a Mountain Serpent, it's likely heading back into the cave system," Boronos panted, struggling to stay up with us.
"That would explain why we saw the tracks," I said while we sprinted through the forest.
"In the-the caves?" Boronos' face was covered in sweat, and I nodded.
"Yeah, we were doing guild stuff… Are you okay?"
"I-I am fine, Asher… Do not fret for me."
Boronos was panting and heaving his body to move, struggling to catch up while Copper was in close pursuit, riding and jumping along the tree line. I looked at Copper, and almost… it was like I could sense something in him. Fear?
"What k-kind of tracks were they?" Boronos gasped, snapping me out of it.
"Big long marks on the ground, and in the walls," Mara recounted.
"Could have been the sides of its face!" Uli suggested.
"That.. that would make sense. They can have whiskers t-to… to sense vibrations through the ground."
"Kaaaah!"
A thunderous scream echoed through the forests, and we stopped trying to hone in on the location.
"What the hell was that!?"
"Kaaaah!"
It was a loud, blood-curdling scream, unlike anything we'd heard.
"It didn't sound like a Mountain Serpent…" Mara whispered.
Doesn't sound like Copper. I thought to myself.
"Khahahndnnnaaa!" Boronos' head moved in every direction until it snapped off to the northwest, away from the mountains. His eyes glowed bright gold, and the veins in his forehead popped out while his sweat began to turn red.
"That way!" he said in a distorted voice before dashing off in front of us.
He stumbled before regaining his composure, and we followed after him.
"What is it?" I called out.
"I can't… can't quite see, but its aura is strong! And there's another with it! A young man, I believe!"
Boronos was panting hard as we slid down a hill into a river that likely connected with the waterfall far away. As we hit the water, we could hear another scream. Boronos dipped his hand into the water as his eyes glowed gold before splashing upwards.
Splash!
"Giezha, please use your light spell. Miss Kiersa, I request your aid. Please heal me!"
"Heal you? But you don't—"
With a flick of his hand, the water stopped in the air, gaining an almost… steely exterior. As he pointed toward himself, the metallic water shot straight toward Boronos at every angle.
"Gaaaah!" Boronos screamed in pain as the water pierced his body, and he began glowing a bright gold in his wounds. "N-now, Giezha!" he ordered.
Giezha pointed her staff forward and began her red light spell. As Boronos glowed bright gold, the light from her spell mixed with his golden aura. Kiersa finally managed to get the incantation working as she began healing him. The healing light bathed him, sealing the deep gashes and holes in his body until they were mere slivers.
"Excellent…" Boronos said, his voice even more distorted. He turned to us, nodding solemnly. "We haven't much time. I will do what I can to provide the path."
Boronos shot forward like a cannon sprinting off an order of magnitude faster. A long gold, red, and gold path began to appear behind him, with arrows pointing toward the route he took.
"Follow that trail! It's the fastest way!" he called out, disappearing into the night.
We all sprinted after him as Giezha kept her staff pointed out, shining the red light to reveal Boronos' path.
"Why did he stab himself like that?" Kiersa huffed and puffed, trying to keep up with everybody else.
"He's bleeding to connect better with the world and try to make contact with the boy's aura!" Giezha said. She was used to heavy sprints under duress, but the strain of casting magic at the same time was visible.
Kiersa strained, trying to focus her healing ray to extend far enough to hit him as he got further away. The gold light he emitted was being swallowed up by the night, fading out past all the trees.
"I don't know how much I can heal him from here!" she panted. "I'm trying!"
"We got to keep up!" Mara urged her.
"I know!" Kiersa screamed, holding her hand out as far as possible, practically throwing herself forward with every step.
I grabbed Kiersa by the hand, helping her run as fast as we could. We took Boronos' advice, sprinting along the path, sliding down hills, and cutting up embankments at angles. As we ran, we saw brilliant flashes of light and horrible screams in the sky.
"Kaaaaah! Kraaahh!"
As the screams continued, another scream joined.
"Maaaamaa! Maaaa!"
It sounded like a crying child begging for his mother. As we made our way through the forest, the dense greenery turned into a rocky hillside at the base of the mountains.
"It is…okay," came the panting deep voice of Boronos.
"I'm scared!"
"It shall be okay, young one."
We could hear Boronos' voice soothe the young child.
As we turned the corner around the rocky path, we sprinted up the hilly grade into the mountains. More screams filled the air, and rocks began to fly toward us.
"Duck!"
Dodging out of the way, we kept running up, turning into a plateau, and we could finally see him. Boronos shielded the child like a huge serpent with wings coiled around the rocks.
"That's a Mountain Serpent, all right…" I panted.
"No!" Giezha shouted, pointing. "They don't have wings! What the hell is that thing?"
The Winged Serpent was massive, at least 20 feet long, with a body as wide as I could stretch my arms. Its eyes were milky white, and it had spiky whiskers along a jagged muzzle with dagger-sharp teeth jutting out from every position.
"Kraaaaah!" It screamed out, flapping wings stretching as far as its long body could reach.
"Fight it, Mr. Giant!" the child cried. "Fight him!"
Boronos had a nasty cut on his arm, along with deep punctures in his chest.
That didn't come from the water…
Boronos panted, trying to shield the child but unable to fight. The serpent hadn't noticed us yet, and swayed back and forth, ready to strike at its prey.
We all froze for a moment, unsure of what to do. It could go straight through the Boronos and the child if we were too slow to attack. The path was narrow, and the Winged Serpent coiled around the rocks, guarding itself from attacks.
Boronos, however, was barely even looking at the thing. Instead, he focused on soothing the child who cried with a cut above his forehead.
"You are safe, young one," he said warmly. "The Red Breakers are here."
"Kah?"
As soon as Boronos spoke, one of the eyes of the Winged Serpent for just a moment flicked toward our direction.
"KRAAAAAAH!"
"Go!" All at once, the five of us sprinted into battle.
The serpent hissed, striking at us, smashing the rock it'd coiled around. We unleashed heavy attacks, with Kiersa and me blasting rays at the monster. The spells collided in its eyes as Mara let off a volley of arrows.
Thwip! Thwip! Thwip! 
"Kraaah!"
It screamed in pain, only for two arrows to slice through its eyes with a cloud of blood. The third arrow lodged itself deep in its socket while a puff of green smoke exploded, blinding it.
Uli lunged at its belly with two knives while Giezha conjured thick, heavy, spectral chains. The monster began to flap its giant wings, burying us in a gale of wind. As it began to lift off, however, ka-chunk. Giezha's giant chains lashed out, grabbing at one of the serpent's wing joints.
"Get that kid out of here!" Giezha shouted to Boronos.
With barely a nod, Boronos scooped the child up and jumped high into the sky, off the side of the mountain.
"KRAAAAAAH!"
The serpent screamed, slamming the rocks as we all chased after it.
"That thing's going to come back if we don't kill it now!" Uli screamed, burying a knife at the end of its tail.
"KRAAAAAH!"
It flew into the rocky area, like a green and brown blur, and we could hear the monster screaming and its tail flick upwards. Uli appeared, stabbing back in, trying to climb up the back of the beast.
"Uli!" I yelled, running up the hillside into the rocky area.
It'd found a collection of rock pillars that recessed downwards, with bits of the serpent slithering in and out of the pillars. Flickers of Uli danced among the shadows, stabbing it again and again.
That's why she followed it! She'd been working on her shadow dancing, it seemed.
I pulled out my sword and jumped into attack one of the lengths of the Mountain Serpent.
"Grah!" I screamed, slashing downward, trying to catch its attention.
I cut at the beast's scales, and blood flew like little red stars. It did the trick, and I saw the serpent raise its head from right behind the pillar it'd coiled around. The serpent opened its grizzly maw as steam flew from its mouth, growling in preparation to strike.
Giezha's chain struggled to pull at it as a hundred teeth were suddenly over top of me, and I opened my palm while still holding the sword and let off a fireball.
Foosh!
The fireball exploded in its mouth as the monster screamed, rearing its head back. The arcane chains flew into the air, releasing its wings and coiling around its neck.
Giezha strained, pulling with all her might as the air sizzled around her. She had planted herself into the ground and screamed, trying to hold on for as long as possible.
Thwip! Thwip! Thwip! 
More and more arrows started appearing from every direction while radiant light slammed down on them.
"KAAAAAAAH GRAAAAAH RAAAH!"
The monster screamed bloody murder, trying to escape, while I saw a set of golden cat-like eyes appear from the shadows above. I ran forward, stabbing it in the belly as Uli hopped on its head. Blood rained down from above as she repeatedly stabbed it in the eye.
The monster continued wailing, trying to slam into the mountain, and I started hacking and thrusting into its body. It carved into it repeatedly, tearing off chunks of meat as blood spurted everywhere. Its violent movements became less and less jerky, and its voice began to fade.
"Kr—aaahhhh!..."
With another roar, the serpent released a death rattle and fell to the ground. Uli also fell from the top, gracefully landing like a cat in front of us. Mara appeared in a flash as her sword appeared for a moment, as she buried it deep in the eye of the serpent.
Squelch!
We all let out a sound of disgust while Mara turned around. "I'm making sure it's dead!"
And dead it was. Adrenaline pumped through us as Giezha magicked the blood and viscera off us. We had wide eyes and unsure smiles on our faces.
"We should check on Boronos and the kid," Uli said, trying to calm her heart rate.
"Good call."
Running down the mountainside, we could see a collection of torches down below. About a dozen people and one really tall person surrounded them. Making our way over, we could see Boronos standing next to the child. His hands were raised while the child continued crying into his knee.
"What's going on?" I asked Mara.
"Monster!" one of the villagers screamed.
"You kidnapped the boy!" Another yelled out angrily.
"I assure you that is not what happened," Boronos said calmly.
Several villagers were, standing around Boronos, circling him from every angle. We quickly ran into the middle, trying to insert ourselves between him and what looked like an angry mob.
"Hey, ease up!" I shouted.
Uli looked at the villagers and tried to explain. "He helped us find the kid! He's the only reason we found him!"
"You leave us alone!" a man holding a torch yelled. "You've done nothing to stop the goliath savages from encroaching on our territory."
"Well, you're starting to sound like them," Kiersa said as we stood before Boronos. "Pretty sure you were all begging us to help find the kid too."
The villagers began to expand in size as more filtered through. Many of them carried torches and pitchforks or swords at their sides. The angry energy spread throughout them all as we felt the situation rise in temperature.
"He was the one that attacked you!" someone pointed to me. "He's been the one that's been walking straight into our village. He was there earlier tonight!"
Boronos tried to say something, but it got caught in his lungs. He was sweating even worse than before and looked like he'd been coated in blood from his red sweat. His face was thin, and I could hear every tortured breath.
"I saw him. I did!" another villager spat. "He stole the child! N' I bet he used his goliath magic to control that monster from the cave that you lot opened up!"
"He didn't take the kid!" Giezha said, fighting to stay calm. "We didn't—"
"Enough from you, goliath!" a woman cried.
"You want to rephrase that?" Mara asked threateningly.
"We won't be intimidated by some killed m-mercenaries,” one of the villagers said, clearly threatened.
“Please, e-everyone,” Boronos said gently. “Do not frighten the child. He’s been through enough.”
“Ever since those damned Red Banners and you goliath’ve come here, it’s been nothing but trouble for us! The people that live here!”
Boronos did his best to try and diffuse the tension as more and more people joined in, screaming threats and insults his way. “I… I a-assure you that we ca-can come to a—"
Swish!
Before Boronos could finish his statement, a pitchfork flew through the air. It aimed straight for his chest, but Boronos grabbed it at the last second. We all froze for a second, shocked. Boronos held onto the prong of the pitchfork, looking at it. At first, it looked like he’d caught it short, but a stream of blood spurted from his chest.
“Huh?”
We all looked in terror, unable to tell who had thrown it in the dark. Boronos pulled the pitchfork out and looked at the wound. It was pretty shallow, but he smiled as he dabbed his hand in the wound.
“Well, that’s interesting…”
“Wait!” Kiersa panted, pulling out a moonstone. “I can heal this!” Kiersa quickly began to heal Boronos as he stood there silently, looking at his hands. The wound looked superficial at best, but we all turned toward the villagers.
“Ask the kid, God damnit!” I screamed, unsheathing my sword and taking a step forward. “Ask him before I decide to cut every fucking one of you down for that!”
“It’s true!” the child said, cowering behind one of Giezha’s legs. “Mr. Giant saved me from the big snake thing…”
“Get back away from that goliath, child!” someone shrieked hysterically.
“It’s tricking you! It’s using its psychic powers!”
“You really think I have psychic powers?” Giezha asked threateningly. “Because if I did, I’d make your brain explode right now!”
The man yelped and grabbed his head frantically. As the villagers looked at us in terror, I heard out of the corner of my vision.
“Very interesting…” Boronos whispered.
“How about you go up to that fucking mountain and look at what we just fought off?” I dared the crowd. “Because he fought that thing off to get to the kid!”
I turned to look at Boronos. “Boronos, I am so… Boronos?”
When I looked at him, he didn’t have the same look in his golden eyes. They didn’t shine in the night anymore. Instead, his eyes were milky white. I took a step toward him, saying his name again.
“Boronos?”
He didn’t move. Standing there looking at his hand peacefully. He had a calm, serene look on his face.
“Boronos?”
I touched his hand to check on him, and he was cold.
Very, very cold.




Chapter 28

Gethsday Evening, 10th of Sohran, Year 678, 4th Age
Death. The other side of all the crusading and adventuring. The struggle against the chasm, trying to throw the other guy into the abyss. Only to watch someone else get shoved in from behind. Chaos ensued after the attack. The villagers fled the scene in terror as we tried to revive Boronos.
Giezha and Kiersa tried everything. Every healing spell, potion, salve, and surgical tool we had available. It didn’t work.
The Nightstrike clan had gone looking for him and quickly recovered his body. Zha’lin didn’t speak when told the news. Instead, he simply said, “Arrangements… we must prepare then…”
I stowed away in the guildhall that night, sticking to the shadows as she spoke to Salvatore.
“Sal, please…” she sniffled, her voice small and almost childlike. “Please, help me.”
“I can’t, Giezha… I’m sorry.”
He and I had our opinions of one another, but he spoke to her with the warmth of a father consoling his child. I could hear the pain in his voice, stifling his own emotions. Uli was also there, hiding away in the shadows.
We both stared at each other, unsure what to do as Giezha wept, begging Salvatore to use necromancy or teach her what she could do.
“It would only be once, and I’d save him!” she tried to convince him.
“Giezha, child… If only it were that way. It is a curse. An unending path.”
“But I can save him!”
He tried to explain its danger, the impossibility, the potential to backfire! But when all else failed, he told the truth.
“Why won’t you?!” She demanded desperately.
“I can’t because… it wouldn’t be him, Giezha. The necrotic magic will not bring his soul back, but instead a facsimile. A false version… To bring life to the dead…”
Uli and I could hear the lump form in his throat as he began to weep. “If it were truly the person you raise from the dead, then my daughter and my wife would still be here today! I promise you, if I could, I would. But I don’t want you to see him the way… the way that I saw my love and my precious child.”
“Sal… I… I’m sorry.”
We could see in the shadows as they cried into each other’s arms, holding one another, mourning.
We didn’t have any clue who threw the pitchfork. It was too dark, and there were too many to see clearly who had done it. Mara threatened to cut through every last one of them until they answered, but Giezha was the one to stop her.
“It’s no use,” Giezha whispered as we sat beside her in her room. “He’s gone.”
His funeral was the next day before the “release” occurred. Myself, Mara, Uli, Kiersa, Merrill, and even a few of the other guild members, including Salvatore, were there to pay our respects.
Our traditional red headbands have been exchanged for black with a purple star in the center, black for the morning of a fallen comrade, and the star to represent good fortune for those they leave behind. Almost all villagers wore the same attire; their robes were wrapped around their midsection, and two sashes crossed the shoulders, one black and one white.
Whatever chill the winter had brought saw mercy on the clan with an unseasonably warm and sunny day while Boronos was laid in state at the center of the village. Children brought flowers, planting them around his body. The elders burned what sage he had left so that his aura could seep back into the world and heal the broken hearts of the village. He looked at his open palm with the same curious but serene look.
The clan coalesced into a single mass around Boronos, who lay in state. Most of the guild stayed in the back while I stood next to Giezha, forced to remain up front. A faint whisper of unfamiliar voices filled the air as a female goliath dressed similarly to Boronos walked in front of his body. She looked at everyone with a similar disconnected expression Boronos had.
“We mourn the loss of a leader.”
As she spoke, her voice echoed in the air. She looked around at us as I held onto Giezha’s hand.
She stood beside Zha’lin, Zhayurn, and Thra’lin, who were tightly grouped. Zha’lin put a hand on her other shoulder as he looked forward. His face was stoic, but he could not stop the tears that flowed from his eyes and down his face.
“A friend, a mentor… a symbol of peace and hope,” the woman continued as her eyes glowed the same golden color. “Boronos was our head spiritualist and the great connector of the aura. Boronos was more than the sum of his parts, but a greater whole that we could all aspire to.”
The ghostly whispers continued around us as the woman spoke of Boronos’ leadership accomplishments and connection to the aura.
“It will be okay, my daughters…” Zha’lin whispered, turning back to Giezha and Zhayurn. “I… must speak now.”
As the woman finished her words, she stepped aside, and Zha’lin walked up. His posture was stiff and upright, walking with purpose, each in perfect rhythm. He briefly looked at Boronos’ body before clenching one of his fists and suddenly turning to everybody.
“My brother was the greatest man that I ever knew,” he said, his voice clear as the sky and booming with energy. “He died as he lived. A savior, a hero. Someone… someone that I aspire to be,” he continued gesturing to the crowd. “My brother did not care, who anybody was in their previous life. Nor the circumstances of their present. He merely sought a better future for this clan.”
Zhayurn sniffled behind me, struggling to keep it together. I looked around and could see the guild looking around. Their faces were solemn, but there was tense and uncomfortable energy.
“Although he was not born into our clan, none better exemplified those tenants of strength, of peace, of valor. I thought myself a well-traveled man,” Zha’lin laughed sadly before turning back to his brother.
His words moved the crowd as they were enraptured by his stories, stories of the adventures of their first meeting deep inside the deserts far to the north. Of his wisdom, his gallantry in his youth, and how he was never afraid to speak his mind.
“Oh, if I heard one suggestion from him, I heard it a thousand times,” Zha’lin chuckled as he wiped a tear from his eye. “Some did not understand him, some thought him an outsider. Even among us nomadic goliaths; outsiders of a previous time.”
Zha’lin’s eyes flitted out toward Bouldergulf for a moment. Several of the Goliath’s faces screwed into a look of anger and frustration. Giezha grimaced, and I could feel her hand clench around mine.
“It is clear… that even a man doing everything right for the noblest reasons will be seen as a villain if it is decided,” he said finally. “None sought more amenable ends with Bouldergulf than Boronos.”
There was murmuring amongst the crowd as he spoke.
“Oh, dear…” I could hear Merrill whisper to herself. “I think things are about to get dangerous.”
“My brother saved their children!” Zha’lin hissed. “He fought the monster, brought to the surface by other outsiders!”
All Red Breakers looked at each other afraid of where this was going.
“And did they show them mercy!?”
Zha’lin’s voice was now a thunderous roar echoing in the skies, easily carrying to the village of Bouldergulf.
“Yes!” The whole goliath village chanted in unison. Even Giezha.
“If the Red Breakers can be seen as someone to share the land with, why could my brother not be? Why not us?”
The entire village was on the verge of being totally incensed.
“Why must we pay for the sins of everybody else on this land? My brother died not because he was protecting that child. He was murdered because when he saved that child, he was a goliath!” He pursed his lips and looked at his brother, new tears streaming through his face. “And I know that he would simply hope… for a peaceful end. I will do what I must to maintain the peace that my brother sought.”
He finished his speech and stifled a sob, walking away from the clan. More and more people began talking as the woman from before returning to the center.
“The aura is within us all, just as it is outside of us all. And when we perish, we will return what has been borrowed and what was given. None ever exemplified the great breath of the world itself than Boronos,” she raised her hands to the sky as the setting sun glowed a malevolent red. Her eyes glowed bright gold, as did her mouth, and a bright light exploded up to the sky from her.
“Look!” Kiersa whispered, pointing to Boronos.
His eyes and mouth glowed the same golden color, and a golden stream of light appeared from his mouth, entering the sky.
“What’s going on?” I whispered to Giezha.
“His essence is being returned to the world,” she said as her heart broke in her throat. “A… natural process that the goliath clans expedite so that maybe we may better connect the next generation.”
We all watched in awe as Boronos’ chest heaved as if taking a large breath before exhaling completely, and his chest decompressed into itself. A giant swirling cloud of gold and silver appeared far above everybody.
“May you rest!” the shaman announced in a deep spectral voice. The ghostly voices got louder and louder, and I could swear I could hear it.
“Asher…” came the ghostly voice of…
“Boronos?” I turned around and went to the source but didn’t see anything.
“Asher, we must speak,” the voice whispered again.
What’s going on? I looked around frantically, trying to find the source.
“The clan’s voice follows…” Zhayurn whispered to me gently. “Do not be afraid if they speak to you, it is a good sign.”
It didn’t feel very good…
“May you rest along the golden rays of the sun, and may you sit upon the crescent moons along the sea of stars!” the woman shouted, her voice echoing in my chest.
Whooosh!
A giant flash of golden light rushed straight into the ground onto Boronos. A blinding light and heavy wind forced my eyes shut, and I covered my face. It was an unrelenting push, staggering me back. But as soon as it arrived, it was gone, and I felt the bright gold lights subside and the wind dies down.
We all looked, and Boronos was gone. All that remained were the gifts and flowers planted in his memory.
“Good bye, my brother,” Zha’lin whispered.
“Good bye, Boronos,” Giezha barely managed to hold it together before falling to her knees, sobbing into her palms, as did several others. I was about to comfort her when Zha’lin, Zhayurn, and Thra’lin hugged Giezha.
And as they cried together, Merrill, the rest of the Red Breakers, and I left so they could mourn. Nobody followed us. Nobody watched. We simply left, walking in silence.
“It was a beautiful ceremony,” Mara said, her voice hollow and looking at the ground. “His aura was magnificent.”
“He was a leader,” Salvatore said. “You could see it in their eyes.”
“He deserved better,” Uli grumbled.
“He was the only person that could prevent a war,” Merrill whispered in a panic.
“War?” Brina asked skeptically.
“Yes,” she said gravely. “I have no doubt that with one of their symbols of peace and hope killed at the hands of a faceless villager…” she shook her head. “It’s inevitable.”
We all looked at each other seriously and couldn’t believe it. I don’t know if I want that ship to get here sooner or slower… I thought to myself.
Salvatore allowed me back in the guild hall as a guest for the night. My banishment was seen as a necessity at this point. Lest the goliaths feel another group betrayed their trust. As I sat in my old room with everyone, we tried to pass the time, waiting for Giezha. We played cards until one of us was broke. We helped them get their money back in a game of dice. And eventually, without a word, we buried our heads in work. Training. Preparing. Studying.
But as the sky turned black and Giezha never stepped through the threshold, the chill in the air told us everything we needed to know.
“I don’t think she’s coming back tonight,” I was the first to admit.
“Should… we go get her?”
“No, Uli,” I shook my head. “I think she wants to be there right now.”
“It is Giezha after all,” Mara said, accidentally shuffling half of the deck of cards upside down. “She never does anything without purpose.”
We waited. And waited. Until we slowly realized she wouldn’t be back. Kiersa was the first to get up.
“I think I’m going to go to bed now.”
“That’s a good idea,” Mara said, standing up.
Uli raised a hand to stop them before retracting it and holding her hands at her chest. Uli gazed desperately at me, her golden eyes swimming as the others walked out.
“I need some air,” she finally said, exhaling.
She got up and quickly left the room, clearly not coming back either, and I was left alone. I sat at the broken desk, my chin tucked in my arms, feeling an empty pain in my chest. A kind of dull stab that ached without remedy.
“Yeah…” I looked out at Copper, waiting on my windowsill. “I could go for a little fresh air myself.”
I snuck out the window and into the forest, casting a spell to make me lighter and easier to carry. Copper looked at me, bumping his head under my chin, making a whimpering noise.
“You want to go for a flight, buddy?” He spread out the flaps of skin in his jerebo form like the wings he used to glide as a dragon. I shook my head, patting his head. “I was thinking you and me take a real flight and test those wings.
“Squeeee!”
He quickly jumped off and flashed into his dragon form. He was a little bigger now than he had been a few weeks ago. And as he flapped his wings, they were stiff, but he could get airborne.
“What do you say, bud?” I asked, pointing to the nearest amounts at the top. “Get up there and glide back down?
His eyes shined like two bright coins, and he let out an excited screech.
“Graaawo!” he wailed excitedly.
I quickly made up a harness with some rope and leather that would be rudimentary enough to finish the job.
“Now, remember, Copper, slow.”
I stepped onto the harness and felt an odd weightlessness in my legs. Like when you were lifting weights, and then you picked up something a fraction as heavy, and it felt like nothing was there.
Hoisting myself onto the makeshift saddle and harness, Copper flinched, waiting for my weight. But when I put myself down, he looked around in confusion.
“Gawowaaa?”
“Just a little bit of magic,” I muttered, scratching the underside of his chin. He rapidly kicked his back right leg while his tail flicked about excitedly. “Let’s go! All right, bud, let’s go.” I helped him with the takeoff kicking off as hard as I could.
He was still about the size of a full-grown buck, making him small enough to be an uncomfortable ride. He beat his wings as hard as he could, right beside my legs, shifting me around while he jostled me around, struggling to keep us both up.
“We can go back down!” I shouted to him while we flew higher.
He let out another screech as we rose through the tree line and up into the sky.
“Graaaaa!”
Copper shook his head back and forth several times, beating his wings even harder.
As we climbed vertically into the sky, we raced up to the top. The mountains here weren’t terribly tall, with only a few just high enough to peak the lowest clouds. Racing our way to the sky, I could feel the excitement in his build and the engine in his belly roar. He was like an idling engine where my legs wrapped around him.
Like an idiot, I peeked over the side and looked out into the world, getting smaller and smaller. Asher, you fucking idiot… I’d never really flown much back on Earth. Maybe the occasional few hours to Philadelphia from Virginia, but never anything major. I snapped my eyes forward as we climbed the rocky sides of the mountain until I finally began to see the world north of the mountains.
“Mmmgarawwww…!” He roared meekly.
Copper grew tired, and we made a landing spot in an area with dirt and a little bit of grass. A few mountain goats dashed away as we came in for our landing.
“Bahhhh!” They bleated as I jumped off.
“Wow! Whew… How… How’d you like that, buddy?” I panted, feeling the thin air.
Copper flopped onto the side, panting with his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth. But he quickly got up, jumping around and spinning in excitement. I sat down while Copper chased after the goats, who ran off, shitting themselves.
“Wow…”
I stared out across the range and took it all in. I could see the goliath village off to the wayside. Small fires were being burned as the night sky glowed like fireflies in the night. The town of Bouldergulf was smaller than I realized, and from here, I felt like it could fit in the palm of my hand.
I reached out to the town, and Copper put his head in the palm of my hand.
“Grwoa…”
He gently gurgled, pushing his hand around and laying on my lap. I sat there with Copper and my lap and didn’t move. I felt like… I couldn’t. As if I was waiting for something. I wasn’t sure what. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know if I should just go home. I had expected to fight Boronos at some point to guarantee the survival of Giezha’s older brother. But… based on the reaction of Giezha’s family? Maybe, I didn’t need to worry about that anymore.
“Asher!” a voice called out to me.
“Huh!” I turned and looked out, trying to identify it, but it was like a ghost in the wind.
“Asher!” the voice called to me again.
I jumped up to my feet, looking around. But that ghostly voice sounded like it was coming from everywhere. I couldn’t tell where it was coming from. It was as if it was right next to me but invisible.
“Close your eyes and open your mind!” the voice called out.
Wait a minute… I could recognize it. It sounded like…
“Boronos!” I shouted, looking around. But… he was gone. Unless…?
The aura! 
Realizing what he meant, I sat down cross-legged and began meditating. My heart raced in my throat as I tried to focus on my breathing. I needed to focus on the aura! He was communicating with me through it; I just knew it!
I could see it. I could see my broken but repairing aura at the center of my vision. But… I could also see something else. It was transparent, almost the same color and texture as the darkness behind it. But I could still perceive the shape of it.
“Boronos?” I whispered in disbelief.
“Indeed!” the voice called out. I could sense his presence right in front of me. I could see his shadow self in the aura, fading more and more.
“I’m so sorry for—"
“Fret not for me, Asher,” he instructed me. “There is much left in this journey, and many lives may be saved if only at the cost of mine.”
“How can we save lives?” I asked, trying to concentrate. It was getting harder and harder to see him. “You were killed! Murdered by some stranger.”
Boronos’ face was unreadable, and I wasn’t even sure he was talking to me. “Yes,” he said. “And no.”
“What do you mean? The goliaths are about to look like they’re going to go to war with the village, and it looks like the villagers are…”
“Like, they’re hoping for it,” he finished for me.
“Yeah…”
“If I have one regret, it was not acting sooner… Asher, innocent blood may have been spilled, but you can prevent it! Connect to the aura. Accept the fruits of your labor and help Giezha avenge her family’s name.”
I looked around; I was losing sight of him. “Avenge her name? What do you mean?”
When I asked that, I realized, I couldn’t see him. Not even in the aura. He hadn’t vanished, though. He’d just… joined the rest of it.
“I must go now…”
“No, please stay!” I said, opening my eyes. “What do you mean by that?”
“The aura calls me. And I must see to the others. Good luck, Asher.”
“Boronos!” I called out, waiting for his response. I didn’t hear anything; I looked all around for his spirit. “Boronos!”
I looked out around, trying to find his ghost. I closed my eyes, trying to find his aura and identify where he was, but he wasn’t there! He was gone!
He really was gone.




