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        This book contains action, violence, fantasy, fun, sarcasm, and a tasteful harem of beautiful ladies. The sexy times are not too graphic—more like Fade-to-Grey (as opposed to Fade-to-Black).

      

        

      
        If that kind of thing ruffles your feathers, you might want to take flight now.
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        Long after the Great Doom, before the Rangon Dynasty, when worlds collided and the Earth fell into shadow…

      

      

      My head was about to get chopped off—with my own sword, no less. I wasn’t too thrilled about the prospect.

      The razor-sharp blade would slice through my skin, sever my spine, cut through muscles, nerves, and fascia with ease. Blood would spurt from my carotid arteries, and my head would flop to the wooden platform. I’d live for a few moments until my brain ran out of oxygen, feeling all the phantom pain of my separated body.

      My last vision would be the boots of my executioner.

      Perhaps he would grab me by the hair and raise me in triumph above the enthralled crowd?

      And the kicker?

      My sword would probably enjoy it.

      I was going to die on my knees like a dog. My wrists bound with rope behind my back. Atop a wooden platform in the center of the citadel, I was the entertainment for the morning.

      The riser was usually home to public announcements and executions, most often performed with the guillotine. That would have been a much preferable way to die.

      A blade in the hands of an unintelligent oaf could wreak all sorts of havoc. He could hit too high on the neck and crack my skull, or too low on the shoulders and not detach my head.

      I preferred a clean death.

      Quick.

      Painless.

      But then again, don’t we all?

      The last thing I wanted was some mindless ogre hacking away, leaving my head dangling from my torso via a few shredded strands of ligaments and tendons. The end result would be the same, but I imagined it would increase the suffering.

      Besides, I deserved a better death than that.

      The executioner towered over me, ready to strike down. An ocean of people surrounded the platform, staring with a mix of horror and excitement.

      The mob was hungry for justice.

      But I’m not sure if this passed for justice?

      My heart punched against my chest. Adrenaline coursed through my veins, tingling my nerve endings.

      I had never felt so alive as I did at the brink of death.

      Sweat covered my body. Salty streams rolled down my cheek, dripping from the tip of my nose, splattering against the wooden platform. The brilliant sun hung high in the sky, beaming its fury down on my back.

      Perhaps this was a preview of hell?

      A place I would soon visit.

      The crowd stared with wide eyes, lusting for blood. It didn’t matter if I was guilty or innocent at this point. They wanted to see my severed head tossed around the crowd. Proof that no one was above the law.

      I swallowed hard—my mouth a desert.

      I wasn’t ready to die.

      Then again, I’m not sure anyone ever is.

      Most people would be groveling for mercy or praying to the gods for forgiveness. But neither of those things were in my nature. The gods had never done anything for me, and I didn’t feel much like groveling before them.

      Just a few days ago, I was on top of the world. But I was heading down a path that would lead to my undoing.

      I wanted to go back and do things differently. Hindsight is always 20/20.

      We had camped in the Lorewood Forest, just north of the GreyLake Castle. The forest was filled with the spicy scent of evergreens—spruces, furs, and pines. Moss hung from branches, and leaves covered the ground. The forest was pristine and immaculate. Birds chirped, fluttering from branch to branch. Fox, deer, and other wildlife roamed the Lorewood in abundance. It was a ceaseless, renewable resource.

      We were fine as long as we stayed along the south edge. Traveling too far north would create problems.

      I frequently dined on fish from the stream, or venison. Rabbit stew was always a favorite. Seasoned with a special blend of spices, it never failed to hit the spot on a cold night.

      But tonight we didn’t have the luxury of indulging in culinary delights. Downwind of the GreyLake Castle, we were probably safe to cook. But the light from the fire might draw attention, and the wind could suddenly shift. The appetizing scent of rabbit stew would surely alert the castle guards to our presence.

      Tonight we would let our bellies rumble—the thrill of combat would be our sustenance.

      My body buzzed with anticipation. It didn’t matter how many times I had gone into battle before, I always felt a slight flutter in my gut. The time before a fight would crawl as I anticipated the action.

      It wasn’t nerves or fear.

      It was impatience.

      I craved victory and the thrill of it. I was never quite as settled any other time apart from battle. A strange soothing calm would always come over me. Combat was the thing I was best at. It seemed so simple and pure. It wasn’t marred or muddied by ambiguity. The spoils of war went to the victor—no argument or debate about it.

      I hovered on the edge of the forest, the GreyLake Castle in my view. It was a magnificent structure. Tall spires towered into the sky. Torch-fire from wall sconces illuminated the structure. High battlements surrounded the fortress. It butted against the Wolfhorn Mountains, making the north valley the only viable point of attack. Like a funnel, it drove enemies straight to the front gate of the castle. But with only Carvin and myself, I had no intention of making a frontal assault.

      I stabbed the tip of my sword, Asgoth, into the ground and knelt before it. The broadsword had a blade that was meticulously crafted. Forged in the underworld, etched with intricate runes, the blade was scooped and flared and razor-sharp.

      The edge never dulled.

      The metal never scratched or chipped.

      Perfectly balanced, it felt both heavy and light at the same time. When I wielded the blade, it was like an extension of my arm. It sliced through the air with precision. Carved through flesh and bone without hesitation. The blade knew my movements almost before I did. The grip seemed to conform to my hand.

      We were a match made in hell.

      The sword served me, and I served the sword. But I knew all too well that wouldn’t always be the case.

      I didn’t pray to anything, but the sword was as close as I came. Despite its origins, the sword had never betrayed me. It had always swung true. I hoped that would continue, but it wasn’t guaranteed.

      “Once more into the fray, old friend,” I said. “I will keep my end of the bargain, if you keep yours.”
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      Asgoth’s voice boomed in my head, “Have I ever failed you before?”

      “No.”

      “Of all the Masters I have served, you are by far my favorite. You keep me awash with fresh blood. I fear I would be disappointed in the hands of anyone else.”

      I grinned. “Good.”

      “Why are you so concerned?”

      We had a mutually beneficial arrangement. But that could change on a whim. Demons aren’t known for their trustworthiness.

      Asgoth had been cast out from the underworld and imprisoned within the blade. The number of souls that he needed in order to escape his imprisonment was known only to him. It was in his best interest to be wielded by a competent killer whose bloodlust rivaled his own.

      He had the power to compel the wielder. Using the blade was not without its peril. How Asgoth came to be in my possession is another story entirely. But let’s just say some of his previous owners met with untimely fates at the urging of the demonic sword.

      Notwithstanding the treacherous nature of our relationship, I considered Asgoth a friend—a twisted, demented friend who shared a penchant for war.

      It’s not that I lusted for violence, but there were advantages to being ruthless and capable. All things considered, I would rather be feared than loved.

      Weakness invites attack.

      I pulled the sword from the ground and sheathed Asgoth in my scabbard. It was near midnight, and the stars above flickered. The sound of crickets filled my ears. The thin sliver of a moon kept the forest dark. It would cover our approach to the castle.

      Soon, we would make our move.

      I was more wound up than usual. Something about this adventure had me on edge. The outcome would determine the fate of my people for generations to come.

      Perhaps it was the nature of the task that was so unsettling? Perhaps that’s why I needed reassurance from Asgoth?

      Usually when I encountered an obstacle, I would apply force and the problem would go away. But in this instance, brute strength alone wasn’t going to win the day. It was going to take precision, skill, and craftiness. At 6’3“, 230 pounds, my preferred method of operation was blunt force trauma.

      This was going to take finesse.

      We weren’t here to storm the castle and lay waste to the inhabitants.

      We were here to steal.

      Get in and get out unnoticed.

      Not my usual style.

      Queen Nefria, the Lady of GreyLake, was cold and ruthless. She wanted one thing. This, above all, was her guiding focus in life. Some people want to learn a skill, others want to make the world a better place, and some just want to watch it burn. For reasons that I will explain later, Queen Nefria was determined to conquer our land and enslave our people.

      Hatred burned in her soul.

      Soon, she would have the ability to fulfill her tyrannical dreams. With any luck, I would crush those dreams tonight.

      Few people believed the legend. Wrote it off as nothing more than myth. They said the girl held captive in the tallest tower of GreyLake Castle was just that—a girl.

      A mere mortal.

      Certainly not the last of her kind.

      Definitely not a being that wielded such great power even the gods were envious.

      But I knew better.

      I had covered my face and arms with charcoal and mud in an attempt to camouflage myself. I made sure nothing on my body would jingle. No loose buckles. No coins in my pocket.

      I left our horses tied up near the edge of the forest. We’d need them to make our escape.

      I took a deep breath as I stood at the tree line, then darted down the slope.

      My comrade followed as I dashed across the meadow, heading toward the castle.

      Carvin was a trusted ally. We’d been friends since childhood, and he had been at my side during every battle and skirmish. His dedication was unwavering. His trust in me implicit. He never once hesitated or flinched. I couldn’t have asked for a better friend.

      Carvin fought hard and played hard. And there was always a competitive rivalry between us—trying to see who could score the most kills, drink the most ale, bed the most women.

      The ladies were quite fond of his sculpted features—his square jaw, piercing blue eyes, raven dark hair, and washboard abs. He had the smile and the charm to go with it.

      But he wasn’t winning our little competition. I was no slouch either in the looks department.

      We continued our stealthy advance, creeping down the valley slope like phantoms in the night.

      Surrounded by a moat, with impossibly high battlements, the fortress was impenetrable. But I had an ace up my sleeve. Or, at least, I hoped I did.

      I moved like a jungle cat stalking its prey—my feet felt soundless on the soft ground.

      I flattened against the dirt, crawling on my belly as I approached the moat. My steely eyes glanced up to the battlements, looking for guards.

      No one had seen us approach.

      I took a leather pouch from my belt and held it in my hand. I slipped into the icy moat-water and kept the pouch dry above the surface. If the pouch got wet, it would foil my plan.

      The moat was filled with snakes and other unfriendly creatures. Probably an alligator or two. I tried not to draw attention to myself, moving through the water without so much as a ripple. The moonlight glimmered across the silky surface.

      I felt something slither past my ankle, but I ignored it and it seemed to ignore me. My fists grabbed the wet grass on the shore, and I pulled myself from the murky water. I flattened my back against the castle wall and waited for Carvin.

      My leathers were soaked, and I let myself  drip dry. From the pouch I took a few seeds and tossed them onto the ground beside the wall. My fists grabbed my hair and wrung the last drops of water from my long brown locks, covering the seeds. I had purchased them a week before from a would-be sorcerer.

      More like a two-bit charlatan.

      I had tested one of the seeds earlier, and it worked. But the others could be duds.

      I waited several moments for something to happen, but nothing did. My hands balled into fists, feeling like I had been duped. I grumbled under my breath and swore that I would find the charlatan and demand a refund, payable in blood.

      I had no backup plan.

      This was my only way into the castle, and it was a bust.

      Just as I was about to give up hope, something incredible happened.
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      The seeds sprouted and grew at an accelerated rate. A few ropey vines snaked up the side of the castle wall. Within moments, they had reached the top the battlements.

      I tugged on the thick vine, making sure it was secure, then I hoisted myself up and climbed the ropey fibers. My massive biceps flexed as I pulled myself skyward. My hands clenched tight against the vines, hoping they wouldn’t snap. Halfway up the wall, I looked back over my shoulder—it was a long way down. Hitting the ground from this height would not be fun.

      My heart hammered with anticipation. I reached the top and pulled my head over the parapet, my eyes scanning in both directions.

      A guard strolled the wall, walking away from me to the west.

      I climbed over the parapet, crouched low, and crept silently behind the guard. I struck like lightening, and the demon sword pierced the guard’s armor, puncturing his lower back.

      A low, satisfied moan reverberated from the sword as red blood washed over the blade. “Yes!”

      It was pure ecstasy for Asgoth.

      The razor-sharp blade severed the guard’s spinal column, and his body went slack.

      I withdrew the sword quickly. Before the guard could clank to the ground, I grabbed his torso and gently eased him down so as not to make a sound.

      Behind me, my comrade scaled the parapet. Carvin gave me a hand with the body, and we carried it down the wall and into the tall tower. We stuffed the guard in a shadowy corner, hoping he wouldn’t be discovered anytime soon.

      A staircase spiraled up to the top of the tower. Amber flames flickered from wall sconces, illuminating the path. I knew at the top of the tower there would be another guard protecting the girl—or, rather, making sure she didn’t escape.

      It is said the girl was rescued as an infant by the Pilastian Monks from a cavern in the Savage Mountains.

      Perhaps stolen would be a more accurate term.

      She was raised under their care until the Queen took her to GreyLake some years ago. She has remained in the tower ever since.

      I intended to change that.

      Now she was of age and about to come into her true power.

      My legs drove me up the stone steps, spiraling my way to the top of the tower. Blood pumped through my veins, and I gripped the hilt of my sword tight. My quads burned.

      As I reached the top the landing, I drove my sword through the belly of a guard. He groaned and hunched forward, blood gushing from his abdomen. The warm liquid flowed over my hands, dripping onto the stone floor.

      I could feel Asgoth’s joy.

      The guard crashed to the ground as I pulled my sword from his belly. Another quick slice of my blade opened his carotid artery. Spurts of crimson blood spewed from the severed lifeline.

      I knelt beside the corpse and found the keys to the chamber affixed to his belt. The ornate key fit snugly into the keyhole. With a quick twist of the wrist, the lock unlatched.

      I took a deep breath, contemplating what would happen next. I wasn’t sure what I would find in the chamber. Were the rumors true? Or was this just another fair maiden, locked away?

      I pushed the door open and entered the chamber with caution. My eyes widened as I took in the room, and its occupant.

      The accommodations were meager, but the girl was nothing short of stunning.

      Sheer perfection.

      Porcelain skin, emerald eyes, and shimmering red hair. She had a light dusting of freckles across her nose and cheeks, and her full lips invited sinful thoughts.

      Her quizzical eyes looked me up and down, but she didn’t seem afraid. “Who are you?”

      Her voice was as alluring as her body.

      “I’m here to take you from the castle,” I said.

      She didn’t seem to object.

      This modest chamber had been her home for several years. I would imagine any chance to escape was a welcomed opportunity.

      I marched across the room, took her by the arm, and pulled her toward the door.

      “Where are you taking me?” a hint of protest in her voice.

      “Away from here!”

      I moved into the corridor, and Carvin and I spiraled down the staircase. Swords clashed as we encountered a guard on the way down. The shrill sound of blade against blade echoed off the brick.

      Carvin made short work of the guard, skewering him in a matter of moments. The goon’s body tumbled down the steps, leaving a trail of blood behind him.

      We stepped over the body as we plunged down the stairs, then spilled out of the tower onto the battlement. A frown tugged on my face when I saw the swarm of soldiers that approached.

      The cat was out of the bag.

      “They are stealing Aurora!” a guard shouted.

      Two squads of armor clad guards with swords drawn clanked down the wall, one team coming from each direction.

      With Aurora between us, Carvin took one squad, while I took the other. We fought back-to-back. Swords clashed, and the piercing clank of weapons filled the night air.

      I hacked and slashed with speed and fury.

      Asgoth carved through metal, flesh, and bone.

      Blood spewed and spurted.

      My blade pierced vital organs, severing arteries, mincing delicate structures.

      I twisted and whirled, blocking attacks, deflecting blows, and inflicting horrific damage.

      It was an orgy of delight for Asgoth.

      Bodies tumbled to the ground before me, blood pooling around the corpses. The blood looked black against the stone, a faint glimmer of moonlight reflecting in its slick surface.

      I could hear more guards coming.

      We had a few moments until they arrived.

      I moved to the parapet and glanced to the magic vine that had snaked its way up the wall. My face soured at the sight of it.

      In the short time that we had climbed the tower, the vine withered and rotted. It turned to dust when I grabbed hold of it. The ropey vines disintegrated, fluttering to the ground below.

      I grimaced.

      Maybe I’d pummel that charlatan after all, if I ever found him?
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      I didn’t want to do it, but it I didn’t have much choice. There was only one way down.

      I grabbed hold of Aurora, and she knew exactly what I had in mind. Her eyes went wide with fear, and her creamy skin drained of blood. She kicked and screamed, protesting, but I had already heaved her into the air by that point.

      She cleared the parapet and plummeted toward the moat below, her skirt flying up over head. She plunged into the murky moat-water, sending a splash soaring into the air.

      I hoped she could swim.

      It was an afterthought.

      It should have been a forethought. But, hey, I never claimed to be the sharpest tool in the shed.

      I was fairly certain that little maneuver had gotten me on Aurora’s bad side. She swam to the surface and gasped for breath. I watched as she clawed at the water, pulling herself to shore.

      I leapt onto the parapet just as a team of guards arrived. Carvin and I jumped to the water below.

      I plunged into the muck with a splash that made Aurora’s look small. My feet bottomed out on the bed of the moat, then I pushed off the sludge, launching to the surface.

      I broke through the water and twisted my head, slinging the slimy liquid from my hair as I swam to shore. I pulled myself out of the sludge, scooped Aurora in my arms, and flung her over my shoulder.

      Carvin and I ran across the field, sprinting toward the tree line.

      Aurora beat on my back, screaming and cursing me. Her wet gown clung to her skin, the sheer fabric hiding nothing. The cool breeze erected goosebumps on her shivering skin and perked her nipples. I heard her teeth chatter between epithets.

      It probably wasn’t a good idea to get on her bad side, considering she was the last dragon-shifter. She was soon to become one the most powerful creatures this side of the underworld. Once mated, she would assume her full power.

      But emerging was not without its drawbacks.

      The Queen had kept Aurora sheltered away—she was to be a gift for her son. And she would serve her master faithfully as long as he lived.

      With a dragon willing to do your bidding, almost anything would be possible. Empires would fall before you. Enemies would kneel at your feet, begging for mercy.

      The Queen wasn’t going to relinquish her prized possession without a fight.

      Arrows, launched from the battlements, flew through the air, stabbing the ground around our feet.

      The rattle of chains echoed across the field as the drawbridge lowered. I heard the heavy hooves of the finest steeds as the GreyLake Knights raced out of the citadel, stampeding across the drawbridge.

      We reached the edge of the forest as the knights barreled across the field. I climbed onto my horse and pulled Aurora into position behind me. She clutched my waist, hanging on for dear life as I gripped the reins and spurred my horse to a gallop.

      I glanced to Carvin locked on a terrible sight—an arrow had pierced his chest. Blood trickled from the wound. It had entered through his back and protruded through his chest. It was positioned toward the edge of his rib cage. A few inches over, and Carvin would have been dead. He pretended to ignore the wound, showing nothing more than a grimace here and there. But it had to hurt like hell.

      We sprinted through the forest, weaving through the thick trees. A single misstep would spell disaster. Tree trunks blurred by as we raced through the underbrush. I could hear the stampede of our pursuers. The ground rumbled under the heavy hooves, and their armor clattered.

      Aurora hugged me tight. I don’t think this was the ideal scenario for her, but it beat life in the tower.

      My horse was fast and nimble, but I didn’t expect to outrun the knights.

      I didn’t have to.

      This raid wasn’t done on a whim. Meticulous planning had gone into its execution. Carvin and I had rigged the forest with booby-traps. One by one, I led my victims to their doom.

      I pulled hard on the reins and veered around a pit, then swerved back in line. It had been covered with branches and leaves. We had dug this several feet deep and lined it with wooden spikes.

      I glanced back over my shoulder, watching the knights chase after us, hoping they would take the bait.

      It was brutal to watch.

      The horses fell into the pit, tumbling end over end.

      Riders launched into the air.

      Spikes skewered flesh.

      Bones snapped.

      Blood spattered.

      The pit had taken out four knights who couldn’t react fast enough. Several others swerved around the calamity and continued their pursuit.

      I drew Asgoth and sliced a rope overhead that I had tied between two trees. It released the tension on a giant arm that swung a massive wooden hammer down, smacking into the rider behind me.

      The impact knocked him from his horse, crushing his chest instantly. He smacked the ground flat on his back, coughing up blood. His lungs crushed, there was no way he could take another breath.

      I continued barreling through the forest and lifted the reins and jumped over a tripwire that was nearly invisible in the dark forest.

      The line caught the ankles of two horses behind me, tripping them to the ground. Once again, the knights flew through the air. One slammed into a tree while the other got clotheslined on a branch. Needless to say, neither were going to be forming complex sentences after that.

      Carvin and I continued racing through the forest, having eluded our pursuers for the time being.

      Our raid left the Queen in a precarious position. Without her weapon of mass destruction, she was at a disadvantage. Would she continue to pursue us, knowing full well she may incur the wrath of the furious dragon?

      Only a fool would have waited so long to mate the dragon-shifter. It would be the first thing a smart thief would do.
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      I wasn’t sure if I should be overjoyed or terrified. Years had I spent in that dreadful chamber. My only solace was the view from the narrow window. For countless hours during the day, I’d stare at the lush countryside. The rolling verdant slopes, the tall evergreens of the Lorewood Forrest.

      They tormented me.

      Teasing me with the dreams of freedom that I would never have.

      Now I was free of the castle. Of the Queen. Of her obnoxious son that would take me as soon as he became a man—though I had my doubts. He had never shown much interest in me. I think my breasts too perky and my ass too pert for his tastes. I had my suspicions that I lacked the proper anatomy to satiate his true desires.

      I was too soft.

      Perhaps he preferred something harder. Though I had no doubt the Queen would force his hand at some point.