Chapter 29

Gethsday Night, 10th of Sohran, Year 678, 4th Age
It was much easier getting down from the mountain that night than it had been getting up it. I wasn’t sure if what I had seen and heard was real or just me grieving. However, the only person I could talk to about it would be Giezha. I quickly stuffed Copper into the hood of my coat as I entered the goliath village. Despite the late hour, the camp was still buzzing, with people all around in the distance.
“Halt, human! What do you think you are—"
One of the guards stopped me at first when he realized who I was. “I—Asher, is it?”
I nodded to him. “Yeah, I was hoping to talk to Giezha.”
Several guardsmen were out for the first time in a while.
“I don’t know if that would be best…” the other said, holding onto his spear. “The situation is complicated at the moment.”
I glowered at them, not in the mood for this bullshit. “Well, it’ll get real complicated if I wind up the chief now, won’t it?” I threatened emptily.
They all stiffened up and looked at each other for a moment. The thought clearly hadn’t crossed their minds yet.
“You would do such a thing?”
“You’re damn right I would!” I snarled. “Now, either get the fuck out of my way or give me a real reason not to let me in.”
I just shoved my way through and dared them to attack me with a single glance. One tried, but a sparkle of lightning around my hand was enough to keep him at bay. They receded, deciding to let the village decide my fate, while I turned and marched forward.
The temperature of the village had changed. The warmth radiating from everybody was gone while frost slicked the ground. I also noticed how many of the men were currently out, and they seemed to be practicing with weapons and shields. I saw Thra’lin talking outside and having a hurried conversation with Zhayurn.
When they both noticed me, their eyes widened, and they tried to dash into the tent.
“Hey!” I called out. “I need to talk to Giezha!”
However, I was stopped before I could get to the large tent when several goliaths grabbed me by the arms.
“Be gone!” he shouted, trying to pull me away. I yanked myself free and tried to press forward when more began to surround me.
“What the fuck is going on!?” I shouted, turning and staring at all of them. My eyes burned with anger while they continued to advance. “I’m just trying to talk to Giezha! She might be a part of your clan, but she’s also a member of my guild!”
I was ready to pull out my sword when a large figure popped out of the tent. It was Zha’lin. However, his hair had changed. It was a spiked mohawk, and black paint ran in long vertical lines from his eyes to his chest.
“Asher Merrick,” he said. His normally accommodating voice was replaced with a cold and detached murmur. “What brings you here?”
“I just need to talk to Giezha.”
“And it cannot wait?” he asked.
The more I looked around, the more I could see what was happening. I saw more and more of their weapons. Edges being sharpened. Their strength is being tested.
“I don’t think it can…” I said slowly. Nobody said anything as Zha’lin and I stared each other down, refusing to back down. “I think I know what’s going on here,” I said finally.
“And what is that?” he asked, clenching his fist.
I tried my best to be diplomatic. To think of the other side. How I would’ve felt if it had been my brother. “Emotions running high. A lot of blood ready to be spilled in grief.”
“He does not speak for our clan!” an older Goliath shouted angrily. He rattled a gnarled staff that jingled with several hollow stones hanging from it. “He watched him die and did nothing!”
That got the weapon out of my hand, and I stared, looking around for the son of a bitch. “You want to say that to my face or stay in the crowd?” I dared him. “Or would you like to make another fucking challenge or something? Huh!? How about it, Zha’lin?” Several people gasped as I felt my tired patience wear thinner and thinner. “I’ll gladly skip the wait and take you on right fucking now and fight your daughter for the title of chief!”
Several readied themselves to charge, only to be held back by a mere glance from Chief Zha’lin.
“I just need to talk to her,” I repeated myself. “Ask her a few questions. That’s it.”
“Asher!”
I looked behind the chief and saw Giezha jumping out of the tent.
She wore more traditional goliath clothing, but her tattoos had been washed away. She moved toward me, but Zha’lin tried to stop her, but she pushed past. She turned around and looked at everyone.
“All of you, leave!” she commanded. At first, nobody responded, but her eyes flashed, and her staff sparked with green light. “LEAVE!”
Slowly, people began to back down while some still looked onto Zha’lin for confirmation. His jaw was cinched tight, but he nodded his head. As the crowd dispersed, I motioned for her to follow me away from everyone.
We found a secluded spot amongst some trees near the encroaching shoreline, and finally, we could speak. I looked around, checking to ensure we weren’t watched by goliaths or animals.
“Your father’s going to try and attack the village, isn’t he?” I asked.
“He’s grieving…” she admitted, looking uncomfortable.
I arched my eyebrow at her.
“Really? Because a few weeks ago he was telling me to take Boronos out myself, remember?”
Giezha looked at me, her face mixed with a flurry of emotions and unreadable. “That’s different.”
“Oh, is it?” I said in disbelief. “Where is this coming from? Why are you defending him?”
“He’s my father! And the title has not been good for him!” Giezha shouted. She looked at me desperately but also furious. Her eyes stung, fighting tears, while she stepped forward, invading my personal space.
“Yeah,” I said sarcastically. “Right. First, he banishes you, forcing you to cut your stomach open. Then he nearly kills his son in front of everybody to make a statement. But now that his brother is dead, the first thing he wants to do is go to war over it!”
“Asher, he—"
“I’m not going to let him kill innocent people that had nothing to do with that!”
“I’m trying to stop him too!” she said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “I am trying to negotiate an armistice on behalf of the guild and the village. Father believes that such a decision should be made after the chief is determined.”
“So, he’s pretty confident he is going to win,” I surmised.
“Yes… And he’s asked for something in return. He…” Giezha looked out to the sea and chuckled sadly. “Of course…”
When I looked at the sea, I realized what she saw off the horizon. Sails. The ship was finally here, and it was time to go home. Fuckin’…
“Looks like it made good time.”
“Indeed, it did…” she whispered. We stood there, watching the ship for a while, until Giezha took a deep breath. “Father’s requested that in exchange for waiting to attack Bouldergulf, I remain with the village until the end of the challenge. And… that you and I face each other to determine who will be the final combatants.”
Fucking hell…
We just looked at each other, waiting for the other to speak. “Well, then…” I said after a pregnant pause. “I suppose even a village chief is a politician.”
“Asher!” she said seriously. “He reinstated me to the village. I am once again a Nightstrike in name and in clan!”
“When did that happen?” I asked, surprised.
Giezha looked away and brushed the back of her hair. “It… was the first day we were here,” she whispered, ashamed. “I couldn’t bear to tell you because I was worried that you would think that I would stay here.”
“Why would I be worried about that?”
Giezha got a look on her face that made it seem like I missed the obvious. “Because I’m a goliath. Because I stick out in Naled and in the guild because my kind are not known for the arcane.”
I shook my head and threw my hands up. “That doesn’t matter to me!”
“But it matters to me, Asher! These are my people, and this was my home! I have memories of these forests. Of the mountains. Of our pilgrimages here!” She looked around. “Bouldergulf has come and gone for years. At times it was a city, others abandoned for better waters. I also… remember how they viewed us.”
Giezha’s hand brushed past her stomach, lingering at the top of her scar. Her eyes wavered back and forth, looking deep into the sea.
“As a teenager, during one of my last years before my banishment… They chased us into the sea. One of them… I remember. The old man at the tavern.”
“Giezha…” I said after a moment. “I’m-I’m sorry. I—"
“You forgot that I’m more than a Red Breaker,” she smiled, removing her black armband from the guild. “I do not agree with Salvatore’s actions nor condone my father’s wishes. But I believe I need to be with my family right now.” She handed the headband to me and enclosed my fingers around it.
“But…” I looked at her, flabbergasted.
“Don’t come back until it is time, Asher,” she requested, touching my face. “If one of us wins, it’ll just be… another story.”
Fresh tears stung the side of my face, and I could feel a lump in my throat. But I could also feel anger. A lot of anger boiling inside me. “You mean when you beat me, right? And then you’re going to beat your father.” Giezha didn’t say anything, and that only pissed me off more. “So that’s your big plan! You’re going to just leave everything so that you can be the leader for this village? Because that’s what you need to do, right? Save your clan? We’ll be okay without you, right? Is that what you think!?”
“Asher…” She looked at me sadly. “I have run from my past for too long. I must face this head on.”
“What about us?” I asked, angry and desperate. “Because here’s something you don’t understand: we won’t be alright without you! We need you. I need you!”
Giezha stiffened up, and I stepped back, clenching my fist. “You have every right to do what you believe is right. But you shouldn’t expect such an easy victory against me.”
Her face changed. The softness and tender look slowly morphed into a distant coldness. It was as if she was transforming into her father before my eyes. “And what will you do if you fight my father and win? Lead a clan of goliaths as a human? Install somebody who dared not fight? Besmirch our traditions and elect someone who you defeated? Somebody who would always be known as the un-victorious chief?”
“I’d figure it out,” I said stubbornly.
“Yes!” Giezha said coldly and turned around. “You always figure it out after someone else gives you the answer.”
I wanted to say more, but I bit my tongue and turned. I couldn’t tell if she looked back at me as I stomped away. Because I sure fucking didn’t. I needed to talk to the others and let them know about Giezha. However, when I made it to the village, I could see everybody was busy packing up and getting ready to leave.
“Heading out, Asher!” Brody said, patting me on the shoulder. “Sorry, man, but you missed the vote.”
“It was just about unanimous!” One of the guild members tossed me a bag that I hadn’t taken with me. “Start filling it with what you can. We need to get everything on the ship. As soon as it hits the waters.”
Brody sighed happily, staring at the topsails. “Salvatore is thinking it might be about an hour.”
“You’re leaving?” I asked incredulously.
“We are leaving,” Salvatore’s voice said, staring at me. “You, me. Everybody in the guild. It’s time to leave.”
“Sal!” I said, dropping the bag. “You were there, man! We can’t just drop this and leave!”
Salvatore completely ignored me and turned back around to the guild hall. I ran past the others, following him through the menagerie of guild members going to and fro every location, grabbing what they could, and packing.
“We’re done with all missions. Upon return, I’ll reinstate you officially, with payment for your services.” Salvatore stopped and looked at a trinket before handing it to somebody walking past. “Make sure that we get this properly appraised.”
“Yes, sir!”
I tried to walk beside him, but he kept his eyes forward.
“Sal, we can’t just leave right as two villages about to go to war with each other!” I implored him.
“Not in my contract!” Salvatore announced, brushing by and making more orders.
I continued chasing him, trying to convince him, but everything I said was either ignored or pushed aside. I practically chased him into his office, and he turned around and stared at me.
“So let me get this straight, Asher Merrick,” He had a screwy look on his face, and his temple was popped. “You want me to potentially send these unpaid guild members into the middle of a war that none of us started and will not be compensated for? One we have no reason to fight for?”
“It’s Giezha’s family we’re talking about,” I said desperately.
“And then it’s her family’s job to either pay us to stay or avoid attacking our ship!”
“Are you serious?” I said, staring at him. “We unleashed the Mountain Serpent that caused everything.”
“There’s no guarantees we are the reason why.”
“Boronos is dead!”
“Unverifiable and nothing but hearsay,” he said, busying himself with a whole lot of nothing.
“You were there at the funeral! You know what’s going to happen!”
Salvatore started to shove papers into boxes along with his different items on his desk. Everything was just mashed in as he hurried himself.
“All I know, Merrick… Is that you keep trying to drag this guild into more and more trouble because you think that you’re some hero or something.”
“We’re supposed to be the good guys!” I shouted, slamming my fists on the table. “We’re supposed to be the Red Breakers, the guys that will do any job because it’s the right thing to do!”
“And they have families, you fucking idiot!” Salvatore shouted. “Those heroes you’re bandying on about, have children, siblings, parents, spouses!”
He put his finger in my chest, shoving me back. “Not everybody gets to fuck their teammates every other night as they come and go from his room.”
I blinked at him twice. “What did you say to me?”
“I said, not everybody’s lucky to take their little harem w—"
Pow!
Salvatore flew into the desk with a heavy crash, and I pulled back my fist.
I looked him dead in the eyes as he jumped from the broken shelf. “Say that about them when they’re here. I dare you.”
He let out a deathly growl, and I could hear his voice turn dark. Just like back in the caves with Dawnthorn. “You brat!”
Salvatore’s eyes began to glow bright black while my hands began to spark with electricity.
“Sal, what was that?”
I could hear Mara calling out. The door opened right as the both of us lunged at each other. A giant black hand exploded from behind him with gnarled fingers and sharp claws as it prepared to slam down underneath me.
I ducked, ready to punch him straight in the gut with an electric shock. His eyes lit up, realizing he’d been too slow, and I had him dead to rights. Before I could hit separate his spine from the rest of him, he kicked off the ground with his hooves flipping onto the table.
The necrotic hand flew down at me when I raised my arms, activating my aura. With an explosion of energy, I stopped it dead in its tracks. I felt the fire in my stomach eat me alive, but I yanked down the hand. A tendril from the hand was attached to Salvatore, pulling him off the table and onto the ground.
I pulled him forward, ready to punch again, when I was suddenly surrounded. Arms began to grab me from every angle. All the Red Breakers had burst through the door and started to pull us apart.
“Let me go!” I screamed, feeling arms and hands all over me, along with magical restraints. Everybody strained to keep me from murdering Salvatore as he scrambled to his feet.
“Get him out of here!” he screamed. “Get this stupid piece of shit out of my fucking guild!”
“You’re just like her, Yaxel!” I screamed as I was being carried out of the guild hall. “You might not have been the one that did it, but you’re the exact fucking same as Dawnthorn! How dare you speak about them like that!?”
I couldn’t hold my aura any longer, and the group finally pulled me out. But if I couldn’t beat it into him, I would tell him what he already knew.
“They see you like a father, you piece of shit!” I was a spitting mess as Mara, Brody, and several larger guild members hauled me out of there.
“Asher, come on man, you got to get out of here!” Brody pleaded with me. “We can get you home, man, but you got to calm down!”
I was ready to tear through every person I could if it meant I could get to that stupid fucking goat.
“Asher, please!” Mara begged me. “Please!”
It had gotten so bad they had no choice but to throw me out of the building. I hit the ground and scrambled to my feet. My breathing was hurried, and my face was flushed. I could feel the soreness in my wrist from blocking his attack, and I just knew that if I could have gotten my hands in that fucker a half second early, I could’ve crushed Yaxel’s head and then… I’d have been responsible for killing the captain of the guild. Which… I shouldn’t do that.
My breathing began to slow as I stood there. Everything inside of me still wanted to cut loose on somebody, anybody! The villagers watched in horror fear at the spitting mad ‘mercenary’ ready to kill the next person that dared talk to him.
“Ash,” I heard beside me.
I looked and saw it was Mara, Uli, and Kiersa running out of the building.
“We just heard about some kind of fight! What happened?”
Mara looked from them and then at me as I angrily balled my fists.
“Sal and I, well…” I was too embarrassed to say what happened next, but they all could tell exactly what had happened.
“Oh, geez… Giezha’s going to be pissed," Kiersa shook her head.
"Maybe she can say something?" Uli suggested to Kiersa. "Maybe she can smooth things out. She's-she's a good negotiator for this stuff."
"I doubt it," I said, shaking my head.
They all looked at me, and Mara cocked her head.
"What do you mean? We got to get on the ship! It's here in an hour."
"I'm not leaving," I said, shaking my head. "There's people that need help."
"Ash," Uli tried to reason with me. "We gotta go! This situation… it's complicated."
"No, it's not," I said, squinting my eyes. "It's not complicated at all. There's a war brewing between two villages. And we might as well have been the match and the fuse to set the whole fucking thing off!" I said, blowing past them. "And Giezha's not coming."
"What?" Mara said, running and turning me around. "What do you mean?"
I swallowed hard and tried to calm myself down, explaining what happened with Giezha. Their faces looked slowly transformed from confusion to horror.
"But why did she agree?"
"She didn't expect the ships to get here so fast."
"Well, then we got to wait for her!" Mara said, looking at the others. "Right?"
"We can wait out another ship," Kiersa suggested.
"Doesn't matter," I said, shaking my head. "I'm not going back with that fucker on the ship."
"Ash, come on! What happened?”
I was tempted to just say it. Tell them what he had said in the heat of the moment when he was pissed off beyond belief at me and just trying to get an edge out of me. Everything inside me wanted to shatter the last little bit of "Good Ol' Sal" in their memories. But, instead, I bit my tongue and shook my head.
"It doesn't matter what he said. I ain't going and whether you guys do won't change that. I'm staying here until the job's done."
"Where are you going to stay?"
I looked out back toward the forest. "I guess the cabin's mine at this point. Didn't seem like Boronos told anybody else about it."
"Just stay in town with us!"
"Squeee!" Copper showed back up, floating around the town, buzzing with energy.
Truth is, I was afraid that he might transform into a dragon in the middle of town if he got too excited. I still needed to figure out what to do with him. I hadn't told anybody about him yet.
"Ash, just stay tonight. We'll rent the guildhall out. It'll be a big party!" Uli said desperately. She grabbed my wrist with both hands and looked at me with the most pleading, hopeless expression I'd ever seen on Uli's face.
I could see Copper flying around several guild members who walked out toward the docks, more than ready to get it all over with.
"Maybe we could split a room at the tavern," Uli suggested as several of the heavies that had stopped me from crushing Salvatore walked by, staring at me warily.
"We'll figure it out," I said, with zero confidence in my voice. "We always do right?"




Chapter 30

Orosday Morning, 11th of Sohran, Year 678, 4th Age
Nobody waited for us. Nobody asked if we were sure. As soon as they landed, the rest of the Red Breakers were gone within an hour, leaving Mara, Kiersa, Uli, and Merrill. Merrill insisted that she wasn't done and promised us a handsome reward.
The next day over lunch, we had kept an eye out from our window for any goliath, but none ever came. We sat in the room we'd rented in the tavern, pouring through our notes and Merrill's sketches. Mara and Kiersa spoke to each other professionally but still had ways to go with each other. Uli did her best to keep everyone's spirits up, encouraging us and encouraging us to stay focused on the mission. However, it was clear that she was constantly on the verge of tears.
"Well, we're just going to have to work through it," Uli said with a chipper smile.
"What's the route gonna be?" I asked, with Merrill joining us.
"I think that we might set up camp here," Uli pointed about three-quarters of the way down the route we'd taken and circled a section indicating where we had gone."
"After exiting that tunnel system, it branches out," Merrill explained. "If we can take a right hand turn and follow the path, we'll be climbing from the inside for a while."
"And after that?" Mara asked.
"Well… I'm not sure what's going to be after that," she admitted. "However, it should take us into the second mountain peak. By that point, my notes say that we'll find the path leading us to our treasure!" she explained. "Is…Giezha joining us?" she asked uncertainly.
Merrill hadn't been there for most of the drama, and we all just shook our heads.
"Oh, dear," Merrill affixed her glasses, going through another pile of notes in the event she chose her next words carefully conflict. "Do you believe that we would be able to barter safe navigation home?" she asked.
"We can get you to Naled for sure," Uli said confidently. "No matter what, we'll be able to get you on a ship and out of here."
"Perhaps the goliaths would be interested in a caravan? They do know the way," Merrill suggested.
We all looked at each other seriously. No one wanted to say it, but regardless of who won against Giezha and me, there was no guarantee of beating her father. He was a powerhouse in every sense of the word, and he just seemed to get stronger and stronger at every showcase.
"It's a possibility," Uli said finally.
Merrill nodded her head, satisfied. "I think that I'm going to go and see if any fish mongers have some catch that I could get my hands on."
Merrill left for some fresh food, and everybody looked at me.
"Asher… we need to talk about the combat thing," Uli said nervously.
"It's been bothering all of us," Mara explained. "We know that you meant well when you saved her brother Thra'lin, but at this point, we think that it's Giezha's fight and not yours."
I looked at them all, and my stomach sank. I'd probably been denying it for a while, but bringing Giezha home wasn't the only reason I was still in. My own pride was a major factor in staying in.
"It's not your fault, Asher," Kiersa said, rubbing her hand on my shoulder. "It's genuinely not your fault about Boronos. And maybe it's best that Giezha has a chance to… hash things out with her father like this."
"I guess," I said, looking away. I said nothing else for a moment and tried to get up to leave.
"Asher… Is there something you're not telling us?" Uli asked seriously.
I froze as I stood up, not turning around. "What… do you mean?" I asked nervously.
"Look," Uli said shortly. "We know that you think you can beat him. We know you think you've got a better chance, but it's not your fight. It's Giezha's."
I was elated that they had been talking about that before… Shit… I hated to admit it, but…
"Yeah," I said, looking at all of them seriously. But I'm better equipped to fight him! Giezha's… she's not herself. And I'm the one with this stupid ability! I can activate my aura and one-shot him!"
Nobody looked thrilled as my stubbornness continued to get the better of me.
"Asher! It's like you're on the brink of death anytime you use your aura!" Uli chastised me. "You need to be seriously careful about that. What if your aura shorts out or something and then you're exhausted?"
"You'd be a dead man walking."
"Not to mention, you'd be an easy target for him to pick off."
"Okay!" I said defensively. "So I'm the jack of all trades for this team, right? I'm the guy that can stealth fight and use magic and do the use the aura."
It was subtle, but I caught it from both Mara and Uli. Mara's hand, left hand fidgeted for a moment while there was the tiniest shift in Uli's posture. And when I looked each of them in the eye, none could face me.
"Oh…" I said, realizing what they really meant. "It's not just fighting Zha'lin… You don't think I can beat Giezha either, and you don't want me to ruin her chances."
Mara's eyes went wide, and she shook her head.
"Asher, it's not that!"
"Oh, it totally is," I laughed, stepping back. "Her and I have been sparring!"
"Right, and we know that you win as much as you lose," Uli said angrily. "Why can't you admit that this is a bad idea?"
"I've been winning more than she has lately. And like I said, she's not right in her head!"
"Would you want to?" Kiersa asked, gobsmacked. "Would you do that to her?"
"If it means stopping her psychopathic father from getting a chance to kill her?" I said seriously. "Then yeah. I don't know if you guys remember how brutally he tried to murder his son in front of everybody… And now you trust him not to try that against his daughter?"
I thought back to the conversation with Boronos. "Besides… something's up."
I looked at them all with just a hint of hurt pride. "I do think for a fact I could beat her in a fight. Just the same way as I could beat you and stealthing," I said, pointing to Mara. "And you in a fight, Uli."
"You want to bet?" Uli asked, flashing a knife. "Pretty sure you always have trouble keeping up with me."
Mara stepped in as well. "Pretty sure I'm a better tracker than you are too, Asher."
"Would you all stop?" Kiersa screamed. "This isn't some fucking dick measuring contest, Asher! We are concerned for you!" Kiersa rushed up into my face. "It's not about how great you are or how awesome your abilities are! It's that we don't want the two of you to beat each other senselessly just to leave yourselves on a silver platter for that psychopathic goliath. We don't want you to get hurt and die!"
Mara and Uli both looked away, embarrassed to be roped into it.
"You're right," I said, taking a deep breath. "I'm being stubborn. But I want you all to tell me right now, do you think I could beat her? Do you think I've got a better chance of beating her father than she does? Give me the truth."
They all stared for a moment before taking a deep breath.
"No," Kiersa said first.
"I'm not sure," Mara said, looking away. "Her magic and her strength is something fierce."
"Okay," I said, turning and looking at Uli. She looked at me funny, and I caught her before she could say anything. "Tell me the truth."
I'd caught Uli in her lie before she could even say anything. Uli took a deep breath, stealing her face. "No, you can't beat her."
"Liar," I said, narrowing my eyes.
"We're not lying, Asher!"
"No," I said, looking at Kiersa. "I don't think you or Mara are lying." I faced Uli and stared her down. "Uli. You're our leader. Who's got a better shot?"
Uli's eyes shook, and she gulped. "…Y-you do," She said, finally. "You've got a better chance because we've all seen what you can do against the most stupid… unbeatable… insane odds. I'm just worried that the next time… you won't wake up."
"Well…" I said, digesting her words.
It was true when the worse came to the worst, and I had to use everything I had; I could be out of it for weeks at a time.
"Looks like it's a two-two vote. I guess Giezha gets to decide."
I walked out of the room just as Merrill returned with more maps. She bumped into me, her face covered by papers and maps.
"Asher!" she called ahead. "I think we have a way to save everybody!"
She snapped me out of my haze, saying that.
"What?"
"Yes!" She pulled out several scrolls and showed them to me. "The map leads to more greatness! I'll explain it with the others!"
"I kind of had to leave," I said awkwardly in the hallway. "Do you mind telling me real quick?"
"It's a scroll!" She said excitedly. "A scroll that is said to unlock the power of the mountains themselves! Do you ever wonder why the weather is so locked in by these mountains? Why the winter has been so harsh for so long?"
"Not really…" I admitted, feeling stupid.
"There's a spell containing the weather and whoever has this scroll can unlock the mountains themselves and bring forth winds of change, filled with warmth and prosperity!"
Well, that sounds like it'd be nice! "So… what would that do?" I asked finally.
"If these lands were more fertile, if the weather more amenable, it could support a greater population with an abundance of resources! The goliaths would be able to travel here openly and freely and never worry about the encroaching village."
"That… could help," I admitted.
"We'll leave tomorrow!" she said, bouncing on her heels. "You go do your preparations while I talk to the others!" Merrill dashed into the room as I shrugged my shoulders and walked out.
I was half tempted to head to the village and talk to Giezha when I thought better of it. I figured they would find me when they needed me. And I also felt like an asshole for how I talked to everybody else. They were just trying to help, and their concerns were valid.
"What do you think, buddy?" I asked Copper as he jumped from a broken wooden barrel on the street. "You feel like checking out the town since tomorrow is the big day?"
I didn't see any point in training or straining myself too hard, so why not get some R&R? There were a few shops in town that I hadn't seen yet that'd been thoroughly disappointed by how quickly the ship had arrived and left.
"We'd been hoping for a few nights of rowdy sailors and loose coin pouches," the blacksmith admitted. "They have a tendency to break their weapons on the ship and always demand the finest irons," he laughed.
"Well, your work is magnificent," I agreed. "I'll take five daggers."
He had a set of straight iron daggers, dull gray with a razor-sharp tip. It was perfect, and I nodded, handing him his payment. I gave him a pouch of coins that included a little extra.
"Sir! This is more than enough for such simple work. I practically had them lying around."
I waved him off. "Look, bud, I don't worry too much about money. And you guys lost out on some business because of my guild. Consider it an investment in the future."
"An investment in the future?" he laughed. "If you're looking to buy me out, I'm accepting all offers."
I saluted him with two fingers and headed out to the other side of town. There was a small store run by an elderly dwarfish man. As I entered the building, it was a small wooden cottage that had been converted into a half business, half home, stuffed to the gills with curios and bits and bobs.
A fat cat met me at the entrance, snoozing at the door. When the cold burst of air came through, it barely caused a flick of his tail. I carefully stepped over him, looking around.
"Hello, young man," the doorman man said, sitting up from his chair. Moving to the counter, I looked behind him and saw his bed and a fireplace. Meanwhile, a half dozen young children, all taller than he, sat around chasing each other and playing games.
"Not sure what you're looking for, but you might find it here," he said. "More of a hobby of mine than a true store"
As I looked around, I checked out different collections.
"Hey, I gotta a question, sir," I said, flicking out one of the daggers from their scabbard.
The children oohed and awed as I balanced it on my finger like Uli had been teaching me.
"Party tricks?" he asked.
"No," I said, holding it by the blade and pointing to the bottom of the daggers. There was just a bit of metal to keep it in the grip. "You think you could inlay some stones in these?"
He looked at me and nodded his head. "I think I could do something like that. Leave 'em here and I'll have 'em ready for you in a few days."
"Sounds good," I smiled. "Here."
I handed him a gold coin, and the kids all saw it shine in the dark light.
"Ooh, a gold, Grandpa!" They shouted, coming up and taking turns to look at the gold.
"Hey, don't eat it!"
"Let go!"
"Now, now, children!" the old dwarf said gruffly and put the coin in his pouch.
It jingled meagerly and wrapped the pouch around his chest. He was a hardened-looking man with several scars on his face and a deep curly, thick curly white beard. The top of his head was balding, and he had a boil on his nose.
The children had similar faces to him but were much more human-looking as they all went off to play.
"Are they their parents out working?"
He shook his head, and the light in his eyes faded.
"Died about a decade ago," he said quietly.
The youngest didn't look more than ten, and the oldest was probably fourteen. When I looked, I realized. Oh God, they're twins and a triplet.
"Their father died at sea," he said, shaking his head. "My Giani, their mother… Hn."
His face contorted in anger and grief. "She went walking into the woods one night, and there was an incident with the nomads."
"I'm… sorry for your loss," I said quietly.
"I'm trying not to raise them with the hate that much of Bouldergulf does, but—" he stopped for a moment and cleared his throat. "Try not to let it eat me either. Give me a few minutes and it'll be done. I've just the glue. Take a satchel for carryin' them."
I thanked the man again and looked around while he added the stones. There was a black leather satchel that had as I turned to leave, I sneakily dropped a pouch full of silver behind one of his shelves of books. Walking outside, I started heading to the inn for food. However, I noticed my shadow extend unnaturally. I smirked and stopped, putting my hands in my pockets.
"Trying to work on shadow jumping?" I asked as Uli appeared behind me.
"You could say that," she said slyly. "Where you headed to next, since you're avoiding us?" I looked at her and shrugged.
"Was thinking dinner and then heading out to the forest. Maybe the shack."
Uli walked up and poked me in the chest. "You can't just keep hiding there, Asher. We need you too."
"You could join me," I offered, gently grasping her hand.
Uli was taken aback for a moment and considered it. "Are you sure? I'm… not sure if I really want to leave Mara and Kiersa alone."
I put a hand on her shoulder and kissed her forehead. "I think they'll survive without their glorious leader for one night. I think you could use a night away from …" I gestured in every direction. "All of this. I insist." I smiled.
A small smile traced along the edge of her lips, and I could see the relief in her eyes. She let out a big sigh of relief and nodded her head.
"Okay," she said finally. "I think I'd like that."




Chapter 31

Orosday Evening, 11th of Sohran, Year 678, 4th Age
Uli and I spent the evening at the cabin, just the two of us. Uli used her tattoo to store away a letter that would pop up in her room and let them know she would be out for the night. We spent most of the evening just talking and relaxing with each other. Making it a point not to talk about work, the guild, or… everything else going on. Instead, I just watched as Uli put, let her guard down for once.
"So, what'd you guys do once you made it to the city?" I asked.
"Oh, it was beautiful, Asher!" She said, enthused while eating some fish, I'd bought at the market today. "It was this beautiful city that spread everywhere!"
"Like Naled?"
"No," she shook her head. "This one into the ocean and open waters, and it was…" she smiled wistfully. "It was warm. The buildings were made of this beautiful purple sandstone with rocks that grew in clusters! And when they grew full sized, they looked like roses. Oh, and there were festivals all the time…. Dad used to get so mad because I'd just wonder off!" she laughed. "I would often get lost in the market just trying to see everything! Dad would get worried about me and have to close down his shop and go running." Uli laughed, thinking of those happy memories.
Gosh. Uli'd been everywhere! I wondered if she and Merrill had gone to many of the same places.
"Did you guys live there?"
"Sometimes," she shrugged, offering me a piece of the fish. "Mom and Dad were merchants, and we traveled the world together. Sometimes we would stop for a few weeks or even months."
"Have you heard from them recently?"
She thought about it for a moment and held her knees together. "Yeah. Yeah… I did." She said slowly. "They're doing good. Dad's getting a bit older and his eyes aren't as good, so they're thinking of retiring."
"Really?" I asked, looking at her.
"Yeah, they had me when they were older, they might be coming back to Naled. They really want to meet everybody, especially you."
"Well, I can't wait to meet them," I said, rubbing her shoulder and scooching closer. "And when we get outta here, we're gonna celebrate!"
"Are you sure?" she said quietly, putting the food to the side.
"Yeah, I'm very sure!"
"Well…" I watched tears well up on the side of her face. "I guess somebody has to be."
Uli sniffled, and she started crying into her knees. I squeezed her from the side as she let it out. "I don't know what to do anymore," she admitted. "Giezha's gone. Kiersa and Mara won't stop fucking fighting!"
She looked at me, and she wiped her nose. "You disappear all the time and now I don't even know if we're going to be part of the guild when we get home."
Ouch. I didn't have anything to say, honestly. I'd been so busy with my own bullshit Uli'd been left to deal with everything on her own. I… guess I hadn't thought it'd affected Uli that bad.
"We'll make our own guild!" I whispered to her, turning and hugging her tightly. She laughed humorously as she cried.
"Yeah, that's exactly what we need to do. Make our own guild so we can fuck up even more."
"Well then we'll join another guild!"
"Another guild?" she asked. "Who would take us? Ivory Forge? 'Hey guys. Sorry about the death of one of your most senior members. Did you know you tried to betray us and we're the ones that killed him?'" she said sarcastically and hiccupping tears.
She was so broken and so out of it. But she needed to understand that she didn't have to be alone. At least… not anymore.
"Who says it has to be in Naled?" I asked her. "You traveled the world, right? Why don't we do that too?"
"It's not that simple, Asher," she whispered. "What about Kiersa? She loves being home. Mara is only a week's travel from her family. Giezha—" She was about to say something when she sighed sadly. "I don't even know if Giezha's coming home with us."
Come on, Ul'! "Well, when I win and figure out what to do from there, I'm sure she'll be more than happy to. And with your leadership, Mara's tenacity, and Kiersa's spirit, we'll get through anything!"
"Leadership? Me?"
"Hell yeah! No one could have gotten us through the caves and no one's capable of just dealing with…"
I didn't really know how to articulate how she dealt with everything in a calm, professional manner. How Uli managed any communications and glided through social situations with ease. So, I just threw my hands out and gestured ambiguously in front of me.
"Ya know… all of that stuff."
She giggled and looked at me, laughing. "You are such a dork, Asher."
"Yeah," I laughed. "I am. But I really couldn't have done anything without you, and I'm glad." I brushed my hand against her face, running my hand through her hair. "I'm really glad I even know you, Uli." I whispered.
Uli's eyes went soft, and she leaned into me. I could see her pupils changing shape.
"Asher…"
I kissed her, feeling her lean up to me. We slowly grabbed each other's hands, pulling one another closer. Her soft green lips with her fangs, just barely poking the signs.
"Asher," she whispered again, pulling my hands behind her, tracing them up her narrow back. Uli kissed me harder, and she slid into my lap.
"Uli!"
"Asher, I—" She broke away and looked at me, her pupils dilated and shaped like hearts again. She began to run her hands through my hair and along my face. She looked at me and smiled.
"I just noticed you grew a beard."
It was more heavy stubble than anything, but it was starting to grow. It was dark brown compared to the golden blonde on the top, and I smiled, leaning into her hands.
"Yep, sure did."
I felt like I knew what she really wanted to say, but I figured it was best to let it be. I pulled her in, kissing her neck and squeezing her tight.
"Asher…" she whispered. "Touch me."
One of her hands guided me to her chest, sliding underneath her dress. I cupped one of her breasts and continued kissing and whispering sweet nothings to her.
"You're amazing, Uli," I whispered in her ear, kissing and biting her. "You're so beautiful, and I love that sexy confidence of yours. You feel like you make me feel like I could take on the world."
"We could… Ah! W-we can!" she said, grinding her hips against me.
"Yeah?" I grinned as my other hand slid down and fingered her in my lap.
"Ah!" she squealed, leaning into me more. "Asher…! More!"
"Like that?" I asked teasingly. I took my time massaging her, slow and gentle. I laid her on the bed as Uli started grinding against the palm of my hand. Her sweet voice was mewling and begging for more as I peeled off her dress.
"I-I've never felt this safe," she admitted as her voice hitched and her hips bucked against me.
"I want you to feel safe," I whispered in her ears, teasing her nipple with my free hand. She grabbed my arms while her pussy spasmed and vibrated.
"Asher! I-I'm cumming, Asher! Oh Gods… ah!"
"Do it," I instructed her, leaning her down and wrapping one arm around her as I kept fingering her. "Asher! I—ahhh!" A tortured scream spilled out of her mouth as she wrapped her legs around my arm, and I could feel her cumming harder and harder.
She stopped her screams by biting my shoulder as she finished her warbling moan.
"Take me," she begged. "Take me, Asher!"
"Of course," I said, holding her face, peeling off my shirt, and dropping my pants.
I sat cross-legged, pulled her up, and lined up with her. She wrapped both arms around my shoulders and slowly descended. I squeezed my eyes, feeling her slick pussy wrapping around me. She was so tight and wet it felt both impossible and a perfect fit.
"Aaah!" I shuddered as she let out a gasping sigh, holding me tight and sliding to the base.
"Uli!" I clasp my hands around her hips, helping pull her down. She tried to start moving, but I held her down.
"No," I said, kissing her neck over and over. "Just let me start it."
"Together," she groaned, trying to grab my face and kiss me back.
We started moving our hips back and forth as she wrapped her legs around my waist, leaning back and putting one hand on the ground while the other clasped around mine. I slid out of her before slowly pushing back in.
"Ash!" Uli breathed. "It's amazing…Aaah!"
She shuddered and squeezed against me as I began to thumb her clit back and forth, applying the light pressure she loved
"Yes!" She shuddered and bucked herself, grinding against my thumb as she took every inch of it. And the way she vibrated and squeezed while her lithe, athletic body squeezed in desperate pleasure.
"It's so fucking good," I said breathlessly.
She looked at me blearily, smiling with a shapeless mouth. "Yeah?"
"You're my leader, you understand that? I said through haggard breath, staring her in the eyes as we fucked. "You hear me, Uli? I trust you with everything inside me."
Her hands squeezed against mine, and I pulled her close, bouncing her up and down more forcefully.
"Asher! F-f-f-fuck. I'm cumming again! More! More!"
"I trust you to the end of the earth and back," I promised her, whispering in her ears. "I promise you that everybody else does too. You've never betrayed our trust. You're amazing Uli."
"Gaaa!" she screamed, and I grabbed her head, kissing her, running my hands through her short spiky hair.
"You hear me?" I growled. "You are the smartest, sneakiest, most capable leader, and I know that we're going to get this done. We're going to figure this out."
"Fuck!" she squealed as tears stream streamed down her face. Her hands shot up my head, digging into my scalp as she squeezed me, and we toppled over.
Uli wound up on top, bouncing up and down hard and fast while I kept thrusting into her. She screamed into my mouth while I buried myself as deeply as possible. Her tight, wet, and desperate pussy squeezed on my throbbing cock as I slammed into her. She squeezed on, humping me desperately and fucking hard and rough.
"Asher!" she shouted, muffled by our kissing. She stared me in the eyes, with fire and lust in her eyes. "I'm cumming…! Cum with me, cum with me, Ash!"
I could feel it coming as we careened into one another, fucking rabidly.
"Uli! I-I'm cumming" I grunted. "I'll always be with you, Uli!"
"Always?” She asked desperately.
"Always! Gah, fuck!"
I thrust up into Uli as she slammed herself down, and we both let out a desperate cry.
"Asher!"
"Uli!"
We held onto each other as I spurted deep into her, cumming hard while I could feel myself bulging against her insides. I twitched deep inside her, unloading everything while she continued grinding on me, squeezing every drop.
"Fuck," she whispered, kissing my neck and wrapping her arms around me. "It's so fucking good.”
When she finally tired herself, we both lay there with her head on my chest. She didn't move, as the both of us were incapable of doing so and completely lost in each other. You couldn't tell where one of us started and the other began.
"Asher Merrick… You are one hell of a man," she said breathlessly.
I rubbed her head, kissing her forehead. "You're one hell of a woman, Uli Siannodel."