      The place I left was horrid. But what had I gotten myself into?

      I wrapped my arms around the man who rescued me, I could feel his powerful heart thunder as his steed galloped through the forest. I couldn’t help but feel gratitude towards him. But he didn’t strike me as the type of man who was doing this out of the goodness of his heart.

      The wind raced through my damp hair, and my dress fluttered with the breeze. I was cold and grungy from the swampy moat. I dreamed that he was taking me to a wonderful palace where I could bathe and wash my hair and be attended to by handmaidens. I would be dressed in the finest silk. My savior would make me his Queen and treat me as such. He’d be kind and compassionate. Protective and strong. He’d caress me tenderly and whisper words of love and passion in my ear. And when I desired, he’d treat me like a whore, satisfying my every need. He’d plant his seed deep within my womb, and I would bare for him a son.

      It was a fleeting fantasy that scurried through my brain and slipped away as quickly as it came. It was the stuff of fairytales, and my life had been anything but a fairytale.

      I had no expectation that would change anytime soon.

      We rode for several hours. His dark-haired companion refused to stop or slow down, despite having an arrow through his chest. He clutched his wound and blood trickled through his fingers, streaming down his side. He hunched over the horse, growing ever more pale and sickly.

      We finally reached a campsite before dawn. There were two tents and a fire pit that had been snuffed out hours earlier. Embers glowed below a mound of ash.

      My savior dismounted, then grabbed my waist with his strong hands and lowered me down. He lifted me like I was a feather.

      His dark-haired friend crumpled to the ground as he dismounted his horse, too weak to stand. My savior rushed toward him, kneeling at his side.

      "I'm fine," the dark-haired man said. "Just got off on the wrong side of the horse." The once powerful man looked frail.

      "I don't know if anyone told you, but you have an arrow in your side," my Savior said. I would soon learn his name was Kron. And the wounded man was Carvin.

      "Is that what that is?" Carvin started to chuckle, but the slightest hint of a laugh sent jolts of pain through his torso.

      "You're not going to like this,” Kron said.

      "Do what you gotta do," Carvin grumbled, resigned to his fate.

      Kron grabbed a large knife from his belt. He gripped the tail end of the arrow to stabilize it as he sawed through it with the sharp blade.

      Carvin clenched his jaw and groaned with agony. The slightest motion was excruciating.

      My face tensed with worry. I didn't know the man, but it was impossible to watch without feeling empathy. Perhaps I was just sensitive in that way, but it was difficult for me to see others in pain.

      I could have run away, but there was no doubt I wouldn't get far.

      Not in this forest.

      I'd likely be chased down. And if I did manage to escape, I knew nothing of surviving off the land. I'd starve to death in a matter of days. Be devoured by ravenous beasts. Captured by marauders or slave traders. I was powerless until mated. For now, I was resigned to my fate. Perhaps it would be somewhat less dreadful than my past.

      “Are you ready?" Kron asked.

      Carvin nodded.

      "On three. Ready? One…"

      Carvin grimaced with pain as my Savior yanked the remains of the arrow through the wound on the first count.

      “What happened to three?” Carvin asked.

      "Never underestimate the element of surprise,” Kron said with a sly grin.

      Carvin scowled at him and placed his hands against the wound to stem the bleeding.

      The arrow had entered between the third and fourth ribs. I wasn't an expert on anatomy, but the arrow could have punctured a lung or other vital organ.

      “Can you breathe?" Kron asked.

      Carvin nodded. "Never better. It's a scratch. I've had worse."

      There was a grave look in Kron’s eyes. He was clearly a man who had seen plenty of battle, and more than his fair share of wounds. And this one didn’t look good.

      He grabbed a leather bag from his horse and poured some liquid onto the dark-haired man’s wounds.

      Carvin grimaced “Is that absolutely necessary?"

      “We need to clean the wound so it doesn’t get infected. I don’t have anything stronger. This will have to do.”

      "I've got a better use for it!” Carvin grabbed the canteen and swigged several gulps. Then he nodded to me. "You need to concern yourself with more important things. That one will get away from you if you're not careful. She's a feisty one."

      Kron looked at me with curious eyes. "She's not going anywhere. She knows better than to run, don't you?"

      I hesitated for a moment, then nodded.

      He gathered some kindling for the fire and threw the branches on top of the coals. Within moments the fire reignited. Amber flames flickered, and embers drifted into the air as the twigs popped and cracked. He drew his blade and stuck the tip in the fire until the metal was near glowing. He pulled the blade from flame and moved back to Carvin.

      From the concern in his eyes, Carvin knew what was coming, and he didn't like it one bit. His skin sizzled as Kron placed the tip of the sword against the wound, cauterizing the flesh. The putrid smell of burning skin wafted through the air.

      Again, Carvin attempted to stifle an agonized groan, but failed miserably. Once both entry and exit wounds were seared, Kron stabbed his sword into the dirt and let it cool.

      "Remind me to never get on your bad side," Carvin said.

      Kron chuckled.

      Carvin took another swig from the bag and handed it back to Kron who indulged himself with a healthy gulp. When he was done, he handed me the bag.

      I looked at him curiously. I had been fed nothing but scraps over the last several years. Meager portions that were near rot. Stale ale and horrid mead were my only beverages, and those were given in limited quantity. Already this man had treated me kinder than my predecessor.

      I took a sip of the ale.

      It was sweet and stronger than most. I flashed an appreciative glance, and after a second mouthful, handed the bag back to him.

      Kron took another swig and handed the bag to Carvin. Then my savior turned to me and held out his hand.

      This man was strong and powerful, but also gentle. The offer of a hand was a gesture that I could not remember receiving.

      I took it.

      His massive hand engulfed mine. It was strong and tough, but his touch was soft. His biceps flexed as his powerful arms pulled me to my feet.

      He escorted me away from the campsite. My heart thumped in my chest, and I trembled with both fear and anticipation. "Where are we going?"

      Kron said nothing. We continued walking through the forest toward a stream. The sound of the gentle water racing over the rocks filled the night air along with a symphony of crickets.

      "Why have you rescued me?"

      Again he said nothing.

      He let go of my hand at the shoreline and peeled off his clothes, revealing his sculpted body. His massive pectorals, washboard abs, and huge… thighs. My eyes widened and my cheeks turned rosy red as I took in his magnificent physique.

      Butterflies fluttered in my stomach.

      He stepped into the river and washed himself off.

      I pulled off my dress and stepped into the water. The cold spiked goosebumps all over my body. I watched Kron's eyes take in my form, staring at my erect nipples. I kept a cautious eye on him as I submerged.

      I floated into the water and dipped my head underneath, washing the muck from my strawberry locks.

      My heart pounded.

      I kept a wary gaze on Kron as I attempted to wash my dress in the stream. "What do you plan on doing with me?"

      It was a loaded question, my voice both fearful and coquettish.

      "I will take you back to my kingdom," Kron said.

      "Where is your kingdom?"

      “Pernberry is another day's journey to the west."

      "I suppose you intend to mate me?” My voice was filled with a mix of concern and anticipation.

      There was a long moment of silence as we stared deep into each other's eyes.

      “No."

      I arched a surprised eyebrow at him. "I am a dragon-shifter. You could have my power at your beck and call. Yet you choose not to do so?”

      "You are a gift," Kron said.

      “A gift?" I didn't like the sound of that.

      “For my father, the King."

      I deflated. I would have much preferred Kron take me. He was young, handsome, and powerful. I'm sure he had countless women making themselves available to him. I had no idea what type of man his father was, or how old.

      “You would willingly give away this opportunity? That seems rather selfless.”

      “My father is a great man. My loyalty will always be to him. He has ruled our kingdom with fairness and compassion. You will be pleased with him as your master."

      "I think I'd like you better."

      He smiled.

      I drifted closer to him. "Are you sure I can't entice you?”
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      I had faced many challenges in my life, but resisting Aurora was one of the more difficult. She had a svelte form and perfect breasts. Her voice was smooth and velvety, and her seductive words sounded like music to my ears. Desire burned within as she drew close.

      She pressed her soft skin against mine, pushing her breasts against my chest. I was rock hard, my soldier throbbed against her pelvis.

      She whispered in my ear, “I will be loyal to you as long as you live."

      I wanted nothing more moment than to thrust myself inside her. With her ability, I would have the power to rule my kingdom without opposition. No army could stand against a dragon.

      She had been in captivity for her entire adult life. I must have been her first viable option, and she wanted to take it. Sometimes the devil you know is better than the devil you don’t.

      She wrapped her legs around me and my hardness slid against her slick center.

      "I give myself to you… willingly,” she said, her hot breathy voice steaming in my ear.

      I was so close. The slightest movement and I would be inside of her. I would command the power of a dragon. It was too enticing to resist, but somehow I managed to grab her rib cage and gently push her away.

      A distraught look twisted on her face. She didn't like rejection.

      "I am loyal to my King. I made a promise that I would return with you unspoiled."

      She frowned at me.

      I must have been crazy passing up an opportunity like this, but my loyalty to my father came before anything else. Unlike my brother, I had a tremendous amount of respect for the King. He had always made decisions and sacrifices that were in our best interest, and the interest of his people. He was a protector, a provider, and a generous man. I had never once seen him refuse a request for help. The King truly cared about each one of his subjects. Whereas my brother cared about nothing and no one but himself.

      Evron was selfish, entitled, and overindulgent. He rarely found himself in battle, and when he did, he was in the rear with the gear.

      We were so different!

      Our outlooks on the world were polar opposites. I was loath to acknowledge that we were actually related. But I took some solace in the fact that he was a half-sibling—a child of the King's first wife. And in that regard, I had my suspicions that he may have been the product of infidelity.

      Unfortunately, Evron was next in line for the throne, and I shuddered at the thought of that eventuality. He would most assuredly become a tyrant and rule the kingdom with an iron fist.

      I often wondered what I would do when that day came? I couldn't serve a ruler like that.

      My half-sister, Malvina, was even worse.

      I left the water and changed into fresh clothes. I handed Aurora a bear skin to wrap herself with while her dress dried.

      By the time we reached camp, Carvin had slugged down the entire bag of ale. He lay on the ground with bloodshot eyes and a slight grin on his lips. Hovering beside the fire, he hadn’t moved.

      "How are you feeling?" I asked.

      "I feel like I need more ale.” A devious grin curled on his lips. “Did you get to all of those hard to reach places?"

      "No," Aurora said, with a disappointed tone.

      Carvin arched a curious eyebrow.

      "Are you losing your touch, big guy?”

      I stared at him. "I swore an oath to the King, and I intend keep it.”

      I strung a line between two trees and hung our wet clothes close to the fire. They would be dry by morning. With some Elven rope, I tied Aurora's hands behind her back and bound her ankles. I didn't think she would try to run during the night, but I wasn't going to take any chances.

      She didn't like it one bit, and her protests echoed through the forest.

      I scooped her from her feet and carried her into my tent. I set her on top of a blanket and covered her.

      "Is this really necessary?" Aurora asked. "I promise. I'm not going to run.”

      I smirked at her and then climbed into my blankets. I fluffed a pillow under my head and closed my eyes.

      "I could kill you in your sleep, you know," Aurora said in an attempt to sound menacing.

      I peeled open one eye and gazed at her beautiful form. "Good luck with that,” I said, flatly. “Let me know how it works out you.”

      She clenched her jaw, and her face twisted with frustration. Then she huffed and rolled over. She didn't say anything for several minutes, but just as I was dozing off she said, "I'm cold. Could you adjust my covers?"

      Her chest was exposed, and her beautiful breasts beckoned my eyes. Her nipples were fully erect.

      I crawled closer to her and pulled her blanket up to her chin.

      "Thank you," she said with appreciative eyes. They lingered on me a moment too long, and I could almost read her mind.

      "Do you have any ambition?" she asked.

      “My ambition is to return you to my King," I said.

      She looked disappointed.

      "You could have all that you desire.” Again, her velvety voice massaged my ears and re-kindled my desire. “Take me now, and I will serve you faithfully."

      The offer was tempting.

      There was no doubt about it.

      My soldier stretched and pulsed. This woman was gorgeous. I was stiff just thinking about it. But I refused to betray my father, no matter what the offer.

      “Bang her!” Asgoth said, his voice booming in my head. “What are you waiting for? Bang her! Fuck the shit out of her!”

      I ignored him and forced myself back to bed and tried to focus on other things besides the gorgeous woman next to me.

      “What is wrong with you? Don’t tell me you've switched teams?”

      The sword was beginning to get on my nerves. I grumbled, “I haven’t switched teams.”

      “Excuse me?” Aurora asked, unable to hear the demon.

      “Nothing,” I muttered.

      “Look at her. She’s tight, wet, and willing. Do you need a map? There is treasure in that booty.”

      I continued to ignore him.

      “If I was free from this sword… oh, the things I would do to her!”

      There was no way to get his voice out of my head.

      “I’m so disappointed in you.”

      Asgoth continued to taunt me incessantly while Aurora kept trying to entice me with her silken voice and seductive words. Her voice entered my ear and tickled my brain, creating an avalanche of lustful thoughts. She was like a siren calling me to my doom.
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      I feared the worst.

      The sun climbed over the horizon shooting dappled rays of light through the canopy of trees. There was a damp chill in the air.

      I peeled my eyes open and glanced across the tent to see Aurora still asleep. She was a stunning vision, and I could certainly get used to waking up to that every morning.

      Several times throughout the night I had checked on Carvin. His injury was worrisome. I had seen my share of battle wounds, and arrows could be particularly difficult to survive.

      A wound to the extremities was usually survivable unless the arrowhead nicked a major artery.

      Wounds to the torso were survivable if no major organs were punctured. It was better to be shot in the chest than the abdomen. Though, puncturing a lung could be disastrous. It could fill with fluid and collapse, and victims were prone to respiratory infection.

      A shot to the abdomen was almost always fatal.

      If the person didn't die from internal bleeding, they surely died from infection.

      Carvin was still alive when I entered his tent. The area around the wound was black and blue. But he was still breathing. His eyes opened when I called his name.

      "How are you feeling?" I asked.

      "Like dogshit.”

      “We need to get moving. Are you up to it?"

      “I’m sure as hell not staying here."

      After I packed our gear, I helped Carvin mount his horse, and the three of us headed back toward Pernberry.

      Carvin winced with each step. He hunched over his horse, clinging on for dear life. I couldn't tell what hurt him the most, his hangover, or his arrow wound.

      Aurora clung onto me as we rode through the Lorewood Forest. We moved through the lush green oasis as quickly as possible. The King’s royal sorcerer would be able to cast a spell or make a potion that would aid in Carvin's healing. My stepsister had become a powerful sorceress in her own right, but she was loath to do me any favors.

      By late afternoon, we had arrived at Pernbury Castle. The majestic silver citadel stood atop a sheer cliff—a pilar of stone that rose from the ground, making it virtually impenetrable. A dangerous moat surrounded the base.

      Stable-hands took our horses, and two pages led Carvin to the infirmary. He forced a reassuring smile "I'll be right as rain in no time."

      "I have no doubt,” I said, trying to sound confident.

      The frail pages attempted to give him a hand, but Carvin pushed them aside, too proud to take assistance.

      The cobblestone streets bustled with activity. Citizens scurried about, taking care of daily errands. Vendors sold goods on the streets. The citadel was a sprawling metropolis—a place where you could find just about anything.

      Citizens gawked as I escorted the dragon-shifter into the Great Hall and brought her before the King. The palace was opulent—a symbol of my father's conquests. He had brought back untold riches from the far corners of the globe.

      The Great Hall was a cavernous space. Large pillars supported a vaulted ceiling. The hall was adorned with intricate stonework, exquisite sculptures, and vibrant tapestries. It was like walking into a magnificent cathedral.

      The King's court filled the Great Hall. People stared with wide eyes, and whispers danced around as they gossiped. Some were astonished, and some doubted this was truly a dragon-shifter. I could see it on their faces. I could also see worry and concern.

      My father sat atop an iron throne elevated by a riser. The throne was more like battle armor than a decorative work of art—a symbol that this kingdom was built on steel. A wide grin played on his face as he saw me.

      The King rose from his throne and descended the steps to greet me warmly. He put a proud hand on my shoulder. “What have you brought me?" he asked, knowing the answer.

      "The last dragon-shifter!” I said with pride.

      The King's eyes fell upon Aurora, taking in her luscious form. Behind his eyes I could see a million thoughts running through his brain.

      Despite his age, my father was still strong and capable. His muscles were carved from stone. He had a square jaw, deep blue eyes, and a short beard that was graying. His long flowing hair was also well on its way to full gray.

      In his day, he had been a deadly warrior, now he was still more than capable, though old enough to realize battle was a young man's game.

      "Tonight, we feast in celebration of my son’s victory,” the King proclaimed. “With this gift, he has brought lasting peace to our land!”

      The hall erupted with cheers.

      "Now leave us," the King commanded. "I have personal business to discuss with my son."

      The hall emptied quickly. I stood before my father with Aurora in the vast space.

      “You have returned her unspoiled?” He asked.

      “Yes, father.”

      His eyes narrowed as he peered deep into mine. “Are you sure?”

      “I swear.”

      He paused for a long moment. His solemn face gave way to a smile. “I knew you would not fail me. I have a special reward for your loyalty.”

      I didn’t steal the last dragon-shifter for any type of reward. And what my father offered me I could never have imagined.
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      The King glanced around to make sure the chamber was empty. He leaned in and spoke in a hushed tone. "Take the girl directly to your chamber and mate with her. Now!”

      Confusion twisted on my face. "But—“

      "She is not for me. She never was for me. You have demonstrated your loyalty and trustworthiness. I will make an announcement that you are heir to the throne, not your brother."

      My eyes widened with surprise.

      "He does not have the character to lead,” my father said. “He is far too selfish and irresponsible. I've known this for quite some time, but I was hoping he would change. I fear if he were ever to rule this kingdom, it would bring nothing short of misery to the people."

      “Evron is not going to be happy.”

      "I couldn't care less. It's the right thing to do. With the power of the dragon-shifter, you will be invincible."

      I stood there, speechless for a moment. "I don't know what to say—”

      “Don't say anything. Just accept what has been given to you. Make haste!” My father smiled.

      I wasn't going to argue.

      “And when you are done, I have something else I need to discuss with you.”

      I left the great hall and made my way through the palace to my chamber, keeping Aurora close at my side. My mind filled with a million thoughts. I wondered how long my father had been planning this? It seemed that sending me to retrieve Aurora was just a test. One that I had passed, though not without great difficulty. And I wondered what else was on his mind.

      "I'm so glad you didn't bang her," Asgoth said.

      My brow crinkled. "That's not what you said last night.”

      “What?” Aurora asked.

      "Nothing. Sorry. I'm just…" I wasn’t sure how to explain the situation. Asgoth only made his voice audible to some people.

      I hurried through the halls of the castle, knowing full well that once word got out, Evron would do everything in his power to stop my succession to the throne.

      Unfortunately, I underestimated his ruthlessness.

      Evron and his elite guards blocked the hallway as I neared my chamber. By the devious look in his eyes, I knew he wasn’t welcoming me home.

      "I must say, I'm impressed with you, brother,” Evron said. "But she is not for you."

      I clenched my jaw. "Stand down, Evron. Father has given her to me."

      Hatred and rage filled his eyes.

      My hand gripped the hilt of my blade.

      "I am next in line for the throne!” Evron growled.

      "Not anymore."

      The air was thick with tension.

      Evron’s guards stood ready to pounce, swords drawn.

      “Back off, and I will forget this little incident," I said.

      "You will never be King," Evron said. "I can assure you of that.”

      "When father hears of this—“

      Evron chuckled. "Father will never hear this." He addressed his guards. "Arrest this man for the murder of the King."

      My eyes widened. A mixture of rage and sadness filled my heart. My throat tightened.

      The metal blade rang as I unsheathed Asgoth from his scabbard.

      Evron’s guards charged me.

      Swords clashed, echoing down the corridor.

      Clad in heavy armor, the goons were slower than I was. I hacked and slashed, spinning and turning, defending myself from all angles. The demonic blade sliced through one of the guard’s swords. My deadly blade continued on its trajectory, raking across the man's neck and chest.

      Rivers of blood spurted into the air.

      I spun around and kicked another goon away, then deflected another blow. With a quick thrust, I skewered another, my blade puncturing his abdomen.

      Blood washed over Asgoth.

      The demon moaned with pleasure.

      I could feel his joy and ecstasy. Each soul increasing his power, bringing him one step closer to freedom.

      Evron stood back with concerned eyes, watching the battle.

      I continued slashing and stabbing. I moved with speed and precision. Metal clashed and blood flowed. Within a few chaotic moments, all of Evron’s elite guards were on the floor, either dead or writhing in agony, well on their way to the grave.

      My heart pounded, and rage pumped through my veins. My glare found Evron who stood uneasy in the hallway. He gripped his sword, the blade slightly trembling in his hands.

      A sea of crimson blood flowed over the marble floor before me. I stepped over the bodies as I marched toward my brother, preparing to strike a fatal blow. Through gritted teeth, I growled, ”I will make you suffer for what you've done!”

      Fear filled the coward’s eyes as I stormed toward him. I reared my blade back ready to hack him to pieces.

      But Evron had a trick up his sleeve.

      He reached into a pouch on his belt and grabbed a handful of powder. He blew it into the air, and the green cloud of dust enveloped me.