Chapter 32

Klinesday Mid-Morning, 12th of Sohran, Year 678, 4th Age
Uli and I met the others at the entrance of the cave with a certain pep in our step that didn't go unnoticed. Kiersa and Mara smirked as we got to the entrance and set up to go through the plan one last time. Merrill was studying rock formations and hardly even noticed us until she heard us go over our moving order.
"We'll need to stay in a tight formation," Uli instructed us, pointing to a thin area on the map that Merrill had created. "The tunnels get narrow the further we go according to the routes made by Merrill's egg map."
"The maps provided by the paths on the egg were excellently accurate to the sizes of the paths we've taken!" Merrill chattered. "Is it time to go in?"
"So, how long do we expect the journey to take?" I asked Merrill.
"Based off the route and our previous excursions, I estimate a day and a half or so." Merrill said, nodding. "It seems that we have a shortcut available to us. We took this route."
Merrill pointed to a line that branched off two-thirds of the way in and then returned back onto the course when we found the final piece.
"So, we're looking at one day to get there, another day to get back," Mara said. "Not bad!"
"Hopefully the goliath camp makes good on their promise and don't attack," Merrill said gravely.
Nobody wanted to say it, but there were doubts they'd honor the armistice.
"Well, let's hustle up then!" Uli said, clapping her hands. "Double check our rations and make sure your equipment is ready! I don't care what's happened before, and I don't care what is in the cave. We are getting in there, and we are finding that fucking scroll!"
We descended into the caves and headed out of the tunnels for one last time. Without Giezha, I stuck closest to Merrill on rear guard while Uli, Mara, and Kiersa stayed ahead. Without our fifth member, it was hard to keep Kiersa in the back, so we had her in front of Merrill but behind the others. My senses weren't as sharp as Giezha's, so if something came from behind, Merrill was liable to get hurt. Also, I think Mara just wanted to keep her close so she couldn't try anything she would deem "stupid."
The first leg of the journey felt incredibly familiar. That long slog through quiet tunnels, walking straight ahead while you dropped markers for yourself to hopefully remember that you'd already been down this path. The crystal powder Uli had been experimenting with turned out to be a great marker. When ground to a paste and mixed with water, it'd turned into a glowing blue paste.
Every thirty minutes, Uli would wet her hands, dip her fingers into the pouch of crystal dust, and draw a large horizontal line on the wall.
"I've been testing the stuff, and so far it’s lasted as long as 72 hours. But I haven't gotten to verify my testing in the field much." Uli said, affixing another line. "But, we might be followed."
"Hells, I'd rather know my way out than not worry about somebody else walking into these caves," Mara said, staying ahead.
When we hit the first change in our path, it was a fork in the tunnel system. One was a straight shot we had taken before, while the other dropped into a hole in the ground and looked like it led into a cavern.
"We'll need to head down there," Merrill said, checking her map.
A small pool of blue light was underneath her finger while another route branched off and meandered about. Following our guide, we all hopped down into the cavern. It was wide but short, and Mara and I had to crouch as we walked.
What I hated most about dungeon delving and working through the mountains was how claustrophobic everything could get. It took a special sense to determine if the route was safe and if you felt there wouldn't be a cave-in.
Before we continued, Uli stopped us and rummaged through her bag. She pulled out a small glass sphere with a small bit of metal that curled around itself in the middle, dropping it on placing it on the ground. We all waited as our necklace lights shined on it.
"What's this contraption?" Merrill asked.
"It's a special magic item called a Mountain Seeker," Uli explained.
"I've never seen such an item!" Merrill exclaimed eagerly, dropping to touch it.
"Wait!" Mara grabbed her arm and pulled it back.
The item wobbled around, rolling and shaking as the metal bit inside began to vibrate.
Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! 
"We'll need to take another path," Uli warned us, grabbing the item and shooing us back up.
"What was that?" Merrill asked curiously.
"It's used to determine how likely a cave-in might be in a certain area," Uli explained, marking an 'x' over the entrance hole.
"How's that work?" Merrill was scribbling notes on the side of one of her scrolls.
"Basically, it uses a field of magic to sense when there might be imperfections or dangerously high weakness in the ground."
"How come it didn't go off before when the waterfall came out?"
"Because Asher blasted it," Mara laughed. "If that thing started buzzing and dinging when we got there, we'd have had to look for a different path. Same reason why it didn't go off until the Mountain Serpent got close."
"If had I'd bought one of those, I wouldn't have gotten hurt when I tried staying in these caves by myself."
"I told you to buy one!" Mara chastised me quietly.
"Yeah, I know, and trust me, I'm regretting it," I grumbled.
We doubled back and took the old route, and we could hear the sound of shifting rocks in the distance. Or… perhaps our imagination was trying to warn us that we had skipped a potentially dangerous situation. Although it meant taking a longer route, we decided to mostly stick to our original path. We made camp about thirty minutes ahead of where we had found the egg.
None of us wanted to admit it, but the mountain had made us tired, and once you can't see the sun, it's hard to tell how long you're walking. Sometimes you'll feel like you've been walking all day, and it was only a few hours. Others, times slip away, and you walk for days on end like zombies, unknowing of your own exhaustion.
"We'll sleep in shifts," Uli instructed us all. "Merrill, I want you asleep this time. We need you to be on your game tomorrow."
We made camp earlier than before and agreed to have overlapping watches in case of another instance where the water underneath us changed directions.
This location was up a high slope, and we didn't see any evidence of moisture on the ground, so we felt like this would be our best bet. Unfortunately, this path was narrower than the others, with us asshole to elbow.
"Well, if you all insist," Merrill grumbled, still peppy and ready for more.
"We do," Uli said with finality. "From the looks of this map, we're going to be heading into open territory and we don't want to get lost. And if we run into anything… or anyone unsavory, I don't want a late bedtime to be the difference between life and death."
With orders from our leader, we all agreed on our shifts. Kiersa was to take the first watch with Mara, and then I would wake up to finish Mara's with her. After that, Uli would join me in the middle of the night, and then Kiersa would wake up early to ensure everyone had finished their sleep.
Finding a semi-comfortable configuration took us a while, and I decided to just sleep sitting with my back to the wall. I had the worst sleep schedule of everyone, which felt normal for a borderline insomniac. That said, I didn't look to a few hours of sleep, waking up for a few hours, and then another couple hours of sleep after.
"Welp," I said, stretching and yawning. "I'mma get mine in." I kissed Mara and Kiersa goodnight and put my sword at the ready by my side.
"Want a sleeping charm to help out?" Kiersa offered, sitting beside me.
Mara was about to say something but considered the cost/benefit. "Won't take much mana, will it?" she asked.
Kiersa stared at Mara for a moment with a neutral expression. "You know what, you're right. I never in a million years considered how much this charm would strain my body. I'll return to my post now."
Damn… I thought to myself. I was totally gonna say yes.
However, it was too late, and Kiersa had walked to the opposite end of camp and stood watch. Mara looked at me and mouthed, "Sorry," while I shrugged and closed my eyes.
My first sleep was difficult and fitful. I never really felt like I got any deep sleep and woke up several times to the sound of the others shifting around. After a few hours, I felt a hand nudge me awake and saw Mara.
She had some bags under her eyes, and I jumped up.
"You okay?" I whispered.
"Yeah," she said, smiling at me weakly. "Just couldn't really sleep, so I stayed up with Kiersa."
"Mara!" I said, looking her over. She was ragged as hell, and I'd have bet she hadn't been sleeping before this mission, either. "Get some sleep. I'll finish up on my own."
"No!" she hissed, grabbing my shoulders. "I got this! We… you… I um…" She had trouble stringing her words together. "I'm here for support."
"You're going to bed," I said, grasping her hands. "We need you at full capacity. So get to bed, close your eyes, and be ready for a nice hot pot of coffee when you get up."
Mara was about to protest when I shook my head.
"Bed."
She smiled at me softly and nodded her head. "Mmnnn…"
The main watch is really boring in the caves. You're forced to stare out into the darkness listening for anything, and you start to hear things that aren't there. Or you start to hear things that are there but should be ignored. Like bugs crawling in the walls or water trickling down far away in some unknowable area.
As the others slept and Mara eventually passed out, I pulled out a special timer and flipped it over. It was an hourglass that you could magic into a certain speed. I set mine for three hours to give Uli some extra rest. Truthfully, I wasn't that tired, but I knew it was important to stay focused. I began casting additional magic protection spells to give me an extra warning ahead. I'd have done them for the others, but these required continuous consciousness for casting.
Once all my barriers were up, it was back to staring into the void. And staring…
And staring…
And staring.
This is boring as fuck. 
I looked around and decided I was going to sneak a little bit of meditation in. After all, there was no way this could backfire.
As I closed my eyes, I tried to focus on the aura. It had been a minute since I tried to focus on healing myself. Also: it turned out that it's really fucking hard to pull from the aura when you're miles into the mountains.
All around me was nothing but my own aura. A radiant ring that was cracked and damaged, without any flecks or sparkles I was used to seeing float around. But oddly, the more I focused, the more I could see it.
The ring representing my aura was still there and the same brassy gold and cracked all along the sides, plus the new damage I had done to it. As I breathed in and out, I tried to switch up tactics. Instead of the things around me, I tried to broaden my horizons. Literally.
I focused on the mountain itself, the world around me, and the fact that this hunk of rock was connected to the very core of the world. I tried to draw the energy from it, coaxing it to float through the rocks and around my aura.
And with every breath, I could see more and more particulates of the aura orbit around me. I could feel their approach, slithering through the miles of stone and dirt seeping into me. My breathing coaxed them toward my aura, like a gentle wave of the sea floating to shore. The flecks were few and far between, but they were there, filling in the cracked sand and melting under the heat that my very soul generated.
I noticed that my aura… it wasn't as golden as before. The bright gold had dulled and desk-darkened, and there were streaks of obsidian black there. I tried to reignite the power inside of me, and the ring flashed into a bright, brassy, gold, molten rock.
"Gah!" I gasped out. That fuckin' hurts…
With every strained breath, I tried to activate it more. I tried to burn my aura hotter, like trying to flex a muscle that'd been strained and needed to get used to a full range of motion. As I strained, though, it looked… weird. I tried to activate my "ability," and the black cracks in my aura started to spread until my aura melted into everything. But then…
"Wait a minute," I whispered to myself.
As I "looked past," I could see something behind my dark aura.
It wasn't the flecks of aura that I normally saw buzzing around. No. They were shapes. There were two of them. They were growing in size and getting bigger. And… I could almost… see the path of the tunnel-shaped around everything. They were auras! And they were getting closer.
My eyes snapped open, and as I listened in, I swore I could hear it. I could hear something off in the distance. It sounded like muffled voices, feet shuffling rapidly toward us.
"Shit…" I whispered to myself.
I quickly swept into action, tapped Mara awake, and put my hand over her mouth. A knife instantly went toward my throat, but she released it when she realized it was me. I put my finger to my mouth and whispered, "Trap." I pointed off toward where we'd been coming from, and without hesitation, Mara got into action. She flew over, waking Kiersa as quietly and quickly as possible while I aroused Uli. She was already up, and when I gave her the silent rundown, we tried to wake Merrill up.
Kiersa cast a silencing spell to quiet the area as we got Merrill up. With a single tap, she jumped up, screaming bloody murder.
"Aaaah!" she screamed, looking around. "What is it? What is going on?"
"Ambush," Uli said gently. “We need to hurry. We've managed to silence the area for now, but we must get moving."
"You silenced the area?" Merrill said, looking around. "Impressive forethought!"
"Yes, now let's get going!" Mara urged us.
I picked up Merrill as Mara, Uli, Kiersa, and I sprinted down the tunnel. As I did, I tried to cast a trapping spell and decided to add in a little firebomb for their troubles.
As I cast the magic circle, it glowed a malevolent red, and I imbued it with some fire with a fireball spell and quickly dashed away. Sprinting through the tunnels, we did our best to follow the map and wound up in the open area where we had found the egg. The water had stopped flowing into the room again, leaving a large hole in the middle.
Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! 
Merrill hurriedly looked at her scroll as we heard Uli's mountain searcher going off in her bag.
"I'm-I uh… it's supposed to be here!" she said, her voice rising in panic.
There was a dull hum and a flash of fire in the distance. 
Fwoooosh!
After the flash was an angry shout of pain.
"Aaaagggh!!" The voice echoed through the halls towards us.
"Looks like we just missed them," Uli said, snatching the map out of Merrill's hand and scanning it. "This pass should be straight ahead!"
Uli pointed toward a blank wall with no discernable markings on it. We were confused, and Merrill tried to grab the map.
"What about that one?! That would be better, yes?"
Off to the left was another path, but Uli shook her head.
"No, it doesn't look like it. It's going to empty out into a ravine and I'm not seeing any paths back out that don't involve climbing straight up."
"Oh, I'm sure that's the one!" Merrill shrieked, panicked.
Two angry voices screamed out, thundering in our direction.
"Those damned Red Breakers!"
As the voices echoed toward us, our eyes trained on each other.
"That definitely sounded like a goliath that we'd met before," Kiersa warned.
We began looking for something on the wall while Merrill tried to direct us toward that tunnel.
"I'm sure that this one will be fine. It should definitely be okay!" she said, practically scrambling away.
I snatched her by the jacket and held onto her.
"We got to figure out where the door is!" Uli instructed, running her hands over the door.
I looked up and down for a seam or a lever.
"I think it's some type of a trick door!" Mara suggested as she felt around.
The rocks began to jiggle and move as they were pushed along the edges.
"You're right! It's a puzzle!" Merrill said quickly. "It's definitely a puzzle! W-we'll need to think about how we can get everything assigned and—"
BOOOOM!
My right hand exploded with a shot of arcane force, blasting into the rock. Everything went dark as rubble flew, and the dust blinded all of us.
"A little bit of warning next time?!" Uli screamed. "Would've been very appreciated!"
"Look!" Kiersa shouted as the dust settled.
A new pathway revealed itself behind the false door.
"There. I figured out the puzzle!" I shouted, tossing Merrill forward. "Let's get out of here."
Uli strained her eyes, trying to see where the next area was while we sprinted into the hall. It was a wide and winding path, and we all did our best to follow Merrill, who'd gotten a hold of the map.
"It looks like we'll have to get into the caverns!" Merrill pointed at the map. "It's the fastest route!"
Uli appeared out of nowhere and checked the map again. "Hold on, I think I see a faster route! We need to take this tunnel section!"
"No, I know the fastest route! I've been studying that thing night and day!" Merrill assured us.
"Everyone, follow me and jump into the water!" Uli shouted, pointing in the opposite direction.
We saw a large basin off to our left past a short drop. Merrill stubbornly tried to go the other way down a different tunnel, but Mara grabbed her and sprinted forward. Uli held onto the map, running ahead and straight toward the cliff. Kiersa was beside me, and we could hear the shouting get louder behind us.
"What are you doing?" Merrill shouted. "Unhand me!"
Uli jumped high, followed by Mara carrying an unruly Merrill. Kiersa looked terrified, so I grabbed her hand and looked at her.
"Together!"
The look in her eyes was complete terror, but she nodded, and we reached the edge, jumping off.
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Splash!
The water was ice cold and murky. We hit the water hard, and I felt my feet slow right to the bottom of the water. Resurfacing, the water came up to my waist, and I sputtered, looking around for a way out.
"Stay near me!" Uli shouted, her voice echoing.
The waters rumbled, and we could see large fish with milky white eyes blindly swimming in the shallow water. As the thundering footsteps of the goliath got closer and closer. I turned around, aiming upwards.
"How's about a little welcoming present!?"
"No!" Merrill shouted.
Another blast of fire exploded from my hands, going straight up the tunnel, and there was another large boom.
Booooom!
"Gaaaah!" The men shrieked in pain as we all looked around the area.
The basin was wide and filled with stalagmites and stalactites jutting out of the murky waters. And as we stood there, waiting, we could hear footsteps. A lot of them.
"Why would you attack them like that?" she said, terrified. "They might be trying to save us!"
"From what?” Mara said, preparing her bow and knocking back an arrow.
"Why do we assume that they were here to attack?" Merrill said meekly.
"I could sense it!" I tried to explain.
"How?" Kiersa asked, also wielding her war hammer defensively.
"I could feel it in their aura!" I shouted. "I was meditating because I got bored and when I did…"
"You could sense them?" Uli said. "When you should've been looking for them?"
A familiar, angry voice began to echo through the caves. "I don't care about no fucking fireballs, find them!" It sounded like that lieutenant guy, Hoq'tun.
We all looked around and tried to figure out where it originated. The voice had bounced around from so many angles it could've been anywhere! The voice was racing around in a circle, echoing back and forth.
"Wait a minute…" Uli grabbed the scroll in a flash and began reading through the next section. Her eyes went wide, and she turned to Merrill, absolutely livid. "Merrill, what's wrong with you!?"
"W-what do you mean?"
Uli looked at all of us, and her eyes flashed fiery determination.
"The scroll is here in the caverns. In these caverns!"
Merrill stiffened up, shaking her head. "That's impossible! The route specifically said that the water flows eastward from this reservoir and then up north." She tried to grab the map, but Uli dodged her.
"And then western and south back to the end of the and into these caverns!" Uli corrected her. "It's here!"
Without another word, Uli dashed off into the darkness, practically dragging Merrill through the water with her.
"I'm gonna look for this thing, you guys trying to keep them busy!"
"I don't think this is necessaryyyy!"
As they disappeared, splashing into the cavern's darkness, Mara, Kiersa, and I took our places, hiding behind the largest stalactites. There was no telling where they were coming from. We stood there, gripping our weapons and snuffing our crystals. As the splashing from Uli and Merrill subsided, we waited.
"We can see you," one of the ambushers said darkly. His voice echoed from all directions, and I held my breath.
Ripple.
The water around me shifted, and I looked down, seeing one of the blind fish staring straight at me.
"Fuckers can see even with a blind fish," I whispered.
"Yes, we can, and we're very excited!"
"Look!" Kiersa hissed, pointing out along the wall we'd jumped down from. In the distance, we could see other tunnels that'd been dug and points of entrance to this cavern.
"It seems that now would be a perfect time to properly introduce ourselves…"
Emerging from the darkness was Hoq'tun, the orange-skinned goliath. He had attached a large, spiked ball made of iron to his right hand. The water rippled as his giant footsteps splashed in the water. There were several more splashes in every direction, and I could hear more coming in.
"I've been waiting for this moment," he growled at me.
"As have I… Kiersa!" I called out.
"Yeah?" she said, hiding her fear.
"Just keep us healed up." I instructed her.
"Are you sure?"
"Yeah," I said, as I felt the water vibrating.
Hoq'tun approached me, staring me dead in the eyes. He made no attempt to strike me down. No threatening move besides walking toward me. I smirked, looking at the ripples in the water hitting from both directions, realizing his little gambit. When I looked Hoq'tun in the eyes, they lit up, and he tried to strike. I dodged out of the way, and there was a flash of green metal.
Shink!
I turned and saw blood dripping into the water.
"If he wasn't going to get Zha'lin with the whole invisibility thing," I said, looking at Hoq'tun. "Why did you think it'd get us?"
Mara had sensed his exact location, and her sword had slashed deep into the side of the goliath from the trials.
"Ghk!" Blood filled his mouth as the weapon in his hand dropped into the water.
He had been the one who tried turning invisible and sneaking up on Zha'lin and Boronos. Mara drove her sword through his side, leaving him bisected at the waist by Mara. Mara whipped out the sword with a flourish and stabbed him several times in the chest before flicking the blood off.
Splash!
The goliath fell into the water dead. Hoq'tun shook violently, pissed that his little distraction had done nothing.
"You…!" Hoq'tun growled. "You'll pay for that!"
"Kiersa, light!" Mara ordered.
"Right, right, right!" Kiersa threw up her hand, and a bright flash of light exploded outwards for just a moment. The light shined, showing off every direction before the aberrant darkness reemerged, swallowing everything. But in that brief flash, we could see it wasn't just Hoq'tun and Mr. Invisible. More had tried to sneak in with the lights snuffed out.
"Kill them!" Hoq'tun screamed.
Focusing on the one before me, I charged straightforwardly with my sword. He screamed, and a blast of heat exploded from him.
"Hraggh!"
The blast threw me back, sizzling the water, and the fish began to quickly swim away. I was half tempted to go nova, but I knew I couldn't just do it now.
Boom!
Water exploded around Hoq'tun as he jumped forward and slashed at me. I dodged to my left, but he reared back with his modified arm that I'd cut off and jabbed at my face. The massive spiky ball missed me by inches, exploding into the stalactites.
"There's two on me!" Mara shouted, dashing around.
I could hear the goliaths screaming outward as they tried to catch hold of her.
"Get the healer!" Hoq'tun shouted
"Kiersa!"
As I ran for cover, I watched Kiersa dodge the attacks of one of the goliaths. The blue light of her necklace illuminated the area around her when the outline of the goliath reappeared. He exploded with his aura, and the shockwave was so powerful it sent her flying.
"Kiersa!" Mara screamed.
As Kiersa flew into the air, she held onto her war hammer and flew outwards, landing on a stalagmite collection. She hit the rocky section hard, and her war hammer buried deep into the side. She screamed as she hit her head and back, holding onto her war hammer, floating up near the ceiling.
"Get her on the drop!" one of the goliaths shouted before a hail of arrows flew into him. "Gaaaaah!"
"Stay away from her!" Mara screamed, peppering him over and over.
Bwam! 
I was forced back into the action as another set of stalagmites exploded beside me, and I felt the cold metal and rock slam into me. I was lifted into the air before crashing back down into the water.
"Gah…" I groaned in pain, looking down at my armor.
My leather armor was crumpled on the left side where Hoq'tun had nailed me. I looked up and, at the last second, dodged out of the way from another attack. Rolling forward, I grabbed onto my sword and started running. I dodged in and out of the rocky formations as Hoq'tun bared down on me, slamming everything with his spiked fist. Even if his spiky ball didn't hit me, the projectiles they created kept forcing me to dodge, leap, and roll out of the way.
"Stand still, dammit!" he grunted.
"Any luck, Uli!?" I called out.
"There's another one on me!" Uli shouted off in the distance.
"Stay away from us!" Merrill screamed.
"Dammit!" I swore.
Hoq'tun smiled evilly at me as I put two and two together.
"They're the distraction!" I screamed to the others.
"Oh, we're more than that. We're gonn—"
Pow!
A blast of radiant energy slammed into him, throwing him into the darkness with a splash. I looked up at the ceiling and saw that Kiersa had dug herself into the ceiling where her war hammer had been blasted into the wall. She held onto it for dear life as she wedged between the stalagmites.
Perfect!
"I got an idea!" I shouted. "Mara, up here!"
But first…
Hoq'tun staggered up, and I lunged out at him. Water kicked up high as he spun around, trying to see what was happening. His mighty fist was aimed square at my face, but as the big bastard made the same mistake, I dodged to my side, dropping my blade.
"Gah!" The weight was more than Hoq'tun expected, and he fell forward, sticking his neck out.
Shink!
With a single downward stroke, I slammed the edge of my sword down, slicing him right at the base of his neck. The sword cut through his neck, and a spurt of blood exploded as his body fell to the ground.
Without a moment to lose, I turned around and sprinted to Mara as she continued circling and slicing at the goliath that had attacked Kiersa.
"Oh no, you don't!" the bloodied Goliath shouted.
He grabbed her by the skull in a flash of supercharged power and lifted Mara into the air.
"Shit!”
Pow! Pow!
I let off a few bolts of fire to get his attention. The fire splashed against his back, and he lurched forward.
"Gah!"
Holding Mara high, he turned towards me.
I sprinted toward him, ducking as he threw Mara into the water.
Splash!
He raised his hands, a hand wielding a giant club ready to smash both me and my sword. But at the last second, click, click, my spear exploded in my hand. The tip slammed upwards, going straight through the roof of his mouth and into his brain. His eyes rolled up, and the goliath fell over, digging the spear deeper.
"You okay?!” I shouted to Mara.
She got up scanning the area. "I'm fine, I'm fine! What do you need?"
I grabbed onto her and pointed toward Kiersa. "Get up there!"
Lifting her onto my hands, Mara jumped off my foot as I threw her up for extra power. Mara launched up high and grabbed onto a stalagmite.
"Stay there for a minute! Uli!" I shouted, running into the darkness.
I saw a blue light and splashed over, seeing the two of them on the other end near a wall. Briefly, I could see Uli zipping from shadow to shadow, slicing and dicing at one of the goliaths that kept trying to attack Merrill. His blood flitted into the air as the water felt boiling hot the closer I got. Merrill was cowering out of the water in a corner up on the dry land.
The goliath's eyes went in every direction when he caught onto Uli's pattern. Balling his fist, he threw it out in a seemingly random direction. Uli appeared for a moment, directly in his path.
Bam!
The goliath slammed into Uli's ribs and grabbed her up in the air. As he was about to slam Uli, I grabbed the goliath from behind and threw all my weight back, suplexing him into the water. Uli tumbled onto the ground, clutching her stomach.
"A-Asher! What are you doing!?"
The goliath landed clumsily into a stalactite but mostly undamaged. I quickly grabbed Uli and jumped out of the water.
"This!"
Using every bit of mana that I could muster inside of me, I thought of a giant bolt of lightning, big enough to crack through the sky. Big enough to crack the world in half! The runes flowed from my mind and down my arm and coalesced into a giant crackling ball of electricity.
"Haaaah!"
I screamed out as the lighting pierced around my skin until I finished the spell, and a blast of lightning flew out from my hand. I saw the goliath turn toward the light, and everything lit up as the lightning connected to the water.
The goliath's eyes lit up, and he screamed bloody murder as the electricity arced through the water, lighting up the entire cavern. Almost a half dozen goliaths seized up with their arms out as electricity blasted through them.
"Gaaaaah!"
Their screams echoed throughout the chamber, and I continued casting the spell repeatedly. I poured every drop of mana I could into the lightning, which spiderwebbed out, zapping the still-living bastards. These fuckers wanted to do this? They wanted to fight so bad in the mountains? Well, it could be their fucking burial site!
"DIE!" I screamed in rage as I watched the one in front of me practically melt in the face. Once satisfied that they were all dead, I fell to the ground, completely exhausted, as I felt all the mana drain out of my body.
My bones were tired, and it felt like I was hollow on the inside. It was like I'd just given a dozen blood transfusions. Or like all the juice had been squeezed out of me. The light in the room dimmed as the last bits of electricity zapped into the water. We looked as the fish slowly rose to the surface, completely dead.
"Well, shit, sorry fish…" I panted.
"Can we get down now?" Kiersa groaned. "I don't know if I can stay up here much longer."
"You think the water's still electrified?" Mara asked.
"I don't know," I said, looking at one of the fish that was on that had made it to the surface. I could see the tiny feet it used for walking as it tried to crawl into a crack in the wall. I grabbed the rubbery bastard and threw him into the water.
"Asher!"
Splash!
Uli, Merrill and I watched as the fish swam through the water, terrified, before disappearing.
"Yeah, it's safe…" I grunted.
Kiersa and Mara jumped down and met up with us. We checked on Merrill.
"Anybody hurt?" I asked while they calmed her down.
"I'll live," Uli said, holding her ribs. A nasty bruise started to form on her side. "How about you?"
"Just a few bruises, but I'm okay," I grunted.
Merrill looked at us all, terrified.
"W-w-where? Where's the map?" She said. "We need the map!"
"Right here!" Uli said, pulling it from underneath her dress. "Kept it safe and dry."
Unfolding the map, we could see the route that Merrill had tried to take us on was technically viable. But Uli had changed the order of the papers and flattened it out on the ground; we could see a gap that could be filled right where Merrill was standing.
"Merrill!" Uli said, looking up at her excitedly. "The door should be near you!"
Merrill hopped right back up, looking totally fine. "Really!" she said, looking around. "I believe that it might be… hold on."
She pulled out the artifacts that we had found and the egg, and she quickly inserted the stamp back into the center of the egg. It was a perfect fit and clicked right into place.
As it did, the egg started to glow. Then came a humming noise that was almost… human.
"It sounds like almost like it's singing," I noted.
"It is singing!" Merrill whispered.
Merrill lifted the egg up, and the singing grew louder. She moved from left to right, and the volume continued to change. It was haunting and ethereal to listen to. Similar to the spirit voices at Boronos' funeral. We watched as Merrill moved left to right, causing it to get louder and then quieter. She kept going on until the singing reached a fever pitch.
"There!" she said, pointing at the wall.
Hidden in the wall was an odd change to the dark stone. Rather than the jagged obstructions, there was a spot on the wall that was smooth and curved.
"I think this is it," Uli whispered.
"Indeed…!"
Merrill slowly placed the egg into the wall, and the egg singing grew so loud it became almost painful. The egg locked into place, and the ground shook back and forth.
"What is it!?" Mara shouted.
We looked around, watching rocks begin to fall from the ceiling.
"Look!"
The water began to sink into the ground, and we could hear the faint noises of the mountain seeker in Uli's bag.
Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! 
"The ground's giving away!" she shouted.
We all quickly jumped to the side, trying to grab onto something, and we watched as the water began to drain out of the ground. The water sank lower and lower while the ground shook more and more violently. But wait a minute…
"It's a false bottom!" Uli shouted, pointing.
As the water drained away, we saw the ground crumble into nothingness, and underneath, we saw boxes and tables begin to emerge. The light in the room began to fill, and we saw shining, glittering gold and silver lying everywhere.
"We found it!" Mara screamed.
As the rumbling continued, we realized that the area wasn't some random spot but the whole area was a treasure trove! At the center of a room sat a gigantic stalactite, shifting back and forth, shaking off its rocky exterior.
The stalactites crumbled, revealing all the treasures… all of the artifacts! The insides of them had been filled with treasure!
"Dear gods…" Merrill whispered, dropping to her knees.
As everything finished dissolving and the rumbling finally ceased, we were surrounded by a brightly lit room filled with treasures. Gold and silver were everywhere along rows of treasure chests and long rows of artifacts. But a purple obelisk was at the center, where the tallest stalactite had been. And floating on the very top of it was what we had been looking for.
The scroll.
We all stopped momentarily and stared at it, watching the scroll rotate.
"There it is," Uli whispered beside me. "I can't believe it's here."
"I've found it!"
Merrill broke into a sprint, jumping straight up to the obelisk.
"Wait, it might be trapped!" Uli tried to grab Merrill, but she doubled over, grabbing her stomach.
"It's not going to be!" she said confidently.
Merrill clambered up the obelisk and snatched the scroll. She held it in her hands, with her eyes shining excitedly. That is until the ground began to shift again.
Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding!
Uli's sensor began to go off, and we all looked around.
"What was that?" Kiersa asked fearfully.
"I think that's our sign to leave," Uli whispered.
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Rocks began to fall from the dark abyss of the ceiling. First, they were small and easily mistaken for dust or pebbles, but then came the heavy shit.
Crash!
A giant stone smacked into one of the treasure tables, sending gold and silver flying into the sky. Before we could react, there was another.
Boom!
A giant boulder careened straight down toward the obelisk. Merrill jumped away at the last second as it smashed a hole into the ground.
Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding!
Uli's device continued warning us, and we got the picture.
"We got to move!" Uli shouted, springing into action.
"But the treasure!" Kiersa said, covering her head and running forward to grab Merrill.
Uli pulled out the map again, scanning for the way out. "Grab what you can, but don't die, deal?" she instructed us. "I'll see if I can find a way out."
Mara and I looked at each other and nodded, sprinting and grabbing everything we could. Coins, trinkets, necklaces, anything that we could. We yanked out treasures from all the seats and tables before stuffing them into our pockets. Weaving in and out, dodging all of the rocks that fell, we looked for anything that looked like it'd sell well.
Wham!
"Oof!"
I grunted in pain as a giant boulder smashed into my shoulder, knocking, sending me flying. I landed face-first onto the ground while more and more rocks began to pound me from above. Covering myself up, I looked up and almost jumped back.
"Jesus Christ!" I shouted.
The head of Hoq'tun from before was staring me dead in the face. My face screwed up in anger, and I nearly punted it across before grabbing it, wrapping it up, and throwing it over my shoulder.
"Let's get out of here!" I shouted, with my hands full of treasure and a trophy for later.
"Uli, where's the way out?" Kiersa asked, holding Merrill by the hand and helping her dodge the rocks.
"I think I found it!"
Uli had been scanning the walls, and her hand was on the egg, spinning it to get it out of place.
"It should be here!" she said, double-checking the map.
"We need to get out!" Merrill panic screamed in terror. "There should be a door right behind it!"
Uli grabbed at the egg, but nothing she did could get it to move. We all caught up with her and slammed our fists and feet at the door. Every blow proved fruitless, however, as more and more debris fell from above.
"This thing won't budge!"
"Hit the bottom!" Merrill shouted, riding on Kiersa's shoulders through the water.
Uli reached the bottom of the egg and pressed it underneath. The center stamp popped straight out, falling to the ground.
"Catch!" Merrill shouted, throwing the original piece into the air. I snatched the piece out of the air and shoved it into the egg, which began to grind against the wall. The wall started to vibrate, making a series of popping sounds, and I kicked at it, swinging the stone wall forward. A new path appeared before us, and I turned to the others.
"Let's go!" I shouted, picking up Merrill from Kiersa and carrying her out.
"This is really unnecessary, Mr. Merrick! I appreciate it, but—"
"We need to move!" I shouted as the others went past me.
"Guys! Wait!" Kiersa panted, struggling to keep up.
I threw everything I could carry into my mouth and bit down. I grabbed Kiersa and began carrying her bridal style with Merrill in her lap. Rocks continued falling, knocking us from every angle as we tried to avoid the invisible fuckers. It was so damn dark that seeing a foot in front of you was impossible.
"Keep going!" Mara shouted. "We're gonna get crushed by these rocks if we slow down!"
Carrying the others, I concentrated all the mana remaining into a barrier. I needed to focus on something for the barrier for the spell to work. If I could get a bubble shield in place, we could survive errant rocks!
"Everyone bunch up! I'm gonna get a barrier up," I shouted as runes began to form around my hands. Mara and Uli slowed down, and I let out a painful roar, unleashing all the mana I could squeeze out of my bones into a shield bubble.
The barrier spell created a purple orb we all squeezed into. No sooner than we entered the bubble, rocks began to ricochet and bounce off, slamming into the walls. We kept running forward, bouncing off imperfections and shrinking walls as we turned into a giant hamster ball.
The tunnel was completely black, with no illumination but the necklaces around us and the faint hum of the orb. However, we only had one way to go. Uli desperately tried to read the map while more of the mountain continued to fall around us.
"O-okay! I-if we're here, we just need to keep going until we hit—whoa!"
A rush of water appeared out of nowhere underneath our feet. We all fell and hit the ground hard, crashing into each other. My concentration broke, and the bubble blipped in and out of existence as I began to slide completely blind.
"Aaaah!"
The wind rushed against my face as I began twisting and turning, circling an unseeable slide, crashing into each other. I could hear metal clinking as the coins ripped out from one of my bags.
Shit! I cursed myself.
My bubble faded back into existence right as Kiersa and Merrill appeared beside me again, their faces like blue ghosts in total darkness. We all screamed in terror as we slid down and down and crashed into each of us while the rushing water swallowed us up. For a brief moment, I could hear the bubbles rushing past us before popping back out, spouting out in different directions.
"Tuck your legs and arms in!" Uli screamed.
Doing so. I squished Kiersa and Merrill into me, closing my eyes.
"I-I think I see a light!" Mara coughed, choking on a splash of water.
Daring to open one eye, I could see it. It was light! It was so bright and powerful that it was like the sun exploding from the void.
Whoooosh!
"Whoa!"
Suddenly, I felt weightless as rather than falling down a giant slide, we were in free fall. The sound of rushing water filled my ears, and when I looked around, I could see everything. The world had come back into view, and I could see the outside of the village off in the distance. And the sea! And the—
"Oh shit!"
Looking down, we had popped out of a waterfall in one of the mountains tucked beneath the main range.
"Help!" screamed Kiersa and Merrill.
My bubble had popped again, and they were both flying downward. As I looked around, all the treasure I'd collected rattled around, falling out of the giant holes in the bubble.
Hold it!
I began to squeeze, pulling whatever mana I could muster. But it was like trying to squeeze blood from a stone. Or mana from my bones.
Dammit! I thought to myself. Gonna have to…
"Asher!"
"Haaaah!" I began to glow white hot around the edges and burned with a black aura. My stomach rattled around, stabbing me over and over while I felt nails streaming down my gullet. My shattered aura was trying to force me into submission as I felt the powerful nova returning to me.
I needed to keep everybody together. I needed to keep everyone protected!
"Come on!" I screamed out, unleashing a furious nova of mana from my body.
As my aura exploded with mana, the bubble surrounding me increased massively in size, solidifying to an almost opaque purple. Looking around, I'd managed to catch everyone with it. The ground got closer and closer, and at the last second, I summoned dozens of smaller shield bubbles inside. We were all suspended in the air, held tight, as dozens of bubbles filled the gaps around us.
Splash!
We hit the water hard and began sinking. If not for the extra bubbles, the whiplash alone could've gotten us…
"We made it!" Merrill said, practically wetting herself. "Right?"
The bubble surrounding us continued descending deeper and deeper until we stopped for a moment. The water surrounded us, and tiny bubbles floated along the sides. I groaned in pain, feeling a fire in my stomach, ready to tear through my throat while I tried to concentrate.
"We need to go up!" Merrill squealed. "We need to go up!"
Inside the bubble, we were safe but unable to move. At the very bottom, I saw Kiersa!
"Kiersa!" I grunted. "I'm… going to open a small hole."
"What?" Mara asked, terrified. "Why?"
"I don't want to die!"
"Just… listen!" I gasped. "When I open it… Blast out everything you can. We'll blast out of the water that way…"
"Asher!…" Kiersa looked at me with panic on her face and water having splashed her hair all over her face. "I… I can't do that! I'm out of magic!"
"Please!" I grunted. "I don't know h-how much longer I can hold it!"
Kiersa's eyes trembled in fear as I could feel the strength of the sphere begin to wane.
"Asher!" Kiersa begged. "I can't! I'm out of moonstones!"
"Kiersa!" Mara screamed. "You can do this! We trust you! You've got it!"
"You can do it!" Uli urged her.
Kiersa looked at all of us with her eyes wide and her mouth agape. As I grunted, trying to hold all these different barriers together, she closed her eyes and finally nodded.
"Okay! Okay, I think I can do it!"
"On the count of three!" Uli shouted. "On three, open a hole right under her hand."
Kiersa's hand pushed up against the very edge at a perfect angle.
"Have you got the viewpoint?" Uli said, looking to Mara.
"Move your hand a little to your left!" Mara said, trying to crane her neck.
"Got it," Kiersa said, moving herself as I held firm. Though my stamina was starting to run out, I did my best to concentrate on undoing the barrier at the precise location.
"One…" Uli started a slow count.
Kiersa's eyes were stung with tears as she strained, trying to muster up the power.
"You can do this. You can do this," Kiersa whispered to herself.
"Two…"
"I don't want to die!" Merrill whimpered.
"Three!"
For a half second, I let the mana slip out at a precise location, and a burst of water shot straight through, splashing all of us as it careened around the different barriers.
"AAAAAHH!" Kiersa shrieked as her hand began to glow, and a giant burst of radiant energy exploded underneath us.
We watched as the light filled the water, and the beam went further and further until there was a hiss and sizzle of bubbles around us. The stationary bubble budged, and we could feel a shift in momentum.
We began moving upwards, slowly, and then faster and faster while Kiersa screamed out in pain.
"I can do this!" she shrieked.
"Keep going!" Mara urged her. "You got this!"
"Gaaaaahhh!" Tears stung my face as I tried to hold the shield while maintaining the composition.
Kiersa's blast kept pushing us higher and higher out of the water until—
Foosh!
We broke through the surface and flew up into the air.
"Pull your hand back!" I groaned.
Kiersa moved her hand, and I shut the barrier as soon as possible. We were all still locked in position, and we watched as the world got bigger and bigger while we all rotated. End over end; we started rolling in the air, watching everything turn into a blur.
"I'm going to be sick!"
"Fuuuck!"
Splash! We hit another water basin but didn't sink this time, bouncing off the surface. Splash! We hit another and continued spinning and jostling around.
"I'm going to hold it as long as I can!"
"We might be able to ride this out!" Mara said, adjusting her viewing angle constantly. "It looks like this might actually lead back to the forest!"
"Gaaaaaah!"
I let out a scream of pain as it felt like I was holding the weight of the world on my shoulders. I was constantly refilling my mana and expending it as quickly as I held together a dozen different barriers. Trying to keep everybody in place and all of the treasure locked in. If I let even a single one down, it could snap somebody's neck on impact. I needed to hold it.
The world started to spin around us once more as I felt my stomach begin to lift. We'd floated down a small stream but had gone into another free fall. I could hear water pelting the sides when finally—
Wham! Wham! Boom! 
We'd been falling down a series of waterfalls, but the crashing became faster and more erratic. It felt like we were in the back of an off-road vehicle that went way off-road, and as I strained to open my eyes, we weren't hitting rocks and water but trees and pine!
Crash!
We hit another tree.
Boof!
Another branch.
We continued rolling through the tree line until we hit a tree hard and rolled down the base of a tree trunk.
"Gah!" I let out a screech of pain as one of the barriers managed to dig its way underneath my back, hitting me hard.
"Asher!"
It hit me hard enough, and I dropped the barrier, groaning in pain. Uli dropped out of the air, almost landing on me.
"I got you!" Mara said, quickly grabbing her.
"Oh…" I grunted in pain as I lay on the wet leaves and ground. "That sucked…"
"Squeee! Squeeee! Squeee!"
Huh?
I could feel a tiny fuzz ball on my chest, jumping up and down, squeaking rapidly. Craning my neck just slightly, I saw a white and copper jerebo.
"Copper," I grunted.
The world around me slowly stopped spinning, and I rolled onto my stomach and shakily stood up.
"I recognize this place…" I said, shaking my head.
"You do?" Mara asked.
"Yeah," I looked around and pointed to the waterfall we'd fallen onto last. “This is where I fought…” My voice trailed off as I pointed to the ground at several blackened earth and dead wood spots. "This is where I fought Zhayurn."
I shook my head and fell to my knees.
"Asher!"
I can't pass out. I thought to myself. I can't pass out. Got to help the others.
As I fell to my knees, I squeezed my hands together and tried to take a deep breath.
"Come on. Deep breath, deep breath…" I told myself.
"Are you alright, Mr. Merrick!?"
I ignored them and tried to enter my aura again. And when I did, it wasn't good. Aw, fuck. I had done some serious damage to my aura. It was molten gold again with cracks and chips all over. Son of a bitch… My aura wasn't golden. It was molten! Whenever I overdid it, that was the aura exploding out and breaking itself.
"Come on," I begged myself. "Come on…"
I sat there, meditating and trying to calm myself down. I wouldn't be able to add to my aura at this moment. I just needed to get it to calm down. I needed to prevent it from bending out of place.
"There's so much treasure everywhere!" I heard one of the others say.
I focused on my aura with every breath and tried to imagine it slowly cooling off. Losing its energy. As I did, I could see the aura begin to cool and black streaks creaking through the molten ring.
"What about Asher?"
"I'm okay…" I said, shaking my head. "Just gonna have a nice long nap later."
We all started cleaning up and picking around for treasure strewn about everywhere. No doubt, most were lost in the mountains. But we still collected a handsome bounty.
"Gaaaaah!" Merrill screamed.
We all ran over to her, hiding behind a large stone. When we got close, we could see what had scared her.
"Oh gods, it's that goliath's head!" Mara said with disgust.
"What um… what do we do with it?" Kiersa looked at it timidly.
"I'm taking it to the fucking village," I growled, putting it back in its bag. "Those fuckers wanted to try that shit on us? They can have this as a warning."
Uli tried to stop me as I turned to walk away. "Asher! You can't! They'll flip the fuck out and we just—"
"Don't worry," I said, moving past her. "I'm going alone."
"No, you're not!" Kiersa said, getting into my face. "You think we're going to let you just go and do that after they tried to kill us? No. We're going as one!"
"As a team!" Mara informed me.
Uli looked at the others and shook her head, laughing. "Hah… Fine. Let's go raise some hell!"
We were ready to cause some mayhem when Merrill reminded us of her existence.
"Um… excuse me!" she whimpered. "Now that I have the scroll, I would like to go to my room now, and um, study it."
"Of course," Uli said, giving a short bow to her. "We'll escort you back to the inn and ensure that no goliaths have begun any aggressions. Once we do that, I think that officially leaves the contract completed."
Kiersa, Mara, and I all looked at each other excitedly.
"Yes!" Merrill said, full of panic. "Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes. You are more than happy to take your riches and I will study the scroll. Ahahahah!" She finished laughing nervously.
"Sounds good!" I said, marching on.
We all marched out of the forest and back to the village, carefully keeping the bag containing Hoq'tun's head a secret. Copper looked ready to burst into his dragon form as he hopped onto my shoulder.
"I'm okay, buddy," I assured him. "Just stay in your normal form." I whispered to him as we made it back to the village.
I could feel the exhaustion trying to creep in, but I shook it off. We were wary of entering, but best we could tell, the goliaths hadn't attacked the village. Yet. We dropped off Merrill, and Uli took care to hold on to all of the coins, leaving the trinkets with Merrill as a sign of good faith. And also a potential bribe to keep her mouth shut.
"Well, that was exciting…" Uli mumbled beside me.
"No kidding."
As we approached the goliath village, I stifled any exhaustion in my body, clenching the bag as hard as I could. We all split one of the few unbroken stamina potions to top off our energy and realized the plan.
Raise some hell. Did they want to play this way? Cool.
I clenched my jaw as Mara walked beside me, and I could see her hand brushing against her sword nervously. Any pleasantries or conversations we'd been having fell by the wayside as the guards came into view.
It was time for some fucking answers.
As we approached, several guards appeared with their weapons. "Halt!" one of them shouted.
"Halt this!"
I tossed the bag, and Hoq'tun's head flew into the sky. Several guards gasped, and they began to attack. Mara and I blocked their attacks as a commotion began to appear.
"They killed Hoq'tun!"
"What is going on?" Zha'lin shouted from off in the distance.
We all dodged the raging soldiers who stabbed and slashed at us while several more were ready to join when Zha'lin's voice parted the sea.
"Out of my way! What —"
Zha'lin shoved his way through, practically throwing the guards by their skin to see us. He was about to attack the spot when he looked down at one the others were pointing to. His eyes narrowed as he stared at the ground while Hoq'tun’s soaked and slowly rotting head stared up at the sky.
"What happened…" he growled threateningly.
His eyes instantly went to me, and I could feel the heat radiating off him. The attacking guards tried to charge again when Zha'lin's hand shot out, knocking them to the ground.
"But sir!"
Zha'lin's eyes flitted to him briefly, but it was enough to shut him up. We all still had our weapons while I stood forward, daring them to try and attack me again.
"Somebody was sent to kill us," I said firmly.
"Is that so?" Zha'lin said slowly.
"Him and about a dozen more missing goliaths," Kiersa called out. "Wonder Hoq'tun, would have taken so many men with him."
"To the village?" one of the goliaths asked.
"No." I turned, looking away from Zha'lin. "We were followed into the mountains. I wonder who could have sent him."
Several members of the villages began murmuring and talking. We noticed a few eyes began to shift around uncomfortably while Zha'lin was unmoved.
"Father!" Came the voice of Giezha. She quickly pushed through right next to the chief. "Oh, my gods!"
Somebody tried to grab her, and she nearly ripped their hand out of the socket as she ran up to me.
"Asher! What happened to you?" Her hands were on my face inspecting me. "I can smell the mana burning off you, Asher. H-how?"
"Well, that guy didn't help," I said, gesturing to Hoq'tun. "But you'll have to check in on Uli's report." I trained my eyes on Zha'lin. "You'll have to read up about how we were tracked through the cave systems, chased for miles, and then ambushed by eight goliaths led by Hoq'tun here."
Zha'lin said nothing while staring at me with the same dangerous look of indifference. Giezha's eyes meanwhile lit right the fuck up, and her hair began to rise. She bared her teeth and turned.
"Father!" Giezha said firmly. "What happened?"
Zha'lin finally spoke and tried to put on the concerned father's voice. "Daughter, I assure you—"
"WHAT HAPPENED!?" she shouted. "Eight men go missing in this clan, and you tell me you don't know what's going on."
Everyone fell silent as the two of them stared each other down. Mara, Uli, and I tried not to jump in pre-emptively while I could see Kiersa's leg shaking.
"I don't like your tone, daughter," he growled.
"I don't care about your opinions of my tone! Answer him, or let your silence be your answer!" Giezha's eyes narrowed, staring at all the village members encircled us. "I'm warning you now. If you take one more step…" I could feel her aura rising and sparkle of electricity as her hands clenched into fists.
Despite all the angry faces and threatening gestures, nobody dared to move an inch. Everyone was too afraid of Giezha to even dare approach. I put a hand on her shoulder and whispered.
"It's okay," I said, watching Zha'lin. "We'll have answers soon enough anyways after the next round."
I raised my voice So that everyone could hear me.
"Isn't that right, Zha'lin? We'll figure out what happened."
He didn't say anything for a moment while all the eyes turned to the chief. He was completely stoic until he slowly cracked into a grin.
"Fine, fine," Zha'lin laughed. "I must say I'm disappointed in Hoq'tun! To think he'd actually do this!"
One of the goliaths piped up, confused. "What do you mean, Chief Zha'lin?"
He looked away with a shameful glint in his eyes.
"I was told that he was scouting!" he explained. "As the winter has worn on. We must seek fertile lands for our spring encampment. However, it seems that his plans were made under…"
He walked toward me, ignoring Giezha.
"False pretenses."
He bowed and smiled graciously. "I apologize for the shameful… horrid… disgusting acts of our former clansman."
His eyes turned to everybody as he moved to pat me on the chest. A pang hit me in the back of the head, and I jumped away from his grip. His head turned, and he looked at me in complete shock. His eyes were wide as saucer places, and we looked one another in the eyes. I could see the panic in his eyes for only a half moment. Terror as his hand stood there, radiating soft energy.
Oh, God. I thought to myself. Before I said it out loud, I quickly clammed up and nodded in my head.
"Of course, I appreciate your candor, Chief Zha'lin!" I said a little too loudly. "I apologize for any infractions done upon the members of the Nightstrike clan." I said, sheathing my weapon and motioning for everyone else to do the same. Mara decided to keep her sword out as the others watched on warily.
None of the goliaths dared speak out against Zha'lin.
"I think that with all of the…" Zha'lin stopped for a moment to choose his words. He tried to play off what had just happened as nothing and kept the façade of joviality up.
"…difficulties going on. It is best that we perhaps reach a finality soon," he'd said, nodding.
"Tomorrow we shall have the penultimate confrontation before the challenge is completed. Tomorrow at the sun's highest peak, you two will compete in one-on-one combat!"
"Father?" Giezha shouted incredulously. "That is a ridiculous attempt to—"
"Do you agree?" he pressed.
"I agree," I said automatically.
Giezha whipped around and looked at me like I was crazy. "Asher!" Giezha hissed, looking at me. "You—"
I stared straight into her eyes emotionlessly.
"I accept the terms," I repeated.
She looked at me, processing what I said as her eyes tried to read me. She tried to read the words behind my mouth and deep in my mind. Eventually, she finally gave in and turned.
"Chief Zha’lin, I accept the terms."
"Very well!" he said, clapping his hands. "It is time to begin the ceremony of the hollowed grounds! The elders will commence with the formation of the arena. Everyone else!" he snapped. "Be gone! Return to your homes."
He said that with a clear intention toward Mara, Uli, and Kiersa.
"Asher must stay for… ceremonial purposes."
The others looked completely unwilling, but I shook my head.
"It's fine. You'll be here to watch me win tomorrow, I'm sure of it."
Zha'lin's head turned up. He didn't say anything but gave a curt nod.
Giezha and I swept past the crowd and looked at the others. They all looked at me like I was completely nuts to agree to Zha'lin's demands.
"Asher! What's going on!" Kiersa shouted before I shushed her.
"I'll explain later," I whispered to the others. "Too many people around."
"If we don't comply to his demands, Zha'lin could easily spin this into an attack by the village," Giezha warned. "I hate that he did that, but I think Asher made the right call."
Uli looked at me, worried. "I can try to sneak in tonight and we can talk!"
"No," I shook my head. "Too risky. There's going to be people watching everywhere. I think it's best that I stay here with Giezha."
I looked at Mara and Kiersa. "I'll be fine," I smiled. "Giezha's gonna be there with me the whole time. You guys just keep Merrill protected and we'll be okay. Sound good?"
"Right." Giezha said, taking a deep breath.
They didn't look convinced, but Uli nodded her head.
Kiersa rushed in to hug me. "You better be safe. You dummy," she whispered. Mara also swept in for a hug while Uli nodded to me before they left.
"You two be safe, okay?" Uli said loud and clear as Kiersa finally broke away. Feeling the eyes of the goliath village, I stood next to Giezha, watching as they descended below the hills and off toward Bouldergulf.
Giezha's hand slowly grasped mine, pulling me closer as she looked down.
"Would you perhaps stay with me in my tent tonight?"
"Of course!" I said, turning to her. "Pretty sure nobody else would have me over."
She smiled for a moment before it slowly dissolved, and she looked at me seriously. "Also…I'd like to talk with you."
She looked me in the eyes, and her pupils shifted back and forth like clouds of silver.
"I think that's a good idea," I smiled.
As it turned out, it was a terrible idea.




Chapter 35

Tavilday Evening, 13th of Sohran, Year 678, 4th Age
Giezha had been given a place of her own. A longhouse was built into the ground with wood and sticky resin filling the gaps. From the outside, it was shorter than I was, and Giezha entered. Following her, I looked down to see it went several feet into the ground with a glowing magical circle around the edges.
She pulled me in quickly as the entrance snapped shut. Inside the long, narrow but was cot to sleep in, a few of her personal belongings, mostly comprised of spell books and scrolls for study, and her staff. Giezha grabbed her staff and immediately began casting more protection spells.
"I like what you've done with the place," I muttered.
"Haha…" she whispered.
Her spells began to layer on top of each other in bubbles, circles and traps all over the place. She added a few muffling spells on top of it, sweating as she drained her mana like it was going out of style.
"Look, Giezha, I—Oof!"
Giezha smothered me in a tight hug, burying my face into her.
"I'm so sorry," she whispered. "I'm so, so sorry."
"Giezha!" I grunted, trying to wiggle free. "It's okay. It's okay. I know you wanted to be there!" Once I finally strained my way out, I looked at her. "You had a lot going on and with Boronos, trying to stop a war, and everything. Also… I know you wanted to be with family."
"I didn't," she shook her head. "I didn't want to be with them. I just needed to confirm suspicions."
She sat down on the ground, and I joined her. Her hair was frazzled and splayed all around. Normally she kept it sleek, nourished, and well-groomed. The bags under her eyes and the slouch on her shoulders made her almost entirely unrecognizable. The weight of the world was on her shoulders, and she was trying to balance on a tightrope.
We didn't say anything for a moment before I slowly clasped her hands. I watched her trying to articulate everything, her thoughts swimming through her silvery intelligent eyes.
"I think you know what I suspect," I said, trying to leave it unsaid in case of… well, just in case Zha'lin had a way around her defenses.
"Boronos?” I asked.
She nodded her head, and we both stared at each other, absorbing the secret that each of us was keeping.
"When did you figure it out?" I asked.
"Almost immediately," she whispered. "Right after you left, something didn't feel right. It was in the way that he spoke when he didn't think others were listening. The way that the mask slipped away whenever he didn't get what he wanted. And then you… he tried to…"
Her eyes lit up, and her nostrils flared. Tears stung the sides of her face, and I could feel her aura mixing with her arcane magic.
"He tried to kill you in front of everyone…"
"And he didn't," I said, shifting my hand up and squeezing her arm it. "It's okay. I wasn't going to let it happen to me either."
"He's dangerous, Asher. He's an unstoppable force of nature," Giezha said after a moment. Her voice shook in a way I couldn't remember ever happening before. I'd seen her worried. Scared, even. But this sounded like pure terror. "I'm… I'm afraid of him."
"We could take him!" I said, trying to assure her. "The both of us together? We could totally take him," I said confidently.
She shook her head and sniffled. "If we were to do that, it would lead to a rebellion. And then the sides would form. A civil war would emerge inside the village, and spill over to Bouldergulf."
"But what if we just… made it look like an accident?" I suggested.
"If the heavens opened up and struck him down with Xorcha's lightning, it couldn't bring him down…I can't let him hurt anybody else I care about, Asher."
"Well, we stopped a good chunk of them tonight!" I posited.
However, Giezha shook her head and took off her outer garment. "No," she said, beginning to sweat. "I think this was planned. He used Hoq'tun's hatred as an opportunity to cut the chaff."
That sonofabitch. 
"Either way, he wins…" I said, shaking my head.
"He probably knew it was going to happen. Maybe he even encouraged it. But no," she looked at me seriously. "If Father wants to kill somebody, he likes to do it himself."
"How are Zhayurn and Thra'lin?"
"None the wiser," Giezha took a deep breath. I think they're too far gone. I think there's too much of him in the both of them to change anything."
"So, the only way to stop this is to beat him."
Neither of us said anything for a moment, and we simply said nothing. That is until my stomach growled, and Giezha looked at me. She laughed for a minute before shaking her head.
"Why don't I make you something, Asher? Perhaps… you could tell me what happened?"
I told her the story of everything she'd missed while she pulled out a basket containing noodles and quickly got a meal going. Hot wheat noodles with fish and wild garlic, and onions. It was a delicious meal that my stomach happily gulped down, begging for seconds and thirds.
She sat there, listening to my story intently as I gave her the rundown on the fight, the treasures we'd managed to haul out, and the fight with the goliaths.
"He insisted on that stupid metal ball," Giezha said distastefully. "It fits that he sealed his own fate."
"He even made the same mistake where he—aagh!" My aura flared back up, and I grunted in pain, grabbing my side.
"Asher! Are you injured?" she asked, reaching out.
"No! It's… it's my aura," I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate to see how much damage was still there.
As my breathing slowed and the darkness wrapped around me, I saw it glowing in a molten gold ring. I tried to see where the cracks and splinters were at their worst, willing my aura to reveal its weakest points. The ring was damaged, but I'd managed to stop the worst of it.
"Your control is impressive…" she whispered beside me.
As I continued my labored breathing, a second shape also came into my vision.
"Holy shit…" I whispered. "Is that you?"
"Yes."
Giezha's aura was a bright purple ring that was solid steel, polished to perfection. It felt like I could feel the reflection of my aura in hers as it shined brightly.
"Your aura is amazing, Giezha!" I whispered.
I felt the ground beside me shift, and her aura became even clearer. She was meditating next to me as the smell of burning sage began to fill my nostrils.
"We need to heal you up, Asher," she whispered.
"I-I'd like that," I said. "But Giezha… I need to tell you something."
I opened my eyes and looked at her. Giezha's face filled with concern, but at the same time, just as mysterious and unreadable as ever. We stared the other in the eyes, realizing that tomorrow was it. She and I would face each other in combat.
"I can't let you fight him," I said after a moment. "Kiersa and Mara don't think that I can beat him, but…"
"But what?" she asked. Her voice is back to its normal, even kilter.
"I think I can," I said, taking a deep breath. "And as much as she hated to admit it, Uli does too."
Giezha's face cocked slightly, and she tried to read my mind before I could get it out.
"Why are you telling me this? Asher, I know that you and I must fight tomorrow, but that doesn't mean that you can—"
"Do you think I can?" I asked her.
Giezha was taken aback, and her mouth stayed agape for a moment. She pulled back and blinked, looking away. She began to read something in her mind as her eyes flitted back and forth rapidly. Conversing with herself or perhaps arguing.
"Let's get you healed, first."
I nodded my head and closed my eyes as I faced her. When we both began to meditate, our breathing synchronized while the sage helped connect me to the aura. With every breath in and out, my black aura began to glow bright gold as it heated up. All the while, I could see Giezha's powerful and magnanimous aura radiate alongside.
Tiny golden dots of the aura appeared from the void and began to orbit the both of us. They would brush up against hers before flying away in some unknowable winds. Others would float around while the heat of my aura would push and pull. Some flew off to the void, and others came in for a landing and absorbed into me.
"Your ability to connect with the aura is extremely impressive, Asher," she whispered. "Boronos told me about how you use your own aura like a conduit. You draw from more than just your own body…. but from the world around you!"
"Is that good?" I asked, trying not to break concentration.
"Asher, it's like the stronger your opponents are…" She continued with almost a hint of wonder in her voice. "…the stronger you can call upon the aura."
"So… is that good?" I asked sheepishly. "Is it like a cheat or something?"
"No. It's like… a manifestation of how you can rise to the occasion."
I did my best not to smile at her comment and melded into the aura.
"Good. Allow yourself to be malleable," Giezha instructed. "With every breath you take, accept more of the world's energy."
I took a deep, long breath inhaling the aura as more particulates began appearing.
"Expand your aura, Asher. With every breath, you grow."
I breathed in, and those bits and pieces orbiting my aura coalesced into the ring, and I could see them seal the cracks.
"Expand," she instructed me. "Heal with the world. Its endless bounty is yours for only a moment. Accept the aura, Asher," she whispered.
"I can feel it!" I exclaimed. My aura wasn't just healing with every bit that coalesced inside me. It was growing too. I was growing! As Giezha spoke, I could feel my heart begin to race. It felt exposed to the world. Like I was reborn again, naked and bare for all to see.
I felt a hand on my chest when I opened my eyes, Giezha's hand was on my chest, and she was in front of me naked.
"Asher," she whispered, kneeling. "I don't have a doubt in my mind that you can defeat him. I just worry that…"
She stopped for a moment, pulling me closer and whispering in my ear. "I just worry about you not coming back."
I was taken aback for a moment and wrapped my arms around her, clutching her tight.
"Giezha…" I kissed her neck, and she let out a soft, breathy moan.
I clutched her hard, and we both stared at each other, holding on.
"I have to protect them," she said, trying to concentrate. "The village, the clan, Mara, Kiersa, Uli…" She shook her head. "You, Asher. I must protect you from your stubborn ways."
I smiled and looked very deep in the eyes. I could feel her aura radiating with me, and it was like we'd interlocked, holding each other and feeling the exact same sensation.
"I need to protect you, Giezha, and right now…" I admitted. "That's all that matters. I know that I can't stop you from trying to face him. I know I am the most stubborn person in the world. But you—" My hand moved up the side of her face. "You are just as easily the most stubborn, hardworking and gifted mage that I know. I know that you can beat him, but I can't let you get hurt. So tomorrow—"
She clapped her hand against mine as I held her face. A few tears streamed down her face, and she smiled sadly.
"Tomorrow, you and I will have to face off to protect each other. Just promise me something," she whispered, leaning down and kissing me. It was soft. It was passionate. It was a desperate, loving kiss you gave when you didn't know when you'd see them again.
"Anything," I whispered back.
"Promises that you won't hate me tomorrow…" Her voice hitched as she kissed me again, clutching me tight. And the way she said it ran me over like a truck.
"I could never hate you, Giezha," I said, kissing her back and pushing her forward. "Never."
She shifted her hand down and helped me pull off my pants. Leaning against me, Giezha started rubbing her pussy against me, and I let out a groan.
"Asher," she whispered, pushing me onto my back.
"Giezha!"
She looked me in the eyes, tears streaming as she held my face in her hands.
"Asher, I love you."
My heart stopped when she said those words, and I could see it all on her face. I could see the pain. The fear. The truth.
"I think that's the thing that scares me the most, Asher, I love you, and no matter what happens tomorrow," she warbled, kissing me between every word, pinning me down, and sliding me into her.
"Aaah!" I groaned. She was so tight and wet it felt like I was already going into a haze. She slowly began to work her hips back and forth, holding my face and kissing me.
"No matter what happens tomorrow, Asher… I love you."
I pulled myself up to her, kissing everything I could. "I love you, Giezha. More than you know, I love you."
My hands went to her hips, the other near her shoulders, and I held her down, kissing her, squeezing her, keeping her as close as possible.
"I love you Giezha. No matter what. I will always love you."
"Asher!" She cried, moving back and forth. "You know, my only wish is that tonight could last forever."
We moved as one, making love slow and passionately. Every thrust is deep and extracted. Every touch, lingering and desperate. Every word is honest and reckless.
The smoke continued filling the room as the haze began to fall over me. Giezha's powerful figure bounced up and down as she tried to extract every drop of pleasure from me. Her beautiful form is like a powerful spirit in motion.
"You're not trying to wear me out, are you?" I laughed for a moment.
She sat upright, grabbing one of my hands and dragging it across her abdomen, squeezing one of her breasts.
"Maybe…" she purred. "Stay still," she ordered.
She began to ride with a more powerful ferocity. Giezha pinned me down while bouncing hard and heavy as her tight pussy spasmed.
"Gaaah!" She groaned. "Thrust into me Asher. Pound into me!"
Her hands traced from my arms to my shoulders, and I grabbed her hips, thrusting upward with everything I could muster. Her muscles rolled and squeezed along the sides while I let out a shuddered gasp.
"Giezha!"
"Asher! I'm cumming!" She whimpered, kissing my neck and pressing her tits into me. "Make me cum, Asher. Make me cum!"
She got back upright, and I squeezed her giant breasts while thrusting hard and fast as she slammed down on me.
"Ash! Ash!" She let out long protracted warbling squeals cumming with every thrust and every grinding twist. I could feel her shake and shudder against me while her powerful body drove me to the ground, begging for more.
"Deeper, Asher! Deeper!"
She fell over me, grinding on my cock while kissing me hard and heavy. Our tongues intermixed while she begged, screamed, and demanded everything.
"Harder!" She screamed, muffled. "Harder! Please!"
"Yeah?" I teased, thrusting from underneath as deep as possible.
Smack!
I smacked her in her large, plump ass, rippling her spine.
"Aaaah! More!"
I'd never known this side of Giezha. She normally preferred to be in control, but I was more than happy to oblige as I felt it building inside her on the very edge. I continued fucking her as hard and deep as possible while her rich and smoky voice filled my mind. With every spanking, she squealed and begged for more.
Smack! Smack! Smack!
She was racing to climax, vibrating on my cock, and I could feel her at the very tip of it until…
"Asher! I love you, Asher! I'm cumming, I'm cumming, I'm cumming!"
"Giezha! I love you, Giezha. Cum for me. Cum for me!" I groaned as she neared the top of the mountain, and I thrust into her as hard and deep as possible.
"Aaaash!" I could feel her squeezing against me, unable to take it as her voice disappeared and she started French kissing me, spasming uncontrollably. "I'm cumming!" She squealed, wrapping her arms around me, covering my face with her breasts as she squeezed me so tight. Tears streamed down her face as everything became too much for her. "Asher… Asher!"
I could feel it as she continued to roll the muscles deep in her pussy, up and down the base of my cock, and she slammed herself down into me.
"Please," she begged. "Please don't stop! I’m cumming!" she repeated herself.
"Oh fuck, Giezha!" I groaned, feeling her body wracked with pleasure, smothered by her breasts. She couldn't stop, and I felt one of her hands begin to glow as I felt myself tighten on the edge of ecstasy myself.
She reached below, squeezing my balls while grinding back and forth on my cock.
"Cum inside me," she whispered huskily. "Cum inside me, please!" she begged me. "Asher, I love you! I need it. I need it!" I love you, Asher.
She didn't stop, continuing to pleasure me, and beg me for it. I felt myself fall into that haze of pleasure, and as she slammed down, I could feel myself burst.
"Aaaah!" I let out a desperate gasp, cumming deep inside her, still smothered by her breasts, as she massaged my balls and milked my cock for every last drop.
"More…" she whispered.
Giezha continued grinding against me, desperate to keep me hard, and as her hands continued to magically stimulate me, I knew this was just the beginning.
"More!" she begged. "Please!"
And the more she begged, and the more magic she imbued, the easier it was to continue filling her over and over. As the smoke filled the room, we both became lost in the fog of lust and fog of love.
Flipping her onto her back, I drove myself deep inside of her. Her whole body pushed outward as she wrapped her arms around me, holding me tight. Her giant tits bounced while I fucked her into the ground.
I thrust with everything I had while Giezha's legs wrapped around me, and she held me tight.
"That's it!" She cried, "Keep going!"
I came again, deep inside her, but it was hard to even thrust as she kept holding me tight, pushing and pulling at my back for every last drop. We were both sweating like crazy, and our breaths were haggard. Each lost in the other's eyes.
"Asher," she whispered as I buried my head in her neck, fucking her more and more.
"Giezha," I said, kissing her again and again. "I love you Giezha, and I promise I'll protect you. No matter what."
"Don't say that, Asher," she whispered. "Don't…"
I looked at her, seeing her cry, and tried to cover her face. Tears stung her face.
"We'll protect each other, Giezha. No matter what."
"Ash…"
Eventually, fell out of each other and lay there, staring at the sky, knowing what tomorrow would hold. Our arms wrapped in one another, our hearts hammering in our chests. Our lusts for another sated, for at least tonight.
"Giezha…" I said, shaking my head. "That was amazing."
"It was…"
I turned and looked at Giezha, her face was flushed, and her whole body was covered in marks from grabbing, kissing, and nibbling at her.
"We should get some sleep," I suggested, holding her tight.
She nodded her head, her arm mindlessly massaging my back. "We should. But I'd like to do one last thing, if that's okay."
I looked at her and laughed good-naturedly. "Giezha, I'm tapped out. I'm genuinely exhausted."
"I know!" she said hurriedly, sitting upright. "Just… wait here."
She knelt over and grabbed one of her bags, rustling around inside of it for a minute.
"There it is." She pulled out a small glass vial with a wax seal on it.
"What is that?" I asked.
"It's… a drink," she said, swallowing hard. "A drink meant… for celebrating."
She got closer, and I watched as she unscrewed the wax seal and handed the vial to me.
"What's it's meant to celebrate?"
"Well, I might have been saving it for a different night…" she whispered, looking away. "But I'd like to share that drink with you before tomorrow."
As I held it in my hands, it smelled like cherries and almonds. It was lovely, like a well-done mead.
"Are you sure?" I asked. "I know that it's a bit easier for you to be tipsy after just the one."
She considered my words for a moment and then looked at me. "Maybe I'll just have a sip?" She suggested.
I smiled and nodded my head.
"Alright, Cheers," I said, nodding and sipping the drink.
It was mead! It tasted like a cherry mead I had grown fond of at the Golden Sky Tavern back in Naled! God, Kiersa's father must have been experimenting with fruited meads and not told me.
"It's good!" I said excitedly, handing her the bottle.
She looked at me for a moment and nodded her head. "To tomorrow. And all the tomorrows after."
She tilted the drink back, took a sip, and shook her head. "Whoa. Strong!" She said, making a bitter face. "Oh, that's way stronger than I thought it would be."
"Is it?" I laughed, feeling the comfortable warmth. "Yeah… I guess it is."
It was a fast drink. Giezha offered me the drink again, and perhaps a little greedily, I finished it. Giezha didn't seem to mind, though.
"Well, shall we?" I said, feeling the exhaustion start to overcome me. It'd been a long day, and I had definitely overdone it. After all the excitement, the good food, and mind-blowing sex, my body begged for a nice long sleep.
"Yeah." She smiled, kissing my forehead and wrapping me in her arms.
As I lay on the bed, I fell into a deep, blissful sleep. Ready for tomorrow.
Well, I fell asleep, at least.