      My knees went weak, and my vision faded.

      I smacked the ground and heard Asgoth clatter against the tile as I blacked out. When I awoke, I was somewhere I never imagined I would be.
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      A terrible screech filled my ears, waking me from my involuntary slumber. I knew instantly what it was.

      My stomach twisted as reality came flooding back to me. Slumber had brought nightmares, but they were nothing compared to the cold hard fact that my father had been killed—by Evron no less.

      I never realized how horrid the conditions were in this dungeon. This part of the castle was not a place I visited often. The wet sock smell of mold filled the air. Mixed with stale, sweaty body odor and excrement made for a cornucopia of wonderful aromas.

      The cold damp air raised my skin, sending a chill deep into my bones. My head throbbed, and the veins in my temples pulsed. The magic dust Evron used made me feel foggy and left me with a hell of a headache.

      Shafts of light beamed through a barred window, painting squares on the stone floor. Flies buzzed around the corpse of another prisoner. Shackled in chains, he'd been dead for at least a day and no one seemed concerned enough to remove him. My face twisted from the putrid stench.

      I staggered to my feet. Chained to the wall with iron cuffs about my wrist and ankles I could only take a few steps toward the door. This was my little corner of the world now.

      I still felt woozy.

      The ground warbled beneath my feet.

      I yanked hard against the chains. The metal cuffs cut into my wrists. My biceps flexed as I tried to pry the chains from the wall. There was the slightest bit of play between the baseplate and the stone. Maybe with a little elbow grease it would separate?

      I worked on it for hours without much success.

      "Are you going to make that racket all hours of the day and night?” a voice asked from the neighboring cell. “Some of us are trying to die in peace.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you, but I'm not planning on dying," I said.

      There was a long pause.

      “I know your voice," the woman said. "You're Kron."

      I said nothing.

      “What are you doing here?"

      "The King is dead. Evron has taken control.”

      “What?"

      "It's true.”

      She sighed and muttered, “So that’s why I was arrested.”

      “My brother has something against you?”

      “Let’s just say, I was never his favorite person.”

      “Hardly reason to merit such punishment,” I said.

      "I haven't been informed yet of my crime.” A sad chuckle escaped her lips. “Not that I’ve committed any crime, but it should be interesting to see what they come up with—if they come up with a reason at all.”

      "How long have you been here?"

      “This morning. I’m not sure if Evron plans to watch me wither away in this dungeon, or if I will merit a public execution."

      "I can't see Evron passing up an opportunity to sever a head in public."

      "That's reassuring."

      "At least it would be quick," I said.

      I heard a door open down the hallway. The hinges creaked, and heavy boots clanked against the stone floor. A moment later, Evron’s repulsive face appeared through the viewport in my cell door. He couldn't contain his smug grin. "It really is dreadful down here, isn't it?” His nose crinkled up. “These are horrendous living conditions."

      I glared at him.

      "Don't worry. You won't be living for long.” He paused. “If it were up to me, I might let you wither here, but father was such a beloved King the citizens will want to see you face a gruesome end.”

      I snarled at my brother.

      “For the murder of the King, you will be executed at noon tomorrow in the public square." He sighed. “I will miss you, brother. But not that much."

      I wanted to smack the grin from his lips. He spun around and marched down the hallway. I listened to his footsteps clamor , then the dungeon door slammed behind him as he exited.

      "That guy is an asshole. I can't believe you two are related,” the woman next door said.

      “I’m not so sure we are related,” I grumbled.

      Evron shared none of the traits of my father, and there wasn't much resemblance. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was no blood relation at all.

      For the rest of the night, I worked on trying to loosen the chains. Morning would come all too quickly.
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      “You fool!” I growled, attempting to keep my voice low. I didn’t want this conversation to be heard outside of my bedchamber. “You should kill him now.”

      “Relax, dear sister,” Evron said. “We will make a spectacle of him.“

      I clenched my jaw.

      “If we do this in secret, questions may arise,” Evron explained.

      "You acted impulsively! If we would have done this my way—“

      "I had no choice," Evron said. "I had to act. I did not anticipate Kron would return with the dragon-shifter. Actually, I did not anticipate he would return at all."

      I paused. “Have you mated with the dragon-shifter?”

      He sneered at me. "Of course. Do you think me a fool?"

      I dare not answer my true feelings. My brother was rash, impulsive, and not what I would call a deep thinker.

      “She is now under my complete control.” His face twisted with disgust as a thought ran through his little brain. His eyes flicked to Gort. “Please don’t tell me you mate with this dumb thing?”

      “I not dumb,” Gort grumbled in broken speech.

      Evron rolled his eyes. “Is that how you keep him under control?”

      I sneered at Evron.

      Gort was a massive, 7 foot tall blue orc that I had conjured from the underworld. He was a loyal protector, and what I did with him was my business. He was gentle and kind. When provoked or threatened, he became the terrifying beast that he was. With bulging biceps, rippled abs, and legs like tree trunks he was a fearsome force.

      For a moment, a sickly feeling ran through my body. Evron was now King, and I would serve him.

      I worried that his rule would be worse than my father's. But I reassured myself of my ability to sway Evron. He had always taken my counsel, and I had always been able to mold his opinion.

      "Have no fear,” Evron said. “The people will believe what we tell them. And they will have no choice. Anyone who speaks against the King will suffer grave punishment.” He had a mischievous glint in his eyes. "We can dispense with all the ridiculous notion's father held and rule the kingdom as we see fit."
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      The sharp blade careened toward my neck. I cringed anticipating the deathblow. I hoped that Asgoth would at least have mixed feelings about severing my head, though he would probably relish the taste of my blood.

      It was a great day to die. Clear blue sky, brilliant sun, plenty of onlookers. All things considered, it was better than wasting away over months or years in a dank dungeon.

      I waited for the blade to impact my flesh, but something miraculous happened.

      Asgoth stayed the executioner's hand mid-swing.

      The blade hovered just above my neck. The executioner’s hand trembled as he tried to force the blade to move.

      Asgoth didn’t budge.

      Sweat beaded on the executioner’s forehead. His eyes filled with astonishment.

      The crowd gasped with confusion.

      Instead of severing my neck, the executioner sliced the ropes that bound my wrists.

      My arms swung free. I sprang to my feet.

      The executioner turned the blade on himself, stabbing the sword into his belly. His face filled with horror, and his wide eyes bulged. Crimson blood spurted from his abdomen as he fell to his knees.

      I grabbed the sword and pulled the blade from his stomach, then hacked off his head for good measure. It smacked against the deck and rolled into the crowd, leaving a trail of blood-spatter behind.

      The onlookers stepped back and gasped.

      I guess Asgoth liked having me as master. He decided to save my life.

      Evron watched from high atop a castle terrace. His look of astonishment turned to rage. “Seize him!”

      Several of his elite guards stormed the executioner’s platform. I swung Asgoth hard, slashing at an approaching guard. Asgoth's razor-sharp blade severed the man’s jugular. Blood spurted like a fountain from the wound as he face-planted to the deck.

      I backhanded my blade and struck another goon, knocking him from the platform. With a quick thrust, I plunged the sword into another guard.

      Asgoth vibrated with ecstasy.

      Blood coated the blade and dripped on the wooden deck. Metal rang out as I pulled the blade from the dead man's armor. His limp body clanked to the deck.

      I jumped from the platform, and the crowd parted around me. I hit the ground and tumbled, then sprang to my feet.

      Evron commanded his dragon to attack.

      Aurora leapt into the air and transformed into a massive red dragon. Crimson scales covered her body. Her wide wings flapped, launching her into the sky.

      She had fierce teeth, a rigid snout, and horns that tapered back past her ears. Her golden eyes shimmered in the sunlight. Tall spikes lined her spine.

      The dragon plunged down, rocketing toward the ground. She swooped low and landed in front of me. The ground rumbled under her weight.

      The crowd scurried to clear the area.

      I gazed up at the towering creature in awe. She inhaled, and her chest expanded.

      I knew what was coming next.

      I spun around and ran in the opposite direction.

      She blew a stream of molten fire.

      I slid underneath the wooden platform in the nick of time. The flames engulfed the deck, turning it into an inferno. Amber flames flickered high in the sky. Smoke billowed into the air.

      I crawled underneath the flaming platform. Searing heat baked my back as I scurried to the other side.

      Within a few steps, Aurora landed before me and took another deep inhalation.

      I spun around and ran as fast as I could. I plowed into the crowd, weaving my way through the horde.

      Aurora's breath sent flames into the crowd, incinerating several innocent citizens.

      I narrowly escaped the inferno.

      The gruesome screams of the burn-victims filled the air. Flesh popped and crackled as it melted from bone.

      I turned down a side street and dove into a sewer, splashing into the slimy muck.

      The swampy stench wasn't exactly appealing, but it was better than being roasted to a crisp. I scampered down the tunnel as Aurora pressed her snout against the sewer opening. Her heavy breath rumbled off the stone walls.

      She inhaled again and blew a stream of fire into the sewer.

      I raced as fast as I could down the tunnel as flames filled the passage behind me. Heat nipped at my backside as I barely outran the flames, sliding down the algae covered chute.

      I slid down the sewer tunnel and slammed into the metal grate at the outlet. Sewage poured from the opening into the moat a hundred feet below.

      The rusty iron grate was the only thing keeping me from plummeting down.

      Aurora’s screeches echoed through the passageways. Her heavy wings flapped. She launched into the air and circled the citadel, looking for the sewer outlet. There were dozens around the perimeter of the fortress.

      I kicked the grate as hard as I could, trying to free the rusty iron from its attachments. Rust colored flakes flittered into the air with each kick. The iron bars rang throughout the passageway.

      Klong!

      Klong!

      Klong!

      After several tries, the grate broke loose from an attachment point. Another quick kick, and the iron barrier tumbled down the side of the cliff face, splashing into the moat below.

      I scooted to the edge and peered below—it was a long way down.

      The flap of Aurora’s wings drew my attention. I glanced to my right and saw the dragon approaching, fury burning in her eyes.

      I jumped from the ledge and plummeted toward the moat. Wind whistled past my ears, ruffling my hair.

      I splashed into the water and sank to the soft, spongy bottom. My ears filled with pressure. My legs pushed off the murky depths, and I swam to the surface, my arms pulling me through the water. I reached toward the shimmering light above, needing to grab a breath of air. But I also new death was waiting for me.

      I broke through the surface and sucked in a breath just as Aurora exhaled a stream of fire. Her molten breath blazed toward me as I dove back underneath the surface.

      The dappled rays of amber light cascaded through the water as I pulled myself below, swimming as hard as I could.

      The blurry shape of Aurora hovered overhead. She flew low over the water and plunged her head below the surface. Her powerful jaws clamped tight, nipping at my heels.

      I pulled myself through the water as fast as I could, trying to out run the shadow of the dragon that enveloped me. My lungs burned, depleted of oxygen.
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      The dragon plunged her head into the water and snapped at my heels.

      I swam deeper, trying to evade her sharp fangs. My lungs were growing unhappy about the lack of oxygen and were about to demand a breath.

      I kept pulling through the water as the menacing creature tried to pluck me out like a gull snatching a fish from the sea.

      Through the murky water I saw an opening—an aquifer that fed the moat. I pulled myself through the soup and swam into the tunnel. The moat drew its water from a nearby stream in the Lorewood.

      I was swimming against the current. Within a few feet, the passageway became pitch black.

      I couldn't see a thing.

      I felt my way through the dark, my hands tracing the slimy algae covered walls. My muscles burned, and a wave of dread washed over me.

      I didn’t know how far the tunnel went.—farther than I thought I could swim. I wasn't entirely sure that drowning was a better death than fire.

      Both seem equally horrible.

      My mind filled with thoughts of doom. I wasn't the only one concerned. Asgoth was in a panic.

      If I died in the passageway, there was no telling how long Asgoth would remain at the bottom of the murky depths.

      Without a master doing his bidding, he would have no chance at escaping the sword. My death would leave him stranded for the better part of eternity.

      A blurry speck of light in the distance gave me hope.

      The end of the tunnel, perhaps?

      Hot coals burned in my lungs, and my arms were rubber. But I kept pulling.

      As my strength was about to fade, I felt a rush of energy from Asgoth. I had felt it many times on the battlefield. The boost from Asgoth gave me just enough strength to swim to the end of the tunnel.

      I entered the river and pulled toward the glimmering surface. I was on the verge of passing out.

      I splashed through the surface and filled my lungs with a deep gasp. I trod water for a moment, catching my breath, then swam to shore and pulled myself onto the bank. My hands grabbed fistfuls of grass and dirt, clawing my way up the slope. I took cover at the base of a large tree. My eyes scanned the sky for any signs of the dragon.

      For the moment, Aurora’s attention seemed to be elsewhere.

      Water dripped from my body, pooling at my feet as I huddled by the large roots. I stayed there for a moment, trying to formulate a plan. I had but one purpose—exact revenge on Evron for my father's death.

      But that was no easy task.

      To defeat the dragon and retake the kingdom, I would need an army, or help from the gods.

      Or both.

      Even if I had the support of every available man of fighting age in the kingdom, it still wouldn't be enough to take the dragon.

      “A dragon is a magical beast, and the only way to defeat one is with magic,” Asgoth said. “You will get no help from the gods. We will need the aid of a sorcerer.”

      “Do you have one in mind?”

      “There is a rumor of a powerful one in the Dark Forest.”

      I shivered at the thought. The Dark Forest was dangerous. “That is a long and perilous journey.”

      “Don’t be a pussy. It will be fun. An adventure. We will woo women, conquer enemies, and prove our worth. Besides, you have no other option if you want to reclaim your kingdom.”

      Asgoth was right. The gods would not help. They had never helped. I turned my back on them long ago. A sorcerer was the only way. “We will need to travel north to the frontier town of Locsava. There we can gather horses and supplies for this adventure.”

      “Yay, a road trip!” Asgoth exclaimed. “I love road trips.”

      “I’m glad you are so excited,” I said, dryly, not sharing his enthusiasm.

      My heart filled with dread at the thought of traveling through the northern section of the Lorewood. It was off-limits to man. Trespassing would bring the wrath and fury of its inhabitants.

      But maybe that wasn't such a bad thing?
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      “I owe you one,” I said.

      “You owe me several,” Asgoth replied.

      “True.”

      “You are no good to me dead,” the sword added. “It is in my best interest to keep you as my master… until I find someone better.”

      I sneered at the blade. “You will never find someone better.”

      Asgoth and I made our way north through the lush forest. The dappled rays of the midday sun beamed through the canopy of leaves. I moved through the tall trees and thick trunks with caution, knowing with each step I was drawing closer to danger. Despite my stealthy attempts, my trespassing did not go unnoticed.

      I was quickly surrounded by Wood Elves—arrows knocked and swords drawn.

      There were four of them. Three men and a female. They all had svelte frames and moved with grace and precision. Pointed ears, flowing hair, and pale skin that almost seemed to glow.

      "You are trespassing where no man has traveled in a hundred years," the woman said.

      She had blonde hair and blue eyes and porcelain skin. She looked innocent, but I knew she was far from it. The Elves could be ruthless killers, despite their benign reputation.

      "I would not intrude, but these are desperate times. I must travel north to Locsava.”

      "Take the long way," an elf-man said.

      "King Tyrek has been killed. My brother, Evron, now rules with the support of a dragon. His tyranny threatens us all."

      Their eyes widened at the news.

      "All the more reason not to trespass through our woods," the woman said.

      "I intend to overthrow my brother. An alliance between man and elf would be in both our interests.”

      "There will never be another alliance between man and elves," the woman said.

      "Take me to Veldrick,” I demanded. “I wish to speak with him myself."

      "I am, Cassandra, daughter of Veldrick. I can speak on his behalf.”

      I looked at her curiously. She was the princess to the elf kingdom.

      "Go back to where you came, or face death," she added.

      "Going back is not an option." My body tensed. It was clear they had no intention of letting me pass.

      I prepared for battle.

      "So be it," she said.

      I gripped the hilt of my sword and drew the blade. The elves’ eyes grew wide at the sight.

      "He wields a demon blade!" an elf yelled.

      Cassandra’s eyes narrowed. "How dare you bring such evil into our forest!”

      "He's not so bad once you get to know him," I said.

      She growled at me and charged.

      She swung her Elven blade, and I deflected the blow with Asgoth. The metallic clamor echoed throughout the forest.

      Another elf attacked from the side.

      I spun around, deflected his blow, and kicked him in the belly. He tumbled against the ground, rolling to the base of a tree.

      I twirled around in time to deflect another blow. A swift kick to the elf’s groin doubled him over. He collapsed to his knees, and I hammered the back of his head with the hilt of my blade. He flattened against the ground, unconscious.

      Another elf loosed an arrow.

      It zipped through the air, racing toward me.

      I twisted my torso in time to avoid the sharp projectile.

      It slammed into a tree, and the shaft rattled. The elf knocked another arrow and was about to fire when Cassandra attacked again.

      Our swords clashed.

      The other elf dare not fire for fear of hitting the Elf Lord's daughter.

      I clashed swords with Cassandra.

      She attacked with ferocity.

      Determination blazed in her eyes, a scowl on her face. She moved with lethal precision—her movements quick and graceful. She grunted and groaned with each slash and hack, her hair fluttering in the wind.

      Elves had always been worthy adversaries. But I could never have anticipated how ruthless they were.

      With a few expert moves, the princess had gained an advantage.

      Then the unthinkable happened.

      Asgoth betrayed me.

      He twirled from my grasp, flew through the air, and embedded his point into the ground.

      I tumbled back, slamming the dirt.

      Cassandra’s  blade was at my throat in an instant.

      She hovered over me, and my heart thumped in my chest. I could see the rage in her eyes, and I was sure she was going to nick my carotid artery with the tip of her blade. It would have been an easy flick of the wrist.

      Never before had I found myself in this position. One doesn't lose too many sword fights and live to tell about it.

      Moreover, I was distraught and astonished that Asgoth would betray me. It was as if my fingers had been pried from the hilt.

      Maybe my time was up?

      Maybe he had found a more suitable master in the elves?

      "I can see no good reason to let you live," the princess said.

      "I can think of a few."

      She scowled at me and moved the blade, ready to strike.

      Then something surprising happened.

      Another elf grabbed Asgoth and admired the demonic blade.

      Everything seemed to happen in slow motion. It was as if I became hyper aware in my dying moment.

      Asgoth's charisma and charm were too overpowering for the elf to handle. The demonic sword’s will flowed into the elf. Suddenly, the elf was consumed with a murderous rage. He plunged the blade into the belly of his comrade. Crimson blood poured from the man's abdomen. He slumped over the sword and fell to the ground as the elf pulled Asgoth from his torso.

      The possessed elf spun around and sliced the demon blade across the chest of the archer. Asgoth carved through muscle and bone, and the Archer groaned in agony. A look of horror washed over his face.

      The princess stared in shock, her face twisted by the horror of it all.

      The possessed elf charged the princess and hacked at her. Their swords clashed, clamoring through the forest.

      Asgoth imbued the elf with fury.

      The pointy-eared creature wielded the sword like a crazed barbarian. The princess did her best to deflect his blows, but he quickly overtook her, stripping the sword from her hand.

      The princess’s shimmering blade twirled through the air and landed in a bed of leaves.

      The princess fell to the ground, her face creased with fear. Her wide eyes stared the at the possessed elf as he reared the sword back, preparing to stab the tip through her heart. Her lip quivered, and she shrieked in terror.

      Borvam, the possessed elf, stabbed the blade down with all his might.
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      Asking a favor from the underworld was not without peril. But given the situation, I felt it was worth the risk. I knew Kron would never stop until he had exacted revenge. Our newly acquired kingdom was in jeopardy as long as he roamed free. My idiot brother should have killed him when he had the chance.

      Inside the palace, I had built a temple to the god Zatyral. It was a modest chamber with a statue of the underworld deity and a sacrificial altar before it.

      I kept it secret.

      Evron knew about it, and he didn't approve. He never put much faith in my spiritual endeavors. Dabbling in the occult wasn't well regarded among the commoners. The simpletons would burn me at the stake if they knew my allegiance was to any other god besides Xerius.

      But the gods of the underworld had always rewarded me. They possessed great power and seemed to be more willing to share it that the gods of Valinsmor.

      Evron may have commanded a dragon, but every day my sorcery grew stronger. The more I showered my Zatyral with praise and affection, the more powerful I became.

      I was not fool enough to request something without making an offering first. I had my loyal guards bring me a beautiful virgin. They dragged her to the temple, screaming and crying. Tears streamed down her porcelain skin. Her wavy blonde hair was tousled from the struggle.

      The guards stripped her of her garments. She was gorgeous, and her perky young breasts begged to be caressed. I would have kept her as a plaything for Gort and I to enjoy, but the matter at hand took precedent.

      "There's no need to cry. Everything is going to be okay," I said in a comforting voice.

      I waved my hand across her face, casting a tranquility spell. A soothing calm washed over her body. Her lips softened, a thin smile tugging at the corners. She stared at me with hazy eyes as if in a drug-induced stupor.

      The guards set her atop the altar.

      Her svelte form looked sleek and inviting. The arch in her back extended her firm chest, her nipples poking skyward. Her toned legs and smooth thighs looked glorious. My spell had made her lusty, and she squirmed with desire. Her core grew slick and glistened.