Chapter 36

Xaliasday Evening, 14th of Sohran, Year 678, 4th Age
I was in the void. That infinite mass of darkness. I couldn't move. I couldn't extend my hand. I couldn't do anything. All I could do was breathe. Everything was too heavy. I was too heavy. It felt like I'd fallen into a pit of tar.
This isn't right. I thought to myself, floating in a thick sludge.
My eyes were open, but I saw nothing. I could feel my eyelids open and look around, but I couldn't see anything. No sky. No ground. I didn't see the inside of Giezha's hut. Just… darkness.
All I felt was this massive weight around me.
Got to move… I thought to myself. Something ain't right…
I tried to sit up, but it was like my bones had been replaced by lead. I groaned out, trying to activate my muscles. But I still couldn't do anything. Come on, I've got to get up! Something was wrong. Something was very wrong. I shouldn't be like this. Even in my nightmares, I was never just... floating.
Come on! I told myself, straining to open my eyes, to move, to get out! But the strength in my body was completely gone. I didn't have any mana, stamina, power... nothing. But even as I was trying to force myself awake, it felt impossible.
Got to use it. I tried to remind myself. But... it was hard to even think. Holding my train of thought was like feeling my hands grasp at the smoke.
"Where was I?" My mouth made the movements but didn't make any sound. "I need to wake up."
Got to use the aura. Gotta nova! I grunted to myself, trying to activate the inert power inside of me.
"Just wake up," I whispered. "Fight it!"
I strained with everything inside me as the muscles in my stomach began to strain. They activated, and it was like moving rusty gears that grated against each other. But as the fire in my belly began to spread, and the aura roared, to life, my eyes began to peek through.
"Come...On!" I screamed, bolting upright.
My eyes snapped open, and the lights stung my eyes. I shielded myself for a moment before looking around. Suddenly, I wasn't in the void anymore. I was back in Giezha's hut. The colorful glow of the protective spells faded in, and you were still active. But I was alone. Giezha was nowhere to be seen.
Boom!
A massive crack of thunder ripped through the skies with a flash of lightning. I looked down and held my hands in front of me. I was pale, and my hands shook like crazy.
"What's going on?" I gasped. My voice was hoarse, and I sucked in the cold air. It was like I hadn't breathed the entire time, either.
"Gaaaah!..."
My molten aura was like dripping hot metal into my joints. It spurred me on to move, but the pain was immense.
"Get moving," I told myself, focusing my aura on fighting whatever was inside me. "Can't let this beat me. Something... something had happened to me. It felt like I'd been poisoned. Like there was venom coursing through my veins, seizing up my muscles, locking me down, and putting a fog in my brain.
"Resistance," I told myself, trying to will my nova. "D-durability! Got to focus on maximizing that... Gaaaahhah!" I let out a grunt of pain and doubled over as I felt the aura explode from every direction. My stomach flipped and churned while everything else in my body lit on fire. Whatever I did to myself wasn't just fighting this poison. It was burning everything inside of me. And it really, really fucking hurt. My insides were on fire, but my skin felt like pins and needles.
I stood back up shakily and tried to leave the tent.
"Got to find Giezha," I said, grabbing my clothes and throwing them on.
I didn't even bother with my shoes and stumbled out of her hut into the open air.
Booom! 
My body recoiled against the torrent of freezing rain pelting my body. But I was so wracked with pain and numbness that the feeling subsided. Everything else was too intense to notice the freezing rain. It was hard to see, and my vision was fuzzy. But when I looked to my left, I noticed a bright light against the dark blustering wind and rain. It was a fire, a big one. And there were lots of people standing there.
"She's probably there," I whispered, stumbling forward.
Throwing one leg in front of the other, I tried to concentrate on my aura and use my ability to fight back against the different effects on me. The pins and needles, the exhaustion, the cramping of my muscles, the fog in my mind. I gave everything I could to fight off the deadly cocktail, trying to yank me back into unconsciousness.
All the while, the very ability to keep me awake left me in a burning agony in my stomach.
"Breathe," I reminded myself.
I took a deep, ragged, uneven breath, trying to pull the aura in as I used it. I straightened up my posture and walked forward. My vision sharpened, and I could see the people around the fire were goliaths. "She's there," I told myself. "She has to be."
"And it's so, it seems, we shall have no contest between Giezha and the human, Asher Merrick!" Came a loud, boisterous man's voice.
"Zha'lin..." I growled, trying to shake myself out of it.
Everybody in the crowd had their heads pointed down, clustered in a giant circle. They were watching something low to the ground and totally enraptured.
"Move," I grunted, pushing my way past the goliaths.
As I walked forward, I could see there had been a pit dug. It was massive, at least fifty feet in diameter, and deep into the ground. The sides had been erected with stone, just like the small battle pits from the first combat. And at the very center was a fire, a bright blue flame. And standing next to it were Giezha and Zha'lin.
"Therefore! We shall commence with the battle for the rank of chieftain!"
"Move!" I shouted, shoving past someone. They flew forward as I walked to the edge of the crowd.
"Asher!"
I looked to my right and saw Uli and the others watching from the front.
"What are you doing?" Mara asked. "Y-you look like you look like you woke up from the dead!"
"Not this time..." I said, turning and staring down.
"Giezha said that you were unconscious!" Mara tried to explain. "She said that your aura put you down and you were resting!"
"Not that," I said, shaking my head. "No. I've been..."
Zha'lin's and Giezha's faces snapped toward me as everybody gasped. They both were a look of shock on their face, but Zha'lin quickly recovered. The crowd began to murmur excitedly.
"Haha! Sleep in, did you?" Zha'lin laughed, pointing toward me. Giezha's face was still completely stuck when shocked and panicked.
"Asher!" she shouted. "What are you doing?"
"I'm here!" I tried to shout. However, my voice was so hoarse that it was more like I'd gasped. "I'm here to fight."
Uli tried to block me, extending her arms out wide as Kiersa joined her. Mara watched me, terrified.
"Asher, you're in no condition," Uli said desperately. "Your aura wiped you out. You need to drop out!"
I stared Uli down and breathed deeply. Keep breathing. Heal as you use it. 
"No," I grunted. "Can't let Giezha fight him."
"We can stop him!" Mara jumped in to try and grab me.
Doding her hand, I jumped down into the pit. The wind rushed through my face, and I crashed into the mud toppling over. Everyone gasped when I hit the ground before I jumped back up, unscathed. Several members of the crowd began to laugh at me.
"Look at him!"
"It looks like he's still drunk!"
I stood back up, wiping myself clean as the torrential rain battered me. Inside the pit, the temperature was at least thirty degrees warmer, and I could feel the aura radiating from Zha'lin. I looked him in the eye, off-balance, while he smiled at me savagely.
"Asher Merrick! Do you contest my decision?"
"I'm here!" I said, straightening up. My eyes slowly traveled to Giezha, and I glowered at her. "I'm here to win."
"Asher," she pleaded. "Stop! You're in no condition!"
"I'll determine that!" I said, raising my arm.
Zha'lin took control before Giezha could protest further. "And it seems that we have our final contestant! As has been agreed, we will have this match between Giezha, my daughter, and the Red Breaker, Asher Merrick."
I should have brought my sword. I thought to myself haggardly. Looking around, all I had were my fists and my magic. Giezha was in her monk wrappings. However, it was like a mix of her old look with a bright purple top and silver and black pants. Her tattoos were now painted bright gold, shining against the fire.
"Father! He's in no condition. He could die!"
I growled at the implication and rocked back and forth at my feet.
"He knows what he's doing," Zha'lin said. "Don't you, boy?"
"Oh, I definitely do. Now get out of the fucking ring."
Zha'lin laughed and, in a single bound, jumped straight from the center into the crowd that quickly dispersed around him. I turned to face Giezha, who looked entirely unprepared.
"The penultimate battle shall commence! Victory shall be achieved through two conditions. Either the combatant agrees to submit or is deemed unable to continue."
"Asher, please!" Giezha pleaded.
Gotta end this fast. I thought to myself.
"Begin!"
"Hah!" I shouted, kicking out from the mud to run in and attack.
It was a thick, heavy sludge at my feet and slowed me down, splashing across as I charged straight at her. Rain battered the both of us as the blue fire spread out to the walls, providing an eerie light. I dove in, and Giezha turned from facing her father right as I was about to tackle her legs.
She moved to the side, pushing me down. My face and stomach sink deep into the muck. Giezha tried to dodge out of the way, but I threw out my right arm, grabbing her by the ankle, and she started to tip over.
With her off balance, I dove back into her other leg and twisted, knocking her down. The mud splashed as her massive frame hit the ground.
"I don't want to hurt you, Asher!" she shouted, stopping herself from falling into a plank position.
She flipped around and threw me off her. I hit the ground and stopped myself, grabbing at the ground before springing back up, caked in mud. Giezha refused to charge still.
"Asher, please. You can't fight! You need treatment!"
"Treatment, huh?" I said, wiping my face and raising my fists. "Why do you think I need treatment? Aren't I just drunk? Off some mead, right?" As my aura continued to burn away at my insides, I could feel my mind clearing. I could feel my muscles returning to normal, and I could feel my emotions sharpen and my memory coming back like the last thing that happened before I fell out of consciousness was her poisoning me.
"Giezha!" I let out a scream charging back in. "I bet you know exactly what happened!" I shouted, punching straightforwardly.
She tried to dodge and knock me away, but I slipped underneath her blow. I extended my entire left side out as I threw all my momentum into a punch right at her midsection.
Boom!
I cracked her right in the ribs, pushing her back.
"Ooh!" The crowd called out as she grabbed at herself.
I pulled back my fist and glowered at her. "You did this!" I spat. "You did this to me."
"I was trying to save you!" she grunted, dodging back away.
I sprinted straight for her, trying to tackle her back down but missed my attack again as she grabbed me by the stomach and threw me away.
"Gah!"
Splash!
I hit the ground hard, with the mud completely cutting off my vision. The swirling storm continued to rage on as I sputtered.
"Finish him off!" Several of the goliaths shouted.
Instead, Giezha stood still on the other side of the arena. And didn't move. She just stood there, eyes wide, and her arms hanging from the side. She bit her lip nervously, as if… as if waiting.
"You're still waiting for it..." I realized. "You're just waiting for that to kick in so you don't have to do it yourself!"
"Asher!"
"Damn you!" I screamed.
I got up and charged again, balling my fists for another punch. I swung wildly as she dodged, trying to push me away instead of swinging back. More and more, I swung as my body protested every movement with sharp, searing pain.
But I continued my advance, going underneath her grip, trying to land a blow at her ribs. But I was slow and heavy right now, and Giezha was much faster than me. Even as I felt my body regain its full power, I couldn't catch up.
"I'm trying to save you from dying!" she pleaded, whispering as she grabbed my right arm and lifted me to her face level.
I grinned maliciously and threw the mud and sand in my hand right into her face.
"Gah! Fuck!" she swore, dropping me down, blinded temporarily as I landed on my feet and immediately exploded, tackling her at the midsection. Pushing forward with my legs, I dug in and lifted her into the sky. There was a collective gasp as I hoisted her over my head and spun around, slamming Giezha back onto the ground.
Boom! 
Mud splashed everywhere, dousing the fire in the wall before it dramatically flashed back to life.
"You poisoned me!" I accused Giezha, trying to set up into the ground and pound. I pinned her shoulders down with my knees and began to attack.
I hammered away as she covered her face and neck, each punch glancing off her massive and powerful forearms. But still, I could feel it; I could feel my energy coming back.
"I'm not letting you fight him."
"Get off!" she shouted, coiling one leg underneath and kicking me out.
As I flew into the sky, I felt my mana, the power inside me coursing. As my mana turned back online, I shouted as a ball of fire exploded from my hands straight for her. I landed right as she dodged out of the way, and the fire exploded into a ball, sending mud and sand flying everywhere.
"Magic!" someone in the crowd shouted.
Giezha's face had turned from panic to steely resolve. "I'm not letting you fight him, Asher. I will stop you."
"I dare you to try."
The sides of her hair began to lift as a bright purple aura glowed around her, and an explosion of heat slammed into me. The force of the pressure wave knocked me down, and in a flash, she was in front of me. Before I could get out of the way up, an open palm slammed him into my stomach and rocketed me into the side.
Wham!
I crashed into the hard, rocky wall and doubled over. Several of my ribs were cracked, but I felt them reset, gluing themselves back into place.
"Stay down!" she ordered
As my insides burned, I threw one of my hands into the mud, and vines began to grow, wrapping around her legs. She jumped out of the way, exploding the vines. I leaped forward, trying to chase her down. At her new speed, I barely dodged a closed fist aimed at my skull. Twisting around, I jumped behind to get her into a sleeper hold.
As I cinched my arm on her neck, she grabbed me off her back and threw me over her head. As I flew up, I grabbed her arm, pulling with her momentum and flipping her onto the ground back into the mud.
We hit the ground, and I kept my grip and tried to twist in an arm lock. A submission would do the trick.
Fwiiiish! 
In a flash, a burst of icy wind blew me off her. Looks like I finally got her riled up.
I covered up with my arms as tiny icicles pelted me all over. I looked for an opening, but she was still too fast, and before I could move felt another fist slam into me. She'd used her blasts of ice as a distraction, and her fist cracked me right in the jaw. It knocked me end over end into the ground, and my vision blurred. My jaw slackened and dislocated as blood began to pour from my teeth or from my mouth.
"I said, stay down," she ordered.
"Never!" I growled, shoving my jaw back into place.
As it clicked, I could feel my aura cracking and splitting apart at the seams. I stood back up, completely healed and rejuvenated.
"Asher!" she shouted.
I responded by lifting my hand as a flash of fire exploded from me. She dodged the attack easily, coming straight for me, and extended one of her hands, grabbing me. I crouched low and exploded upward as a giant stone pillar erupted underneath me. She crashed into it, and I threw up my hand, conjuring out a rope of chains and throwing them at her.
"Huh?"
Boom!
The chain whip slammed into her side, knocking her down and attaching to her back. I yanked at the chain, pulling the both of us closer.
"Raaa!" I let out a scream and clotheslined her back down onto the ground. She slammed headfirst into the mud, and I tumbled past, rolling to a stop.
We both got up and stared at each other, hunched over, our chests heaving and mud caked over our faces. The crowd watched in silence as we stared at one another, bruises accumulating.
"You have no idea what you're doing, Asher. It's what he wants!"
"Then how about you quit with the dirty tricks and give up? We could all fight him."
I knew I needed to end this quickly, so I reconfigured my nova and tried to explode forward. I launched at her so fast the ground shook. An explosion of mud left my feet, and in an instant, I was right at her. One blow was all it would take when suddenly—
"Gaaaaah!"
I lost all control of my body and crashed right into her abdomen, knocking us both down. We both slammed into the wall and tumbled over. I lay in the mud, doubled over, and began vomiting profusely. I reached outward as my stomach exploded out of my esophagus, and black bile splashed into the mud. Oh yeah... And blood.
Fuck. 
Tears stung my face as I grunted in pain, and I could feel it. The exhaustion. The brain fog. The muscular paralysis. I hadn't beaten the poison back entirely; it had roared back to life with a vengeance.
I started vomiting again as my muscles began to seize into place. Giezha grunted, trying to get back up.
When I transferred my nova ability to try to end the fight with an explosion of power and speed, my endurance plummeted, and the poison took back over.
Before I could react, I was flipped over and felt a giant foot crash into my chest. Giezha sprinted over, kicking me right in the ribs. I felt myself lift into the air as my ribs began to crumble from the force of her kick. I had been knocked almost completely vertically when her giant hand grabbed me by the face and slammed me into the ground.
"Blah!"
My vision went from blurry to blind, and I suddenly got sucked into the ground. Vines snapped out from the ground, holding me in place, and I could barely fight.
"Got to switch back!" I grunted. "Endurance!"
Using every fiber of my concentration, I tried to reconfigure my aura and not blast back into endurance. I needed to try and fight back against this poison!
"I configured that so it would keep you down!" she shouted as a fist careened into my face.
Wham! 
"You can't beat him, Asher. You can't beat me!"
"You cheated," I gasped, feeling my consciousness slip and my aura try and shift its broken remains.
Boom! 
Another fist slammed into me as she pinned me down at the hips, and her vines kept my arms down.
"I made sure that the poison…" Boom! "Resist..." Boom! "Could lay dormant!" Boom!
I could barely see anymore as every crack knocked my brain around in my skull. But I could see it. The wild, desperate look on her face with her teeth clenched mud caked hair and strands over her face.
Boom. 
"Just let me fight him!" she screamed with tears streaming down her face.
Every time she hit me. It sank me deeper into the ground. And the bruises and cuts on my face began to heal. My nova had finally worked, and I could feel the poison dulling in my body.
Boom! Boom!
"I can heal faster than you can hurt me, Giezha," I strained, snapping at the vines. "You don't have it. You can use your aura…" Boom! "And your magic…" Boom "It won't be enough."
Boom, boom, boom. 
A hail of fists slammed into me, breaking and re-breaking my nose. My vision would blur for a moment before roaring back to life.
"Don't make me kill you!" she screamed. I could barely think at this point as every blow rattled me. I was completely pinned down, but I was conscious. I had a fighting chance. I could do this. I could—
Wait…
In a flash of lightning, as I stared up above, I could see it against the sky. A winged figure soaring right down.
"No!"
I put my hands up, trying to block her attacks, but she blew straight by, cracking me in the face again. "Asher!" she screamed.
"Giezha, that's enough!" Came the voices of Uli, Mara, and Kiersa.
Wham!
I could see that figure getting closer. They were flying straight toward us.
Kakkooom!
There was another flash of lightning and crack of thunder, and I could see his body, white and copper, flying straight for us. Others began to notice screaming into the sky.
"What is that thing!?"
Giezha's face turned backward right as Copper crashed into her. His whole body slammed into Giezha, and she was knocked off me and slammed into the mud. Everyone around me began to scream as I groggily got back up.
My vision bubbled around the edges, and I could hear the tortured screams of Giezha.
"My arm!" she yanked around, trying to fight off Copper, who howled and screeched, coiling around her arm, chomping and slicing at her. "Get off!" she screeched, throwing Copper into the wall with an arcane blast.
Boom!
"Graagghhh!"
Copper let out a scream of anger as his wings unfurled, flapping back and slamming down in front of me. He growled as his body coiled like a snake before me, defending me.
"Copper, get out of here!" I grunted. "Get out of here before you… Oh fuck."
I blinked twice, and I could feel myself getting shorter. My legs were giving out. I'd lost concentration on my aura, which had barely kept itself together.
I blinked, and I saw Copper try to return to me.
"Graagh!?"
He let out a concerned yelp as I fell to the ground.
The screaming crowd became white noise, and everything got quiet.
"Asher!" I heard everyone scream.
My eyes were open, but I couldn't see. I felt myself start to slip out of consciousness. Giezha came running straight for me, and Copper tried to bite at her, forcing her back.
"Asher!"
That was everybody else… I thought to myself. Hm. Am I… dying?
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When I woke up, it was like I was never out. It was a blink of an eye. One minute, I'm struggling to stand up in the mud. The next…
"Wha!" I shouted, bolting upright.
Looking around, I was… I was back in my old room at the guildhall.
"You're up!" Uli shouted, opening the door. She was covering a parka and slammed the door behind her. "About fucking time you woke up," she said with her hands on her hips.
"Graaghgah!"
Copper screeched in excitement, popping up behind her legs.
"What the hell?" I said, looking around.
It was definitely my room. The broken windows, the lumpy bed, the eerie creaking noise of the room in all its glory. The only difference was there wasn't the gentle murmur of everybody else off in the background. It was quiet. And it was cold. Well, I guess it was always cold. Mara and Kiersa were fishing around the jars from Boronos' cabin and looked over to me.
"He's awake!"
"Oh, thank the Shepard. I'm going to have to pray extra hard to Ihena tonight," Kiersa said, jumping to hug me.
"Oh, no, you don't!" Uli said, pulling Kiersa off. "No hugs for this one."
As I got up, I winced in pain, feeling a burning sensation in my stomach. I looked down, and my stomach had giant red lines burning from the inside out. It looked like I'd been slashed and cut all over my stomach.
"Ah, yeah," Uli said. "You burnt your aura out with something bad. After we finally managed to wrestle you out of this thing's grip," she pointed to Copper.
Copper tried to nip at her finger, but she recoiled and pointed at him.
"No! Bad dragon! Bad!"
Kiersa and Mara both stuck to the walls, with Mara pulling out a dagger.
"Oh no! Keep that thing away from me," she growled. "I'm still not convinced that thing is safe."
Copper screeched and jumped onto me.
"Oof!" I grunted in pain, hitting back on the bed.
Mara swung to attack, and I tried to block.
"Copper, down!" I grunted, moving him out of the way.
"Copper?" Everyone shouted.
Mara stopped in midair and looked at me. Her eyes widened as if I'd just said she had a giant spider on her head.
"Yeah…" I grunted, sitting upright. It felt like I'd been run over, thrown off the side of a mountain, and then run over a few more times just to be safe. "Copper's actual form is… a dragon. He just likes being a jerebo."
I'd been caught red-handed, so I didn't feel like keeping things up. I was in too much pain and too wounded to care. Copper turned his head for a moment and let out a screech before popping into his tiny rodent form.
"Squeee!"
"Are you… fucking kidding me?" Uli shouted, pulling off her parka. Copper disappeared into my chest, trying to nuzzle his way through my skin. "How long have you been hiding that from us? How long?" Uli demanded.
"Uhh… a fair while," I grimaced.
"Asher, what the hells?" Kiersa whispered.
Mara's eyes were still wary as she put away the knife.
"Talk," Mara said uneasily.
I explained how Copper had appeared in the caves and why neither I nor the goliath had died when everything caved in. I also explained how he couldn't have been the monster we had been supposedly tracking, how he was completely harmless and hadn't done anything to warrant anyone's suspicion. They all eyed me from a distance while Copper happily lay in my lap, acting like it was a cozy get-together.
"So, why didn't you tell us?" Uli demanded, her cheeks red from the cold and anger.
I took a deep breath and tried to explain myself. "If I told you, 'Hey, I have a dragon as a pet. He's totally cool and you shouldn't kill him, even though there's supposedly a monster running amok.' What would you guys say?"
They all looked at each other.
"You're lying."
"That dragon's definitely going to kill us."
"You're either lying, crazy, or being tricked by it," Uli finished for the others.
"Fair. Especially how Giezha tricked me," I said, staring down at my lap. "How long have I been out?"
"A few days," Mara said, cautiously approaching. When she was sufficiently sure Copper wouldn't attack, she put her hand on my head, checking my temperature. "You had a terrible fever."
"'Copper' followed us when he realized we'd taken you with us. But when a dragon started to follow us, we… we just ran to the guildhall."
"And he hasn't left," Uli said, annoyed.
Uli paced back and forth, pissed off beyond belief. She wanted to grab Copper and throw him out the door. Mara simply watched on with her face emotionless. Kiersa, however, nudged closer.
"He's been trying to guard you. And he started attacking us."
"I suffered a couple bad scratches and bites," Mara said, revealing healed gashes on her arm. "If it wasn't for Kiersa, it would've been a lot worse."
"I've been calming him every few hours," Kiersa said, staring at me with a pained expression. "It was bad enough healing you. But Copper kept thinking I was hurting you."
"Why didn't you tell us?" Uli demanded again. "We can't just come in and clean your mess like this Asher! It's not fair to us. And it's not right!"
"I thought you guys…" I stopped myself from coming up with any bullshit excuses. I hung my head in shame and shrugged. "I don't know. I was afraid you guys would attack him or try to kill him because you were convinced he was the monster."
"Asher, he could have been!" Mara tried to reason with me.
"He wasn't! I said. "Maybe he attacked you guys because of Giezha."
"Giezha?"
"Maybe? Giezha, the challenge… Just the whole beating me into a fine paste on the ground after watching us hang out all the time."
They didn't say anything and instead watched the dragon in his tiny jerebo form relaxing on my lap.
"I don't know where he came from. Only that he was in the cave," I admitted. "I don't know where he'd been lately, but he probably saw what Giezha was doing to me and thought that she was going to kill me."
"She nearly did…" Kiersa grumbled. "The poison's nasty stuff, and I'm not sure it's completely gone."
"Fuckin…" Uli swore and stared out the window toward the mountains. "That idiot's run off to her final confrontation."
"We have to go help her!" I said, jumping to my feet.
I doubled over for a second before shaking it off. "Zha'lin's a madman, and she's in danger."
"Gee, what gave you that idea!?" Uli asked sarcastically. "And get back down, we need to get you healed up."
"You don't understand!" I shouted, turning around. "It wasn't the villagers that killed Boronos. It was her father. It was Zha'lin!" I opened my palm and pressed it against Uli's chest momentarily. "In the forest, he hit him with an open palm, and it was like a small pulse. I couldn't tell what it was at first, but I'm sure it's how he killed him. He broke his aura, and when Boronos tried to use it again… it killed him."
"How do you know that?" Kiersa asked.
"Because it's how he tried to kill me."
You could hear a pin drop in the room as everybody watched. Their eyes slowly transformed from shock to anger. And I could hear Copper begin to growl in his tiny rodent throat.
"It reminded me of my fight with Boronos. One bad hit for a fractured and strained aura did it. And Zha'lin knew exactly how to do it."
The others digested my words as they dug into the jar of fruits. "He tried to warn me. Boronos." I said, looking around at the others. Their eyes were transfixed on me, and their faces screwed up in confusion."
"Can people do that?" Mara asked.
Kiersa nodded her head to the side. "There have been reports of spirits tethering themselves to Echo Veil. Refusing to move on. Perhaps with his control of the aura he was able to do so temporarily. Did it sound like he moved on?"
I nodded my head and cursed myself. "He maintained his aura for just that night, and he tried to warn me. He told me I could help Giezha. I just… needed to 'accept the fruits of my labor.' Giezha and I figured out what Zha'lin had done the night before the fight."
I knelt and picked out a dried apricot holding it in my hand…
Fruit of my labor…
"Why did you bring the jar?" I asked, looking back.
"Your dragon did," Uli said, annoyed. Copper bounced off the bed and onto the wall before gliding on her head. Uli flinched, ready to swipe him off, but held her ground. "He nearly broke it over your head."
"And why didn't you warn us, Asher?" Mara asked, standing with her fists clenched next to her waist. "Why didn't you warn us about Zha'lin? We could have stopped Giezha from going up the mountain!"
Uli walked over and swiped the fruit out of my hand.
"Mountain?" I asked, worried. "They're heading up to the mountain as we speak the mountain. Something about some final confrontation on sacred land," she said, rolling her eyes. "And why!"
Uli punched me in the shoulder, nearly sending me flying. Copper hissed in his tiny form but didn't do anymore as I rubbed my shoulder.
"Why did you two fight? What was the point!?" I looked at Uli and shook my head.
"Stubbornness for me. Same for her, and maybe a dash of tradition."
"Well, to hell with tradition!" Uli said, throwing up her hands in frustration. "Let's take them on, rip his head off his fucking shoulders, and dare somebody to do something! And to hell with your stubbornness too! We're a team! We're family, Asher!"
Uli, how I wish you were the leader of the Red Breakers…
"We need to find Merrill too. I don't expect Bouldergulf to be safe much longer."
Boom!
There was a giant clap of thunder right above us that rattled us all to the bones. We all flinched and looked around at the sky. The wind had also picked up, and you could hear the snow pounding up against the walls. Outside, there was a blizzard. A bad one that had rolled in, hammering everything in snow.
And as I felt the cold wind blast through the cracks in the wood paneling, it hit me in the gut, and I recoiled.
"Ah!" I let out a yelp of pain, clutching my ribs. "Dammit," I groaned. "We need to go and help Giezha… But I'm in no condition."
"He's right," Uli said, nodding her head. "He's in no condition. But we need to help take that psychopath down."
I struggled back up to my feet and shuffled over to the jars.
"What are you doing?" Mara asked me.
"I'm wondering if I should have taken Boronos' point more literally…" I grumbled.
I opened one of the jars, pulled out a dried apricot, and smelled it. It had a smokey and earthy scent, and when I bit into it, the fruit tasted dry and ashen.
"Ugh!" I coughed, nearly choking and forcing it down my gullet.
As the fruit plopped into my stomach, I felt odd sensations. It was warm and "painful," but not the bad kind of pain like stretching a tight joint but feeling the relief of the muscle. It was hard to say. I squeezed my eyes and tried to breathe normally.
"Kiersa. Can you heal me?" I whispered, feeling glass in my chest. "I just need help with the pain."
Without hesitation, she began to heal me, and I could feel the pain recede inside me. Breathing was easier, and I did my best to concentrate. I tried to breathe in and out, and as I tapped into it, I could see it. I could see the ring again! It was molten and shattered worse than ever before. Mere strings of the aura held together its remains. But I also felt them slowly moving closer.
"The fruit…" I whispered to myself. I took another bite and swallowed. Oh wow!
I could feel it! I could feel a similar sensation inside of me as before! It was like breathing the sage and other herbs that Boronos was when he had healed me. I could feel the smoke flowing through my lungs and around my body. That son of a bitch was being literal regarding the "fruits!"
"Is it helping?" Uli asked fretfully.
I took another bite, and I could see it happening more, the plates and broken bits aligning and coming closer to one another.
"Yeah," I nodded. "But I need something else. I need something stronger. The poison, it's still kicking my ass. Gah!"
My muscles seized up something fierce, and I felt a shock go down my spine. My eyes shot open, and I couldn't concentrate anymore.
"The fruit's helping…" I panted. "When Boronos dried the fruits, I think that he used the smoke from the plants that he used to help heal my aura."
"It was imbued?" Mara said, following along.
"Squeee?"
I panted and sat back on the edge of the bed as the wind continued blustering. "I think I just… need to talk to Boronos," I felt crazy for even saying that.
I looked around at the others as Copper chittered onto my knee. Snow continued to hammer at the door and the walls as the thunder rolled through the blizzard; it was almost impossible to see anything outside besides the shadows of the tallest mountain where Giezha would supposedly fight Zha'lin. And we needed to get there fast.
"I just wish I could talk to him…"
I sat there, feeling hopeless as the coldness started to creep in. When suddenly, Mara exclaimed. "You can!" she shouted, looking at all of us excitedly. "Kiersa can help!" She looked over to Kiersa, who jumped up in surprise.
"W-what do you mean?"
Mara rushed over and clasped her hands, and looked her deep in the eyes.
"You are a cleric of the Dream Goddess Ihena. If anybody could connect Asher to a spirit, to somebody who was trying to talk to him? It's you, Kiersa," Mara said earnestly. "And you can heal him… Nobody else can do that."
"Giezha could…" Kiersa whispered, looking away.
"Well, is she here?" Uli asked. "No. The only person we can rely on is you, Kiersa."
Mara grasped her shoulders and looked her in the eyes. "I am sorry for everything, Kiersa. You deserve better than what you've gotten. Especially from me."
"Mara…" Kiersa sighed. "I haven't been easy…"
"It's a lot to ask of you, but please! We're all counting on you."
I could see the breath hitch in Kiersa's voice as she looked from Mara to me and Uli. Uli and I both nodded to her and smiled.
"I didn't just bring you along because you're our friend," Uli laughed. "You're a credit to the team and the only one who can help us now."
"I told you," I smiled, trying not to scream out in pain as I felt shards of glass rake up against the insides of my stomach. "You belong here."
"I…" Kiersa said, nodding her head and stealing her resolve. "Get Asher on the bed. We're going to do this my way."
Kiersa took charge of the situation and had me lay down on my back with some dried fruits ready for my consumption.
"I'm going to produce a healing spell a little different than my normal ones," she explained. "Normally, I just tap into the majesty of Ihena and ask for sliver of her power."
"What's different about this?" I said, sweating. The pain was getting to be too much, and I could barely stay conscious as my muscles began to seize up again.
"This time I'm going to ask her to heal you." Kiersa's eyes began to glow a pale white.
"You can do that?" Mara whispered. "Amazing…"
Kiersa looked at all of us and nodded her head. "I just have to prove that I can. Close your eyes and take a few bites of the fruit. Try to concentrate on your aura healing."
I followed her instructions as Mara placed some dried berries in my mouth. After a few bites, the fruits dissolved in my saliva, and I swallowed. Kiersa began chanting, and I could feel my breathing slow down as a warm blanket fell over me.
I peeked my eyes open, looking at a haze. It was like somebody placed a soft white filter on everything as I saw Uli watching on fearfully but staying out of the way. Kiersa concentrated, squeezing her face as she spoke in an ancient primordial language I could not understand. All the while, Mara did not look at me but instead at Kiersa as Copper rested on my chest.
"All right, let's heal that aura," I whispered, closing my eyes.
Almost immediately, I could see it. I could see my aura healing. I could see the pieces pulling themselves together, magma hot. I tried to breathe in, accept the world's bounty, and accept the healing from everything around me!
No… I thought to myself. Don't try to take from everybody else. Just heal. Just focus on yourself, Asher. I told myself.
Starting over, I breathe in and out in long heavy breaths. I opened my lungs entirely, focusing not on accepting the world but on accepting what I had with every breath.
I wasn't trying to heat myself to accept more aura. No. I was tempering my aura. Strengthening it. Quenching it like molten iron!
"Impressive!" I heard a voice say.
"Huh?"
I watched a hand reach out from the void and grab my aura.
"Gah!"
It felt like somebody ripped my stomach out through my belly button, and my eyes snapped open. Except… it looked the same for a moment. Then I began to look around and see… well, I wasn't sure where I was.
I looked around, surrounded by a blank canvas of stars. Dots in the sky in every direction. I felt like I was floating, and I looked down, and I was standing on a blue rocky surface with craters everywhere.
"Hello there, Asher Merrick," the voice called out again.
I turned and looked and saw the person talking to me was… Huh. She was extremely tall and gorgeous, with seven pale eyes and a smile. The eyes were in sets going up in an arch with one at the apex. The rest of her was ethereally beautiful, with a pointed nose and high cheekbones. Her hair looked like it was made of platinum silk, and parts of her glittered like diamonds. It was hard to tell if she was naked or not because everything kind of flowed together like a tapestry of the stars. She had a sort of… cosmic beauty to her.
The woman smiled, and I suddenly felt a massive calm wash over me.
"I believe that you might know me as Ihena," she chuckled.
"I-Ihena?" I repeated. "I looked back around, where's Gathos?" I said incredulously. "Is this a trick? Are you secretly Gathos making a trick on me?"
I turned around, and suddenly, my body moved freely, spinning in place. I wasn't standing. I was floating. …I was floating in space!
"Wait a minute!" I looked around, and as I did, I realized there was another celestial body nearby.
"That's one of the moons!" I said, pointing out to a large moon off in the distance. It was so massive it looked like I could put it in my hands. When I looked down, I realized the blue and cratered surface that I was on the moon, Avis! This is the part where you look up which blue moon it is.
"I'm on Avis!"
Ihena laughed good-naturedly. "Ahaahaa… Oh, yes. This is definitely the one that I was told about."
Told about?
The woman claiming to be Ihena tapped her finger on the side of her mouth and pouted.
"Oh, don't tell me that my gifts haven't been enough for this handsome young hero," she laughed as she walked across the moon and tapped me on the chest. She was at least twice as tall as I was, and her fingers were long and spindly.
The second she tapped me, I started to move. "Aaaaah!" I shouted, and I started to float away into outer space.
"No, no, no, no! I know who you are! Kiersa worships you, and you help provide dreams and a feeling of peace for all who follow! You gave me the sword! Thank you, thank you very much!" I shouted. Instantly, the gravity started to work again, and I was pulled back in place, right in front of her. However, now I was standing on the ground, looking up. 
Ihena looked down at me and laughed. "Ohoho! I'm sorry, mortal. I couldn't help myself."
I sat there, nodding and smiling like a jackass. All the while, I occasionally looked around and tried to see if Echo Veil was… anywhere nearby.
"Um, Ms. Ihena. Great Shepard of the Dreams, may I ask you something?"
"Hm?"
"Uhmmm… Why am I here?"
"Oh! Well," she nodded back and forth, smiling to herself. She didn't have any pupils, but I could tell she was staring right at me. "I guess somebody asked for my healing and…" She thought about it for a moment, smiling down at the ground. "Well, I suppose I can do a little favor for one of my favorites every now and then."
"Kiersa is one of your favorites?" I asked, a small grin spreading across my face. I am so gonna tell her she said that.
"Well, the mother of dreams knows no favorites but, considering that you are standing on one of my original daughters, I suppose I make exceptions. The one who brought you to me must have a deep connection, and I believe that should be recognized."
"Daughters?"
"These moons were created in the image of my daughters Xalia and Avis," She explained, similar to how a mother explains red means stop, and green means go.
"Your daughters… are moons?" I said, questioning even more. I'm confused.
She rolled all seven of her eyes and shook her head. "Men… I suggest you take a few trips to the temple with Kiersa and actually learn."
When she said that, it was clearly not a suggestion but an order.
"Yes, ma'am…" I said, looking away.
"As for Gathos… I don't know what that lost god is doing. But," she raised a finger and pointed it into my chest. Luckily, I didn't go floating around this time. But instead, I felt an enormous pressure on top of me. I was like an ant pressed down by the finger of a petulant child, or in this case, a pissed-off mother who is twelve feet tall. "I don't like having to fight for somebody's attention. So, try to hold on to your gifts better. I don't want you messing up your aura," she said, waving her hand and the general direction of my body. "And to make sure you be more careful, I'm putting restraints on you."
Ihena's voice was like that of a mother punishing her unruly child. I nearly had the gall to complain when I realized I was talking to a fucking goddess, and maybe she wouldn't appreciate it. Especially considering how I acted the last time I talked to a celestial being. Punching him and all that. Ihena read my mind and grinned malevolently.
"For the record, if you had tried anything you've done with Gathos, I would've simply turned you to space dust and let you flow through the cosmos!" She said that dramatically and waved her hand outward into the infinite void. For a moment, I felt every atom in my body disintegrate before reappearing altogether.
"Well, that's terrifying…" I whispered to myself.
"Mmm, yes, quite."
She tapped her cheekbone with one of her very long, well-manicured nails, looking me over. "You also lose your sword too much. Either accept my gift properly, or I will think you don't appreciate me."
"I'm very sorry," I said, bowing my head and quaking in my boots.
I felt myself float towards her again as my hands locked in place. I could feel her come closer to my neck and begin to whisper.
"Don't worry Asher, I just want you to be better for later. You'll find that if you get too far from your sword it will… make its way back to you."
"L-later?" I whispered. She chuckled darkly in my ears.
"Oh, don't worry. There's just always more going on than you realize. Now, off you go! Try not to die!" I started to float away from her off into space. Ihena waved to me, and I felt myself begin to spin around in circles again. She called out to me one last time. "And by the way, say hello to the others for me! And Annie, if you see her."
What.
"Wait, Annie? What do you mean 'Annie?'"
"Annie!" I shouted, sitting upright and looking around. I was sweating profusely, and my chest was heaving. I'd accidentally knocked Copper off of me, and he flew over to the wall and stuck the landing. Copper looked back at me, chittering excitedly.
"SQUEEEE!"
"Asher!" Everyone shouted.
"He's better!" Kiersa whispered, dropping to the ground.
I was back in the room, and the blizzard outside raged petulantly.
"How long have I been out?" I said, checking myself. Everything felt like it was where it was supposed to be.
"A few minutes, at the most," Uli said, helping pick up Kiersa.
"A few minutes?" I said in disbelief. "B-but I was on the moon! I was standing on Avis! Well… floating, but still!"
"You were on Avis? Really?" Kiersa panted, struggling to stand up. “I… I did it!"
"Yeah!" I said, bouncing on my feet, full of energy. "I saw Ihena! She had seven eyes and was pale as a ghost! Er, the stars, I guess. But then she threatened me before healing me!" I started patting my body up to check that I was still there. As I patted my stomach, I felt great! No pain! I felt amazing. I felt cured!
"Kiersa!" I said, rushing to her and hugging her tightly. "Thank you so much!" I looked her in the eyes and saw how heavily she had drained herself.
Her skin was paled, and she was drenched in sweat. Her chest heaved up against me, her robe was sticky, and her skin felt leathery and dehydrated. "We need to get you some mana potions."
"I'm okay," she whispered, clasping a hand on my face and smiling. "I'm okay."
Boom!
There was another thunderous clap in the sky from the blustering blizzard. Only this one shook the very foundation of the building, knocking us all to the ground.
Boom!
There was another one, and we started to hear screams.
Boom!
"Guys…" Mara whispered, looking out the window.
Boom! 
We could see it coming down the mountain. The one we had been going in and out of all this time. We saw piercing blue eyes appear against the blustering blizzard and white snow. It was a massive flying creature with its wings spread out, flying straight toward us.
And as the creature flew, its large reptilian head reached over the tree line and toward the village. Everyone was screaming in horror as the creature let out a terrifying roar.
"GRAAAGGHHH!"
Copper began to quiver in place, hiding inside my jacket.
"Guys…" I said, trying to keep my voice from cracking. "I'm pretty sure that's not Copper."
"GRAAAAAAAAGHHHH!"
There was another explosive screech from the monster as it pulled back its wings and let out an icy roar exploding in a cone of ice and frost.
The cones slammed into the trees and exploded outward, catching into an instant glacier formed by the breath. It was with such force that the winds from the blizzard completely changed course for a moment slamming into us and blowing several boards out from the walls.
"Pretty sure that's a dragon…" Kiersa whimpered.
"Oh, look!" Uli laughed sarcastically. "Copper brought his friend!"