      Her lust was infectious, and I found my own cravings growing. My cheeks flushed, and my center heated with passion. A tingle ran through my spine. I wanted nothing more than to dive between her legs and taste her sweet juices.

      But that would spoil the gift.

      And Zatyral would not be pleased.

      I started reciting an incantation. I had learned it from an old sorcerer in the Bunzor Hills. It was in the ancient tongue of Trazul.

      As I neared the end of the incantation, the air began to swirl. There was a palpable presence in the room. I gripped the hilt of my dagger and lifted it overhead. I aimed the tip at the girl’s heart, then stabbed it down after I finished my chant.

      The blade punctured her pristine flesh, spewing waves of crimson blood across her breasts. Blood trickled down her milky skin. Her body bucked and writhed, then went limp.

      The warm blood coated my hands. I could see the girls soul leave her body—a glowing cloud of particles that drifted toward the statue of Zatyral. The sculpture absorbed the girl’s essence.

      A few moments later the wraiths materialized—seven demonic souls in service of the dark lord, now in service to me.

      My guards recoiled in fear.

      The wraiths looked like desiccated corpses, with wrinkled skin drawn tight against their bones. Their hollow black eyes and a ghostly presence sent a chill up my spine. Clad in back armor, they were willing to do my bidding, and they wouldn’t stop until the task was complete.

      I gave them their purpose—find Kron and bring back his head.
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      "Asgoth, no!" I screamed

      I hoped he would be able to control himself. But his bloodlust was insatiable. This was going to be counterproductive if he made Borvam kill the princess.

      I see now that Asgoth abandoned me to save me, but he was about to go too far.

      Borvam stabbed Asgoth down. But the tip of the sword stopped a millimeter from Cassandra’s bountiful chest.

      A look of horror and shame twisted on the possessed elf’s face as Asgoth relinquished control. Borvam’s mortified eyes glanced at the fallen bodies of his companions, then to his bloodied hands. He tossed Asgoth aside, wanting nothing more to do with the evil blade.

      I scooped Asgoth up immediately.

      "What happened?" Borvam asked, not remembering the incident. Or, at least, pretending not to remember.

      I glanced to the princess who cautiously climbed to her feet. I attempted to have a disarming tone to my voice but I’m sure it sounded snide, “You were the one who wanted to do this the hard way.”

      The princess took a step toward her blade. I kept her at bay with Asgoth.

      She stepped back, avoiding the demonic sword at all costs.

      Borvam collapsed to his knees and sobbed at the misery he had brought.

      "That blade is pure evil," the princess said. "I cannot allow its presence in my kingdom."

      "I am the blade’s master,” I said.

      "No man can master a demon," the princess replied.

      I decided to put my faith in Asgoth completely.

      I spun the blade around and offered the hilt to the princess. "Then you take my sword while I am in your kingdom."

      Her blue eyes glanced from the blade to me with astonishment. The look in her eyes quickly turned to fear. "I want no part of that sword."

      I retracted my offer and sheathed the blade. “Then I’m marching north through the Lorewood, whether you like it or not. I don't need your help in defeating the dragon. Don't cry to me when the beast burns down your precious forest."

      I turned my back on them and marched north. I'd had enough of this nonsense. I was relatively sure they wouldn't try anything now. But there was no doubt I'd run into more elves. And when I did, I wouldn't be so patient.

      It didn't surprise me that the princess staggered forward and grabbed her sword from the ground. She charged toward me with a scowl on her face. A rage-filled growl emanated from her lips. Her footsteps crunched against the leaves. She reared her sword back, ready to attack.

      I spun around and deflected the blow, swinging with all my might. My frustration with the situation, combined with Asgoth's power, sheared Cassandra’s blade in half.

      There was a blinding flash as the metal collided and the blade split. The Elven steel had been imbued with magical properties, and the demise of the blade released the energy into the aether.

      The princess’s face filled with dread and sadness—no doubt the blade had sentimental value.

      "Stand down or this won't end pleasantly for you," I said.

      The princess was stubborn.

      She snarled at me, refusing to back down. She gripped the hilt of her sword which was now no longer than a hunting knife. She swiped and stabbed at me to no avail.

      I chuckled, dodging her feeble attempts with amusement. It only seemed to infuriate her further.

      I had to admire her determination and grit. She was never going to give up. The Elves could certainly be powerful allies in the fight against Evron and his dragon.

      The moment the thought entered my mind, I heard the shrill screeches of the beast.

      Its massive wings flapped overhead as it swooped above the canopy of trees, searching for me.

      The sound of a dragon was unmistakable, and it was enough to send chills down anyone’s spine. I ran for cover under the base of a tree, and the princess did the same.

      Our fight was on hold—perhaps only temporarily.

      For now, there were bigger fish to fry.

      The princess cowered under the tree near me, her blue eyes scanning the heavens. The color drained from her face, and terror filled her eyes.

      The massive beast swooped above the treetops, bathing us in shadow as it passed.

      “Still think you don’t have a dragon problem?” I asked.

      Her eyes flicked from the dragon above to me, conceding that her beloved forest was in danger.

      My heart fluttered in my chest, hoping that the beast would continue on its path. One breath from its craggy lips and the forest would be ablaze. I had no desire to get roasted alive.
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      The enraged dragon soared low over the canopy of trees and disappeared into the hazy distance.

      I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Now that our mutual enemy was gone, I wasn't exactly sure how the princess was going to react. Would our battle continue?

      There was a long moment of silence as she and Borvam contemplated their next move.

      I gripped my sword, ready to defend against an attack.

      "I will take you to see Veldrick,” the princess said. "But the sword stays here."

      "I don't go anywhere without my sword," I replied.

      "Then you will not have your audience with my father."

      I frowned. "Asgoth is really not bad once you get to know him."

      She glared at me. "That blade killed two of my men! If it were up to me, I'd throw it into the deepest part of the ocean where it could never be found.” She took an exasperated breath. “You do realize what will happen once you satiate its need for souls?"

      "I am well aware."

      “You must be a fool. There is no telling what the demon inside that blade will do once released."

      "This chick is getting on my bad side," Asgoth said. "I say we kill her."

      I tried to ignore him.

      "My sword will make a vow to you. He will not kill another elf in the Lorewood Forest."

      "You're not really serious, are you?" Asgoth asked. “I will make no such vow!”

      She scoffed. "You expect me to trust a vow made by a demon?"

      "You have my word,” I said.

      "What makes you think I would trust you, much less your sword?” the princess protested. “Besides, I'm not sure who's the master of whom? Your blade seems to have a mind of its own, and I'm not sure you can control it.”

      My eyes narrowed at the enchanting elf. I liked her spunk, but my patience was wearing thin. “You expect me to travel through this forest defenseless? Knowing full well there is a dragon who would like to see me dead?”

      “Perhaps if you were dead, the dragon would no longer be a threat?”

      My eyes narrowed at her. “It’s only a matter of time, sweetheart.”

      She didn’t like my condescending tone. “I’ve stated my terms," the princess said. "Take it or leave it."

      I grimaced.

      “Fuck that nonsense," Asgoth said. "We don't need these pointy-eared freaks. Let's kill them and be done with it. Elf blood tastes SOOOOO good!”

      "Hush," I grumbled.

      "Excuse me?" the princess muttered, not able to hear Asgoth.

      “Nothing. Asgoth is telling me he will be on his best behavior."

      She rolled her eyes. “Is that what the little voice in your head told you?"

      I sneered at her. But when she put it that way, it sounded crazy.

      Asgoth rarely allowed anyone else to hear him. I implored him to convince her. He grumbled in my head for a moment, sighed, then muttered, “Fine.”

      An instant later, he addressed the princess. “I swear to you that I will bring no harm to any elf in the Lorewood Forest from this day forward.”

      The princess arched a curious eyebrow. “You murdered two of my friends!”

      “I did nothing,” Asgoth said, innocently. “They chose to wield a power they did not understand.”

      The princess clenched her jaw. Her cheeks flushed with anger, and the veins in her neck bulged.

      “Reassure her,” I grumbled. ”Apologize.”

      “What?” Asgoth replied, nonplussed.

      “Apologize,” I said through gritted teeth.

      Asgoth sighed again. “I’m sorry that your friends used me inappropriately.”

      I smacked Asgoth against the tree trunk. The blade chimed.

      “Ow!” Asgoth winced. “Okay. Fine. I’m sorry. It was totally my fault. I shouldn’t have done that. But I was acting in the best interest of my master. Loyalty has to count for something?”

      “I am not inclined to trust a demon,” the princess said. “Especially a smart-ass one.”

      “Behave,” I muttered to the blade, sensing his coming response.

      “I have never broken a vow in my entire life,” Asgoth said, his voice thick with indignation. “And I have seen no less than a thousand seasons.”

      The terrifying screech of the dragon echoed across the forest as Aurora circled back around.

      All eyes glanced skyward.

      It was enough incentive to make the princess accept Asgoth's vow. "Fine. Let's get moving. But I swear to Devinia, if either of you break your vow, I will kill you both and throw the sword into the fires of Mount Zarnak.”

      She said the words with such intensity that there was no mistaking her commitment.

      We waited until the the sky was clear. The princess stormed north, and I followed. Borvam took up the rear.

      The princess’s svelte form moved definitely effortlessly through the verdant forest. Her light footsteps didn't make a sound. She cut through the trees with the nimbleness of a fox. It was all I could do to keep up with her.

      We would occasionally have to take cover as the dragon continued to circle. But fortunately, we managed to avoid detection.

      We moved through thick underbrush, crossing streams, weaving through tall trees. I breathed in the sharp scent of the forest. The chirping of birds filled the air, and the majestic rays of sunshine pierced the canopy of trees, painting patterns on the ground. It was a lush paradise in danger of destruction.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Bitchy McBitchface,” Asgoth muttered.

      “I can still hear your sword,” the princess said. “It would be in his best interest to shut up.”

      “I’m sure he meant it as a term of endearment,” I said.

      “Cassandra. My name is Cassandra.”

      “I am Kron, and this is Asgoth.”

      She ignored me and continued marching.

      Soon, we reached the majestic city of Zenduria. It was an architectural marvel that merged with the forest in perfect harmony. Meticulously crafted dwellings rested high in the trees. Like all things Elven, it had a magical quality. I was likely the first human to see the famed city in over a generation. Faces stared at me with a mix of wonder, confusion, fear, and anger.

      The princess led me through the city to Veldrick’s palace. Made from wood with curvaceous, fantastical shapes, it was the pinnacle of Elven design and craftsmanship. It looked as if it was growing out of the trees, a hundred feet above the ground.

      A series of interconnected bridges spanned various structures. Staircases spiraled around thick tree trunks. The city was a sight to behold.

      The palace guards drew their swords as I approached. Their bodies stiffened and their eyes narrowed as they prepared for battle. It didn’t matter I had been escorted by the princess.

      "It's okay," Cassandra said. "Lower your weapons."

      “Man is not allowed in the sacred city, much less the King's palace. He is armed no less. Why have you brought him here?"

      Cassandra’s face tensed. She didn't like being questioned. That was easy to see. "I suggest you stand aside. Or have you forgotten who I am?"

      The guards frowned. Their eyes flicked to the princess, then to me, then back. After a tense moment, the guards lowered their swords and stood aside.

      I couldn't help but flash a small grin as I strolled past them, stepping into a structure that no man had ever entered.

      The grand interior was awe inspiring. The artistry on the engraved walls exquisite. There were more wide eyes and astonished faces as we strolled through the Great Hall. It was like a large wooden cathedral.

      Veldrick didn't look too happy to see us. A scowl lined his face, and his blue eyes narrowed at me. "What is the meaning of this?"

      A cadre of elite Elven warriors stood ready to defend him from this barbaric human that had entered their sacred land.

      Veldrick had a thin angular face and raven black hair that flowed past his shoulders. It was hard to tell an elf's age—they could live for hundreds of years without showing so much as a wrinkle.

      "I am Kron, son of Tyrek. There is trouble in my kingdom that affects us both.” I explained the situation to him.

      His eyes surveyed me with curiosity. “I fought your brethren in the Great War. Watched my kind die. Saw this forest drenched in Elven blood. And now you seek my help?”

      “I was not yet born during the Great War. I hold no ill will toward your kind."

      “You are a descendant of the murderous thugs who sought to enslave my people and take our land!”

      This conversation wasn’t going as well as I’d hoped. “Did my grandfather not negotiate peace? Have we not abided by the terms of the treaty?”

      “Yet you stand before me in violation.”

      “I would not have trespassed on your land had the situation not been so dire.”

      “You brought this on yourself," Veldrick said “It was foolish of you to steal the dragon from GreyLake.”

      “Lady Nefria is a tyrant,” I said.

      “And your brother is not?” Veldrick replied.

      I sighed. “Regardless, it is the situation we have to deal with. It will affect us all, sooner or later."

      He was silent a moment. "Even with the entirety of my army, we would fail. There is only one way to kill a dragon."

      “I seek the counsel of a sorceress beyond the grasslands in the Dark Forest. If the dragon is left unchecked, the Lorewood will be nothing but ash.”

      “What is it you want from me?" Veldrick asked.

      "I need food and supplies. A little money to procure services. It is a long journey to the sorceress.”

      Veldrick was silent a long moment. ”I will not give you what you ask. As a matter of principle, I refuse to help a man.”

      I grimaced.

      "But I will provide you with an escort and supply the escort with everything you need to reach Locsava. From there you can make your own way.”

      A surprised look washed over my face. "Thank you."

      Veldrick’s gaze turned to his daughter. “Cassandra, make sure he travels safely through the Lorewood and reaches his destination. Once he has procured the necessary items to complete his journey, you may return."

      Her face tensed with anger. It was clear she wanted nothing to do with me. "But—“

      “Do as I ask," Veldrick said in a stern tone.

      "I'm sure there is someone else better suited to this task," Cassandra said.

      "Are you not my best warrior?" Veldrick asked.

      She wasn't going to deny it.

      “Then see to it he makes it to Locsava.”

      "I don't think this is a good idea," the princess grumbled under her breath as she moved close to her father. “That man is dangerous. He carries a demon blade. Favion and Meldolin are dead because of him.”

      "Are you not able to handle yourself?" Veldrick asked.

      The statement poured fuel on her fire.

      "I am more than capable of taking care of myself! You know that. But Elven magic is no match for that of a demon.”

      Veldrick's solemn eyes stared into his daughter. "I can see you're not up to it. I will send someone else to guide him."

      Cassandra grimaced. Her cheeks flushed. "That won’t be necessary. I'll see to it he reaches his destination."

      She spun around in a huff and marched toward me.

      "She's kind of cute when she's angry," Asgoth said, forgetting that he had already made his voice known to her.

      "I can still hear you," she grumbled. "Tell your sword he hasn't seen angry yet."

      She strutted past me, her hips swaying with determination.

      My nostrils filled with the fresh scent of her essence. My eyes were drawn to her assets—I couldn't help but be transfixed by their glorious sway. Her skintight leathers left nothing to the imagination.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” Asgoth said. “Hottie McHotterson is a better name for her.”

      Cassandra called back over her shoulder, “Follow me. I'll show you to a place where you can bed down. We’ll leave in the morning. The Lorewood can be particularly dangerous at night."

      “Bed down? I like the sound of that,” Asgoth whispered in a lascivious tone.

      "I'm not afraid of anything in the forest,” I said.

      “I’d like to see her forest,” Asgoth whispered.

      "You should be afraid,” Cassandra said.

      “20 silver pieces says she keeps it shaved clean,” Asgoth wagered, still muttering in my ear.

      Cassandra grumbled, “And if I hear one more perverted word out of the demon’s mouth…”

      I shrugged. “He’s a demon. What do you expect?”

      “I expect you to control him.”

      She led me across a skybridge to a small bungalow. “You can sleep here for the night."

      "Where are you sleeping?" I asked.

      "Far away from you." Her cold eyes blazed into me.

      "Trust me. I'm not interested," I lied.

      She scoffed, knowing better. "We'll leave first thing in the morning."

      "Whose place is this?"

      "Don't ask."

      She spun around then marched away, traversing the skybridge.

      I stood in front of the structure for a moment, regarding its design. I stepped inside and surveyed the cozy space. It was comfortable, well appointed, and functional. Handcrafted with typical Elvin style. Carved wooden furniture and upholstery. I didn't want to think about it, but I had a sneaking suspicion that the dwelling belonged to one of the elves Asgoth had killed.

      There was a small living area, kitchen, and a bedroom. I figured this may quite possibly be the last night I slept in an actual bed, and I planned on enjoying it.

      The bed was just the right balance between soft and firm. The Elven sheets were smooth and comfortable, and the comforter provided the perfect degree of warmth.

      Elven materials always seemed to have magical qualities. I was asleep by the time my head hit the pillow.

      I slept like a baby.

      My worries and concerns faded away, and my dreams were pleasant. Until I heard footsteps across the wooden floor.
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      A silver knife glimmered as it entered a shaft of moonlight.

      I pried my eyes open and could barely make out the shadowy figure approaching. For a moment, I wondered if I was dreaming.

      The blade slashed toward my throat.

      Definitely not a dream!

      I blocked the blade, grabbing my attacker’s forearm. The blade hovered inches from my face as we struggled.

      A shaft of moonlight revealed my attacker was an elf-girl. Her slender forearms and narrow upper body were no match for my strength. I tossed her aside and rolled on top of her.

      She grunted and groaned, struggling against my size.

      I slammed her wrist against the wall several times, finally knocking the blade from her grasp.

      She bucked and writhed. A growl escaped her plump lips, and her face scrunched up with rage. She had long dark hair and brown eyes. The moonlight made her Elven skin glimmer. It had that smooth porcelain quality that all Elves shared.

      She was attractive, no doubt about it. But she obviously didn’t like me for some reason.

      She spit in my face. Her hot slobber splattered against the corner of my eye and dripped down my nose, back onto her.

      She continued to twist and turn underneath me, finally managing to slither aside and escape my grasp.

      I rolled over, snatching the knife from the bed before she could get it.

      She squared off against me with wide eyes as I clutched the knife. I had her cornered in my bedroom.

      Cassandra's stern voice filled the air. She stood in the doorway. “Yevia! What are you doing here?"

      "Trying to kill me," I said, answering for her.

      Cassandra’s eyes narrowed.

      Yevia protested, “He killed Favion!”

      "No, he didn’t,” Cassandra said.

      “Explain to me what happened?" she cried.

      The princess sighed. "It's complicated."

      "And now you are helping him?" Yevia asked, incredulous.

      "We are all in danger,” Cassandra said.

      "His mere presence creates danger. Every second he spends in this forest is an abomination."

      "Revenge is not the Elven way,” Cassandra chided. “It’s not becoming of you."

      Yevia sulked.

      "I suggest you return home,” Cassandra said in a stern voice. “Don't attempt this foolishness again."

      Yevia skulked out of the bedroom, brushing past the princess.

      I placed the knife on the nightstand. "Well, she's friendly."

      Cassandra glared at me. "Her boyfriend is dead because of your sword."

      “Do we have to get into this again?”

      Cassandra glared at me.

      “We wouldn't have gotten into this mess had you been a little more… compassionate,” I said.

      Cassandra clenched her jaw. “I am compassionate!”

      Deep down inside, I think she knew she had overreacted when we first met. She had let her rage get the best of her. Her hatred for mankind overwhelmed her in that moment.

      There was a long pause. "I think we both made mistakes. But I'm willing to clear the slate. It is in the best interest of both our peoples."

      I agreed.

      "I don't think it's safe for you here,” she said. “We should begin our journey now."

      “That's fine by me."

      I gathered my things and followed the princess from the bungalow. We spiraled down the wooden staircase that rounded the trunk of the tree.

      Cassandra had nothing but her sword, a small satchel, a bow, and a quiver of arrows.

      “Aren’t you going to pack any supplies?” I asked.

      “I have,” she said.

      My face twisted, quizzical.

      She motioned to the satchel. “It’s a bottomless bag. It’s got everything we need.”

      I had never seen a bottomless bag before. “You mean, you’ve got food and supplies in there?”

      “Do you doubt me?”

      I shrugged.

      She decided to put the debate to rest. She reached into the bag and pulled out a large Elven blanket. It was larger than what should have been able to fit into a bag that size. After that, she dug out a loaf of bread, a bottle of whiskey, and a crystal.

      Now that I was satisfied, she stuffed the items back into the bag.

      The village of Elves slept as we marched into the forest. The sound of crickets filled the night air. The breeze was thick and cool. The pale moonlight filtered in through the canopy of leaves, dotting the ground.

      ”Once we reach the edge of the forest, it's two day's journey to Locsava,” Cassandra said. "With any luck, you can acquire horses and additional supplies in town."

      “I have no money.”

      "I have gold."

      I arched an impressed eyebrow. “I’ve heard the riches of the Elves is unsurpassed. Is it true?"

      "Money is of little value to us. Perhaps that's why it is abundant.”

      We walked a moment in silence. The north side of the Lorewood had an eerie vibe to it. We reached an area where the crickets stopped chirping. There was almost no sound at all.

      I wasn't one to get easily spooked, but I did have some concerns. "You mentioned something earlier. Something to be wary of in the north forest?”

      A thin smirk curled on her lips. "Yes, I did."

      "Do you mind sharing?"

      “Maybe,” she said, coyly. “Does it make you uncomfortable?"

      "No. Nothing makes me uncomfortable." It was a lie.