Chapter 38

Evlanday Afternoon, 16th of Sohran, Year 678, 4th Age
As the dragon continued its approach, there was an ear-splitting screech and an explosion. There was a flash of fire and a shockwave that rattled through the air. Once again, the snow and ice hailing down stopped, and a spurt of red and orange lava exploded out of one of the mountains.
“Holy sh—”
FOOOOOOOOOM!
Everyone was knocked on their asses as a massive pressure wave rocked through the building, destroying more of its exterior.
“GRAAAGGHHH!”
The dragon roared, unbothered by the eruption.
“Well, great!” Uli shouted, getting up and pulling out her weapons. “We have to scale a mountain to save Giezha from her homicidal maniac father, a dragon’s headed straight for us, and now a whole fucking volcano erupted!”
“Yeah, that sounds about right!” Mara grunted. “Let’s get moving!”
Grabbing our weapons, I quickly threw on my tattered armor, and we all jumped out of the window, preparing to defend the town. Note to self: figure out magic armor! We landed in a deep snow bank and started running straight for the dragon, who roared angrily.
“Are we really fighting a dragon?” Kiersa whimpered. “That’s what we’re doing. We’re fighting dragons now?”
“You’re damn right it is!” Mara shouted. Although she’d never admit it, I could see a hint of glee in her eyes at the prospect of fighting such a terrifying foe.
Uli took the lead and started barking orders out. “We need to distract that thing and try to give people time to evacuate. Asher, we’re going to need as many fireballs as you can muster. Kiersa stay far away and heal at a distance. If it gets to close to someone, blast ’em! Mara, keep it distracted on the opposite side, and in Dusyr’s intelligence, don’t try to fight up close!”
I strained to keep my posture as my muscles burned in my arms and chest. I still hadn’t fully recovered, but I gritted my teeth and said I could do that. As the dragon flew straight toward the town, people everywhere ran and screamed and terror.
“It’s a dragon!”
“It’s the end times!”
“We’re all going to die!”
The dragon reared back its head, and another explosion of white and blue ice and snow exploded from its mouth as it careened toward Bouldergulf. I pulled my hand back and exploded outward with a massive fireball. I’d put some extra oomph in it, blasting a supercharged fireball.
The ball of flames sizzled through the cold air and exploded against the concentrated spray from the dragon. For a moment, it looked like it was snuffed out before there was a large fwoosh! The fireball exploded against it against the icy breath, snuffing out much of the attack. However, several large icicles made their way past and flew straight toward the village.
“Duck!”
We all jumped behind cover as the ice and snow rattled against the stone ground, exploding the wooden exteriors. I jumped behind an alleyway as a massive chunk of ice slammed where I’d just been. Chunks of ice dug into the snow and hit the ground like cannon fire exploding against the ground.
The dragon flew so fast that it was already almost to the city.
“Holy shit!” Uli shouted, dodging an explosion of stone from the impact of the ice.
“Did your fireball have no effect or something?” Mara asked.
“That was having an effect!” I shouted.
The dragon gave a mighty roar and perched itself high in the sky, beating its wings as it stared at the carnage. Flapping was enough to produce gale-force winds, further shredding the broken roof of the building.
“We got to move!” Uli called out.
We all sprinted away from the building, trying to find more cover and angles of attack. All the while, the dragon looked on and mirthful joy as its blue eyes screamed and watched us. Even as it stared above us, its white body almost completely disappeared against the snowy backdrop.
“Graaaowowogh!”
“Copper!” I shouted.
I heard a tiny squeak, and I could see Copper when I looked to my side. He was pinned underneath the wood in his draconic form.
“Copper! I gotcha, buddy!”
I automatically got up and ran straight toward the rubble.
“Asher, no!”
The dragon looked on at me, and I could just barely make out the giant toothy grin. This was a little longer and much wider than the Mountain Serpent from the cliffside. Still, its eyes were lit up and extremely intelligent. The dragon flew toward me with its grizzly maw, and I realized it was a trap.
“Shit!” At the last second, I jumped to my side into the open area of the town square.
Boom!
The dragon pounced, landing in the center of town, nearly squishing me into the stone. I had just missed its claws the size of my body as more stone and snow exploded into the air.
“Graaaggh!”
The dragon practically disappeared against the powder, but its unearthly growl told me to know exactly where it was.
I scrambled for my sword and charged straight in, screaming at the monster.
“Over here, you ugly albino lizard!”
I felt a shift in the air and saw a flash of its blue eyes. It coiled to attack, and I timed myself for its blow. The dragon’s mouth jutted out, and I dodged straight underneath as its teeth snapped right where my head had just been.
My sword careened upwards at the dragon slicing underneath its lip. However, the dragon was faster than I imagined, and I just missed it. Without any damage, I sprinted under its belly, ready for another attack.
“RAAAAAGH!” The dragon shouted, trying to swipe at me from underneath, but I slid out from the other as it attacked.
“Asher!” the others screamed.
Popping out the other side, I jumped straight into the woodpile and tried to free Copper.
“I gotcha, buddy!” I shouted. “Crawl out!”
“Gawowow…”
He let out a tiny whimper and started moving.
I could feel the ground shake as the massive dragon turned, and its presence stared straight at me.
The dragon lifted its tail high up, and I grabbed Copper in my arms.
“Hold tight!”
With no other options, I exploded from the inside, activating my aura and kicking off the ground. I flew up high right as its tail smashed into the rubble, further destroying the front of the building. We crash-landed into another side of another building. People screamed bloody murder, trying to run away. I landed with a heavy thud for my trouble.
“Oof!”
I had covered Copper in my arms, and as we landed, I let go, and he unfurled himself.
“Asher!” Uli shouted, racing toward me.
“Ahhh… that hurt,” I groaned.
A searing pain directed my eyes at my leg, and I was greeted with a nasty cut. And to top it off, the dragon’s tail left a little surprise with the wound covered in ice.
“Oh, fuck!” I shouted, trying to burn away the ice as Uli pulled me out of the way for a moment.
We hid under a large piece of rubble as the dragon’s attention was temporarily elsewhere. It felt like my leg was rapidly succumbing to frostbite. Yeah… I thought to myself. Not as fast as I used to be. But hey! No exhaustion! …Yet.
“Ash, are you okay?”
“About as okay as I can thanks to my aura,” I grunted, trying to melt the ice.
Thanks to my aura, I still radiated with heat, helping melt away the ice. The extra bit of ice the dragon had done to me was a good incentive to stay away. Copper looked concernedly.
“That your friend?” I asked, pointing to the dragon, which stared at all of us, toying with its prey.
Copper’s eyes turned to slits, and it growled, coiling like a snake at the dragon. The dragon’s head turned to the side.
“GRAWWAA!” Copper screamed.
I don’t think they’re friends,” Uli said warily.
“Guys, watch out!” Mara screamed from off in the distance. Her voice was different from the panicked screams we’d heard before. As we looked, Mara pointed off to the horizon, and in bright orange and red, the goliaths were charging forward with spears.
“You think they’re fighting the dragon?” I struggled to my feet.
“I think they’re taking the opportunity…” Uli grimaced.
The dragon prepared to attack again, and I grabbed hold of Copper, watching the others spread out. Kiersa had holed up behind a large building covered in ice while Mara tried to establish a sniping point with her bow.
Sprinting across the town square, I tried to lead the dragon away from the others.
“Hey, ice for brains!” I shouted, lifting my hand and shooting more fireballs at the bastard. My mana felt like it was replenishing faster, and my body felt lighter.
What Ihena had taken away in raw power seemed to have transformed into overall versatility. I was faster, stronger, more durable, and my magic was more capable.
Boom! Boom! Boom! 
I let off a volley of fireballs that exploded at the dragon’s underbelly. It flew into the air, screaming in rage as I tried to hold the fucker’s attention.
Boom! Boom! Boom!
I let out another volley in quick succession. The first was larger than the other two, which flew right behind. The dragon’s eyes snapped at me, and they dodged the first one. But, the next two surprised it, hitting the beast right in the face.
The dragon’s head snapped back, and it screeched in anger.
“GRAAAGGGHHH!”
Yep. That’ll get its attention.
Thwip! Thwip! Thwip! Thwip! 
A volley of arrows sliced through the air, piercing the dragon in the neck. The first shot bounced off the side, but the next buried inside the white scales. Before I could watch, though, my attention was forced in the direction of a massive wave of oppressive heat. The goliath cavalry had arrived, and they were quickly swarming the city.
“Take the village! Protect the dragon!” one of the goliaths shouted, charging into me.
“Son of a bitch!” I shouted, blocking a giant spear aimed straight at my face.
I jumped into the fray with no other options, turning to my scaly companion. “Copper, you mind helping me out?”
“GRAAAGGH!”
“Eat this!” I shouted, lifting Copper and throwing him into the air. Copper let out another screech and flew straight for the goliath that attacked me.
“What the—AHHHH!” Copper went straight for the arm, snapping his jaws on the goliath and ripping and tearing at it. “Get it off, get it off!”
“Copper’s going to take on the goliaths!” I shouted to the others and charged at the dragon again.
“Is he gonna be okay?” Mara asked, leaping from roof to roof as the dragon tried to lead its ice breath onto her.
“He’ll be fine, let’s keep this thing distracted!”
Click!
I sheathed my sword, and with a click of a button, my spear reappeared in my hand, extended to its full size. Going up! I magicked up a chain, remembering the runes for Giezha’s chain spell.
As the spectral golden links formed, I focused on attaching them to the end of the spear. The chain links began to coil around my arm unfurling and attaching to my weapon. Debris continued to explode from the ground and sky as the dragon kept going high and low from place to place. One minute it’s barreling around the streets; the next, it’s attacking from the sky.
I continued to dodge the dragon’s angry attacks while bits of radiant light and arrows peppered the dragon.
“Kill the Red Breakers!” another goliath shouted as I jumped out of the way from another icy blast.
It reared its head to the commotion underneath and let out a screech, blasting everywhere with a cone of ice. I jumped out of the way, hiding in the alleyway between two buildings as bits of wood and stone flew through the air.
The goliath had also jumped inside, and I turned, seeing him staring me down.
“You’re going to pay, Red Breaker! You and every damned traitor that dared stand against our rightful conquest!” he shouted, charging straight at me. He had a giant staff with a gnarled end, which he spun around in the air, clanging off the walls.
“Traitor?” I asked, confused.
“Raaaaggh!”
The goliath charged in on me, jabbing forward and forcing me back. I kept my distance as he tried smashing me into the ground.
“The Chief’s children are all traitorous whelps! Cowards, failures, and traitors the lot!”
He continued to attack as the dragon roared above, smashing into the buildings.
“You idiot there’s a dragon to fight!” I shouted, readying my attack.
“And we thank Zha’lin for giving us this bountiful opportunity!”
The alleyway was too narrow for him to use his weapon to full effect, and I charged him with my spear poking and slicing at him. He blocked the attacks, shouting as he countered, uppercutting me with the bottom.
He knocked me in the chin, sending me flying, and I landed hard on my back.
“Die!” he shouted, flipping the staff over and slamming down the heavy gnarled end. I was about to try to block when Uli popped out from the shadows behind him.
The staff dropped out of the air as a spurt of blood exploded from the back of the goliath’s neck. His eyes widened, and he fell to the ground, dead on impact. Uli looked at me on the ground and wiped the blood off her knife with the snow. She came over and pulled me up.
“Doing alright?” I asked, accepting her help.
Uli’s eyes were already elsewhere, surveying the battlefield.
“I’ll take care of the goliaths with Copper,” she said, getting ready to jump back in. “Mara’s got the dragon’s attention and Kiersa is trying to keep her buffed up. Get up close to that dragon Asher,”
“Fight up close after getting turned into a popsicle? Sure, why not.”
She was about to run when she turned and looked at me. “Fuck that thing up, okay?”
I grinned and nodded. “Not as powerful as I used to be. But I’ll give it my best,” I reminded her.
In a flash of green, Uli was right next to me and pulled me down, kissing me.
“I know you can do this, Asher,” she whispered with her eyes glittering. Her pupils were narrow and cat-like again, and I could see the fire burning behind her.
“You’re right,” I said, kissing her again. “I can do this!”
“Copper!” Uli called out.
He came flying in, and she jumped on top of his back. She was so much shorter and lighter than I was and actually fit on him.
“Let’s go tear some more arms off these fuckers!” she called out.
“Gaaoiiwww!” They flew back into the fray as I jumped onto the roof.
“RAAAGGHH!”
The larger dragon cried out again as I got to the rooftop. Arrows and scorch marks littered its body, but Copper’s scream had gotten its attention. Flying just out of reach, the dragon’s eyes landed straight on me.
“You ready to fight, big boy?” I shouted, throwing the spear at the dragon. The dragon beat its wings, sending my spear careening off as the chains unfurled, flying outward.
Damn! I thought, ready to yank at the chains and pull back. However, at the last second, I saw an arrow slice through the air and hit right at the tip of the spear, changing its trajectory and poking it into the dragon’s wing.
“GRAGH!”
The dragon screeched out in indignant rage, and I grabbed ahold. I looked at Mara running off behind a series of houses, distracting the dragon. As it flapped its wing, I was yanked up into the air, and I flew high into the sky.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa!”
It hadn’t noticed me yet, so I pulled my sword back out, flying high above the dragon’s head. As I started to fall, I sliced straight down onto the dragon’s head.
Swish!
I landed on its neck, and the dragon screeched again as I sliced deep into its neck, grabbing one of its spikes. I tried to slice at its neck again, but it was too fast and powerful as it flew around with tiny spurts of blood, unable to hold on. I dig the sword deep into a joint for one of the spikes and hold on for dear life.
“Shit, shit, shit!” I shouted, trying to not get whipped off the face of the planet.
The more it thrashed, the more ice accumulated on the dragon’s body, and my hands grew numb. I tried to cinch in my arms, but the spike I held onto was coated in ice and slipped off.
I was falling through the sky. Way higher than I’d realized. I could see the tops of all the buildings. The tops of trees. And the choppy seas battered by the blizzard. And then. Then I saw a pair of blue eyes staring at me. The dragon snapped its head forward, trying to chomp me right out of the air. I could feel the hot, rancid breath of the dragon when a giant black hand slammed into its side. The punch’s force shoved the dragon’s face to the side for a moment, and I continued falling.
Boof!
“What the fuck was—”
Wham!
I hit the snow-capped roof of one of the buildings and groaned in pain. “Oh, that hurt bad…” I groaned.
“Don’t tell me it hurts too bad!” I heard a familiar old goat’s voice.
I scrambled to my feet, grabbing for my sword on the ground. Except, it wasn’t where I’d thought I’d seen it.
What the…
I absently reached my scabbard, and it was right back there! What the…
Pulling out my sword, I prepared to attack before. I was greeted by Captain Salvatore Yaxel of the Red Breakers, cloaked in black, necrotic energy.
“Get on up, soldier!” he said, extending a hand.
I pulled myself up and looked around.
“Sal, what the—”
“That’s Captain Salvatore to you,” he smiled.
As I looked around, I could see more and more bodies throwing magic spells at the dragon.
“Seems you’re fighting yourself a rambunctious ice dragon!” he laughed.
A sea of red had invaded Bouldergulf as my guild’s war cry rang through the air.
“Fuck ’em up boys!” Brina shouted.
“What-what’s going on?” I said, trying to keep an eye on the dragon. However, the dragon was plenty preoccupied with a wave of magical attacks.
“Hit ’em hard you good-for-nothing bastards!” Brody called out, and a volley of fireballs exploded toward the dragon from every direction. The dragon screeched, enraged in rage as the assault continued. Salvatore smiled, and they put a hand on my shoulder. “When you mess with one Red Breaker, you mess with everybody. Now, where’s Giezha?”
Fooom!
There was an explosion in the sky, and every head turned, including the dragons. Breaking through the blizzard, we saw smoke billowing into the sky, shrouded by a deathly orange glow. As we looked, we saw one of the mountains had exploded, followed by an ear-splitting noise.
BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!
The shockwave slammed into all of us in the air, and the dragon let out a screech falling into the ground.
“GRAAAGGH!”
Poof, poof, poof. 
Luckily, Salvatore and I had landed in some, landed in a dense snowpack.
I groaned in pain as I felt the tenderness in my ribs when the volcano erupted.
“I’ll give you three guesses where they are…” I grunted.
Before we could say anything else, we heard a deathly growl from a very close and very pissed-off dragon.
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As the fighting raged, the goliaths continued their charge into everybody, fighting, slashing, and cutting at the Red Breakers. Their numbers were impressive, but I kept waiting for the second charge. However, whoever had charged in… had done so alone. Meanwhile, the dragon screamed in rage, spinning and slamming his tail into buildings.
"GRAAGHHH! RAAGHHH ARAGKKWAAAA!"
Boom! Boom!
Wood and stone flew high into the air, launching debris at all of us. The houses and stone ground exploded into the sky. Up in the air, I saw Uli flying on Copper. She was divebombing and slicing into the clan before flying high back up into the air.
Salvatore panted, casting more giant, glowing hands to pop out of the ground.
“I’m going to assume the dragon is here because of you somehow,” he wheezed.
A goliath from the first round attempted to bash Captain Salvatore’s head from behind. In a single slice of the sword, his staff was in pieces, and a swift bolt of lightning sent him to the ground.
“Yeah, pretty much. Copper’s either my pet or friend. Still working that out,” I said, launching into another attack.
“Asher!” Kiersa called out, blasting another attacker from behind. “Get back you assholes!” she shouted out.
“Thanks, honey!” I said, blocking another set of spears raining down.
She nodded her head before turning to me. “Did… did you just call me honey?”
“Yeah?” I said, trying not to make a big deal out of it.
She was about to say something. When the dragon screeched out in anger and agony. We all looked up and saw Mara and several other Red Breakers had climbed onto its back, hacking and slashing away.
"GAAAAAGGH GRAWOAAIIAIAOWWO!"
The dragon screeched out, beating its wings, flying upwards as I grabbed my sword, charging back in. Feeling the juiced-up power of my aura, or my nova, or… dammit, whatever the fuck it was, it had me feeling fresh as a daisy!
“Asher. Don’t just keep charging in! We need a plan of attack, dammit!”
“You know my plan! Attack!” I shouted as I used the energy from my aura to empower my jump.
I flew up into the air with my sword pointed straight upward, stabbing into the dragon’s stomach. Shink! It led out of screech as I grabbed onto one of its legs while it flew high in the sky.
Pink! Pink! Pink! 
As the dragon screamed in rage, I stabbed and slashed at its underbelly. There was a flash, and I felt my body begin to crush in on itself.
“Gahhh!” I shouted as the dragon grabbed me with its front claws and lifted me. “Aaaaahhhh!” I strained to push it away, but I wasn’t strong enough. The overwhelming power of this dragon was too much. I felt my ribs poking into my lungs as I screamed out until the dragon let out its own guttural roar.
“GRAA—aaaahhh…
The dragon’s grip slackened, and I started to fall before grabbing on its talon. I couldn’t see what was going on, but the dragon was losing stability in the air. It was too high of a fall, so I tried climbing on top.
I swung my body around its talon before letting go. I was untethered as I grabbed onto the side and began climbing the creature. It was jostling me up and down repeatedly, but I kept my grip and tried not to look down.
Wait a minute! I thought to myself.
Sheathing my sword, I pulled out two daggers I had saved for the girls! I put one in my mouth before pulling out the other. After finagling the one out of my mouth and into my other hand, I stabbed into the dragon.
Kkshhh!
The dragon was too busy with something near its head to notice as I stabbed into its hide. The knives were too short and dull to do real damage, but they pierced through its thick leathery hide, helping me climb up. I stabbed higher and higher, pulling my body up and climbing. However, the occasional jerking of the dragon’s body had me holding on extra tight.
Boom, boom, boom!
I was nearly slammed down below by the heavy wind of its flapping wings, and as I climbed up its shoulder blade. Swinging around, I grabbed onto the dragon’s neck, and I could see…
“Mara!” I shouted.
Brody and one of the other Red Breakers were blasting it with spells on its back while she stood on its head, hacking and slashing in its eyes. The dragon thrashed about as she held onto one of the spikes on its face. Its normally bright blue eyes were now a deep, evil red as blood spurted out. Ice formed over her arm as she refused to let up her attack.
“Mara!” I shouted again. “Get off it! You’ll freeze!”
But as she slashed, I realized why she couldn’t stop. With every slash, one of its other wounds was rejuvenating. The dragon’s regenerative powers were far beyond what we could do to it at once.
“I got to get this thing to fly down!” she shouted. “One barrel roll and we’re dead!”
“Don’t give it ideas!” Brody shouted, continuing to blast at an open wound in its hide.
We flew higher and higher, and the dragon reared away from the village toward the forest. It was running away from the fight! Flying away! But the further into the forest, the steeper the fall into the sea of snow-covered trees. Getting further away.
“I got an idea!” I shouted. “You guys, get out of here!”
“What?” Brody said, looking at me like I was crazy.
Concentrating all of my mana into one single spell, I took my daggers, connected them to chain links, and kept adding to them. More and more of my mana drained out from me, making the chain longer and longer. And as the man poured out of my body and along my arm, the chain was preposterously long.
With a heavy throw, I slung one of the knives down. The knife toppled end over end, slicing through the air and into the forest.
“What are you doing?” Brody shouted.
I took my sword back out, wrapping the other end, lifted it above my head, and buried it straight down to the hilt. I felt the sword slam into the bridge of the dragon’s spine, and it screeched out in pain.
"Graaahgghgh! AAAARRGGHHHKKK!"
Its head thrashed around, and the ice connecting to Mara’s arm snapped off, and she flew through the air. Flying forward, she raced past, and I lifted a hand, catching her.
“Whoa, I got you!” I shouted. Lifted my arm up and caught her.
We flew back, and I felt my shoulder pop straight out of the socket.
“GAAHH! Fuck!” I held onto the sword for dear life as all my weight had been thrown back along with Mara’s.
The dragon started to fly upward, and my shoulder popped out of place.
“Fuuuuck! Come on!” I screeched out in pain, holding tight onto Mara. The others held tight for dear life, magically attaching themselves to the dragon. With tears stinging my eyes, I could see the chains lengthen.
“Fucking turn!” I shouted, trying to push the sword forward into the dragon’s back.
The dragon let out another grunt of pain as it leveled off momentarily. We all landed on its massive undulating back. The dragon moved its head up and turned its neck 180 degrees staring at all of us. Its face was covered in healing scars and cuts, and its eyes had blotches of blood and marks where Mara had stabbed it repeatedly.
“On the count of three, guys…” I strained, trying to hold on. “You gotta trust me!”
Mara prepared for another attack as I started to count.
“One…”
Brody shouted out, unchaining himself. “Asher, what are you doing?!”
“Two…”
The dragon’s mouth opened wide, and I saw Mara’s grip slacken on her weapon.
“Mara!” Brody shouted. “Trust him!”
She turned back to them, and her face was completely stained in frozen tears. Mara looked at me for a moment with her mouth open, ready to say something.
“Three!”
For just a moment, I threw my left hand back. We started to fall, and the dragon screamed out, biting down where I had just been. I was still holding onto the chain near where the dragon had bitten, sliding down with the chain while everyone else fell backward.
Mara and I fell together, with her still holding onto my good arm. Either to make sure we didn’t get separated or potentially because her arm was frozen solid. We all fell down the length of the dragon’s back and along its tail. All the while, the chains flew behind us, dropping back to the ground. Brody had fallen first, and I saw his eyes go wide as the chains rushed past.
“What the…”
Boof!
“Ah, my nose!” Brody shouted.
The chains had whipped him in the face hard, thanks to gravity and a lack of control on my end. But as we flew down, I turned and saw the chain links fall into the forest, just deep enough to give them a chance at a safe landing.
“Grab that and swing down!” I shouted to the others.
“What about you?” Mara pleaded.
“I’ll be right there!” I assured her. “I just gotta make it longer!”
Brody and the others took my advice without a second thought, jumping off and swinging along the chain.
“Asher!” Mara shouted, looking up at me. “I’m not letting you go!”
“I know…” I grunted. “That’s why I am.”
I twisted my arm and flicked my hand as hard as possible, releasing Mara from her grip. Her eyes went wide.
“Asher!” she shouted, falling down with the chains.
With no other recourse, I saw her grab the chain and disappear into the forest. It might have been a rough landing, but it was better than where I was laying on the tail-end of a dragon with a dislocated arm and no weapons.
“Okay, you scaly son of a bitch…” I grunted, pulling myself back up. “Let’s see how deep the well is now.”
The dragon snarled, and I could feel the icy chill in its breath as it reared back. The screaming winds roared in my ears while its throat as it prepared to blast me with ice, wind, and snow off its back. I closed my eyes and saw the white and black banded ring inside me.
I could see it radiate with energy, and I thought to myself. More… more, I need more. Ihena may have taken away my infinite well of power, but I was still connected to the aura. I was still one with the world. And as the ring twisted and shimmered, I could see the whole world’s energy!
I could see it all twisting around and flowing like an ocean of stars against a backdrop of infinity. I could see it! I could feel it!
Just need one moment. Just need to borrow it! I willed myself to grow. To spread myself amongst the expanse! And as the wind screamed against my ears and the dragon’s breath reached its crescendo, I screamed.
“HAHHHHH!”
For a brief moment, every flicker of the aura, every speck of energy, every sparkle of it… I saw light-up bright gold with my own aura. And I could feel the world around me grow with a mighty—
BOOM!
A gigantic wave exploded from me as the dragon unleashed its icy breath. The unbreaking cold and the shattering heat collided with an explosion of steam. The force of the blow rocketed me through the air as the dragon slammed downward.
“Gwowoaaaoiiia!”
It let out a screech of pain, and the dragon’s back was scalded raw. Its white and blue pearlescent scales were now raw and red as blood splashed along its back, and it hit the ground on the outskirts of the village.
“Shit, shit, fuckin’ shit!” I shouted as I flew higher into the sky. “Why haven’t I learned flying spells, for fuck’s sake!”
My fall soon became a rocket of its own. At first, I’d slowed in my ascent before picking up speed, going faster and faster! The ground got maddeningly close until, boof!.
“Gaaah!” I felt my arm yank out again as something clutched on my arm.
My trajectory had changed, and I’d gone from flying straight down to mostly down. I looked up to see what’d caught me.
“Uli!” I shouted. “Copper!”
“Gawowaoo!” Copper screeched out and victory while Uli had her head down like a horse jockey.
Rather than flying, Copper kept his wings straight, and we glided down toward the ground. Copper strained to hold the weight of the both of us, but he managed to get us down near the city.
“Nice going, Wonder Boy!” Uli laughed. “You managed to piss it off even more!”
“It’s regenerating!” I explained once we were back on the ground. “We need to hit try to get everybody to hit that thing as hard as they can while it’s still down!”
“Never mind that!” Uli shouted. “We’ll take care of keeping that dragon in check. You need to go check on Giezha!”
Boom!
We could see the lava pouring from the mountaintop as we looked back to the sky underneath the frozen tundra.
“Because something tells me…”
“Yeah,” I granted. “I’ll need to get there fast.”
As we landed near the village with all the others, the fighting raged on, and Uli, Copper, and I exploded into action. I couldn’t swing my weapon, leaving me to fight with my magic, attacking several goliaths from behind. They were advancing on Kiersa and another healer in the guild.
“Zha’lin’s gonna have a new lieutenant after this,” One of them growled. “Right after he kills that bitch dau—hgk!”
I blasted into the goliath’s back with a powerful arcane bolt that dug into his spine. Sprinting forward, there was a click! And my spear finished the job, jutting out through his chest. The other two goliaths fell in quick succession to Uli’s sneak attack, and they all flopped over each other, dead.
We saw Salvatore in Kiersa, both covered in bruises.
“You guys okay?” I asked, picking up Kiersa with my good arm.
“Yeah, we’re good,” she said, rubbing her face. She noticed the state of my arm and quickly set about healing it. “Looks like you put the dragon down.”
“He’s down, but he is not out,” Uli warned.
“Guys! We actually need a plan!” Salvatore said. “We came here to help, but we need to sync up!”
Thoooom!
Another explosion rang from the mountaintop, and I looked at Salvatore and the others.
“Merrill’s gone missing,” Kiersa said, looking at me. “The goliaths must’ve taken her hostage. None of our evacuation teams have found her.”
“Giezha is fighting her father on top of that mountain!” I pointed toward the giant pit of lava. “And that dragon has a weak spot on its back until it heals up.”
“Where are Mara and Brody and Samara?” Salvatore said, assessing the battlefield.
The goliaths were individually great fighters, but like the pirates, they struggled against teams of seasoned fighters.
“They fell into the forest,” I said, explaining how I’d gotten them off the dragon’s back. “If we can put that thing down before it finishes regenerating, we might be able to save everybody!”
“What about the goliaths?” Uli asked.
“I’ll take care of them,” Kiersa said, looking at us. “I’ll rally the troops and we can try to push them into one corner of the city so you guys can focus on the dragon.”
“You going to be okay doing that?” Uli asked.
Kiersa smiled, showing a chipped tooth. “I’ll be fine! I’ll keep everybody healed up and ready. Those goliaths might be able to fight, but they won’t have the staying power of a Red Breaker.”
“What about you?” Salvatore asked, looking at me.
Copper growled at my legs, ready to bite my arms and raring for action.
“I’m going to go up there and help Giezha,” I said as the blood thundered in my head.
“Okay!” Salvatore said, nodding in his head. “See!? Plans. Very helpful.” I began to cast a spell on myself to make myself lighter when Salvatore stopped me. “Hold on! Save your mana kid. I’ll take care of this!” Salvatore dropped down to Copper, who tried to inch away.
“It’s okay, bud, it’s okay,” Captain Salvatore smiled, scratching underneath the chin. “Let’s make you a little stronger, eh?”
“Garawo?”
Salvatore closed his eyes, and the black necrotic energy around him faded into ethereal white light. The light began to flood him as Copper led out an excited trill.
“Garawoooo!”
We watched as the light grew around him, And as the light continued expanding, so too did Copper. And he grew and grew until he was doubled in size. He let out a shriek of joy with his voice deeper than before, chasing his enlarged tail.
“Holy fuck, Sal…” Uli whispered.
“Fuckin’ hell it’s another dragon!” One of the goliaths shouted as Brina charged forward, bashing him into a series of boxes.
When Copper lifted his head, his head went higher than me! Now, he was roughly as tall as Giezha.
His wings popped out and flapped with joy.
“It’s not going to last long, Asher!” Salvatore said, panting. “But it should be enough to get you up there fast.”
You’re always full of surprises, aren’t you, Sal?” I laughed.
‘You know this old goat knows a few tricks,” he said, wiping the blood on his chin. “Now get out of here!”
I quickly hugged Uli and Kiersa before jumping onto the new and improved XL-Copper. Right as I was about to take off, Sal and I’s eyes met. And for the first time, I didn’t feel any malice. I didn’t feel anything in his eyes except maybe… just maybe, a tiny hint of pride.
“Go get our girl back.”
I smiled, nodding my head.
“You got it, boss! Copper let’s go!” I shouted.
Copper let out a victory screech as we kicked off the ground, exploding into the sky. I pointed him toward that volcano as Copper flew up into the sky. That’s where they said they’d fight! That’s where they have to be!
Copper grew more confident with every flap of his wings, and we flew higher into the sky. I looked down and saw the Red Breakers surrounding the dragon, blasting it from every direction.
And for just a moment, I saw a brilliant flash of blood, red hair leaping out from the forest.
You go get ’em, Tigress. I thought to myself.
In Copper’s new larger form, we flew up into the mountains at breakneck speed as thunder and lightning crashed in the sky against the snowy blizzard. As we ascended upwards, I could see the mountains getting closer while we zoomed past the trees.
The screaming roar of the dragon fell by the wayside as the explosive wound of the volcano filled my ears while the thunder roared and lightning struck the sides of the mountain in the blizzard. A bolt of lightning zapped a far-off mountain, lighting the surroundings in the blink of an eye.
“Got to be careful, bud,” I instructed Copper, who twisted and turned through the storm.
The air grew thin, and I took deep, long breaths, trying to keep my oxygen up while the temperature continued to drop.
The freezing cold continued dropping lower and colder until it suddenly began to rise. The volcano’s heat began to fight against the snowy drift, and I strained, looking for them. At first, it looked impossible to find them!
Fwoosh!
I saw something flashing against the lava! Pops of color! Bright pink, purple, blue, and green splash against the fiery backdrop. And as I trained my eyes, I could see them!
“Keep going! That way!” I aimed Copper towards them, racing to get there fast enough.
Two small bodies grew larger and larger as I drew closer. And just as fast as the temperature plummeted, it rocketed upwards, and the bitter cold turned to unbearable, blinding heat.
“Gaawwaooiii!” Copper screeched.
Yep. I know, Copper.
The boiling heat from the active volcano spewing lava down the sides had us both sweating in our leather.
And as we got closer, I could see them both clad in nothing but their robes, fighting it out: Zha’lin and Giezha, locked in combat. We flew higher and higher over the mountaintop as they fought beside the exposed mountain cap. They kept colliding at an incredible speed in flurries of blows. Every meeting leads to another shockwave, splashing the lava on the other side.
“Let’s get in there, buddy!” I shouted.
Copper made a grunt of excitement and transfixed his body, angling his wings into a dive bomb.
“Let’s hit the big guy!” I shouted, leaning down.
I could hear the wind whistling against my face as we picked up a massive burst of speed. Flecks of lava and burning ash flitted around, whipped around my eyes, stinging with fiery heat. Giezha and Zha’lin continued their fight as bolts of arcane force and spells rocketed out from Giezha.
But still, on any collision, they were nothing more than a blur of heavy loads of blows smashing into one another. Copper cut through the air like a knife, slicing down closer and closer at breakneck speed until I jumped off with my sword, ready to fight. Copper lunged forward with his claws and let out a shriek.
“Graahaghah!”
Copper roared out, ready to cut him down, racing toward Zha’lin.
BOOM!
I landed on the mountaintop, ready to slice into Zha’lin when I could see it. His arm extended out, and he simply stared at me. Giezha was simultaneously knocked back, toppling over and landing next to me.
"Gaww! Graara! Gawowwiiaiai!"
Copper screeched, snapping his jaws, trying to fight.
However, Zha’lin held Copper out by the neck, unfazed and uninjured.
“Well, would you looky there, Giezha?” Zha’lin chuckled. “You brought friends.”
I looked to my side and finally got an up-close look at Giezha. She was still down on one knee, panting heavily and covered in scrapes and cuts. One of her eyes was heavily swollen, and she looked at me.
“Hey there, big guy.”
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I stood there as Zha’lin held Copper by the throat, sword in my right hand, left one itching to gouge this motherfucker’s eyes out.
“This is my fight, Asher,” Giezha grunted. “This is my birthright. My responsibility.”
She struggled to her feet, readying for another round. Zha’lin didn’t move, watching with malicious joy.
“Haha! You should listen to listen to my daughter, Merrick!” Zha’lin boomed.
Zzzap!
An explosion of arcane energy blasted from my hand right in his face. Zha’lin’s head snapped back as his hand released Copper, who quickly scrambled away. Copper tried to slash and bite at Zha’lin, only to be knocked away with a single backhand. As the smoke cleared, only a light singe was on Zha’lin’s face.
“Impressive…” he chuckled. I put my hand down and gripped my blade with two hands.
“Asher, no! This is my fight!” Giezha said again.
I looked at Giezha for a moment sternly. “No! This is our fight! His followers are trying to kill everyone in the village while a fucking dragon attacks! So quit hiding your pride against tradition and we’ll take him down together!”
Zha’lin’s eyes lit up, and he let out a cruel, barking laugh. “Oho! Will you now? Are you sure that you can topple the mountain itself?”
Zha’lin laughed as his eyes began to glow bright red, and he began to flex his arms. His face began to strain, and I prepared to charge in.
“Asher, no!”
“Haah!” Zha’lin let out a guttural roar, and the mountain shook beneath me while more ash spewed into the sky, and the lava exploded.
Shit!
“Get to cover!” I shouted, grabbing Giezha and sliding behind some rock.
As she lay there, I slammed my hand down, blasting the rock upward and expanding it as far as possible. The torrential downpour of lava splashed around us, showering us with an oppressive melting heat as I looked at her.
“What the hell’s going on?” I shouted. “Since when could he do that?”
"Since… ha… ah…" Giezha panted, trying to catch her breath. “Since Merrill showed up.”
I nearly jumped into the lava when she said that. “What do you mean since Merrill showed up?”
“That’s right!” Cackled a familiar gnome’s voice flying in around the sky.
She was atop a witch’s broom and a new shining set of brass and leather armor.
“Merrill?”
“You know, I must say!” she laughed. “It was impressive that you managed to stop that ambush that I’d set up. Don’t you agree, dear?” She smiled at Zha’lin, who did not look back. His eyes were still bright red as the lava flowed in a path around us. His face had become serious, and he stared at me, cocking his head.
Swoosh!
Zha’lin blasted forward and landed a few feet from us. I slashed out, trying to cut him down, only for him to grab the blade, twisting it away from me. His hand snapped forward, and I dodged his punch aimed straight at my face. Boom! The sheer force it generated blasted me back with the wind. Giezha came up swinging, but Zha’lin blocked, grabbing her arm and yanking it at an odd angle.
“Aaaah! Asher!”
I was about to land straight into the hot lava when Copper caught me underneath, flying me into the sky.
“Oh, a dragon!” Merrill sneered. “So that’s what the jerebo was!”
“Do not interfere anymore, Merrick,” Zha’lin said emotionlessly. The red in his eyes began to spiderweb across the lids and along his cheekbones. “You killed my men. You forced my hand against my brother. And now I must finish what I started it.”
“No!” I shouted as he raised his fist toward Giezha.
Copper flew straight down, and I tried to intercept the attack.
ZZZZap!
A shot of electricity slammed into me, shocking me. Copper let out a yelp of pain while I seized up, reeling from the shock.
“Gaaah!”
“Ohhohohoho!” Merrill laughed, holding one of the artifacts in her hands. “You idiots thought that these artifacts were stamps and trinkets!”
She laughed, blasting at Copper and me with another electric bolt. The electricity arced past, connecting with the plumes of smoke from the volcano and racing into the sky.
Copper twisted around the bolts and raced towards Zha’lin as he reared back.
“Graaawwww!”
Copper gurgled, and I could feel something growing in his throat.
Fwoosh!
A torrent of ice exploded from his mouth in a narrow cone as I leaped from him, slashing down at Zha’lin’s head. The icy blast caught Zha’lin’s attention, and he swung his arm out, trying to grab Copper again. Only this time, Copper was ready and spun away as I slashed down at his head, connecting with the back of his skull.
I swung through with everything I could, expecting to go through his head. Instead, there was a ‘clang!’ and the sword bounced right off. My momentum carried me head over heels, and I tumbled onto Giezha. Zha’lin’ stomped his foot down right as Giezha jumped up, grabbing me and jumping to safety.
The lava flow had stymied, and she landed on a patch of hot but not boiled rock.
“We need to leave!” she shouted, trying to bat Copper away. “And why do you have a dragon?”
Giezha’s hand glowed bright purple, and a wall of energy slammed into the lava flow, clearing a path.
“Long story!”
We ran towards the path, dodging in every direction as lightning rained from above.
Zap! Zap! Zap! 
“Oh no, you don’t!” Merrill shrieked. “I didn’t come all this way to drop off that damn scroll just for you to run away!” she cackled from her broom.
Giezha continued to transmute the ground, moving the stone up and out, throwing the lava flow out of our way.
“What are you even doing this for?” I shouted, turning to Zha’lin.
He had been watching with a detached satisfaction before sprinting back toward us. He was so fast I barely had time to launch myself in the air out of the way. Giezha didn’t even have time to react as he slammed into the back of her head, throwing her to the ground.
“Giezha!” I still wasn’t used to how tall goliaths were as Zha’lin grabbed me by the leg. “Whoa!”
Jumping up, Zha’lin threw me into the air and in the aim of Merrill.
Zap!
Another lightning bolt raced toward me as I blindly threw out my sword. The lightning bolt connected with my weapon and began to glow bright blue. Merrill looked at me in surprise at the interception while the sword and I fell.
Copper charged at Zha’lin, slipping his grasp, biting, and slashing at everything he could. Thanks to the space Copper gave me, I landed on the ground safely and grabbed my sword. It was vibrating in my hand as sparks arced all around. Without a moment to lose, I dodged more fireballs popping out of the ground and lightning from above to help get up Giezha.
“Geej! Come on!”
“Grawoaaiii!”
As I got to her, however, Zha’lin grabbed Copper by the wing and threw him into the two of us.
Zap zap!
More bolts rained down, and Copper quickly grabbed me, going airborne again.
“Well, this is certainly new!” Merrill said, flying up close and slashing at us with a knife. Her face was completely unhinged, and her eyes had a terrifying sunken quality. “But you see, I didn’t just hire you!” she laughed, circling around us.
Meanwhile, Zha’lin continued attacking Giezha, who was trying to use her magic to keep him at bay.
“Giezha! Hold on!” I shouted, charging back in. Merrill slashed at me again, and I blocked the attack, slicing back at her with the dagger. The strike got her in the arm, and she hissed in pain.
“Oh, no, no, no!” Merrill screamed, angered. “I hired you Red Breakers to help me find this trinket here. But that was for my employer here, Zha’lin!” She laughed, flying higher and higher.
“Zha’lin?” I shouted.
Zha’lin made an annoyed face, and though his eyes had become pupilless, I could see them flit to Merrill in annoyance.
“Yes,” she chuckled. “He sought the power of these mountains for so long, but knew that he could not enter the mountain lest he faced the Mountain Serpents… He knew where they were, but dared not enter.”
“Dammit!” I shouted, charging up at Merrill.
Copper snarled as we tried to grab Merrill and rip her apart. But that gnome was a fast flyer, and she easily avoided our attacks. All the while, Merrill watched Zha’lin and Giezha fight with a lurid expression.
“He is powerful. He’s shrewd and very, very handsome. But tell me, can a goliath see in dark?”
“Die already!” I shouted, blasting out a chain whip, trying to grab her.
Merrill rolled her eyes, flicking her wrist. As she did, my magic was completely dispelled.
Booooom!
“Ahhh!” Giezha flew back as a Zha’lin smashed his fist into her arm. She’d blocked the attack at the last second but was sent flying into me.
I threw my hands out, blocking her from falling. Giezha landed on me, and the additional weight caused Copper to groan, and we landed back on the ground hard. The hit seriously damaged Giezha’s left arm as blood dripped from the skin, and bruises and indentations appeared all over.
“Asshole!” I screamed, getting in front of Giezha. “I’m gonna fucking kill you!”
Merrill floated down behind Zha’lin, who did not move.
“Stand, daughter,” Zha’lin commanded. “Fight for your honor.”
Merrill snickered and rubbed the top of Zha’lin’s head.
“He knew that if he hired you stupid mercenaries, he could get the scroll and his vewy, pwecious daughter! And all in one go! Ahahahah!” She laughed darkly. “And in exchange…”
Merrill’s eyes began to glow purple and blue. Thunder rolled across the sky as lightning danced, slamming into the sides of the mountain.
“I would become a herald of the storms!”
Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! 
“Isn’t that all right, dear?” she asked Zha’lin.
His eyes glowed with fire as he cracked his neck.
“That’s right. The power of the mountains in my hands.”
Zha’lin raised his arm and clenched his fist. A giant scroll emerged in his palm, and it began to glow. Bright red lava flowed from his arm and around the scroll, along with electricity from the storms above. “And the power of storms. All to myself.”
Merrill looked over at him, confused.
“Huh?”
Fwooooooom! Kkshhhhhh!
In a flash, lava exploded from the side of the mountain, straight up where Merrill had been flying.
“Gaaaaah!” Merrill let out a horrid scream before there was a disgusting ‘pop!’.
Lava continued to burst out through the spot like a firehose while the molten rock rained down from every direction.
Finally, Zha’lin’s burst subsided, and we watched as her charred corpse fell to the ground along with a scroll that crackled with electricity.
“No!” I shouted, sprinting forward.
Zha’lin ran to grab it as another burst of lava opened up from underneath me, and I jumped out of the way, only for more to continue appearing.
“I will raze this mountain to the ground and bury you underneath the rubble!” Zha’lin screamed.
“GRAAGGGH!”
Copper flew out from nowhere, grabbing the scroll in his mouth right as Zha’lin was about to grab it.
“No!” Zha’lin tried to grab Copper, but Giezha and I both tackled him to the ground. “No!” he screamed, throwing both of us off. All around, the mountains continued to disintegrate into a lava flow while Copper screeched with the scroll still in his mouth. Another torrent of ice exploded from his mouth.
Giezha and I jumped behind a rock as the ice exploded onto Zha’lin, encasing them in ice and freezing the lava flow in its tracks. The lava bubbled and flowed underneath the thick ice sheet while we quickly ran to Copper.
“We got to get that scroll from Zha’lin!” I shouted.
“We need to destroy it!” Giezha corrected me.
“Destroy it? We might need it to fight him!”
Dud dun dun dun boooom! Booom!
Zha’lin’s limbs exploded in a burst of lava as shards of ice flew in every direction. Copper flew straight toward us, and we both hopped on as he grunted in pain, trying to carry the weight of us both.
I grabbed the scroll in his mouth and began to read from it, trying to figure out if there were instructions.
“Destroy it! Zap it! Throw it in the lava, Asher!” Giezha shouted.
“He is the lava!” I said, pointing to Zha’lin.
He stood in the middle of the lava flow, completely unbothered as he watched us, seething in rage. The red cracks along Zha’lin’s face began to flow toward his neck and chest, glowing even brighter.
“RRRAHH!”
Zha’lin let out another roar, and the lava came straight upward in a giant wave. As the tidal magma grew, he flowed upwards until he stood at the top.
“Giezha!” he boomed. His voice sounded like an echoing blast from the mountain itself. “You were my first mistake. And letting you live will be the last!”
Whoosh!
Another wave formed in his direction, and the giant wave of lava careened straight for us. Copper had to fly straight upwards, but the weight was too much, and we were too slow. I tried to cast a shield bubble around us, but the lava splashed out against the bubble and hit me in the face.
“Gaaaaaah!” I screamed.
Tsss... Boom!
The searing hot lava exploded outwards as Zha’lin threw his arms forward, and the blast knocked us off Copper and into the lava flow. Copper instinctively let out a burst of his icy breath, and it splashed up against the lava, arcing straight over us. The cone completely cleaved a path of safety that parted the lava away from Giezha and me.
“Copper!”
The last thing I could hear from Copper was a tiny ‘squaw' as he was swallowed up by the massive wave. His arms flailed outward, and his wings disappeared first before the wave completely enveloped him. At that moment. In that half-second. He was gone.
“COPPER!” I screamed.
“Asher!” Giezha shouted in the air.
A giant spectral chain appeared in my periphery, and I felt it wrapped around me. With a mighty tug, Giezha yanked me out of the flow of the lava toward her, and we crashed into a patch of ground. We both hit the ground awkwardly, but I was preoccupied, trying to find Copper. I tried looking for Copper in the lava flow, but I saw only Zha’lin.