      Of course there were things that made me uncomfortable. The unknown more than anything else. The unknown was always fertile ground for the imagination.

      "Have no fear,” she said with a wry smile. “I will keep us safe."

      I chuckled again.

      "What? You think me incapable?"

      "Not at all. On the contrary. I think you are quite capable. But you have no idea what you are up against.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kron

      

      

      

      “We have a treaty. Unlike our treaty with man, this one has been honored,” Cassandra said.

      I sneered at her.

      “Treaty with whom?”

      “The wolves.”

      A quizzical look twisted on my face.

      “They are shifters that have inhabited the Lorewood long before Elves. Though I hear they have a taste for man-flesh.” She had a diabolical glint in her eyes, and I wasn’t sure if she was just teasing me for the hell of it.

      It was two days' journey through the Lorewood. We continued marching throughout the night and the following day. I didn’t see a trace of the wolves, and that was fine by me.

      By nightfall, we were ready to take a break. I gathered wood for the fire, and Cassandra’s skill with a bow provided dinner. We roasted rabbit over the flame, and the Elven spice added a delectable flavor to the meat.

      The meat was tender and juicy. The fire popped and crackled as we devoured our meal. The amber glow illuminated our faces and sparkled Cassandra’s blue eyes.

      I couldn't help but take in her beauty in this moment of silence.

      She attacked the rabbit with ravenous desire, ripping flesh from the bone with her teeth. It was refreshing to see a princess that was equally comfortable in the wilderness as she was in the Great Hall. There wasn't anything dainty or prissy about her.

      "You are unlike any princess I've ever met," I said.

      She flashed me a curious look. "How so?"

      "You seem comfortable in any situation."

      "This is not a situation. This is life. Elves are taught to live in harmony with nature. The forest provides everything we need. The forest is life." She took another bite. “I did not grow up sheltered away from the elements in some opulent palace. My father wanted me to be capable and independent."

      “You are certainly that.” I hesitated bringing up the subject, but I was curious. “What does your boyfriend think about you embarking on this quest with a strange man?"

      She eyed me curiously. "Why do you ask?"

      "Just making conversation. It would seem we are going to spend a considerable amount of time together. Perhaps we should get to know one another?”

      Her suspicious eyes gazed at me for a moment. “I’m only escorting you to Locsava. That's it. The details of my life are none of your concern."

      I raised my hands, innocently. "It was a harmless question."

      "Nothing about you is harmless."

      A sly grin tugged at my lips.

      She rolled her eyes.

      Finished with her meal, she stood up and dug into her bottomless pouch. Her delicate hands pulled out a large cloth.

      It was an Elven hammock.

      Each corner had a rope attached, and she tied the cloth between four trees, suspending it above the ground. The Elven rope tightened by itself and drew the cloth taught. It created a comfortable bed above the ground.

      Cassandra pulled a blanket from her bag and climbed onto the hammock and relaxed.

      "That looks comfortable," I said, my voice thick with envy.

      "It is."

      “Do you have another one?"

      "I'm sorry, I didn't think to pack another one."

      I frowned. "So, I guess I'm just supposed to sleep on the ground?"

      "You're not sleeping with me," she said, pointedly.

      "Trust me, I don't want to sleep with you."

      She huffed and her face crinkled up. "Right,” she muttered, incredulous.

      "Please. Don't flatter yourself. You are totally not my type."

      "Well, that's a relief," she said, not believing a word of it.

      She snuggled up in the hammock and tried to make herself look particularly cozy, just to rub it in. A warm smile pulled at her lips. She looked like a little kitten curled up on someone's lap.

      I cleared an area by the fire, removing all the pebbles and twigs. Sleeping on the bare ground in the forest wasn't anything new to me. I could sleep anywhere. But a pebble in the wrong place could make things uncomfortable. Rolling over in the middle of the night on a sharp rock wasn't my idea of a good night’s sleep.

      I settled in, making the most out of my bed of dirt and grass. I tossed and turned for a few moments, trying to get comfortable. My grunts and groans were obnoxious, and I guess she finally took pity on me. "You can sleep on the opposite side. But keep your distance.”

      She tapped the dagger affixed to her belt, letting me know what my fate would be if I decided to get too frisky.

      I peeled myself off the ground and brushed the dirt away. As I climbed into the hammock I asked, “What would your boyfriend think about this?"

      Her eyes narrowed. "I don't have a boyfriend."

      I arched a curious eyebrow. "Really? Why not?"

      "That's none of your business."

      "I mean, you are not totally unattractive. And you are a princess. I would think you would have suitors lining up?"

      Her jaw dropped, insulted. "I have plenty of options, I'll have you know. But none of them are appealing to me. I'm not going to give myself to just anyone."

      "Nor should you."

      “A worthy man will present himself when the time is right.”

      She kept her back to me, and I kept my back to her. After an awkward moment of silence, I said “Well, good night."

      "Good night," she replied in a guarded tone.

      Her fresh scent filled my nostrils, and my thoughts drifted to being the right man. Or, at least, Mr. Right Now. I managed to behave myself and finally drifted toward sleep amid the chirping crickets. Just as I was about to fade away, a twig snapped in the darkness. It was a weighty crunch under a heavy foot.

      Something was out there.
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      I grabbed the hilt of my sword, ready to defend from an attack. But Cassandra's hand gripped my forearm, begging me not to unsheathe the demon blade.

      It was probably a good idea.

      We were surrounded by eight wolf-shifters that had fully transformed.

      They stood 7 feet tall and walked on two legs. Their pearly teeth glistened with saliva as they snarled and growled—a low rumble booming from their chests.

      Covered in fur with razor-sharp claws, their fine pelts revealed their muscular form. Their red eyes glimmered with the remnants of the firelight.

      "Friends of yours?" I asked with a healthy dose of sarcasm.

      "Something like that," Cassandra said, her eyes wide with concern.

      The wolves closed in. They looked ready to pounce.

      "We are just passing through,” Cassandra assured.

      The pack leader pointed a sharp claw toward me, clearly unhappy about my presence.

      “He’s with me,” Cassandra said.

      "Man is not allowed in the forest," the wolf growled.

      Cassandra fumbled for words. "These are special circumstances." She continued to explain the situation to them.

      “All the troubles this forest has seen has been brought by man.” The wolf's hot breath fogged the air.

      "There will be no forest if he does not succeed in his quest,” Cassandra protested.

      The pack leader contemplated the situation for a moment, then reluctantly said, ”Stay on the path. Leave the forest how you found it."

      I nodded in agreement.

      The wolves slowly backed away and disappeared into the inky blackness.

      My heart had been pounding in my chest and finally began to settle. With the amount of adrenaline that had shot through my veins, there was no way I was getting back to sleep anytime soon. "Maybe we should keep moving?"

      "The wolves will no longer be a problem as long as we don't create one. They keep to their word." A smirk curled on her luscious lips. “You’re not afraid, are you?"

      I scowled at her playfully.

      She turned away and curled up with the covers again. I lay on my back, staring up at the canopy of leaves, catching glimpses of flickering stars in the heavens. Eventually, I settled my mind again and dozed off. When I awoke at the first rays of morning, I found myself inadvertently spooning Cassandra.

      My arm was wrapped around her, and my morning hardness pressed firmly against her sublime ass. She woke up as I stirred.

      Anger twisted on her face.

      She spun around and pushed me away.  Her blade was at my throat in an instant.

      I backed off, raising my hands innocently. "It was an accident."

      Her eyes narrowed at me. "Yeah, well, have another accident and you're not going to like what I cut off."

      I swallowed hard. “Ease up. No harm, no foul.”

      She shot me a look and climbed out of the hammock.

      We packed our gear, snuffed out the fire, and continued heading through the forest. By the afternoon, we had reached the north edge. The day was uneventful, and I had neither seen, nor heard, any trace of the dragon.

      We left the Lorewood behind. From here to Locsava was filled with rolling hills, verdant grass, and a sparse scattering of trees. The open landscape provided little cover, and the journey made me uncomfortable. A slight unease twisted in my stomach as we crossed the open fields. We would be an easy target to spot from above if the dragon soared in our direction.

      The breeze rippled the tall grass like ocean waves. The landscape was calm and serene. We encountered the occasional farmer tending to his field. Small communities of thatched huts congregated close to rivers and small ponds. This was a side of the world that I rarely saw. I couldn’t remember the last time I was north of the Lorewood.

      Without trespassing across Elven lands, one had to travel around the woods which spanned hundreds of miles. It was an arduous journey and not without peril.

      As the day wore on, the sun dropped in the sky—its orange glow casting long shadows. I squinted as its magnificent rays filled my vision.

      When it vanished over the horizon, we made camp in a small cluster of trees near a stream. This time I made sure to stay on my side of the hammock, though I'll admit I was entertaining ideas of what it might be like to sample the princess’s delights.

      Having spent two days with Cassandra, she was starting to grow on me. She was strong, confident, capable, and damn good looking. I slept a little better, knowing we weren’t likely to be surrounded by wolf-shifters in the middle of the night, but who knew what else lurked in these open fields?

      My hand was never far from my sword, and my mind never fully settled. I stayed in that semiconscious sleep state, listening for the slightest sound.

      At daybreak, we began our journey again. It was almost a full day's trek to Locsava from here. By the time we arrived on the outskirts of the city, the sun was hanging low. With my feet sore, and my legs feeling like rubber, I wanted to sit down, have a nice meal, drink some ale, and sleep in a real bed. I was certain we could find a nice inn.

      The princess had plenty enough cash to cover the accommodations. I didn't know how much she had in that bottomless bag of hers, but I suspected it was more than enough.

      The sight of the city was a welcome relief after several days exposed to the elements. Though, I knew frontier towns could be fraught with perils of their own.

      Locsava was typical of many border towns. People came from all over the region to trade goods and services. An outer wall protected the city. Guards stood at the main gate, and two towers bookmarked either end.

      The commotion of the city spilled over the wall. It was alive and brimming with activity.

      The guards stopped us at the gate. "What is your business in Locsava?”

      It was a pointless question. Anything I said could have been a lie. And someone intending to start trouble certainly wasn't going to announce it upon an entrance exam. But I played along and answered it.  "We seek food and shelter and need supplies for our journey."

      "Where are you from?" the guard asked.

      "We are traveling from the Lorewood."

      “If you pay the tribute, you may enter.”

      "Tribute?"

      "An entrance tax. The roads aren't free."

      "Certainly," I said.

      Cassandra dug into her pouch and handed the man a small gold coin.

      His eyes widened, surprised by the amount.

      “We’ll be expecting change," I said as he slipped it into his pocket.

      He stammered for a moment, then dug into his pouch. "Of course."

      He handed back a few silver pieces. He signaled to the tower guard, and the gates opened.

      We strolled inside amid the chaotic hustle and bustle of the streets. People trotted about in all directions. Street vendors sold goods on the sidewalks. The buildings housed clothiers, restaurants, pubs, inns, and various merchants. As we strolled down the street, I saw a blacksmith, an armory, a dressmaker, an artist, and a glass blower.

      I couldn’t help but notice a brutish man harassing a store owner. It didn’t take long for me to figure out what was going on. I’d seen plenty of thugs like this, and they were prevalent in frontier towns.

      “But our sales have slumped,” the shopkeeper said. She was a simple woman in her late 30s. Brown hair and dark eyes.

      “Look around,” the brute said. “The city is booming. There’s more traffic in this town than ever. Yet you claim your sales are down?”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “This is unacceptable. I expect at least as much as you paid last month.”

      “I don’t have it.”

      “I provide a remarkable environment for you to thrive. I keep the streets clean. I provide protection. You can’t expect a free ride.”

      “Our deal was 25%. I gave you 25%.”

      The brute glanced around the store looking for something to satisfy him. His eyes landed on the shopkeeper’s daughter. She was pretty, but not nearly old enough for the look in his eye. “Have you given anymore consideration to my offer?”

      His eyes stayed on the young girl.

      A scowl twisted on the shopkeeper’s face. “Absolutely not!”

      “She would command a nice price on the market. More than enough to cover the cost of your tribute for a few years.”

      The veins bulged in the shopkeeper’s neck. Her cheeks flushed red. I’m sure she would have killed the man if she thought she could get away with it.

      I couldn’t sit back and watch any longer. The douche-canoe made my skin crawl. I hated this type of abuse of power.

      “Give me a gold piece,” I muttered to Cassandra.

      She dug into her pouch and handed a sparkling coin to me. I marched into the store and confronted the creep. “Is there a problem here?”

      The brute flashed me a sideways glance. He looked me up and down with disgust. I got the impression that no one ever stood up to this man. I didn’t know who he was, or what kind of muscle he had behind him, but he was obviously powerful. People feared him. “It’s none of your business. I suggest you turn around and leave if you know what’s best for you.”

      My eyes blazed into him. “How much does she owe you?”

      “More than you can afford,” he said in a dismissive tone.

      “How much?”

      “50 silver pieces.”

      I handed him the gold coin. “This should be enough.”

      He regarded the coin with surprise. The greed in him wasn’t about to turn it down. He slipped it into his pocket. A sleazy smile curled on his lips. “Until next month.”

      He strolled toward the exit and called back over his shoulder from the doorway. “You’d be wise to consider my offer.”

      He spilled onto the sidewalk and vanished in the sea of people.

      The shopkeeper’s appreciative eyes gazed at me with a mix of gratitude and astonishment. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Who was that guy?”

      “Mr. Fozka. He pretty much runs Locsava.”

      “Does he extort money from everyone?”

      She nodded. “It wasn’t always that way. Locsava was a free town when we first arrived. Since Fozka has taken over, he has demanded more and more tribute, while providing less and less. He owns just about everything.”

      “How did he come into power?”

      “He had wealth and plenty of loyal mercenaries at his service. He slowly bought up property. Those who didn’t want to sell were strong-armed.”

      My face tightened at the injustice.

      “I don’t have any money to repay you, but you can take whatever you like from the store.”

      “It won’t be necessary,” I said.

      “You must let me repay you,” the shopkeeper pleaded.

      “Save it for a time when I am in need.” I smiled, and she smiled back.

      “I don’t think a man like you would ever be in need.”

      I chuckled. “You might be surprised.

      As I turned for the door, the shopkeeper said, “Be careful. Fozka is a dangerous man. And I suspect you’ve gotten on his bad side.”

      I returned to Cassandra who seemed both pleased and disturbed by my intervention. “You like to bite off more than you can chew, don’t you?”

      “What makes you say that?” I asked, my voice thick with sarcasm.

      She rolled her eyes.

      "I don't know about you, but I could use some ale.”

      Cassandra agreed.

      We stepped into a pub and weaved through the sea of patrons to the bar. I leaned against the solid oak counter and commanded the bartender’s attention. He had curly gray hair, and a scruffy gray beard. His hairy forearms cleaned the bar with a rag, then he waddled in my direction. “What’ll it be?”

      I held up two fingers, ordering two pints of ale. A moment later, he slid two full mugs across the counter. Cassandra paid the man with silver pieces.

      “Do you serve food?” I asked.

      "Find a seat, and I’ll send a waitress over.”

      I thanked him, and we found a seat at a table. It felt good to get off my feet. I took a big gulp of ale and glanced around at the scenery. The pub was filled with all sorts of people. Locals, travelers, rangers, and a few less than savory characters. Bandits and marauders were common outside of controlled kingdoms. Journeying across open territory was taking your life in your hands.

      "I'll probably head back to the Lorewood in the morning. You've reached your destination. You should be able to find everything you need here and secure a horse.”

      A sad look played on my face. "You're not going to keep me company for the rest of my journey?"

      "I've done what my father has asked. I lived up to my end of the deal. But I have no desire to spend any further time with you."

      I grinned. “You could help me on my quest. You'd be a valuable asset. You're handy with a blade. Ultimately, my success is your success. We both have something to lose."

      She pondered this for a moment.

      “What are you going to do back in Zenduria? Sit around and twiddle your thumbs? I can see the boredom in your face. You crave adventure.“

      "I do not," she protested, but her eyes betrayed her. She had barely been outside the forest, and I could tell she longed to see the rest of the world.

      A buxom waitress sauntered up to our table. My eyes gravitated to her ample cleavage.

      Cassandra took note of my lecherous gaze.

      The waitress handed us menus. With a bright smile she said, “My name is Marissa. Just holler when you're ready."

      Her dress twirled as she spun around, and I watched her hips sway from side to side as she sauntered away.

      Cassandra rolled her eyes.

      "She's cute," I said.

      Her eyes flicked to the waitress. She made a less than impressed face. "I guess. If you're into that sort of thing."

      I grinned again, watching the jealousy play on her face. "I could definitely get into that kind of thing."

      Cassandra huffed. “What makes you think she’d be interested in you?"

      "Is that a challenge?"

      Cassandra arched a contemplative eyebrow. "Maybe."

      "I like challenges. What are we wagering?"
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      “I’m not wagering anything. I couldn’t care less if you sleep with her,” Cassandra said. She handed me the pouch of gold coins.

      A quizzical look twisted on my face. “What’s this for?”

      “You’ll need it on your journey.”

      “Thank you,” I mumbled, still somewhat dumbstruck. I attached the pouch to my belt.

      After a moment of silence, I said, “That's interesting."

      "What's interesting?"

      "I think you do care,” I said.

      Cassandra lifted her eyebrows, incredulous. "You can't possibly think that I'm attracted to you? I've only known you for a few days. Two of my friends are dead because of you. A dragon will likely destroy the forest and all my people. And you think I’m going to kick back and drop my panties?“

      I shrugged. "Well, when you put it that way,” I sighed. “It's probably a good thing… it would just complicate things."

      She rolled her eyes. “Has anyone ever mentioned you have a way overinflated ego?"

      "No. Not really."

      "I sure hope you are as capable as you are confident."

      "Hey, I was able to steal a dragon from GreyLake."

      "We wouldn't be in this mess if you hadn't."

      "It was only a matter of time before that dragon was unleashed on the world. I was trying to spare us all from a tyrant.”

      “Instead, you created one.”

      I frowned at her, then perused the menu. “What looks good to you?”

      “I’m starving. Anything looks good.”

      “I think I’ll have a turkey leg.”

      “The lamb sounds good,” Cassandra said. “But you never know in a place like this.”

      We placed our order and enjoyed our ale while we waited for our meal. My eyes glanced around, sticking on a stunning brunette that entered the pub. Every eye in the place got stuck on her sumptuous form. She wasn’t your average girl.

      She sauntered through the horde and leaned against the bar. It didn't take long for the vultures to swoop in, crowding around her. Desperate guys who didn't have a chance in hell tried to impress her. I watched with amusement as she shot each one down in flames.

      Her pointy ears, raven black tail, and cat-like eyes were the object of curiosity. I had heard rumors of cat-girls, but had never seen one in the flesh.

      Cassandra seemed both amused and perturbed by my fascination with the brunette. "You should go for it, if you think you've got what it takes."

      I gulped down the last sip of my ale. "Are you ready for another?"

      Cassandra lifted her mug and took a big gulp, then handed the empty cup to me.

      I stood from the table and marched toward the bar, aiming for a spot next to the intriguing brunette.

      She wore a leather top that exposed her toned midriff. Her skirt looked like it had been made from deer or elk. The hide rode high on her thighs, exposing her athletic legs. Her plush tail just begged to be grabbed.

      A sword hung from her belt along with a dagger. She looked like a woman that could take care of herself. As I approached, a would-be suitor crowded her space, putting his hands in places where they weren't welcome.

      She quickly pushed him away which only seemed to amuse him.

      He grabbed her again, attempting to pull her close. She struggled against his massive size. The guy was beefy with broad shoulders and a thick neck. He hadn't shaved in several days and looked like he hadn't bathed in a month.

      "She's not interested," I said, stepping to the conflict.

      The mouth- breather glared at me. "Mind your own business."

      The girl broke free of his grasp. She planted her knee in his balls, and the ogre groaned and doubled over with pain.

      He grimaced, and a scowl twisted on his face. After he caught his breath, he stood up and swung at the girl.

      His fist was like a wrecking ball, careening through the air.

      The nimble girl ducked and slipped out of the way, leaving his fist racing toward my face.

      I blocked the blow, punched the jackass in the rib cage, and twisted his arm around into an extremely uncomfortable position.

      I took him down to the ground, bending his wrist to the brink of snapping.

      I had the situation completely under control, but the girl decided to kick the man again in his rib cage while he was down.

      Ribs snapped, and he groaned again.

      I was never a fan of kicking someone when they were down, but this guy deserved it. "I think you lost your pub privileges for the evening. I suggest you leave while you can still walk."

      Rage crinkled on the man's face. I could see that he wanted to pummel me into the ground, but in his current position that was only a pipe dream—and he knew it.

      "If I let you up, are we going to have a problem?" I asked.

      He didn't say anything.

      "Are we going to have a problem?"

      Before he could answer, the girl kicked him in the gut.

      He damn near coughed out a lung. "No problem," he said, bloody saliva drooling from his lips onto the floor.

      I let go of his arm and stepped back as he staggered to his feet. The air was thick with tension as he glared at us both, then ambled toward the door.

      The bar had grown silent, and the crowd stared. Once the conflict was over, they quickly resumed their banter. A mix of chatter and clinking glasses filled the air.

      I was expecting a thank you, or some type of appreciative gesture, from the woman. But her face was tense with anger. "I can take care of myself, thank you very much!”

      Taken aback, I said, "I'm sure you can.”