He began to sink from the top until he disappeared into the lava. The wave had slowed down and crested high. At first, it was like a new mountain was forming. Until it began to protrude from the sides. Like arms. And soon, we could see the vague outline of Zha’lin appear like a giant lava golem. The lava figure stared down at us, and two giant golden orbs began to appear near the head, like eyeballs. The creature is massive, dwarfing anything we’d fought before and rivaling the Dead Giant’s Smite.
“Copper!” I screamed, trying to call out for him. “Copper!”
“Giezha!” the creature boomed, staring straight at us. A giant hand lifted high, cresting into the clouds before coming straight down toward us. I was too stunned to move, but Giezha yanked on the chain she’d still had up, pulling me away.
Boom! 
Another hand slammed down, and we were lifted high into the air. The mountain gave way, and the entire side fell inwards, revealing more of the lava, bubbling and broiling below. The explosion threw us mostly horizontal, and we careened far off the mountain’s edge and into a very, very long fall.
“Aaaaaah!” Giezha screamed, out straining as she glowed with a massive flaming aura. “Asher!” she screamed. “I love you!”
“I love you, too!” I shouted as I tried to regain my thoughts. I tried to think of something that we could do. Anything! If we could fly, we could get away, or fuck, we could even glide!
That’s it!
“We can glide!” I shouted to Giezha as the wind sliced against our faces.
Plumes of smoke crashed into us as we continued in a massive freefall down the mountain. The roar of Zha’lin thundered in the sky as the ground got closer and closer. We were still easily thousands of feet up in the air as snow began to mix with the ash and fire.
“What?” Giezha stared at me.
“Make a big wing!” I told her. “One big wing, and I’ll do the same!”
“I don’t know how to do that! I don’t know those spells!” she shouted as tears streamed down her face.
“Use your creativity! Use that big brain of yours!”
I could feel my aura burning as the world around me lit up in smoke, and I tried to concentrate. I tried to think of all the runes I’d ever memorized. The forms of construction, the materials to emulate!
“I don’t know what to make!”
“Make a dragon wing!” I shouted, feeling the last bits of mana drain from me, pulling everything out of me from every joint, every bone, every fiber, every pore. I tried to sap away every tiny bit of arcana and magic that I could flow out into one thing. One mass. The mountains grew closer, and I extended my arm, holding the scroll.
I held Giezha tight with my other arm and looked at her.
“You can do this!” Giezha looked at me with true fear, panic, and desperation. “You can do it now! Use that big smart brain of yours that I love so fucking much!” I shouted before kissing her and holding her tight.
I felt her lips against mine as she pushed closer while my arm exploded with magic.
Fooosh!
I just knew that if this had to be the end, I wouldn’t go down alone. And I wasn’t going to let the last thing I thought be fear or panic but her. And as I waited for that last moment to crash through me… I felt something different. I felt… wind. I felt my stomach turn and my head change in direction!
Opening my eyes, we broke apart from our kiss as we soared up high! On Giezha’s other side, one of her arms had turned into a messily constructed wing, made a blue and purple mana. And to my right was a much more jagged ineffective, but still stable dragon wing! We had so much speed and momentum we careened up into the skies at breakneck speed.
Booom!
“GIEZHAAA!” Zha’lin roared in his lava monster form.
To our right, we saw Zha’lin flowing over an entire mountain underneath us. He tried to blast us with lava, but we turned far in advance as the lava rained back down over him. His glowing eyes contorted in rage while he bellowed. The mountain itself continued to light aflame as more and more lava formed underneath him, growing him in size.
“We need to get past that mountaintop!” Giezha informed me. “On my count, we bank to my side.”
“Okay!” I said, looking down at the expanse of the mountainside. It seemed to stretch on forever to the north.
“One, two, three!”
Whoosh!
I turned my wing, and the changing wind caught our wings, zipping us off the left. The sharp turn jostled the both of us, but we managed to get around one of the other mountain peaks and skimmed along the edges. There was an open landing zone that looked like a decent landing spot.
“All right, on three, we dip down and roll to your right!” She called out to me.
“You got it!”
Giezha counted us down again, and on three, I tucked my arm down, and we swooped down, picking up momentum and flying around to the flat side of the mountain. It looked like the safest spot, but the rocks suddenly started looking extra jagged.
“We gotta slow down!” I shouted while we tried to arc wide enough not to slam into the wall.
As the mountain approached, we tried to time it to land on a large flat plateau that could give us the space to land safely among the forest of jagged rocky spires.
“On three we pull back! One…"
“Two…”
“Three!”
We flapped our wings backward, and the wind caught our momentum. It was like we stopped dead for a moment before the pressure equalized, and we flew backward for a moment. We strained our muscles, trying to hold on while the magical wings splintered and cracked.
“Come on!” I grunted.
With our momentum arrested, we began to drop from the sky until boom! We slammed into the heavy and dense snow cap, tumbling apart. My half-dragon wing disappeared as more and more powder sank over me, falling on top until I jumped out, trying to breathe fresh air.
“Gaaah!” I hacked and wheezed when the hope for clean air was met by more met by smoke and ash. I coughed, looking for Giezha.
“Giezha!” I wheezed, straining.
“I’m here! She shouted, popping out of her own snowfall.
We clambered toward each other, crawling into a crevice up against the mountainside. The area we’d landed in was wide, with plenty of room for us, but all that snow froze us to the bone as we panted, trying to catch our breath.
“Y-you still got the scroll?” she asked, covered in scars and heavy cuts.
I struggled to open my hand for a moment. I’d clutched on so tight for so long the muscles had locked in place around the scroll.
“Yeah,” I winced, holding onto it. She looked at the scroll for a moment and jumped. “Let’s use it and then destroy it. We need something to beat him!”
“I know!” she shouted. “I should be the one to do it.”
“It doesn’t matter which one of us it is!” I said we could both read it. “Let’s both have the power of the storms! Or whatever Merrill said it was.” I said to her incredulously. “Let’s just kill this piece of shit!”
She looked at me as her breathing slowed, and shook her head. At first, I thought she was disagreeing when she started laughing.
“You are… the stubbornest man in the world.”
“And you’re the most stubborn woman in existence. And I’ve been in two of ’em,” I said, lifting two fingers up for emphasis.
She laughed sarcastically before pulling me in and kissing me. She let out a tiny whimpering gasp as I slowly clutched my arms around her, holding Giezha close with all the strength I could muster.
“I love you, Giezha,” I whispered, breaking the kiss.
“And I love you,” She nodded. “And… I’m sorry about your dragon.”
Her words stung, and he flashed across my mind. Tears threatened to burst at any moment when I steeled myself.
“Let’s just make sure Copper’s sacrifice wasn’t in vain.”
“Copper?” She asked.
“The dragon that attacked you,” I explained shortly. “He’s my pet. Well, no…” I looked out for a moment, realizing what I just said. “No. Copper was my friend and he saved us both.”
“He did,” Giezha nodded her head. “Come on. Let’s go kill my father that turned into a giant lava monster using a magic scroll to suck up the mountains and become an even bigger lava monster.”
“Yeah,” I said, gritting my teeth and pulling my electric sword from my scabbard. “Sounds like a plan.”
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As we studied the length of the scroll, our faces contorted, screwed up in confusion. It was written in a language neither of us could understand. It wasn't a set of rules, and it was not common. It was not goliath. I couldn't recognize it for any form of elvish or goblin I'd picked up. The symbols were just lines slashed out in vertical, horizontal, and angle sections. Intersecting and weaving in and out of each other.
"What is this?" I asked, trying to look closer.
"It's not any type of language I can recognize," Giezha said as her eyes flitted back and forth in a vain attempt to decipher.
Booom!
There was a large explosion near another mountain range. We could see a giant glowing mountain making its way toward us. And as Zha'lin came closer, we could hear the sizzling rush of lava and the temperatures lashing out, burning us.
The long scratches on the scroll dug into the scrolls. They were so heavy in black glowing ink along the brown paper that it almost looked like it'd been scratched.
"Giezha!" Zha'lin bellowed, rattling the foundation of the mountains. "Where are you?"
Fires began to spread below, sending more noxious smoke into the air while Zha'lin drew closer. He roared again like a mighty dragon, bellowing in rage.
"Wait!" I said, turning and grabbing Giezha. "I know what this is!"
"You do?"
I nodded, smiling. "It's Draconic! Copper was inside the mountains the whole time! And who else came out? That white dragon!"
Giezha's eyes grew wide, and she nodded. "So you're saying… dragons were the ones who wrote the scrolls?"
"Yes! The first people to live here weren't the goliaths. And it wasn't any of the fishermen villages. It wasn't humans, it wasn't elves or dwarfs!"
Giezha looked at me and grabbed me. "It was dragons! …But how are we going to read this?"
I thought about that for a moment and cursed myself. Copper… If he was here, we could do something with him.
"Do you know anyone who knows Draconic?" I asked Giezha.
She shook her head before shrugging. "No, I.. well, maybe?" she screwed her face trying to think of it. "Sal, might! But… fuck, he's gone."
"No!" I shouted, grabbing her. "They came back to help!"
"They did!?"
"I'll tell you later! Let's just try to get to Sal."
As we both stood up, I winced in pain but tried to stifle it.
"Same as last time, right?" I grunted. "You take one wing, I'll take the other?"
"Let's fly," Giezha said, nodding her head.
With an idea of what runes to use, we cast the spell for our wings again. The wings were more efficiently made, and they both popped into existence. Giezha's Was still much cleaner looking, while my wing was just as jagged. Locking arms, we both stood with our backs to the crevice before going into a full sprint.
We jumped right off the mountain's edge and tipped our weight forward. With our wings pointed down, we caught the updraft and soared through the sky. Looking down, the whole world raced below as Zha'lin screamed indignantly.
"BRAAGGGHHHH! GIEZHA! FIGHT ME!"
The lava monster screeched, calling out to Giezha again. I looked down at the drop beneath us, easily a mile below.
"If we fail at this, we fall to our deaths!" I laughed. "And if we don't, we probably get boiled alive by your father as a giant lava monster."
"Lovely," Giezha said in her trademark sarcasm. "Then let's not fail!"
Whoosh!
A lava blast exploded out of his hand as I grabbed Giezha's arm and cranked it to the right. We took a hard turn, and lava splashed into one of the mountains, missing us as we flew around.
"Let's get some distance!" Giezha called out, pinning an arm back.
I followed suit, and we started dive-bombing and widening the gap between us and Zha'lin. He roared in contempt but was too large and slow to do anything.
"South!" I shouted, adjusting our path. We were still flying almost straight down as the winds stung my eyes.
Once we'd dropped out of the cloud range, we pulled back, trying to level off.
"GIEZHAAAAAA!" Zha'lin roared far behind us.
The village appeared in our vision, and we held on, flying forward as the grim reality set in: If we couldn't stop him here, it wouldn't matter where he found us. Zha'lin would flood the village with lava on the mountaintop or down below.
The rocky mountains slowly transformed into an evergreen forest as the village drew closer and closer. We angled our wings, trying to catch up with speed, and the world turned into nothing more than a blur.
My face began sinking into itself, and my jowls started flapping. Every tiny particle sliced into my skin, sending little flecks of blood into the air. But still, we dove through the air like a peregrine falcon cutting our way until…
"Left!" I heard Giezha strain.
As a unit, we rotated our arms before shooting into the air, climbing into the sky. At our apex, Giezha started twisting my arm, turning it, and we dropped down, circling near the village.
"Graaawowaiiii!" Came an unwelcome roar.
"That fucker is still alive?!" I shouted.
"You have no idea how durable dragons are," Giezha grumbled.
Down at the edge of the forest and the village, we could see the dragon was still alive! And it was still blasting with ice, fighting for every inch it could get. The Red Breakers surrounded the dragon, keeping their distance.
"Land on the dragon! We need to take that out first!" I shouted.
Several people pointed up at us, screaming.
"What the hell is that thing!?"
We were nearly over the top of the dragon, and I started a countdown.
"On three! One… two… three!"
We split apart, dispelling our magic wings, and I fell down, landing on top of the dragon at its shoulders. Before the dragon could react, Giezha pointed her hand at it the side of his face and blasted it point-blank with a massive spike of ice.
"GRAAGGH!"
Unsheathing my sword again, its head was knocked straight toward me as I stabbed it in the eyes and leaped forward, yanking the sword outward and driving it deeper.
"GAHHH!"
It led out a screech of pain as I hung on its face. "Hit him again!" I shouted. Another s this time. It
Giezha let off another blast, this time using electricity. At the same time, I hung on, twisting and turning the sword deeper and deeper into its eyeball.
The dragon bellowed in rage, and I dropped my hand, and it opened its grizzly maw, inhaling an ice breath. I was totally stuck as I hung in front of it.
"Oh no you don't!"
ZZZZAP!
A giant blast of electricity flew from my hand and down its gullet. There was a slight 'poof,' and its good eye lit up, screaming in pain. The dragon started to tip over, falling onto its back.
"Heads up!" I heard a voice shout.
My grip on my sword slackened, and right as I fell, several discs appeared in the air catching both me and Giezha. I saw Brody flying on one of the discs, straining to hold the both of us as we descended onto the ground.
"Don't let up! Giezha and Asher gave us an opening!" Salvatore shouted as everybody quickly pounced on the dragon with its belly exposed. "Pin down its limbs!"
All the mages, including Kiersa, Giezha, and me, jumped into action using the power we had left. Spectral chains and vines began to wrap around the limbs while the dragon tried to fight them off. Suddenly, however, an entire forest worth of vines sprang out from the ground. For a moment, the sky was blotted out by the sea of vines before the conjured nature slammed down onto the ground, coiling around the dragon.
"Help the Red Breakers!" We heard a voice shout.
Running in from the direction of the goliath village, we saw Zhayurn leading the charge of goliaths. I was about to start swinging, but she looked at me and stopped.
"No, no, no! We're helping you fight the dragon!"
"There you are!" Mara shouted from the crowd. She quickly ran up and hugged both Giezha and me. "Come on! We need to keep this thing down!"
She handed me a rope and started sprinting across, trying to pin down the dragon's tail with the stake and ropes.
"What is going on?" I asked, confused.
Mara was more focused on avoiding the flailing death spikes at the end of the dragon's tail as she answered. "A bunch of the goliaths from the village started fighting the ones that attacked us."
"What?"
Zhayurn threw forward her staff, and her eyes began to glow, commanding the staff to explode in more and more wooden sections. The staff's appendages all started coiling around the dragon, helping to pin it down.
"RAAIIII!"
The dragon screeched and roared indignantly, trying to fight as everyone in the guild restrained it, along with dozens of goliaths using their aura.
"We are not with our father and we are not conquerors!" She explained briefly before returning to the dragon, "I must help the others!"
Several of the goliaths got together and started literally pinning down the individual claws of the dragon as it roared and screeched.
"Where's Sal?" I shouted, looking around. "We need to talk to him."
Everybody was moving and shouting out orders.
"Keep that thing's legs down!"
"Watch its breath attack."
"Anybody seen Uli!?" I said, starting to panic.
"She's okay!" Brody's strained, trying to use a paralysis spell on the dragon's tail. "Her and Kiersa are trying to get people into the boats!"
"Dam!" I shouted, sprinting off.
"Asher, I need your help with this!" Mara called out. "I turned and looked at her.
"I'm sorry, I need to talk to Sal. We need to stop that!" I said, pointing off toward the mountain.
There was a distant roar, and we could see Zha'lin's golem form leaving a trail of molten lava all across the mountainside. Zha'lin was cutting his way straight toward us with a fire roaring off his back.
Mara's eyes widened, and her voice hitched up as she nodded. "Yeah, you know what? That's honestly fair. And if it wasn't for the fact that we're fighting a literal dragon, I would've realized that sooner."
"I'll help!" Giezha shouted, rushing to Mara. "Asher, go find Sal. Hurry!"
I turned to run out as a younger Red Breaker rushed in without any weapons. "Take my sword!" I instructed the hooded Red Breaker. "Try to slice the dragon to keep it occupied."
"What?" They looked at me with their eyes covered by a heavy hood, and I patted them on the shoulders.
"Just keep slicing!" I shouted as I pushed the sword into their hands and ran deeper into Bouldergulf.
Destruction was everywhere, with buildings encased in ice, bodies on the ground, and several less combat-oriented Red Breakers pulling people out from the rubble.
"Sal!" I shouted, looking for the captain. With every step, a foreboding rumble at my feet told me Zha'lin was getting closer.
I could feel the heat building inside of me, and I knew it would happen soon. I knew that we didn't have much time. We had to stop him from getting too close! His mere presence could set everything on fire that didn't get swallowed up by the lava.
"Asher!" I heard a voice scream from a broken building. "In here."
Oh no… It was the building where I bought those knives, and the dwarf with all his grandkids was in.
Turning course, I realized it was no longer a building, just a pile of rubble.
"It's okay, it's okay…" I heard Uli soothing a child. "Keep going, you're doing great!"
I saw Salvatore's necrotic hands holding the shattered bits of wood up while Uli helped usher all the kids out.
"Little help would be appreciated," Salvatore groaned.
I jumped into the fray, helping lift the wood from the entrance as Uli continued getting everybody out.
"Grandpa's still in there!" The youngest kid shouted after Uli got them all to safety.
Uli nodded to her and smiled. "I know, honey. We'll find him. It's okay? It'll be okay."
"No!" He got frozen in the ice!" She wailed, burying her face into Uli's stomach.
I looked over and saw the entire back of the building was encased in ice. I ran through as Salvatore let go, and his black necrotic hands decreased in size. The wooden rubble hit the ground with dust and powdered snow.
"I think that's everybody," he grunted.
"What about their grandpa?" I asked, turning to him.
Salvatore had cuts and bruises on his face as he shook his head.
"He's going to be frostbitten or worse for sure. I don't know if I can get him out in time. About out of mana."
My hands began to glow red hot, and I looked at Salvatore while my aura radiated.
"Well, maybe a little super-heated hands mixed with fireball might be the trick."
Salvatore looked at me seriously. "Is defying me all you came here to talk to me about?"
"No," I said. "Follow me."
We ran around to the other side of the building, checking the crystal-clear ice casing and searching for their grandfather.
"Giezha thinks that you can read draconic, is that true?" I asked as we checked every nook and cranny for him.
"What do you need me to read draconic for?" He asked.
I quickly explained everything to Merrill, the scrolls and the giant lava golem heading for us.
"You're shitting me!" He swore, with his eyes filling with rage.
"I found him!" Uli called out.
She pointed to a spot deep in the middle, and there he was. The dwarven man was utterly frozen in ice, his arms outstretched, staring at the sky. It looked like he was trying to block it. His face was stern, and he looked upward, where the dragon had no doubt been. But, miraculously, he seemed perfectly intact.
"Think there was a chance I asked?"
"Slim, but we need to go now!" Uli warned us.
"Okay," I said, rubbing my hands together. "Small fire, small fire, small fire. Don't melt the man."
I pressed my hands into the ice, and it began to hiss, bubbling from the boiling heat. My aura was still active, but I could feel the power fading, feeding into my nova.
"Come on," I struggled. "Small fireball!"
My hands melted through the ice, and there was still at least a foot and a half before I could get to him. Pushing the mana out of my body, it coalesced into a tiny fire bubbling in my hands.
"So what are the scrolls for!?" Salvatore asked.
I grunted, trying to keep my train of thought.
"We have one… might be able to use it to stop him. It's a storm. herald scroller something."
"A what?!" Salvatore shouted. "That bitch!"
"I know. Good thing she's dead now."
I strained to push out every last bit of mana I had, but it was reaching a special kind of "I don't know if I can do this." That third layer of exhaustion.
There's tired from exercising. There's tiredness from using your aura. And then there's tiredness from using your mana. And right now? I had all of them stacked on top of each other.
"Gaaaaah!" I fell down to my knees. My legs gave out, but my arms pushed forward and tried to melt the ice. The fire burned in my hands, fighting against the ice and cold water surrounding it, but I couldn't tell if it was a losing battle. "Just… go to the edge of town," I panted. "Find Giezha, read what you need and stop that thing."
Boom!
There was a massive explosion, and when we looked out.
Oh… fuck.
Zha'lin was pushing past the closest mountain, and Zha'lin was melting the entire mountain range at once.
"Oh, by the great gods themselves," Salvatore whispered.
Uli grabbed him by the hand, and they got running. "Come on, let's go!" She shouted. "Get those kids to a boat, Asher!"
I turned back, hanging my head as I pushed, when suddenly I heard, "Ow! Son of a—!"
My head shot up, and I saw the dwarven man. With his tunic and part of his beard alight with flames.
"I'm on fire!" the dwarf shouted,
"Holy shit!" I cried, pulling my hands back.
The icy water from the melted ice quickly doused the flames as the man shook himself.
"Language young man!"
I'd managed to melt the ice on his top half, but he was still frozen shut on the bottom.
"Sorry…" I panted. "Let's get you out of there."
BOOOM!
"GRAAAGGGHHH!"
There was another explosion as Zha'lin roared into the sky. The old dwarf's eyes went wide, and his mouth slack.
"The hell are you doing here Lad? Shouldn't you be fighting that thing? Not saving some old man?"
"Grandpa! Grandpa!" The kids screamed, running around and seeing that he was alive. "Grandpa, you're safe!"
"Kids!" He shouted. "Get out of here! Can't ye see the monster!?"
"Grandpa!" One of the older kids ran up, trying to pull him out. But the ice was too thick, and he was still in place.
"Just get to the boats!" he shouted.
"Hold on!"
Reaching into my satchel, which I'd bought from the man, I still had three knives. Looking at them, I nodded, and I turned to the kids.
"Kids, listen, I need you to be very careful." I looked over all the little ones and tried to find the oldest.
"The bloody hell are you doing?" the man demanded.
"I need you to help pick the ice out so he can get out and then you guys need to get to the boats. Alright?"
I looked at all of the kids and their scruffy faces. There were cuts and bruises all over, and I could see the pink in their faces from the cold. They were shivering with tears running down their face and faces filled with terror.
"You can do this," I smiled, looking at all of them. "All you need to do is chip away at the ice and don't stab anybody else." I said, pointing to the most energetic kid. "If you get tired, hand it to somebody else. Take turns." I instructed them. "I'll give Grandpa one as well."
"Yes sir. Mr. Mercenary!" one of the youngest shouted.
"You can call me Asher," I said, patting the young girl with sandy hair on her head as I handed the oldest kids the knives. I looked at the old man, giving him a knife.
"I'm sorry, I can't do more, but I got to go," The dwarf smiled and moved his shoulder as much as he could.
"Get out of here, boy."
I nodded my head and sprinted back toward the others. I could hear the dragon screeching and roaring in pain. I could see it thrashing around, and everybody was grouped up with Giezha, showing the scroll to Salvatore.
"Any luck?" I asked, panting as I made it to the group. Everybody had a look on their faces, and my heart sank.
"Afraid not. We'll need to leave," Salvatore said, shaking his head. "I can't make out a lick."
"GRAAA!"
The dragon roared, trying to free itself while several Red Breakers were thrown into the air before landing hard.
"Ah, my leg!"
Zha'lin was getting closer, and we could see a fire in the forest. As well. We had two huge dangers in our faces and only one way out. The dragon was still alive and kicking.
"Do you think we got a chance at Boss? We might have to call it," Chaan suggested. "We can keep the dragon pinned down, but we're going to have to get to those boats!"
"GRAAGGH!"
The dragon roared, its wounds recovering, but the sheer energy it'd used leaving it exhausted.
"Boss!" one of them called out. "This dragon's gonna kill us before that fucking lava thing does!"
Wait a minute… I thought to myself. "Does anybody know mine meld?" I called out. I looked around, but only a few turned their heads and looked at me. "Hey!" I screamed out at the top of my lungs. "I said, does anybody know the fucking mind meld spell?"
This time everybody turned, and they all looked around at each other.
"I… I do!" Brody called out.
He had a nasty cut on his forehead that Kiersa and one of the other healers were doing their best to fix.
I sprinted over, checking on Brody. He looked worse for wear, but he'd live.
"I need you to help me meld minds with the dragon's."
Everybody screamed out as Brody pushed Kiersa's hand away.
"What?"
"Are you insane, Asher?" Mara asked."
"We all know the answer," Giezha grunted. She was still trying to magic up chains and keep the dragon down.
"That thing's going to kill us!"
"Just rust me!" I said, trying to reason with everyone. "Dragons understand us, okay?"
"They do?" Brody asked.
"Yes! Uli and I were just flying on my pet dragon earlier. And—" I felt a twinge of pain in my heart but soldiered on.
"But he listened to me! He understood! So if we can mind meld with this dragon I can figure out how to read this spell this scroll!"
"If that dragon reads the scroll, it might become a storm herald," Giezha warned me.
"Well, it's either that or…" I gestured toward Zha'lin's lava form as it bore down closer.
"I think this is a really bad idea," Salvatore said, shaking his head. "But we don't have a better one."
"I'm game!" Brody laughed. "But if I die…"
"Your husband's going to kill us," we all finished for him.
As Brody began to change his incantation, I turned to Uli and Brody. "Get everybody else that you can onto the boats me and Brody will stay."
"I'm staying too," Giezha said. "There's no way I'm not—"
"Sister!" Zhayurn shouted, running up and hugging her. She nearly tackled her to the ground, squeezing her tight. "You're okay!" She looked at her, checking her face. "Then… where's Father?"
Giezha shook her head, turning and facing Zha'lin. "Not enough time to explain. You need to get everybody back onto the boats."
Zhayurn tapped her staff down twice. "We need to stay with our land. We will defend it from the beast of the mountains."
"This isn't an argument!" Giezha shouted, cutting the air in front of her. "As chief, I'm ordering you, get everybody on the boats!"
Zhayurn blinked twice. "Wait… chief? Then Father…"
"Is gone," Giezha said, squeezing her sister's hands. "Now get everybody out of here."
For a moment, Zhayurn looked ready to defy her, with tears on her face. "I'll get everyone I can. But first—" she called out in goliath language, and a grey gnarled staff with feathers flew up. "This is yours. Use it well."
Giezha grasped the staff, nodding her head.
"I will, sister."
Zhayurn bowed to Giezha briefly before turning around to give orders.
"Anybody not willing to fight to the death, get onto the boats! As declared by Chief Giezha!"
Several heads turned, staring at Giezha. Many were ready to defy the order when another roar slammed through the air.
"GRAAAAAGGHHH!"
The lava golem was less than a mile away and bearing down fast.
Sal took the initiative and called out to everyone. "Alright, everybody! If you don't feel like dying, a stupid, heroic, idiotic death: Get to the boats. Everybody else be ready to fight that thing! …And probably the dragon too!" He laughed. The Red Breakers all stopped and stared, turning to Salvatore. "If you want to live, go on! But if you want to live for something, stand here and fight!"
The entire guild raised up their hands and shouted.
"Because we're Red Breakers and that means that we're the good guys! That means we're heroes. So, what are we going to do!?"
"Hoo-rah!" The Red Breakers all shouted out.
Only a few of the guild turned and ran as we steeled our nerves. Mostly the injured are carried off against their will, and a few of the oldest members.
"Mages with me!" Giezha shouted. "The lava flow is gonna be here, and we must block it as long as possible!
All of the mages began to cast shields and other defensive spells in her direction. Giant stone and snow pillars began erecting everywhere, forming multiple lines.
Mara appeared Out of nowhere and cinched her arms around me in a tight hug. "I need to help finish the evacuation."
I squeezed tight on Mara before kissing her and running with Brody. He continued his spell-casting while we pushed through the crowd and ran up to the front of the dragon. Its head was still shaking, trying to blast ice in every direction.
I crawled on his massive chest with Brody behind me, scroll in hand.
"You sure you want to do this, Ash?" he asked.
"You could have Giezha or one of me and the mages do it."
I shook my head, still climbing the dragon. "I'm the only one that's been around a dragon And as dumb as it sounds… I think that gives me the best chance. Just do me a favor?"
Brody looked at me seriously while white and black runes swirled around his head.
"If I don't make this. Tell Uli, Giezha, Mara, and Kiersa I…"
"They'll know," Brody assured me, touching my back. "They'll know."
As he finished the incantation, I kept the scroll before me, doing my best to ignore the dragon I was sitting on top of. And the magma monster that continued to close in on us. And the idea of dying. Again.
And as I heard Brody's words enter my ears, I closed my eyes and waited. First, I could feel my vision go from darkness to just… nothing. Then my hearing went. And after that, my sense of touch was like losing all sensation. My sense of being shifted, and I became amorphous, insoluble. A floating blob in an infinite vat. All my understanding, all life, all of my individuality was gone until it came roaring back.
"GAH!" I screamed out, suddenly racked with torturous pain.
I felt cold but hot and angry, bring burned and frozen in place at the same time. My limbs thrashed around, bound by an infinitely repeating mass of bindings. And the ants! These damned ants with their needling legs bounced all over!
Their disgusting claws and hands grasping at me! I struggled to move my limbs, and my eyes finally burst open! I could see the world now, but my vision was blurry, and the world was upside down. What the devil?
High up on the mountain… there was a giant beast made of lava! I nearly jumped back in fear, but as I did… I also felt my own body fall to the ground.
"Huh?" I said out loud. Only, it was echoed and bounced around.
"Who dares enter my mind!? What is going on?" As the other monstrous voice boomed, I realized I'd heard it in my head. "Get me away from that thing! Get these pests off me!"
"Wait!" I shouted. "You're the dragon!"
"What is that voice?" I heard the dragon speaking in my head. I looked around and realized the hands I felt were the Red Breakers! I was sharing whatever the dragon was experiencing at the moment!
"I'm Copper's friend," I tried to explain."
Copper? What is Copper?" I heard the dragon thing to itself. As the dragon became lost in thought, everything went still. I didn't feel the need to kill everything around me. I was still terrified, but I was also confused and curious.
"The… little dragon," I said, trying to stay calm. "The white one with brown streaks splotches."
"Oh…" the voice said quietly in my head. "You were the meal for that one?"
"Friends."
"Friends? With humans?" The voice in my head chuckled darkly. "Then I assume that you are on my stomach unconscious. And you're the one that stabbed me in the eyes. And blasted me in the mouth…" Rage began to boil my insides. It took everything inside of me to not stab my own eyes out.
"No! Well, I mean, yes. I was trying to protect everybody."
"I was trying to defend my land!" The dragon retorted.
"Look, if you want to defend your land, I need your help!" I said desperately. "There's a scroll that's written in Draconic, but I can't understand it."
"Scrolls? Dragons have no need for scrolls. Our magic is the most potent in the world. In all of creation! We are the direct descendants of the gods themselves! How dare you even—"
"Copper's dead!" I shouted out loud. "He's dead!" The voice in my head went silent as tears squeezed the sides of my eyes. "He's dead because of that thing that is swallowing the mountains and about to kill us all. He swallowed Copper up in a giant wave of lava after saving my life…"
"…"
I gritted my teeth and felt my own body stand up. "I would rather be talking to Copper right now. I would rather be melding minds with him. I would rather my last hope be with my friend. But here we are. Either we all die… Or the fucker that killed Copper dies. It's your call."
I watched through the dragon's eyes at the approaching beast. I could see it getting closer while everyone's attention was torn between the dragon and Zha'lin. They looked at me in terrified curiosity, frozen in place by my mere presence. The dragon was silent for a moment before swallowing.
"The scroll… I've heard of it. The scroll of storms, I assume?"
"I guess," I said, trying to hurry things up. "I don't know or care. I just need to read it. I need to be able to fight that thing."
"And what if I absorb its powers?"
"Well I guess you get to be the one that kills it."
"And then you," the voice said darkly. However, I could hear it just at the back of its bravado. The slightest, tiniest hint of fear. "But I accept."
I opened my eyes and looked back at the scroll. My mind suddenly felt overwhelmed as I could recall moments in time and history from decades, centuries ago! Perhaps even a millennium. My first thought was a giant island with lush greenery and trees as tall as mountains. It was beautiful! But also—
"Focus!" The dragon urged me mentally.
Snapping back to the scroll, it all suddenly began to make sense. I could see the letters and the shapes form into words. As it all came into place, I read the scroll out loud.
"May it be so that whoever holds the scroll may hold the power of the skies themselves." As I spoke those words, my voice distorted and layered over itself. The sky darkened further, and lighting began to strike all around. The purplish-blue bolts exploded in the clouds before careening down. "And if they do, they shall wield it with the judgment of a god. For the herald shall strike down upon the world, carrying the weight of the world, and the might of the storms."
KRAKOOOM!
A giant lightning bolt struck down, and I screamed, feeling the electricity coursing through me.
Kakooom!
It was blindingly bright as a second giant black bolt of electricity slammed down on me.
Its raw power was so inconceivable I thought for a moment I'd been vaporized. But no. It was invigorating! It was as if I was a god! My power felt so fucking massive that I was ready to explode!
"Gahhh!" I screamed out, jumping straight up with my arms out. And as I rose through the skies, I held my arms high. Well, it wasn't actually a jump. I was flying. "Wahooo!"
I felt invincible until, underneath me, I could sense the beating wings of a dragon. Crackling with electricity, the dragon rose, flying next to me as I levitated. It was gigantic and stared at me intently.
"It seems that we have both been given the power of the storms," The dragon thought in my head.
"Yeah, I said as we rose to the sky, near eye level with the beast. "Now, let's kill this bastard."
"Let's."
We both turned to Zha'lin, who was at the very edge of the forest. He stared at us, his giant golden eyes furrowing and his shapeless maw stretching out.
"DIE!"
The dragon and I let out a battle cry as lightning exploded behind us. The smell of ozone battled with the ash in the air while the thunder roared. The monster extended his hand, and lava began to shoot out of it. The dragon and I both aimed straight forward and exploded toward the torrent. The dragon let out a screech, and a torrent of concentrated ice blasted from its mouth, mixed with a charge of white lightning.
The combined breath attack exploded against the torrent of lava, freezing it instantly before blasting it to smithereens.
"GRAAAAGH!" Zha'lin shouted as his own war.
A giant ball of molten rock and lava began to form in his hand before throwing the lava ball straight into a cone. The red and yellow ball began to slow down and cool through the cone until the molten magma turned to stone.
"Try this on for size!"
I threw my hand forward and conjured the storms into my mind. Thunder didn't just rumble around. It roared! A giant crack of lightning exploded from the sky down my hand or down into me and blasted out from my hand.
Boom! Booom! Boooooom!
The giant bolt of light of lava exploded out, vaporizing the magma ball. Flying straight for the throat, the dragon screeched out again, exploding with power. Another torrent of ice and lightning blasted from its mouth onto the lava monster.
This time, however, the power of the storms combined with the dragon's icy nature, combining into a torrential blizzard. The instant cold and wind collided with Zha'lin. Ice began to cool Zha'lin's magma exterior before ice crystals began to form.
"Noooo!"
The lava monster's gigantic movements slowed even further as it strained and crackled at its joints, trying to move.
Flying in from behind the dragon, I landed on Zha'lin's quickly freezing arm, punching straight down. Another bolt of lightning exploded from my punch, knocking off one of its fingers. The molten core splashed out while Zha'lin tried to scream in agony. His other hand tried to swat me down, but I dodged out of the way, sprinting up his arm.
As I ran forward, at every point I touched, more lightning rained down from the skies, exploding into bursts of lava. Zha'lin tried to regenerate, only to be stopped by the icy gale of the dragon itself, swooping in and blowing more ice on its form. Sprinting up its side, I kept a blast, blasting it with more lightning from above.
Boom! BOOM! BOOOOOM!
Zha'lin's face struggled to turn to me, his face staring at me in shock and anger. But the ice began to melt and bubble while the lava tried to explode upwards and kill me. Kill me just like Copper.
"You bastard!" I screamed as a thunderous blast soared up from my feet.
The concussive blast exploded downwards, shattering Zha'lin's arm as I flew high into the sky. Zha'lin craned his neck upwards while I disappeared into the clouds. Soaring higher and higher until there was nothing. Nothing but fog. Nothing but the faint whistling of the wind beneath me. The lightning arced through the grey clouds, with thunder roaring in my ears.
I began to fall, and as I raised my hand, conjuring the storms once more. Zha'lin glowed beneath me, and I aimed to land on his head. With my hand raised, the electricity began to precipitate all around. At the same time, I gathered every bit of lightning, every thunderous blast, everything in this storm coalescing into the palm of my hand! Lightning webbed around me, crackling and splitting in every direction until it arced downwards as I grabbed hold of it.
Falling downwards, I pulled my arms down and careened straight into its face. Flying down through the clouds, everything suddenly came into view, and I was right on top of Zha'lin. His eyes widened, and he tried to block the attack with one of his broken arms. It was like yanking down a cloud of pure electricity as I slipped through the section of his hand where the finger had broken. He was about to say something right as I made contact.
KAKOOOOOOOOOOOM!
In a massive gale of electricity, the electricity pulsed from my hand as the electricity split through the crack in his bubbling red, orange, and yellow magma. His core began to glow bright blue and white with the electricity bubbling throughout his body.
Skkweash!
The explosion of lightning and magma was so bright everything flipped into darkness, and the thunder was so loud everything went silent. The explosion rippled through the air, and I was sent screaming downward. In my hand, I was holding him. Zha'lin.
I'd blasted straight through his golem form and ripped him out from the lava core with the scroll wrapped around him. My fingers were punched through his chest. The mountains appeared back in our view.
Pushing him in front of me, we slammed into the side of the mountain, crashing through the stone, breaking through it like dried dead wood.
Booom! BOOOM! 
The two of us exploded through more and more layers; we careened until boom. Whoop. We crashed through the other side and hit the ground like a comet with an explosive shock wave. Zha'lin was planted straight in the ground while I stood up, covered in a thick cloud of dust and snow.
And then, as slowly, the storms and winds blew away the dust.
"Uggghh…"
As the dust settled, Zha'lin was lying there in the crater. He was cut out from the waist down, without his legs, and lying in the center. As I stood over him, his body smoked and smoldered, his arms reduced into magma pools.
"Youuu…you bastard!" He struggled.
His face was cracked and bleeding magma, with one of his eyes still a molten ball. What bits of his red hair he had left lay strewn across his face.
"You took my moment! My destiny! And you stole my daughter's birthright!" His bravado lay smoldering as he screamed out indignantly, his voice shrill and panicked. "It shouldn't be you. It should be Giezha! And I should be beating her! I won! I am the chief of the Nightstrike clan! Me! Me! Me!"
Electricity crackled through me as my body absorbed what lightning I didn't transfer to him in the explosive blast. I looked behind me and could see the hole we had blown through the mountain where this had all begun.
The dragon flew straight towards us as thunder rumbled, and electricity arced from the sky to the dragon and back.
"Bastard! That power should be mine!" Zha'lin screamed at the top of his lungs.
I looked down at him emotionlessly and touched his body. Lava splashed over my hand, burning away at the skin before being sapped away by the electricity. Zzzzaap! The electricity burned and blasted away his smoldering rocky exterior, freeing the scroll from wrapping around him.
"GAHHHHH!" Zha'lin let out an agonized scream as I pulled the scroll off him.
And as I did, the scroll unfurled. Zha'lin tried to move, thrashing around, but could not stop me. The scroll flapped in my hands, and I could tell it was written in draconic. I gave it a cursory scan, reading the incantation. The power of the mountains themselves is in my hands. My eyes flitted up to Zha'lin, and I crumpled it up, willing the electricity to flow from me.
In a flash, electricity sliced its way up and down the scroll, burning it to ashes and zapping away at it.
"No!" Zha'lin screamed. "No, it's mine! It's my power!"
He watched helplessly as the electricity burned away, the scroll with an explosive flash.
Zha'lin let out a terrible wail, and his body began to transform the magma. The red and orange magma cooled back into flesh. As the transformation continued, his skin and muscles were still porous and molten while he lay there, unable to move.
"N-no!" he screamed. "No, my power!"
"You mortals and your power," I could hear the dragon growled. The wind flew down from above, and I could see the dragon flapping its wings overhead. "You tried to kill my son," The dragon growled dangerously.
Ice began forming over my shoulders while its barely contained rage shook my soul.
"You?" Zha'lin shouted, looking at me. "You're the son of a dragon?"
"No," I said, looking at him with disgust. "I'm a Red Breaker."
Before Zha'lin could open his mouth to say something, I formed the electricity in my body into a sword. Shink!
In a flash of light, I stabbed Zha'lin straight through the chest, and the electricity burned away at his insides. His eyes were open for only a moment until there was a giant explosive flash.
Boom!
In the flash of blue and white light, Zha'lin disintegrated into my sword. And just as quick as the flash, he was gone with nothing to show but a pile of ashes. Impressive or not, it was done.
He was dead.
I stood there looking at the crater, feeling the blood thundering in my head and a myriad of confused feelings, both mine and the dragon's.
"Impressive," the dragon said quietly.
" I'm sorry." I said after a moment. My voice was hoarse, and the words stuck in the back of my throat. "Copper was your son and I couldn't give you the satisfaction of killing him yourself."
The dragon said nothing for a moment, and I turned to him.
"Asher is your name, yes?" the dragon asked this, not mentally, but verbally.
Its voice was deep and booming. The words radiated in my best.
"Y-yes," I said, looking up. "Copper saved me in the caves. And after that, he just followed me around. We were friends…"
I knelt on my knees, bowing to the dragon.
"You are a peculiar human, Asher. One that I can't figure out. But I do know one thing…"
I lifted my head and stared at the dragon. It studied me. Its mouth did not move as it spoke.
"Even for a human, you are gullible."
"Gullible?" I asked.
"SQUAAAHHH!"
A small dragon, no bigger than a deer, popped out underneath the dragon. He looked around excitedly, and when noticing me, the white and copper-colored dragon tackled me to the ground.
"Copper!" Copper tackled me under the ground and began rolling his head on me, licking at my face. "You're alive!" I shouted, hugging or squeezing the dragon tight.
"Buddy!" As I stood up, he began to flap his wings.
He flew up into the air with great ease, zipping all around.
"You can fly all on your own? I laughed incredulously. I turned to the dragon. "What? But he was swallowed by the lava!"
The dragon bumped its head against Copper as it chuckled.
"Sit. We have much to discuss."
The dragon and I sat on the landing as Copper flew around excitedly.
"So… Copper's your son? But you're an ice dragon!"
The dragon watched Copper flying around happily as she answered. "I am an ice dragon, and his father a brass dragon."
"So what's the difference?" I asked.
"Many dragons are of the elements, and the metallic dragons, such as brass, were followers and favorites of Ulene. She granted them powers beyond the elements. Affinities for magic and resistance. The brass clans were known to be hardy, intelligent, and curious. That combined with a natural affinity for fire, saved him from the lava. When, I left the Khorba's domain in search of a home in peace, I found these mountains. Little did I know what I carried with me. Years later, he was born."
"Copper?" I said, looking at him. "So you're half-metallic and half-elemental dragon!" I said, in awe.
"I sought peace and quiet. I thought he would be safest in the mountains under my protection. But when he discovered the world outside of the darkness…"
"He wanted more?" I asked, indeed.
"Dragons have not seen the world beyond that, which the Khorba allowed for the entire Age. Now he seeks to see more."
I smiled as I looked at him, seeing the rambunctious energy still there. He was jumping around, happily yipping and chasing anything that moved.
"Yeah!" I laughed. "He was born to be an adventurer."
Copper's ears perked up, and he let out a squeal of excitement, flying in circles around me.
The dragon dropped to the ground sitting and observing me. Her eyes looked right through me as if reading my very soul. "I seek quiet and peace," She said shortly. "I shall return to my mountains. And I hope to not be disturbed again."
"What about him?" I asked.
"I believe that the world could use a friendly dragon. With the help of my son's friends."
"Really?" I asked right as Copper let out a screech
"SQUEEEE!" It was as if Copper were asking the same thing.
The dragon nodded its head, looking at her child. Her eyes shimmered with wonder and sadness, watching her child.
"I only ask that I can grant something to Copper before I release him to your steed, young Asher."
"O-of course!" I said, shrugging my shoulders. "What's that?"
"Power corrupts and absolute power, corrupts absolutely," I looked at the dragon and smirked.
"Yeah." A really wise goliath told me that once.
The dragon chuckled, nodding its head. "I believe my son, Copper might be more equipped for such power. I ask that you allow me to transfer some power that you and I received to Copper so that he may grow and protect both him himself and those that he seeks to protect."
I looked at Copper and craned my neck. "Sooo… fire, ice, and electricity? Sure! Sounds like fun."
Copper let out a screech of joy, flying up to his mother and nuzzling against her neck. As the dragon chuckled, they looked into one another's eyes. Sharing a conversation that could only be spoken between each other. After a final breath, the dragon looked at me.
"Release the scroll, Asher," the dragon said gently.
The dragon closed its eyes as the scroll appeared out of thin air and unfurled onto the ground. I closed my eyes and focused on the scroll itself. The power that I'd been given coursed throughout me. But just like the aura, I could feel its power ebbing against the world.
With a deep breath, I envisioned my aura, seeing the black ring glowing with electricity. And as I exhaled, I willed the power of the storm herald out of my body. The energy left me with every breath, and I could hear the storm above receding into the night.
It was like peeling a giant layer of plastic off of me, and with a shudder, I opened my eyes. The scroll was unwrapped around my arms and chest and fell to the ground. The electricity was in my hands, and I looked at the dragon.
"What's your name?" I asked as Copper watched with excitement.
"Koryuj," the dragon spoke kindly.
I smiled, and we nodded to each other, touching Copper.
"You ready, buddy?"
"SCRAAA!!!"