      She sneered at me, spun around, and marched out of the pub.

      Her ungrateful tail swished from side to side.

      I shrugged it off and ambled back to the table. By the time I returned, the food had been served. My eyes widened with delight, and my mouth watered. But as I sat down, a hollow feeling twisted in my gut. Anger and betrayal swelled within. My encounter with the brunette was one I would soon regret.
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      “What’s wrong?” Cassandra asked, taking note of the disturbed look on my face.

      "She stole the money!" I grumbled.

      I launched out of my seat and weaved through the crowd, racing toward the door. I burst into the street, my eyes scanning in all directions.

      I caught a glimpse of the cat-girl as she darted into an alley down the street. With a scowl etched on my face, I sprinted after her. My legs drove me forward.

      I turned into the alley just as she reached the other side. She gave a quick glance over her shoulder as she disappeared around the corner.

      I continued after her, my chest heaving for breath. She sprinted down the block, then ducked into another alley. My boots smacked against the cobblestone as I chased after her.

      Rounding the corner, I finally caught up to her in the alley. But another situation had developed.

      Two thugs blocked her path. She backed away from them and turned toward me, which stopped her in her tracks.

      I recognized one of the goons. He was the guy that I had pummeled in the bar. It seemed he wasn't too happy with either of us.

      The girl had to choose between two evils, and I guess she chose me. She backed away from the goons, drawing closer.

      Two more thugs entered the alley behind me, sealing us off. We were surrounded. Suddenly, the passageway was starting to feel claustrophobic.

      Before I had a chance to say anything, the girl said, “Help me take care of the goons, and I'll give you your money back."

      "Give me the money back, and I'll take care of the goons.”

      There was no time to debate. The fearsome thugs closed in on us, swords drawn.

      I drew Asgoth and brandished the demonic blade. I could feel him tingle with excitement.

      The cat-girl drew her own sword. Back-to-back, we were ready for a brawl.

      I glanced around at my opponents, taking stock of the situation. They approached with confidence, and the mouth-breather from the bar was looking to redeem himself.

      I hated to disappoint them, but…

      Swords clashed, and the clank of metal echoed down the alleyway. Blades glimmered in the moonlight. The swish of swords cutting the air filled my ears.

      I deflected the first blow, then kicked the goon in the belly. He tumbled to the ground, and I spun around in time to block a second attack from his comrade.

      I batted the blade away and punched the thug in the face. My fist crunched his nose, and blood splattered. He staggered back as his comrade climbed to his feet and charged toward me.

      Again I deflected the blade, then spun around and sliced the man in the lumbar spine. His flesh opened up like a gnarly valley. A sea of crimson blood spilled.

      Asgoth shivered with ecstasy.

      The blade carved through the thug’s vertebrae and severed his spine. He crashed to the ground like a rag-doll.

      With another sweeping strike I disemboweled his comrade, the tip of my demonic blade carving across his abdomen. Intestines spilled to the ground, looking like bloodied sausage links. They hit with a wet slap as the man crashed to his knees.

      His wide eyes gazed at me in horror as he clutched his insides, trying to stuff them back into his belly.

      With a merciful slash, I slit his carotid artery. Blood spurted like a fountain from his neck, and he face-planted against the ground. A pool of dark blood enveloped his carcass.

      The girl had her hands full, battling the other two goons. She was about to get struck from behind when I jumped in and deflected the blow. My blade blocked the attack just before it hacked her trapezius.

      I batted the man's blade aside, and we squared off against each other while the girl fought with the remaining thug.

      I could see the fear in my opponent’s eyes, but he was determined to avenge his embarrassment in the bar.

      Rage clouded his judgment as he attacked with fury. His wild swings hammered against my blade, rattling my forearms. With crazed eyes, he looked like a man possessed.

      If I had my way, Asgoth would possess his soul in a matter of moments.

      I was impressed by the man’s effort. His rage made him dangerous.

      Our swords continued to clatter.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw the cat-girl skewer her opponent. Her blade pierced the man’s belly. He crumpled to his knees and spit blood as she pulled the blade from his abdomen. He fell to the ground and writhed in agony.

      A sly grin curled on her lips, and she winked at me. “Thanks for the help. See you around!”

      My jaw tightened, and a scowl lined my face. The betrayal shouldn’t have come as a surprise. My angry eyes flicked to her for a moment. Her words were just enough of a distraction to give the mouth-breather the advantage.

      He sliced at me, and the tip of his sword carved into my rib cage. I had leaned back, trying to avoid the blow, but it wasn’t enough.

      The wound didn’t hurt at first.

      The dread was the worst part.

      Soon, I could feel the warm wetness of my blood against my skin. But without looking at the wound, I had no idea how deep, or how large, it was. It allowed my imagination to run wild. The anticipation of the pain was almost worse than the pain itself.

      I could see the joy curl on the mouth-breather’s face. He had struck a blow that would have brought most men to their knees.

      It temporarily fueled my anger.

      I attacked the man, hammering his blade with every ounce of strength I had. With a few expert swipes of my blade I had put the mouth-breather on his heels. Another strike knocked his sword aside, and I stabbed him through the heart.

      Asgoth swooned.

      The man coughed blood, and Asgoth’s gutter ran red.

      The man’s eyes looked at me, astonished. It’s a look that most people have when they die—one of disbelief. Nobody ever thinks the end is going to come so soon.

      By the time I yanked my blade from his chest, the cat-girl had vanished.

      My opponent collapsed in front of me.

      I glanced around the alleyway at the slain carcasses. Pools of blood collided in the middle of the alley and trickled down the drain.

      The rush of adrenaline evaporated. My chest began to burn—pain finally setting in. My wound was worse than I had anticipated.
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      Warm blood ran over my fingers as I clutched the gash, trying to stem the tide.

      I staggered back into the street and made my way toward the pub and stumbled across Cassandra.

      Her eyes widened with concern and she rushed toward me. “What happened?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      She peeled my hand away from the wound. Her face twisted from the gruesome sight. The white bone was exposed. She placed her hand over the wound and closed her eyes. She focused her energy, and I felt her hand grow warm. A tingling sensation ran through my rib cage. A soothing wave of energy pulsed from her palm.

      Before long, the throbbing pain ceased.

      My eyes widened with astonishment. “You never said anything about being a healer.”

      “You never asked.”

      The healing had taken a toll on Cassandra. Her face grew pale and her knees went weak. She collapsed before me. I grabbed her before she hit the ground and held her up. Her sleepy eyes gazed at me, still woozy.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “I’m fine. It just takes a lot out of me.”

      “Let’s find an inn. I think we both could use some rest.”

      She nodded in agreement.

      I glanced down to my chest and the only thing that remained was crusty blood. The skin was smooth and healed. Not even a scar remained.

      I slung my arm around Cassandra and helped her down the street. To my surprise, she didn’t protest. She was weak and needed the help.

      We grabbed a room at a modest inn. Fortunately, the innkeeper didn’t require a deposit. Cassandra had spent the last of our money paying our tab at the pub. I didn’t even have a chance to eat my meal.

      I helped Cassandra up the creaky stairs and down the narrow hall to our room, then helped her onto the bed. She gave me a suspicious look. “Just one bed?"

      “It’s all they had."

      She scoffed. “A likely story. Don't get any funny ideas."

      “Trust me, the thought hasn't entered my mind."

      Cassandra closed her eyes and dozed off.

      I sat in a chair by the window, gazing at the street below. I watched pedestrians stroll the sidewalk. Horse-drawn carriages rolled down the lane. Drunks staggered out of the pub, listing like sailboats in a heavy wind. I figured I had 24 hours to find the girl who stole our money. After that we’d be kicked out of the inn.

      I rubbed my side and looked over the area of the wound again. I still couldn't believe a single touch of her hand had healed such a gnarly gash.

      Elven magic, I supposed.

      My eyes kept falling on Cassandra as she slept. Her chest gently rose and fell with each breath. She looked peaceful and serene. She was beautiful and looked graceful as she slept, like a princess should.

      The healing energy must have taken its toll. Cassandra didn't stir once during the hours I sat by the window.

      I got up from the chair and moved to the bathroom. The inn had running water. Tanks on the roof provided pressure, and furnaces heated the water. It was a luxury not often found.

      I'm told that in the days before the Great Doom, hot, running water was common. Electricity powered massive cities—all of which were nothing but rubble now buried under eons of time. Rumors abounded of villages that were powered by magic, but I had yet to see one in all of my travels.

      A hot shower was a luxury I couldn't pass up. Afterward, I slipped into bed beside Cassandra and fell into a deep slumber. I don't think I moved once during the night, and when I awoke, Cassandra's arm was wrapped around me. She snuggled close.

      I chuckled to myself, amused.

      The warm rays of dawn filtered in through the sheer curtains. Cassandra stretched and peeled open her sleepy eyes. Realizing she had curled up next to my naked body, she quickly pushed herself away. A disturbed look twisted on her face.

      "This is my side of the bed,” I said. “I thought we had a rule."

      "We do," she stammered. "Sorry."

      "How are you feeling?" I asked.

      "Good. Refreshed. You?"

      "Never better." I smiled. "I guess I should thank you. That's quite an impressive trick."

      "It's a gift I inherited from my paternal grandmother. It's a rare ability among elves."

      "It's a rare ability among anyone.” I paused. “You want some breakfast?"

      "I'd love some, but we don't have any money."

      "I'm sure we can remedy that situation."

      "How?" she asked.

      "I have every intention of finding the thief."

      "You couldn't handle her the last time you found her,” she said, flatly.

      For an instant, her eyes glanced to my package. I was pitching a tent under the covers. It was morning, and I was buck naked next to a hot elf princess.

      Her cheeks flushed, and her eyes flicked away.

      A sly grin curled on my lips as I climbed out of bed and strolled across the room.

      Cassandra kept trying to avert her eyes. She stammered, her voice flustered, “Would you mind putting on some clothes?”

      “I thought you weren’t interested?”

      “I’m not. I’m trying not to get nauseous before breakfast.”

      A thin smirk curled on my lips, knowing her protest was a little too dramatic.

      I stood by the window, gazing at the street below. Pedestrians strolled up and down the sidewalks. My eyes narrowed at something interesting.

      I couldn’t believe what I saw.
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      It was pure luck that I saw her. The sly little thief strutted down the street, her assets swishing from side to side. Her fluffy black tail was unmistakable.

      This time she wasn’t going to escape me.

      I grabbed my clothes and bolted for the door.

      “Where are you going?” Cassandra asked.

      I didn't have time to answer.

      I awkwardly pulled on my clothes as I hopped down the hallway. My heavy footsteps clunked as I plunged down the steps, raced across the lobby, and burst into the street.

      The little devil was rounding the corner.

      I chased after her.

      This time I had the advantage—she didn't know I was coming.

      I rounded the corner and advanced cautiously, weaving through pedestrians. I made sure my footsteps were light. I moved into position behind her, grabbed her tight, and pulled her into an alley.

      She tried to resist, but I had her wrapped up tight. "Remember me?"

      She tried to wriggle free of my grasp, then elbowed me in the gut—but it wasn't effective.

      "I'm not going to hurt you. I just want my money back."

      "You're not going to get it," she grumbled.

      I clenched my jaw. "We can do this the easy way or the hard way. Makes no difference to me."

      "I don't have it!”

      "What do you mean, you don't have it?"

      "It's gone. I spent it. Do you need me to spell it out for you?"

      I didn't appreciate her tone. I pushed her into the opposite wall.

      She spun around and gripped the hilt of her sword. Her eyes twisted with confusion as she stared at me. "I saw you get wounded last night."

      Her astonishment took precedent over everything else.

      She moved in closer for a better look, staring at my chest. My skin was smooth and pristine.

      "I don't understand. I saw him cut you,” she muttered.

      "I'm surprised you saw anything. You took off pretty fast,” I said, snidely.

      "Sorry about that. A girl's gotta look out for herself. Especially in a town like this."

      She still had a hand on the hilt of her sword. But she was hesitant to draw it. She knew I was skilled with a blade. “You are not an immortal, are you?"

      "No. I'm not that fortunate.”

      "Magic?"

      "I'm traveling with a healer."

      "Really?" she asked, impressed.

      I needed to get back on track. "About my money?"

      "I told you."

      "That's not my problem. It doesn't change the fact that you owe it to me."

      "How about I send it to you? Maybe a payment plan?” Her monotone voice was thick with sarcasm.

      "I'm not in the business of loaning money."

      “I’m not in the business of paying loans back.” She flashed a bitchy smile. “I’m a thief. It's in my nature. What do you expect from me?"

      This wasn’t turning out as I planned. "I need horses and supplies."

      "Why are you telling me?"

      "You're going to get them for me."

      She gave me a doubtful look.

      “One way or another, I’m going to get what’s due,” I said.

      She pondered this for a moment. "Horses and supplies. Then we're even?"

      I nodded.

      "And if I refuse?" she asked coyly.

      "My sword would love to taste your flesh."

      "I bet your sword would,” she said lasciviously.

      "Don't flatter yourself. You're not my type."

      Her face crinkled. "Please. I'm everybody's type. Have you ever been with a cat-girl before?“

      "Do we have a deal, or don't we?”

      She sighed. “I guess we have a deal.” There was a hint of insincerity in her voice.

      "If you have any idea of not living up to your end of the bargain...“

      I could see in her eyes that she wanted to give me a sassy response, but she thought better of it. She had witnessed my lethality. And if I had to hazard a guess, I would imagine she didn't want me chasing after her. A girl like this spent most of her time looking over her shoulder as it was.

      “I know where we can get some horses,” she said.

      I knew she planned on stealing them. I wasn’t keen on the concept, but we needed horses and supplies. She could see my look of hesitation. “Don’t worry. I won’t steal from anyone who can’t afford it.”

      I glared at her. “You stole from me.”

      She shrugged, innocently. “Whoops.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kron

      

      

      

      Cassandra eyed the cat-girl with suspicion when I returned to the inn. And rightfully so.

      “Cassandra, this is Sophia,” I said, introducing the two.

      They shook hands.

      “Nice to meet you,” Sophia said.

      Cassandra said nothing.

      Sophia’s eyes took in the modest guest room. “Nice place. Fancy.”

      I couldn’t quite tell if she was being sarcastic. It was far from fancy, but better than most.

      “What is she doing here?” Cassandra muttered in my ear.

      “She is going to help us acquire supplies.”

      “How about she just gives us the money back?”

      I explained the situation to her.

      Cassandra grumbled under her breath. She whispered in my ear again. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      “I thought you were going back to the Lorewood,” I said.

      “I am.”

      “Then why do you care?”

      Cassandra hesitated a moment. “I’m just… doing what my father asked. I’ll stay with you until you get what you need, then I’ll return home.”

      I tried to hide the thin smile that pulled at my lips.

      “Wipe that grin off your face. I’m not sticking around because I like you.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      “Am I catching you two at a bad time?” Sophia asked, seeming to enjoy the discord between us. “I can come back later.”

      “Let’s get down to business,” I said.

      “We’re going to have to wait until tonight,” Sophia said.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “I’m not stealing horses in broad daylight.”

      My face tensed.

      “Elves do not steal,” Cassandra grumbled.

      “Relax,” Sophia said. “You’re not going to mind who we steal from.”

      I knew what Sophia had in mind, and I was totally down with it.

      Heavy fists pounding at the door interrupted our scheming. We all exchanged a wary glance.

      “Who is it?” I asked.

      “It’s Russell. The innkeeper.”

      I moved to the door, ready to draw my sword. One could never be too careful. It could have been a ruse. The four men I left dead the alley weren’t going to exact revenge on me, but perhaps a close associate or loved one was seeking vengeance?

      Sophia and Cassandra grabbed the hilt of their swords, ready to take action if need be.

      I cracked open the door.

      Russell’s familiar face appeared, and I breathed a little easier. I released my grip on my sword.

      He was a short man with a round face and a pug nose. He had curly brown hair and was an affable man. He looked a little nervous. “I don’t mean to insult you, but I have a policy of not allowing guests to stay more than one evening without collateral. This is a frontier town. People come and go. You understand.”

      I tried to hide my displeasure. “Certainly.” I hesitated, fumbling for an answer. “I’m a little short on cash—”

      A scowl crinkled on Russell’s face.

      “But you can hold this as collateral,” Cassandra said. She twisted an emerald ring from her delicate finger and handed it to Russell.

      He surveyed the ring for a moment, skeptical at first. After realizing its value, a smile curled on his face. “This will do nicely. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to enhance your stay.”

      He bowed gracefully and backed away.

      My eyes found Cassandra. “Thank you.”

      “That ring belonged to my grandmother. I’d like to get it back.”

      I reassured her that she would. But I’m not so sure she had faith in its return.

      “It was given to her by Delvin of Eldorn as a symbol of his undying love,” Cassandra said.

      It had such sentimental value that I felt bad she had given it to Russell, even if it was temporary. Temporary loans often became permanent. “I promise. I will make sure it comes back to you.”

      “You better.”

      Sophia seemed amused by our interaction. “You’re lucky to have a woman that’s willing to sacrifice such a treasure.”

      “He is,” Cassandra stated.

      “I’m humbled,” I said, bowing before them.

      Cassandra rolled her eyes.

      “Why don’t you just sell the ring and use the money?” Sophia asked.

      Cassandra’s face tightened. “I’m not selling my grandmother’s ring!”

      Sophia raised her hands in surrender. “Sorry, it was just a suggestion.”

      Cassandra growled, “If you hadn’t stolen from us—”

      “Take it easy,” I said. “What’s done is done. Let's focus on what’s ahead.”

      The air was thick with tension between the two. They were like two cats with their back’s hunched up. They were both feisty and sexy as hell, and my mind drifted to lustful fantasies of the three of us. It was never going to happen, but it was fun to think about for a moment.

      We had brunch at the inn’s restaurant and were treated like kings. We lounged around most of the day, plotting and scheming. At dusk, we gathered near Fozka’s palatial estate.

      The mansion dwarfed the tiny homes around it. The stables outback were our target.

      We waited in the shadows of an alley across the street. When it was clear, we dashed across the lane and scaled the perimeter wall. We dropped down on the other side, and my eyes scanned the area.

      No one had seen us.

      I quickly took in the layout of the estate.  The main house was two stories. The stables were in back. The main gate was situated between them. Torch-lit sconces illuminated the property. The amber glow flickered across our faces as we advanced to the stables.

      The wooden door creaked as I pushed inside. Amber light filtered in through the cracks between the wall-boards. The air was filled with the musky scent of horses, horse-shit, and hay. The knickers and snorts of the animals echoed in the darkness.

      There were plenty of fine steeds to choose from. I cautiously approached one. It shied away at first, then allowed me to pet its fine pelt. “Take it easy,” I whispered. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      The horse settled.

      “That’s it,” I assured the fine animal, continuing to pet it.

      I never met an animal I didn’t get along with—and this horse was no different. It took a liking to me almost instantly. I stroked its neck and whispered to it gently. After a few minutes, I saddled the horse.

      Cassandra and Sophia did the same.

      I pulled the reins and walked my steed out of the stall, moving toward the exit. I heard something peculiar that stopped me in my tracks.

      There was a nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach. It had been there since I first came to town and saw Fozka interact with the shopkeeper. He was a tyrant and lorded over the city. And I knew he was harboring something dark and sinister.

      The muffled sound of a child’s voice filtered through the stables. I paused for a moment, listening intently.

      “What is it?” Cassandra asked.

      I left my horse by the door and moved deeper into the stable, looking for the origin of the sound. I found a cellar door and put my ear to it—I could hear rustling on the other side and whispered voices.

      I kicked open the door.

      Wood splintered from the frame, and the rickety door hung from its hinges. Narrow steps led down to the cellar.

      I was astonished by what I saw.

      Dim light spilled into the cold, subterranean space. There were at least two dozen grimy faces in the darkness, staring at me with wide eyes. They didn’t know what to do. They didn’t know who I was, or what my intentions were.

      “Come on,” I hissed. “We’re getting out of here.”

      I motioned for the kids to follow me.

      They clambered up the stairs, making entirely too much noise.

      I shushed them, “Keep quiet.”

      They followed me to the stable door.  Cassandra and Sophia gazed at the innocent faces with a look of both shock and horror, unable to imagine how someone could enslave children.

      Cassandra knelt down and comforted a terrified little girl. She had bright blue eyes, curly hair that would be a lustrous blonde if washed, and a round face. “What’s your name?”

      “Olivia,” the girl mumbled.

      “Don’t worry. You’re going to be free soon.”

      The girl nodded, but doubt filled her eyes.

      I pushed open the door and peered across the yard to the main house. Candlelight flickered from a few windows, but no one had seemed to notice us. I was surprised there weren’t more guards protecting the property. But nobody was stupid enough to steal from Fozka—except for me.

      We led the horses to the main gate and were just about home free. It was simple. Easy. Cassandra pulled open the gate and the kids spilled into the street, embracing their newfound freedom. Fozka had been using them as slave labor, selling them to traders, or worse.

      We mounted our horses and trotted out of the compound. We made it a few steps when I pulled back on the reins.

      “What are you doing?” Cassandra asked.

      “Meet me north of the city.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Putting an end to this,” I said.

      “What is wrong with you?” Sophia asked. “Do you want to get caught? I can assure you that won’t be pleasant. Fozka owns the local sheriff.”

      “He’s going to keep doing this. And the local sheriff doesn’t scare me.”

      I didn’t have time to argue. I turned my horse around and strode back into the compound. I dismounted at the back door and pushed inside. It wasn’t locked.

      I made sure to open the door carefully to avoid a squeak. With silent steps, I moved through the house. The flickering amber glow from sconce lights lit the way.

      Grunts and groans drifted down from a bedroom upstairs. I didn’t want to think about what Fozka was doing up there.

      I padded to the stairs and started my ascent. A board creaked halfway up the steps. In the silence it sounded like a crack of lightning.

      I was certain someone heard.

      I held still for a moment and waited to see if the sound gave my presence away.

      The grunts and groans didn’t stop.

      My ascension up the steps continued. With my sword drawn, I crept down the hallway and kicked open the bedroom door, ready to dispense immediate justice.

      Asgoth quivered with excitement. The blood of the despicable tasted the best of all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kron

      

      

      

      The grunting and groaning stopped as I burst into the room. Underneath Fozka was a woman that I can only assume was a local prostitute—nobody would have fucked that guy for free.

      She shrieked, and he leapt out of bed.

      His less than impressive sausage dangled, having lost its steam. Anger snarled on his face. He was about to curse at me when I severed his head.

      I slashed the blade across his neck. Blood spurted from the stump like a fountain. His head tumbled through the air and thunked on the ground with a dull thud. It bounced a few times and oozed crimson slime.

      The woman sat up, screaming.

      She clutched the sheets against her bosom. I thought my eardrums were going to bleed from the shrill tone emanating from her lips.

      I left her in the bedroom and moved downstairs. I dashed into the kitchen and scrounged some food items—bread, meat, fruit—and stuffed them in a satchel that was on the counter.

      Cassandra and Sophia waited for me outside. I mounted my horse and the three of us sped out of the compound.

      “What happened?” Cassandra asked.

      “Let’s just say Fozka will be needing the services of an undertaker.”

      A sly grin curled on Sophia’s lips. “Good. I owed him money.”

      Not surprising, I thought.

      The raid on Fozka’s compound had gone smoothly, but I quickly realized we had bigger problems.

      As we strode through the streets, heading toward the edge of town, I noticed a team of riders following us.

      There was something eerie about them.

      They had unusual speed.

      We spurred the horses on, their heavy hooves clacking against the cobblestone streets. Wind blew my hair and buffeted against my ears. The horses we had stolen were fast and nimble.

      Despite that, the shadowy posse gained on us.

      I craned my head over my neck for a better look. The eerie posse was clad in black armor and surrounded by a thin fog. I knew they were from the underworld—demonic undead sent to hunt us down.

      It had to be my sister’s work.

      I clenched my jaw, cursing her under my breath. I knew how deadly the undead could be.

      We twisted our way through the streets as the demons chased after us. I drew my sword as they neared. Before long, a dark rider was beside me. The ghoulish figure slashed his sword at me.

      I deflected the blow, struggling to maintain my balance on the horse.

      Our swords clashed with fury as we galloped down the lane.

      I spurred my horse on, coaxing every last bit of speed from the athletic beast. With a swift strike of my blade, I'm knocked the demon from his horse.

      He tumbled back and crashed against the cobblestone, his body trampled by his comrades.

      The demons had no blood, and their souls were already damned. There was nothing in it for Asgoth, other than aiding in my survival. Despite being a demonic creature himself, he had no particular allegiance to demons, especially lesser demons like these. Still, a kill was a kill, and I think he derived some satisfaction from the mere act.

      I glanced to my side. Cassandra was battling one of the undead knights. The withered sack of bones stabbed her horse in its hind leg.

      The magnificent horse stumbled.

      I veered aside and scooped Cassandra from her horse as the animal collapsed. I hoisted her onto my horse behind me. Facing the opposite direction, she battled the undead creatures as they continued to pursue us.

      Cassandra knocked an arrow and began unleashing Elven fury at the demons.

      Sophia led the way. I followed her into a narrow alley, and the demonic creatures pursued us in single file.

      Clotheslines crisscrossed the passageway overhead. Garments dangled in the breeze.

      I sliced a few cords as I raced down the alleyway, releasing several items of clothing.

      They fluttered down and covered the lead demon's face. With his vision obstructed, the creature attempted to pull the garment free. It slowed him down.

      We sprinted out of the alley, crossing the street, narrowly avoiding a horse-drawn carriage.

      Hooves clattered and horses neighed as the coach driver pulled the reins, trying to avoid a collision. A few obscenities flew from his lips as we dashed into another alley. The coach stopped in the middle of the street, and the undead warriors plowed into it, piling up in the roadway.

      We were able to put a significant distance between ourselves and the undead.

      I followed Sophia as she twisted through the city.

      We rounded a final corner and raced toward the exit. But the gates of the city were closed.

      We stormed toward them, Sophia shouting for the guards to open the gates.

      They weren’t inclined to do so.

      They took a defensive posture, drawing their swords. Making a hasty exit from the city was usually a sign of trouble, and they weren’t about to let us pass without scrutiny.

      Sophia tossed them a gold coin. It tumbled through the air, sparkling in the moonlight. “Open it!”

      The guard gawked at the coin for a moment, then signaled to his comrades to pull open the gate.

      “Keep the change,” Sophia commanded. “And seal the gate behind us!”

      To my surprise, they did as she asked—not yet knowing I was responsible for Fozka’s death.

      Once the gate had been opened wide enough, we dashed forward. I looked back over my shoulders and saw the posse of wraiths chasing after us. The gate closed, and we escaped into the hills.

      “I thought you spent all of my money,” I said.

      “Most of it.” Sophia smiled. “Not all.”

      I frowned at her, but I couldn’t be too disappointed, after all, we did escape the city because of her tribute.

      The hooves of our horses thundered against the ground as we continued across the grasslands. We didn’t slow down. I had no intention of letting the undead catch up to us. No matter where we went, I was sure that they would never be far behind.

      But Cassandra had a few tricks up her sleeve that I had not anticipated.
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      As we left the city, the princess scattered some Elven dust behind us. According to her, it would confuse the demonic spirits, and temporarily cover our tracks.

      I was all for anything that would help.

      We continued traveling most of the night, then found a suitable place to camp near a small lake. Nestled in a group of trees, we settled in for the night in typical fashion.

      I didn’t think it wise to spark a fire. It would be announcing our position. But I did miss the warmth. The air was brisk, whipping across the grasslands with nothing to stop it.

      We didn’t exactly have much in the way of supplies. Not as much as I had hoped, anyway. Just the horses and what little food I was able to take from Fozka’s house.

      “We make a pretty good team,” Sophia said with a sly grin.

      “Team?” I muttered. “I did all the work.”

      She scowled at me. “Please. I showed you where Fozka lived and led you to his horses.”

      “That wouldn’t have been necessary if you hadn’t stolen from me in the first place,” I said. “And we’re still not even yet.”

      A naughty glimmer flickered in her eyes.  I think the excitement of our heist made her feel frisky. “Maybe we could take it out in trade?”

      Cassandra’s face tensed, clearly jealous. She cleared her throat. “We are on a mission, remember?”

      “We?” I asked. “I thought you were leaving.”

      Cassandra scowled at me. “Yes, we! I promised my father that I would help you.” She glared at Sophia for a moment, then her eyes flicked back to mine. “I’m not leaving until I know you have what you need to complete your quest.”

      “Quest?” Sophia asked. “That sounds interesting.”

      “It’s more than interesting,” Cassandra said. “His quest affects the fate of us all.”

      “Now I’m intrigued,” Sophia said with a hint of sarcasm.

      Cassandra explained the situation.

      “We could use another hand, if you’re up for it?” I said.

      Cassandra gave me a sharp look. She clearly didn’t want to spend any more time with Sophia than necessary. The frisky feline hadn’t proven herself to be the most trustworthy individual.

      “You want me to help you save your kingdom?” Sophia asked.

      “It’s more than just his kingdom,” Cassandra said. “It’s the Lorewood, and all those who dwell in it. Who knows how many kingdoms will be threatened by the dragon.”

      Cassandra was starting to come around to my point of view. I was a little surprised by it.

      “What’s in it for me?” Sophia asked.

      Neither of us had a good answer.

      “Adventure,” I said with a grin.

      Sophia looked at me with doubtful eyes. “I’ll sleep on it.”

      We ate what little food I was able to gather from Fozka’s house, then Cassandra prepared her hammock. She wasn’t too keen on letting Sophia and I sleep in the hammock after Sophia’s offer to exchange her debt for her pleasures. “Get your own hammock!”

      “You can’t expect both of us to sleep on the ground?” I grumbled.

      “Maybe she’s got a hammock you can trade for,” Cassandra said, snidely.

      I rolled my eyes and sighed.

      “So, are you two like a thing?” Sophia asked.

      “Absolutely not!” Cassandra replied, sharply.

      “Good to know.” Sophia had a devious twinkle in her eyes.

      I found a relatively smooth patch of grass and brushed away the twigs and rocks. I curled up on the ground and tried to make myself comfortable. After sleeping in a hammock, and the cushy bedding of the inn, the ground just didn’t cut it. It was hard and lumpy, and the occasional bug slithered through the grass.

      I hate bugs! I have a natural aversion to anything with more than two legs.

      Sophia found a spot close to me.

      I don’t think Cassandra liked that idea either. She glanced at us with a disapproving eye. But after a few minutes of listening to us grumble and shift positions, she said, “Fine. I’ll share my hammock.”

      Neither of us hesitated climbing into the hammock. It was so much more comfortable.

      I lay in between Cassandra and Sophia, staring up at the stars. I couldn’t help but grin at being in bed with two hotties. Cassandra still gave me the cold shoulder, but Sophia curled up next to me, nuzzling my neck. I could have sworn she was purring.

      Her hand stroked my chest and before long she nibbled at my ear. Her hot breath sparked my desire.

      “Let’s have a little fun, shall we?” she whispered, barely audible.

      By this point, I was stiff as a board.

      Sophia’s hand traced its way down my stomach and across my rippled abs. Her fingers slipped under my waistband and found my root. Her soft hand gently caressed me. She eyed me with a naughty glint and pressed her full lips against mine.

      It wouldn’t take too much movement to get the hammock rocking and give away our secret tryst.
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      I was so mad, and I didn’t know why? It shouldn’t have bothered me. But it did. It was more than just a bother—it made me feel… conflicted.

      Confused?

      With my back to them, I pretended to be asleep. But I could hear them fooling around. It didn’t take long before I heard her mouth sloshing and sucking. I could only imagine what she was doing to him. The hammock bounced in a rhythmic fashion. Kron’s subtle groans filled my ears. And the vibrations of his voice ran down my spine and tingled my very essence.

      The two were trying to be quiet, but weren’t doing a very good job of it. The worst part of it all—it was making me wet!

      My core pulsed with desire.

      I was both excited and infuriated at the same time—and I couldn’t understand why. This man was a barbarian, and well beneath me in status!

      Yet, I wanted him.

      Craved him.

      I imagined what his length would feel like inside of me. And I was mad at myself for having the thought.

      I peered over my shoulder and stole a glimpse at the two lovers. Her plump lips stroked his veiny shaft. I had to stifle a gasp.

      He was big.

      Sophia’s wet tongue left a slick trail that glistened in the moonlight. Her head bobbed up and down as she devoured his length like a ravenous beast. I watched in awe as she stroked furiously, working his root like a seasoned professional. She took him all the way.

      Her hands and lips worked in perfect rhythm. She sucked and slobbered and moaned. She put both hands to good use, and her lips and tongue left nothing neglected.

      I began to worry I couldn’t compete.

      The pleasure she gave him must have been unimaginable. I wondered what it felt like to be on the receiving end of such passion.

      For an instant, I wondered if he was too big for my delicate flower. It would be pain. But so much pleasure. Sadly, the only way I would likely experience it would be in my imagination.

      Jealousy and desire consumed me.

      Fire burned within me, and my core throbbed. Sophia fervently worked his shaft, bringing their passion to a crescendo. Kron spurted wave after wave of white hot love into her mouth. Some of it drizzled from her full lips as she continued to milk every last drop.

      When she was done, she looked up at him with a sly, satisfied grin. She knew she was good at this. She wiped her chin and slithered up his chest.

      Her eyes caught mine for an instant, and I turned away quickly. I think she was even more satisfied knowing I had watched. She had won this round of the competition. A competition that I didn’t even know I was engaged in. Now, there was a secret part of me that wanted to prove myself a better lover. I tried to hide that secret part away and never think of it again.

      But I couldn’t help but feel regret for not having been the one to pleasure him.
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      The little vixen had talent, there was no doubt about it. I had never experienced the delights of a cat-girl. It was beyond what I could have imagined. And she had only given me a sample.

      Having drained me completely, my brain exploded with a rush of chemicals. A soothing wave of euphoria rushed over me. I felt like I was floating on a blissful pillow of clouds.

      All of my cares and worries drifted away. It didn't take long before I was fast asleep, dead to the world in a post-sex coma.

      At the first rays of dawn, I peeled my eyes open. My limbs were heavy, and it was a struggle to move. I was so comfortable I didn't want to get out of the hammock. But I knew our journey had to continue.

      I was also dreading the tongue lashing I would probably get from Cassandra.

      There was no way she had slept through the previous night’s debauchery. She had been a good sport about it, letting it continue uninterrupted.

      My sleepy eyes glanced to her. She was still curled in a ball next to me. My hand swiped the other side of the hammock, feeling for Sophia—she was gone.

      It surprised me. But it shouldn’t have. She was a thief. Why would I expect her to stick around?

      I sat up quickly and glanced around, but Sophia was nowhere to be found. It seemed that she had slipped away before dawn without making a sound.

      I had to admit, my first thought was one of disappointment.

      I had thoroughly enjoyed last night and was hoping to revisit the experience, and then some. In my mind, we had unfinished business left to attend to. Last night's sample was merely an appetizer.

      Sure, she was a thief. She had stolen from me. And she owed me a considerable amount. But there was something about her I found intriguing. And it wasn't just the blow job. At least, that's what I kept telling myself.

      Was I just trying not to feel like a sucker?

      Sophia had taken one of our horses, and there was nothing left to eat. It put us in a precarious position. I was reasonably confident that we could make it to the Dark Forest, and could probably scavenge food here and there. But it wasn't ideal. The distance we could travel on one horse, carrying the added weight of two people, would be considerably less.

      I nudged Cassandra awake and prepared to tell her the bad news. She wiped the sleep from her eyes and gave me a curious look.

      I couldn't quite read her. She didn't say a word about last night.

      We climbed out of bed and she stowed the hammock in her bottomless bag.

      "I see your friend has abandoned us," she said with derision.

      I shrugged.

      Cassandra’s face tensed as she realized something dire. “That bitch took my bow and arrow!

      "At least she left us with one horse,” I said, trying to minimize the situation. “I would have figured her for the type to take everything."

      Cassandra wasn’t amused in the slightest. "We should get started. We've got a long day ahead of us.”

      Just as I was about to mount my horse, I felt the rumble of hooves vibrating the soles of my boots. I drew my sword, preparing for an attack.

      My eyes scanned the horizon. To my surprise, Sophia crested the hill, galloping toward our campsite. She pulled the reins and dismounted her horse when she reached us.

      She had a grin on her face.

      Sophia must have seen my look of surprise. "Did you miss me?"

      I stammered, fumbling for words.

      “Bet you thought I left, didn't you?"

      "No,” I lied.

      Cassandra rolled her eyes.

      Sophia handed the bow and quiver to Cassandra. “I would've asked for permission, but you two looked so peaceful sleeping this morning I didn't want to disturb you.”

      Cassandra forced a smile. Her eyes had nothing but contempt for the sly vixen.

      Sophia pulled two rabbits from a bag that she had shot with the bow. “It looks like you two are ready to leave. You want to grill these now or later?"

      "Later,” Cassandra grumbled, too mad to eat.

      "That settles that," Sophia said.

      We mounted our horses, and I pulled Cassandra on behind me. We strode out of the small grove of trees, heading east across the grasslands.

      We rode in silence for a long way. I could feel the tension from Cassandra. I was just waiting for the other shoe to drop, but she never said a word.

      In my experience that meant the worst.

      She either didn't care, or was mad as hell. I would have almost preferred mad as hell. At least I would know where she was at.

      By midday, my stomach was growling. We stopped and cooked the rabbits over an open flame. We all needed to keep our strength up.

      We made short work of the meal.

      The ability to hunt varmints as we traveled across the grasslands would sustain us. Rabbits, prairie dogs, and the occasional fox. But beyond the grasslands is what gave me concern.

      It was a 3 day journey to the rocky terrain of the Naldrova Valley. There was nothing but barren ground. Uneven and treacherous.

      There were no animals in sight.

      No water to be found.

      The jagged landscape taunted us at every turn. If one of the horses turned an ankle, we’d be in trouble.

      We camped for the night in a narrow canyon, taking shelter in a notch at the base of a cliff. I gathered what little scrub-brush I could find in order to start a fire. The desolate terrain didn't provide us with a meal for the evening, but at least the fire would keep us warm as the temperatures dropped during the night.

      I had noticed the vultures circling high in the sky as we traveled during the day.

      It didn't bode well.

      They were expecting us to die. But I had news for them—they were going to be sorely disappointed.

      They kept their distance, and I didn't think much of them. They appeared as little more than specs in the sky. Without a reference object to provide scale, I had no idea how large they actually were.

      It turned out they weren't ordinary vultures—they were something entirely more disturbing. And they weren’t waiting for us to die either. They were going to take an active role in our demise.
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      The flames crackled.

      Glowing orange embers floated into the air, drifting through the canyon with the wind. The amber flames illuminated the rocky walls of the alcove. It was pitch black beyond the light of the fire.

      A thick blanket of clouds had rolled in during the late afternoon. It obscured the moon and stars.

      My belly rumbled from hunger as I tried to get comfortable on the stone ground. There was nowhere to mount Cassandra's magical hammock. And even if there was, I wasn't sure she let me back in it tonight.

      There was an uncomfortable tension between the three of us. Nobody had much to say. Worn out from a long day's journey, we all called it an early night.

      I tossed and turned, trying to get comfortable. It was cold, and the occasional gust of wind highlighted that fact.

      The flap of wings, followed by the clack of talons on the stone ground, drew my attention to the darkness.

      I grabbed Asgoth and sprang to my feat. A glimmer of light reflected in the beasts’ red eyes. It gave away their position.

      There were three of them, and these vulture-like creatures stood six feet tall.

      Their wingspan was easily twice that.

      They were more reptilian than birdlike and looked somewhat like a pre-historic pterodactyl. Their beaks were longer than the length of my sword and came to a point that could pierce armor.

      I squared off against the beasts as they encroached upon our campsite. Their shrill screeches pierced the night air.

      One of the creatures stabbed his beak toward me.

      I stepped aside and slashed at his snout.

      The blade bounced away. Their beaks were hard as stone.

      Another attacked.

      Then another.

      I dodged and weaved, circling around, trying to draw them away from the campsite.

      Cassandra and Sophia sprang to their feet. They drew their swords and joined in the fray.

      With the creatures’ attention on me, Sophia sprinted behind one of the vultures. With catlike grace, she leapt on the creature's back and stabbed her sword into its spine.

      The beast wailed and moaned as it collapsed to the ground. Green blood oozed from the chasm in its back. The monster twitched and flailed for a few moments as the life force drained from it.

      The kill drew the attention of the two other vultures. One of them swiped at Sophia with his beak and knocked her to the ground.

      The beast leapt into the air and snatched Sophia in its talons. Its massive wings flapped, launching it skyward, carrying Sophia into the blackness.

      The creature before me turned its gaze to its fallen comrade, then quickly glared at me with rage filled eyes. Its powerful beak stabbed at me again, and I narrowly avoided the deadly spike.

      My eyes followed Sophia as the evil bird carried her away. I clenched my jaw, and my whole body tensed. My stomach twisted.

      There was nothing I could do.

      I had my hands full, fighting the beast in front of me. The creature kept pecking at me, and I kept dodging and weaving.

      Cassandra grabbed her bow and knocked an arrow. She took aim at the monster absconding with Sophia as it flapped its massive wings.

      Sophia screamed as she dangled from its talons.

      Cassandra let the arrow fly.

      It raced through the air and slammed into the bird’s shoulder. The wound disrupted its flight and caused the creature to dip slightly.

      In a flash, Cassandra had knocked another arrow.

      The second projectile pierced the bird's neck.

      A third arrow went through its head.

      The monster struggled to fly as it bled out. Its long neck drooped as it grew weaker and weaker.

      Soon the beast was soaring toward the ground. Its grasp on Sophia slacked, and she almost fell away.

      She grabbed onto the bird’s thigh at the last moment and hung on for dear life. The wounded beast swooped toward the ground.

      Sophia pulled her way up the bird’s thigh and managed to climb onto its back. She grabbed onto the knobby armor-plating along its spine and held on tight. Wind rustled her hair, and the sexy feline used all of her agility to hang on.

      The monster plummeted down and slammed into the ground. Its body skidded across the rugged terrain, kicking up rocks and debris.

      The impact catapulted Sophia from the monster.

      She flew through the air and tumbled across the ground, then sprang to her feet like a gymnast.

      If Sophia had nine lives, she definitely used one of them.

      The monster flailed about, trying to stand. It fell back to the ground, flapped its wings a few times, then its last breath rattled from its lungs.