Chapter 42

Gethsday Morning, 24th of Sohran, Year 678, 4th Age
"You ready to go Asher?" Uli asked as we got ready to finally set sail.
I looked out to the town of Bouldergulf and the buildings in the process of being rebuilt.
"Yeah!" I said, lifting the last box and placing it onto the deck. "You guys ready to finally get home?"
"Yes!" Kiersa whimpered, practically collapsing onto the deck. "I want to go home. I want some home cooked meals! And a visit to the hot springs in Zizar…"
"Yes!" Mara enthused. "And then we can hit up the cold noodle shop by the temple street?" She suggested.
Kiersa nodded her head, ready to fall asleep. "I'd like that. If you don't mind visiting Ihena's temples. She has three in Zizar and one of the clerics asked me to visit one of them. Something about a scarab beetle?"
I walked along the decks watching as everybody hustled and bustled their way around, trying to finish up work. Salvatore gave instructions to Brody, who was handing them off to the other subordinates. Meanwhile, the repairs on the city had finally started to really take effect. Brand new buildings stretched as far as the eye could see.
I looked out at the freshly done construction and new ships coming in. The remnants of the old buildings were used for firewood or were used to help rebuild, along with wood from the trees that had fallen during the battle with the dragon and Zha'lin.
The horizon was much different as well. The tops of the mountains had all been cut and melted down, forming a new range of mountains at the very top that was much shorter than before.
One of the unintended effect side effects of this was warmer weather, sweeping through as the cold. The cold air and precipitation of the lake were finally able to push through the mountainside as the early signs of spring started to poke through the snow drift.
It truly felt like the start of a new era.
"Watch it, Red Breaker!" I heard a gruff voice say, brushing past me.
An elbow in the back had me whipping around and pushing the guy away. "Hey, how about you watch it, bud!"
"Why I oughta—oh!"
The goliath stopped and looked at me when he heard my voice.
"Thra'lin!" I said.
He stopped and looked at me, his eyes wide. Most of the injuries had healed up, and he had only a few scars around his face as reminders. It was remarkable how much he looked like Zha'lin. Except for his bald head. And monk's robes. Thra'lin gave a short bow before staring me in the eye. "Thank you again for everything, Asher Merrick," He said quietly. "I owe you my life."
"No," I corrected him. "You simply owe a life well lived." I extended my hand for him to shake. He considered it for a moment before smiling and shaking my hand.
"Yes, well… I suppose I should meet with the chief."
"Good call," I grinned. "I think I promised that I'd be there for it too."
As I headed down below the decks, I smiled to myself, hearing the excited chatter amongst the guild. The treasures we had managed to stow away had finally made their way to the group. And for everyone's bravery, we agreed on an equal split of the loot. (Plus, the contents of Merrill's room had mysteriously gone missing. Something that Uli assured me she had no idea about.)
Overall, it might not have been worth it for many of them, but this was easily one of the better paydays the guild had had in years.
"Asher!" Somebody called out as I got ready to go below deck. "Party time soon! You going to join us?"
I waved them off and followed Thra'lin to the level below. As I heard several grumbling voices.
"The bottom is where they keep all the prisoners."
"Well, it's not that we're prisoners, it's just that this is the only place tall enough for us."
I moved through the storehouses and passed several caged areas with a large collection of goliaths around. They were standing in the circle, and I watched from the doorway. Standing in the center was Giezha, who was again in her mage uniform.
"I want to thank you all for joining me and accepting me as the leader of the Nightstrike clan," She said, looking at everybody. She had her staff in hand, now toting three feathers, one red and white, the other white and bronze. Thra'lin and Zhayurn stood beside her and nodded as I elected to stay in the crowd. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a tiny jerebo watching from the shadows. He quickly scurried underneath everybody's legs, careful to not make a noise running over to me.
"It was a difficult task to be selected, and I believe you all deserve to know the truth about what has happened…"
I stood there watching in silence as she explained in great detail everything that had happened with Zha'lin, the Guild, and how we had been pitted against each other in a bid for power by their former chief.
"My father was not an honorable man. And this clan was formed simply to continue his quest for power," she said solemnly. "I believe that while our kinship and our family will, always be real, it is my duty to inform you that I am disbanding the Nightstrike Clan."
"WHAT?" several people began to protest, whispering amongst themselves as well. She looked over at me, and I nodded. It had been a topic of discussion, and I told her I'd support her no matter what.
"But why?" one of them called out.
"I have accomplished more than I ever thought possible when I was exiled," She explained, staring out at everyone. "You were held down so that one man could reap the rewards. He stood on the shoulders of all of us and thought himself a mountain."
"But where will we go?"
"If you all seek to be a clan, make your own," She said firmly. "You'll all still carry the name 'Nightstrike.' Forge your own future. You've agreed to join me to Naled in hopes for a better tomorrow. I ensure you that we will all be here to help each other. Both this family, the Nightstrikes…"
Everyone couldn't help but notice as she stared through the crowd smiling at me. I gave a wave and a wink to Giezha, who did her best to stifle the grin on her.
"And my other family. The Red Breakers."
At this point, a few of the younger goliaths began to speak to each other excitedly.
"Did you see the way that they charged the dragon?"
There was a swell of excited murmuring amongst each other while others still weren't so convinced. I decided to leave them be and walked back up the stairs. My furry little friend decided to hop on my shoulders halfway up the stairs as we started to sail away to a new future. I could feel the ship taking on the wind and pushing away from Bouldergulf.
"You excited, bud?" I asked Copper, scratching his head. "Even if you're stuck like that for a while?"
"Cheap chi-cheap!" He squealed excitedly
We heard the crew up top lift the anchor and set sail. As we slowly sailed away from Bouldergulf, Copper and I went up to the top deck. For the first while, the two of us just stood there, watching Bouldergulf disappear into the horizon. The mountains faded away, growing smaller and smaller until they were indistinguishable from any house or tree or, eventually, the water.
"You've never been this far from home, Copper," I said, watching the last mountains sail away. "Hope you're ready for a big city."
"Squeeee!" He squealed excitedly.
"Hey there," I heard a voice call out.
When I turned, I saw a face I wasn't familiar with. It was an elf woman with long black hair and a scar over her eye. She stared at me with a nervous expression. She had a headband on denoting that she was a Red Breaker.
"I'm sorry, I'm not familiar with you," I said awkwardly. "How can I help you?"
"Esmeralda," she said, shaking my hand. "I'm the one that you um, gave the your sword to the other day."
Esmeralda pulled out the sword in its scabbed, handing it to me. She was blushing brightly against her pale skin.
"You kind of saved me," she laughed nervously.
"I did?"
"It wasn't long after you gave it to me, the dragon tried to claw at me and…" Esmeralda pointed to the scar on her face and lifted her bandana, revealing that it went through her eye, leaving it white and blinded. She smiled awkwardly, rubbing her shoulder. "If it wasn't for your sword, I wouldn't have been able to block the rest of it."
"Oh…" I said, taken aback. "Well, I'm glad that, I could help. You know, there's some really wonderful healers back at Naled. Maybe I could help you find someone? Kiersa probably would know."
Esmeralda chuckled for a moment, nodding her head. "Yeah, that's what I hear a lot of people say about you."
"That I'm awkward?" I asked, scratching the back of my head.
"No, that you just like to help people." Esmeralda smiled. "Oh! There was something else!" She started rifling through her bag for something. "An old dwarf man demanded that I give these to you."
She pulled out a set of daggers, five in total. And they were all glittering with a semi-precious jewel of a different color on the pommel. "He said that he wanted to ensure that his best customer was rewarded properly."
The stones had been polished so meticulously and thoroughly that they shined like diamonds. "Whoa! Thanks!" I said, looking at them excitedly and placing the bag on my side. "I really appreciate it! I felt bad that I didn't have a chance to see him before we left."
She smiled and nodded her head. "Be seeing you around, Merrick."
"Yeah, you, too Esmeralda!" I said, waving her goodbye.
As the days passed, a funny feeling began to settle inside me. A tranquil feeling that you can only get when the work is done and you get to bask in the glory for just a minute. And as the days passed, Bouldergulf locked itself into my memories, and we made our way home to Naled.
Bang! Bang! Bang! 
There was a violent knock on my door, and I bolted awake. Copper flew off my chest and landed on a chest. The inside of my bunk was cramped and filled with the dwindling supplies for the ship. As I blinked rapidly, the light began to filter through the room.
Bang! Bang!
"Asher!" Kiersa hissed on the other side of the door. "Wake up! You too, Giezha!"
"I'm up…" I grumbled, scratching my head. "Are we under attack?"
"I don't care if we are," Giezha said, keeping the covers over her head. "The former chief is staying asleep. You all go fight the monsters…"
"Guys! Just get up! You really need to see this!"
I managed to get Giezha up with the promise of coffee, and we followed Kiersa through the hall and saw that Uli and Mara were already victims. Mara looked more perplexed than tired, but Uli was about ready to pass out.
"Come on, come on, come on!" she shouted, dragging us up the stairs.
"Kiersa. What's wrong?" Uli grumbled, still in her pajamas. She pulled her nightcap off and scratched her eyes while Copper snoozed on my shoulder.
"You guys got to see this!" she urged us.
Once we were on the main decks, we could see only a few of the sailors were working at the time. It was early in the morning, and it looked like the sun had barely begun to peak over the horizon.
We watched as Kiersa ran over to the side of the boat, staring off in one direction.
"Look!" she shouted, pointing toward the horizon.
Way, way off on the horizon, we could see two lighthouses roaring with fires that burned bright in the sky. And behind the Endeavor and the Everlasting was the skyline of a busy, loud, exciting city on the opposite side of the Shabban Sea. For a moment, we all wondered what was so important about seeing it again when that funny feeling washed over us.
I smiled as a warm feeling radiated from my stomach and looked at the others. Giezha and Mara had giant smiles, giddy with anticipation, while Uli did her best to play it cool.
And even though we could still see the two moons shining in the sky, the sun had crested over the horizon just perfectly enough for its rays to skip across the water like beautiful orange stones. As the light skipped off the sea and into the sky, it glittered into the two lighthouses.
"Well, if that doesn't just beat all…" I whispered to myself as Mara squeezed my arm.
"Wow!" Mara giggled.
Kiersa turned to us, wearing the biggest and brightest smile I'd ever seen on her, laughing at all of us.
"Welcome home, guys!"
"Squeak, squeak, squeak!" I heard a tiny chatter on my shoulder as Copper woke up.
He looked at the city and back to me and the others.
"SQUEEEE!?"
"That's right, Copper!" I said to our little friend. "Welcome home."
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Reborn a Hero is a fascinating story. If you're looking for an easy romp in a fantasy world that revels in being silly, not-too-serious, playing with tropes, and the occasional bits of self-aware humor, you came to the right place. Oh yeah, and lots of spicy action with different monster girls. There's a ton of that too.
- Ken Thompson
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- Corey
Reborn a Hero weaves adventure, mystery, romance, and raunchy, raunchy sex together in to an engaging story with a relatable, lovable hero. And all of Asher's companions are richly developed - I find myself reading and re-reading his chapters with Kiersa specifically! <3 The world of Echo Veil feels full of life, and I can't wait to read more about Asher's adventures there.
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Asher Merrick

Asher Merrick isn't your typical isekai MC. He isn't the leader. He isn't the smartest, or the strongest. But he's got a heart of gold he wears on his sleeve and will stop at nothing to protect the people he loves. See what exciting adventures await in the new world of Echo Veil!
Reborn a Hero: Asher Merrick
 
Dying was only the start of Asher's life. For he would be Reborn a Hero.

Asher Merrick never thought a night out with his college friend would cost him his life. But Gathos, God of the Lost, has granted him an opportunity - a second chance he doesn’t intend to waste.

Thrust into a magical world of dragons and danger, swords and sorcery, might and magic, Asher Merrick is ready to prove himself. He’s ready to prove that the extraordinary power he received will unlock his potential and help his powerful and beautiful new allies.

Will this power be enough to help him and his new companions solve the mystery in Naled’s underbelly? Can he and the Red Breaker guild prevent another incursion of undead from destroying the port city? And will Asher be able to protect those that he holds most dear to him?

Only time will tell, but one thing is for sure: he’s just getting started.

Content Warning: Reborn a Hero is an isekai novel intended for a mature audience containing graphic depictions of violence, coarse language, and intamacy.
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Elf University of Earth: A Slice of Life College Haremlit Adventure 
 
You'd think being a mind reader would make college easier. Wrong!

Meet Alex, a mind-reading college dropout who just can't control his telepathic powers. After cheating on the entrance exam for the prestigious Elf University of Earth, he finds himself amidst a mesmerizing campus filled with dazzling elves, precocious dragons, and plenty of opinions about non-elves on campus.

As he grapples with the prejudices of the elven student body, Alex forms unlikely connections that will hopefully help him graduate. (Or at least survive his freshman year!) Alrie, the captivating gyaru cheerleader and daughter of the Dean, quickly becomes entangled with Alex, but can he confess his feelings before she finds out about his ability?

Alongside the way, Alex joins the Dragon Racing team, where his skills as a dragon wrangler help him tame the enigmatic Baja Wave rider, Ezi.

Within the halls of Elf University, Alex encounters a sardonic art student roommate named Zalina, whose wit matches her creativity. Dr. Gn'Rashin, the tough-as-nails orc professor, challenges Alex to unleash his true potential. Meanwhile, Omylia, the preppy freshman soccer prodigy, and Gigi, the irresistibly hot goth goblin cheerleader from Goblin Technical University, add unexpected twists to Alex's already tumultuous path.

In this captivating urban fantasy haremlit, Alex must navigate a world of magical academia, rivalries, and forbidden romances while concealing his extraordinary abilities. Will he rise above the challenges and make it to graduation? Or will it all come crashing down?

With pulse-pounding romance, scintillating encounters, and an irresistible blend of urban fantasy and Solomon's off-beat humor, "Elf University of Earth" promises to immerse you in a world of magic, exciting dragon racing, and a journey to find acceptance in the most unlikely of places.

Elf University of Earth is a spicy haremlit tale filled with lovable characters, laugh-out-loud comedy, and surprising amount of heart. Who will be your favorite?
Alrie –The Deans's ditzy but lovable daughter and Uber popular gyaru cheerleader?
Omylia – A sporty freshman and hopeful captain of the women's soccer team?
Zalina – Alex's roommate, the sardonic art student who secretly yearns for Alex?
Dr. Gn’Rashin – A tough-as-nails orc professor hell-bent on giving everyone a proper education, regardless of what the board of directors says?
Gigi – The sarcastic and oh-so-sassy gamer goth goblin girl from Goblin Technical University he meets at a school sporting event?
Alex might have to choose, But you won't have to!
Slice of Life
 
AYO, THE PIZZA HERE. And the pizza has a magical property that makes the denizens of Theza feel some type of way. Slice of Life is a Fantasy Comedy (you guessed it) slice-of-life tale about protagonist Jacob G. Neric filled with adventure, pizza-related humor, and saucy action.

After finding the mob boss he worked for sold his soul to a succubus, he's transported to a high fantasy world in a mysterious city carved from a mountaintop. Separated into the Lower, Middle, and Upper Rings, the top lives the life of luxury while the Lower Ring toils in squalor.

Jacob's only weapon to help the people of the Lower Ring is a disk of immeasurable strength. Something that could change the way of life for the goblins, dwarves, ogres, and more that live there. Something this world has never seen before: Pizza. And the half-goblin, half-succubus companion aiding him in the world. And the buff and buxom dragon draconic daughter of the THICC Elf Queen who's stuck up and believes herself all-powerful.

If you're looking for an easy romp in a fantasy world that revels in being silly, not-too-serious, playing with tropes, and the occasional bits of self-aware humor, you came to the right place. Oh yeah, and lots of spicy action with different monster girls. There's a ton of that too.
Potion Master: I Got Isekai'd to an RPG & Used My Unfair Knowledge of the Game to Beat the BBEG On The First Level. But Now I Must Use My Powers to Save the World From New Evil As The Potion Master! 
 
You'd think defeating the hellhound final boss and turning her into my girlfriend would have fixed things. Turns out it's just the start!

Thomas was a part-time freelancer and part-time floundering streamer for the MMORPG King of Death. A super mediocre game that he mastered so much that end-game raids were solo adventures! But when the game's sassy and scintillating fox spirit Akina appears, she pulls him right into the game!

It's up to Thomas to save the world from the destroyer of worlds. The ender of times. The queen of the underworld! The tall, buff, and beautiful hellhound Mira! But when she shows up on Level 1, he'll have to use his expert knowledge of the game and the broken potion-making mechanics to craft every advantage he can hope for.

This LitRPG Isekai adventure is packed with tons of humor, action, and "action" for you to enjoy. Featuring buff hellhound villains, prim and proper paladin elves, and tons of game-breaking humor, this harem fantasy story is filled with Solomon's trademark style.

If you're looking for a combination of No Game No Life with the broken potion making exploits from Skyrim, you've come to the right place!

Warning: This 18+ story contains copious amounts of OP MC nonsense, off-beat humor, sexy monster girls, explicit romance, and violent action.
Terran Firma
 
Humans are F***ing Terrifying: Gabriel, Call Sign Cloak, Haywood is no different, and this mercenary's newest job will plunge him deep into a conspiracy that could unravel The Federation itself.
Gabriel, Call Sign Cloak, Haywood was there when Aliens first crashed onto Earth, and now he's a mercenary, flying through space cracking heads. (When he's not drinking with his professor.)
But now, he's got two vampire-elf-alien twins asking him to find their missing sister. And they know just how to sweeten the deal. Soon he's swept up into a conspiracy that could destroy the Earth itself.
This is an explicit piece of sci-fi adventure and contains the following:

A curvaceous teal goblinoid with a penchant for explosives.
A game of cat and mouse with a busty four-armed spy.
Scenes with multiple partners and public displays of affection.



cover1.jpeg
Reborn A Warrlor

Sognon Igms

7 i) >
2 o8 ;/ + x
4 y +‘§X + \* k






images/00001.jpg
‘ GLOWSTONE
PUBLISHING





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg





images/00007.jpg
B il {
HI m \
i‘

il

i ﬂﬂ'{’#} 1 !"E]ﬁ“%"m ""r“q

i " ”ﬂw 1, |

4\%‘

i
I\
M M i1k '“\‘ i

ﬂ\ gl /’WWW& ‘
g Nln%‘" Al e Y