      I continued fighting with the beast in front of me.

      Cassandra put two arrows into its head, and I hacked the beast’s neck, opening a chasm that carved into its spine.

      My blow didn't sever its neck completely. The creature’s head dangled by a few tendons as the stump spewed green blood. The giant bird flopped about like a chicken with its head cut off, spraying slime in all directions.

      After a few minutes, the beast finally collapsed.

      "Nice shooting," I said.

      "I know," Cassandra replied with confidence.

      She strolled past me and recovered her arrows from the bird’s skull. She wiped the blood clean and quivered the arrows.

      Sophia made her way back to camp. A few minor cuts and scrapes, but overall, she was no worse for the wear.

      “Looks like I owe you one,” she said to Cassandra.

      “Think nothing of it,” Cassandra said in a dispassionate tone.

      Sophia surveyed the carcasses. “Well, at least we’ve got something to eat now.”

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “An overgrown bird is not going to kill me,” she said, defiantly.

      I stabbed Asgoth into the beast and carved a tender slice of meat from the bird’s breast. We roasted the meat over the open flame.

      I had my concerns, but it wasn't bad. A little chewy, but it beat starving.

      Sophia contemplated the meal before her. "This thing would be eating me had you not been so adept with a bow and arrow."

      "It is a necessary skill that all Elves are taught." Cassandra paused, then added. “Besides, you still owe us money. Just protecting our investment.”

      Sophia grinned. "I guess being in debt has its advantages. Would you have bothered to save me otherwise?"

      “It is not in my nature to turn my back on someone in need."

      I flashed Cassandra a curious look and called her out on her bullshit. "You didn't want to help me when I first asked.”

      She scowled at me, playfully. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      Sophia looked over her cuts and scrapes.  Her knees, elbows, and pads of her hands were red with abrasions.

      Cassandra took notice, and I guess she felt sympathy for Sophia. “Here, let me take a look.”

      Cassandra rubbed her hands over Sophia’s knee. She caressed her leg gently, and within moments, the scrape was healed.

      Sophia’s eyes widened. “Impressive. Thank you. That’s very kind.”

      Cassandra continued to heal Sophia’s minor injuries. I grew a little concerned it might deplete Cassandra’s energy, but the wounds weren’t near as traumatic as the gash I had received to my chest.

      But the healing made Cassandra a little tired.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “I’m fine,” Cassandra said, trying to perk up. “Just give me a minute.

      She dozed off for a few minutes.

      A concerned look played over Sophia’s face. “Is she okay?”

      “It takes a toll on her.”

      A look of sincere appreciation washed over Sophia’s face. “She didn’t have to do that?”

      “I think she’s a genuinely caring person,” I said. “Even if she tries to hide that fact.”

      The carcasses of the slain birds would draw more vultures and other predators to the area. I was feeling antsy about staying at camp and was ready to leave. But I figured Cassandra needed a little rest. I’d let her sleep for another hour, then we’d get on the road, I thought.

      “Honestly, I’ve never met anyone who would sacrifice themselves even in the slightest for me,” Sophia said.

      “You’ve been hanging around the wrong people.”

      “There is no honor among thieves anymore.”

      “Like I said, you've been hanging around the wrong people.”

      She frowned at me. “I have no choice. I was born into a family of thieves.”

      “We all have a choice.”

      “Well, when your dad sells you into slavery at a tender age, you tend to have a jaded view on life.”

      “I’m sorry. That’s terrible.”

      “That was a good thing you did for those kids back there. I saw their faces, and it just broke my heart. But there’s that part of me that puts up an emotional wall. I tend to compartmentalize and ignore the painful things.”

      “I think we all put up our shields from time to time. It helps keep pain out, but it also closes us off from the good things. Sometimes you have to let go. Trust and have faith.”

      Sophia balked. “Trust? That’s an interesting concept,” she said in a sardonic tone. “I’m all out of trust.”

      “I understand.” I sighed. “Well, like they say. It doesn’t matter where you came from. It matters where you’re going.”

      “And where are we going?” Sophia asked with a hint of sarcasm, mixed with a bit of curiosity.

      “Someplace I think we’d rather not go.”

      After letting Cassandra sleep, I nudged her awake. Her groggy eyes looked at me with confusion. “What happened?”

      “You healed Sophia. Then you passed out.”

      “Oh, yeah. Right.”

      “I think it’s best if we get moving.”

      She agreed, and we left camp, entering the dark valley. Cassandra pulled a glowing stone from her bag which illuminated the path. It cast a blue glow several feet in all directions and allowed us to navigate the treacherous terrain.

      We moved cautiously. In the back of my mind, I worried the light might attract other predators.
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      By daybreak, two more of the vulture -like monsters circled overhead. I kept a watchful eye on them. As we reached the Dark Forest, they moved on to better prospects.

      It left me a little concerned.

      Why didn’t they want to follow us into the Dark Forest?

      If the vultures didn’t want to set foot in there, it had to be bad.

      The forest was an endless array of gnarled black trees without leaves. They looked angry and grotesque. I had long heard rumors about the dangers within the Dark Forest, and thought most of them old wives’ tales. But I was beginning to think some of them had merit.

      I tried to spur my horse forward, but he neighed and reared up on two legs. He wanted no part of the treacherous landscape.

      It was time to part ways.

      I helped Cassandra down to the ground, then dismounted the horse. I took off the saddle and unbridled the reins and let the magnificent creature roam free. The Dark Forest was no place for such an innocent spirit.

      Sophia did the same.

      “Looks like we’re on foot from here,” I said.

      The three of us stood at the edge of the forest, regarding it with trepidation.

      Sophia swallowed hard. “I think accompanying you into this forest goes way beyond what I owe you.”

      “If it’s too scary for you, I’ll understand,” I said, deliberately trying to get under her skin.

      Her cat eyes narrowed at me. She defiantly said, “I’m not afraid.”

      Sophia took bold strides into the craggy forest.

      Cassandra and I exchanged a wary glance, then followed Sophia. An eerie wind whistled through the barren trees. Black and twisted, they looked ominous. The ground was dry and what little grass there was looked dead or dying. There was a foul stench in the air. I couldn't quite put my finger on it, but it resembled the smell of rotting flesh.

      A wasp buzzed past my ear.

      I dodged to the side the minute the I felt the nasty buzz in my eardrum.

      I couldn't stand the vile creatures.

      But this wasp was even more reprehensible than usual. It was nearly twice the size of an average wasp. Big and black and aggressive. It dive-bombed me, and I kept swatting. It darted about with expert precision, avoiding every attempt I made to bat it out of the sky.

      The hateful insects swooped down and stabbed its stinger into the back of my neck. I felt pain, like a white-hot poker had been stabbed into my flesh. I slapped the back of my neck, hoping to squash the infernal creature, but it had already taken flight.

      The searing pain extended down my spine and across my shoulders. I felt the throbbing all the way into my biceps. The muscles in my lower back seized, and I arched my back as it cramped. I fell to my knees.

      Then things got worse.

      I tried to suck in a breath of air, but my throat swelled shut—some type of allergic reaction.

      I had never responded that way to an insect bite before. But the toxin in this wretched creature’s stinger was powerful. My lungs were on fire. To make matters worse, more buzzing filled my ears. I looked up to see a swarm of the nasty wasps approaching.

      My heart filled with dread. If one sting did this to me, several would put me into the grave.

      The angry wasps swirled around me.

      I felt a sharp stab.

      Then another.

      I collapsed to the ground and writhed in agony. My skin felt like it was going to blister. My insides boiled from the toxins.

      This sucked!
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      I was dying.

      On my back, squirming, I stared at the sky. The corners of my vision grew dark. Consciousness would leave me soon. I’d be nothing more than a lifeless corpse. The varmints of the forest would feed on my flesh. Birds would pick out my eyes. Maggots would scrape the last traces of flesh from my bones.

      Hundreds of wasps swarmed overhead. They swooped in, embedding their hateful stingers into my flesh. My veins coursed with molten toxins. My throat and trachea were swollen shut. Oxygen was a distant memory.

      Paralysis set in. My fingers and toes tingled. My arms felt fat and numb. I managed to glance around and see Sophia and Cassandra writhing in the same agony.

      Then something miraculous happened.

      I thought it might be a dream at first—the last hallucination as the final flood of endorphins filled my brain.

      The horde of wasps vanished, buzzing away, disappearing into the trees.

      A beautiful girl hovered over me and kissed me. Her plump wet lips were a slice of heaven in a sea of pain.

      I could barely move my lips to respond.

      Then I realized she wasn’t kissing me—she was blowing air into my lungs.

      Her magical breath opened my trachea and soothed my inflamed lungs. The searing pain dissipated, and within moments the numbness and tingling stopped.

      My chest heaved for breath as I sat up, trying to fill my lungs with as much air as possible. I felt like a free diver that had been underwater well past their breakpoint.

      I looked at the girl in awe. Words didn’t come easy. My brain was still in an oxygen deprived stupor. Not to mention, the girl was gorgeous.

      She wasn’t human.

      She had fair skin, big lavender eyes, and hair with a bluish tint. She had an aura about her and almost seemed to glow. She had pointy ears, but she wasn’t an elf. Her clothing, what little there was, seemed to be made of leaves and strung together with strands of vine. they barely contained her luscious breasts that defied gravity.

      She smiled at me and giggled. “Silly. You should avoid wasps at all costs.”

      “Believe me. I’m not a fan.”

      She moved to Sophia and Cassandra and kissed each on the lips, blowing life into their lungs.

      The girls gasped for breath.

      My senses were beginning to come back to me. “How did you...?”

      “Wasps don’t like fairies.” A proud smile flashed on her face. “Our magic is powerful. And we’re not to be trifled with.” She paused for a moment and gazed at me with curious eyes. “Why have you come to the forest? It’s not a safe place for humans. There are many things worse than wasps here.”

      “We are looking for the sorceress,” I said.

      A grave look washed over the fairy’s face. “Oh, no. You don’t want to go there.”

      “Why not?”

      “Phaedra is wicked and treacherous,” the fairy said. “You’d be best to leave the forest as soon as you can.”

      “We don’t have that luxury,” I said.

      Her curious eyes surveyed me.

      “If it’s so dangerous here, why do you stay?”

      “I can’t leave. I’m cursed.” Her head drooped and her body slumped.

      “What do you mean, cursed?” I said.

      “I’d rather not say. I don’t want to think about it.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She sighed, then tilted her head up to meet my gaze. “If you insist, I will show you the way to Phaedra’s castle. But I implore you not to go.”

      “We’d appreciate that.”

      We climbed to our feet, and the fairy led us through the forest—though she didn’t walk. She hovered above the ground, leaving a trail of glowing particles behind her as her perfectly toned body glided through the air. She was a petite thing, maybe 5 feet tall.

      I couldn’t help but be taken by her charm. She seemed sweet and innocent. And I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious to see what was underneath her leafy garments.

      Sophia grabbed my arm and pulled me close. She whispered in my ear. “I don’t trust fairies. They are nothing like you would imagine.”

      “You don’t trust anybody.” I couldn’t tell if she was just jealous, or if there was something more to it.

      She scowled at me. “Just keep your guard up.”
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      “How far of a journey is it to Pheadra’s castle?” I asked.

      The fairy thought about this for a moment. "Not far. A day or so."

      I didn't particularly like the sound of that. It meant we would have to spend the night in these woods, and I had a sneaking suspicion that things got worse at night. They always did.

      “What's your name?"

      "Lily," the fairy said.

      We weaved through the gnarly trees for several hours. Lily took us on a meandering path, avoiding the supposed pitfalls of the forest. According to her, there were bogs and marshes that could be problematic. Full of bugs and slithering creatures looking for a meal. She warned us, “Don't get too close to the trees."

      "Why not? Are they poisonous?" I asked.

      "They don't like intruders. And they have been known to be carnivorous."

      I arched a curious eyebrow. I had never seen a tree that ate meat, but nothing would surprise me in this godforsaken place.

      I finished the last drop of ale from my canteen. We’d need food and drink before long, and I doubted any freshwater we’d stumble across would be safe to drink. It was likely that any animals we killed would also be unsafe to eat. Everything in the Dark Forest seemed to have a poisonous quality.

      When darkness fell over the evil land, we decided to make camp for the evening. I went about my usual task of gathering firewood, but this time I was in for a surprise.

      I wandered away from the main campsite, gathering twigs and logs for the fire.

      The trees didn't like that idea.

      As I reached down to grab a piece of wood, something grabbed me from behind. Multiple branches wrapped around my torso, squeezing like a boa constrictor. The thorny branches made it difficult to breathe. I struggled to break free, but their grasp was too tight.

      I called for help.

      Several other trees uprooted themselves and marched toward me. My eyes widened with concern and amazement. I had never seen walking trees before.

      The novelty wore off quickly.

      Cassandra and Sophia charged toward me with swords drawn, ready to hack at the murderous branches.

      Before they could clash with the angry trees, Lily shouted, “Stop!"

      I wasn't sure who she was shouting at—the girls or the trees?

      “They mean you no harm!" Lily continued. "You have my word!"

      Suddenly, the branches that wrapped around me loosened.

      I could breathe once again. I stepped away from the trees and grabbed the hilt of my sword for good measure. By this time the girls had arrived, and Lily continued to calm the trees, reassuring them we were just passing through.

      “Tell them you won't hurt them," Lily said.

      "I've never talked to a tree before," I said, feeling silly.

      "Just do it," she commanded.

      I reassured the craggy trees that we intended no harm and that I was merely gathering wood for a fire. That didn't go over so well.

      "How would you like it if I burn one of your friends?” the tree said in a low booming growl.

      It took me a moment to reply, taken aback by the tree’s speech. "Point taken. But we’ll need a fire for warmth and to cook food."

      "We could all burn from your carelessness," the tree said.

      "I won't be careless," I assured him.

      Lily took my arm and whispered in my ear, “Might want to back off the fire talk. I have a better solution."

      Lily took my hand and pulled me back to the campsite, much to the chagrin of Sophia and Cassandra. She reached into a leather pouch on her belt and pulled out a small stone. She tossed it onto the ground and it burst into blue flames.

      But this was no ordinary fire.

      It flickered and gave off heat and light, but it didn't burn. There was no danger of the flames spreading to the surrounding area.

      The trees didn't seem to be alarmed.

      “That's kind of neat," I said.

      “Fairy magic," Lily said. "It will keep us warm throughout the night.”

      Cassandra pulled her hammock from the bottomless bag, but she didn’t tie it between the ominous trees. Instead, she spread it over the ground.

      I had some fruit and berries that I had gathered along the journey. It wasn't much, but it would sustain us for the night.

      We piled onto the blanket. It was going to make for a cozy evening, and I didn't mind one bit. Neither Cassandra nor Sophia were happy about sharing a bed with a fairy they knew little about.

      "How long have you been in this forest?" I asked the fairy.

      She shrugged. "I'm not really sure. It was home well before it became the Dark Forest. This was once a lush green paradise."

      It was hard to imagine. I had always heard it was a wasteland. She must have lived here for quite a long time, but she didn’t look any older than I.

      "This land was full of fairies before. Now I'm the only one."

      "What happened?" I asked.

      Lily grew silent. Her eyes welled with tears.

      "You don't have to talk about it if you don't want to,” I said.

      She sniffled and wiped her eyes.

      "Did the witch have something to do with it?" Sophia asked, pushing the issue.

      I flashed a scowl at her.

      Sophia shrugged. "What? It was a legitimate question."

      "The witch turned these lands into what they are today. But it was the war that destroyed my people."

      "What war?” Sophia asked.
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      “She doesn’t want to talk about the war right now,” I said. “Let’s just be thankful we’re alive and not dead of a thousand stings, thanks to our new friend.”

      “It’s okay,” Lily said, meekly. “I don’t mind.”

      She clearly did.

      “Another time, perhaps,” Sophia said.

      “Perhaps,” Lily said. She hesitated a moment. “Well, I might as well tell you now, so I don’t have to think about it again.”

      She took a deep breath.

      “Fairy turned against fairy. I was just a child. I don't remember much, or why it happened. We became divided. One faction fought against the other for control of the forest. In the end, neither ruled anything."

      "I'm sorry," Sophia said. "You spoke of a curse?"

      I flashed Sophia another dirty look at her continued prying.

      Sophia shrugged. ”I can't help it. I'm curious. And I like to know about the people whose company I keep."

      “I’m cursed because of love,” Lily said.

      "Love?" Cassandra asked.

      “We fairies are prone to love. It's in our nature. We’re affectionate," she giggled, and eyed me flirtatiously. "And we giveaway our hearts too freely. But what is life for if not to love? There can be no life without love," she continued.

      Both Cassandra and Sophia softened a little.

      “Long after the war, I had fallen in love with a man. He was dying. I begged the sorceress for help. She did. But said I would pay a hefty price. I can never leave the forest, or I will die.”

      “What happened to the guy?” Sophia asked.

      She frowned. “He left me. Can you believe it?”

      The girls gasped.

      “What a jerk,” Sophia said. “You deserve better!”

      Lily smiled. “I know.”

      The way Lily said it was too cute to be conceited.

      Lily stood up and flew in a circle around our camp. With a wave of her hand she spread a magical energy that formed a translucent dome that had a slightly bluish glow to it. Afterword, she returned to the hammock and relaxed.

      “What did you just do?” Sophia asked.

      “I created a circle of protection,” She said in her delightfully cheery voice. “It will keep the bugs and other nasty things away during the night. It’s not powerful enough to keep the animals out, but it will stop the creepy crawly things.”

      The girls both seemed pleased.

      Sophia and I still had welts on our bodies from the wasp stings. The red bumps itched incessantly. I tried not to scratch at my skin.

      Cassandra had healed quickly. She took notice of my discomfort and lent a hand. Her healing touch caressed my skin. The tingle of her energy vibrated through me. Her soft hands stroked my arms, my chest, my back, my stomach. By the time she got to my thighs, I was fully aroused.

      Her delicate touch slid up my inner thigh, stopping just short of my package.  She had a devious glint in her eyes, knowing full well what she was doing. “Did you get stung where it counts?”

      I thought about this for a moment, then lied, “Absolutely.”

      She gave me an incredulous look. “That’s too bad.”

      Her hand slid down toward my knee, my hopes dashed.

      “Tease,” I muttered.

      A sly grin curled on her plump lips as she continued to caress my calves.

      Lily asked innocently, “I can use my fairy magic on your… you know… if you want?”

      That statement drew the ire of both Sophia and Cassandra.

      “I’m sure he’s just fine there,” Cassandra said.

      “Really, I don’t mind,” Lily giggled. Her cheeks blushed, and she looked away shyly. “My magic is not nearly as powerful as yours, but I could make him feel good there.”

      I really wanted to see what was underneath those leafy garments now. She was so cute, and she played at being innocent. Something told me she was very naughty on the inside. I intended to find out.

      Cassandra yawned, drained from healing my welts. Sophia scratched at her skin and breathed an exaggerated sigh, trying to get Cassandra’s attention.

      Cassandra arched an eyebrow at the feline. “If you want my help, just ask.”

      “Oh, I’m fine,” Sophia said. Then, after a moments hesitation, “But, if you’re offering?”

      Cassandra moved close to her and began caressing her skin. Watching her hands glide over Sophia’s smooth skin definitely sparked impure thoughts.

      My heart beat faster and blood flowed south. My root stretched.

      Cassandra’s hands slid over Sophia’s shoulders and down her arms. The red welts vanished, leaving pristine skin behind.

      Sophia arched her breasts out, an unspoken request for attention.

      Cassandra hesitated a moment, then awkwardly placed her hands on Sophia's breasts. She caressed them gently, and Sophia enjoyed every moment of it.

      The two stared at each other intently, each trying to figure out where this was going.

      Lily watched with amusement.

      Cassandra moved her hands down to Sophia's legs. Her delicate fingers glided up the inside of her thigh, and the feline spread her legs invitingly.

      The two seemed enamored with one another. It didn’t make sense. They had been at odds with each other since they met.

      Cassandra's hands didn't stop at Sophia's thighs. She kept tracing her fingertips up to Sophia’s core. Suddenly, she was gently massaging her mound.

      My jaw dropped, and something else perked up.

      Sophia arched her chest and leaned her head back and breathed a gentle moan of pleasure.

      I couldn't believe what I was seeing. They were completely uninhibited.

      Lily snickered, full of glee.

      This was a show I did not want to miss.

      Cassandra’s fingers pulled Sophia’s panties aside, and a slim finger soon disappeared into her slickness.

      Sophia moaned again as Cassandra’s fingers danced inside her.

      Sophia grabbed Cassandra by the back of the neck and pulled her close. Their lips collided in a fiery embrace. Cassandra stroked Sophia’s core with fervent desire.

      I was so hard I thought I was going to pop a vein.

      This was the hottest thing I’d seen in all my years. An elf and a cat-girl going to town on each other… can life get any better?

      Yes!

      Yes, it can.

      And it did.
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      Cassandra’s hands traced every curve of Sophia’s body, and vice versa. Cassandra pulled Sophia’s skimpy top off, and her beautiful breasts bounded free. Her perky nipples pointed at the sky. Cassandra’s plump lips engulfed them as she flicked and sucked, trying to leave neither neglected.

      Lily took the opportunity to crawl toward me on all fours, stalking me like a jungle cat. She had a devious glimmer in her eyes, taking full advantage of their distraction.

      She kissed me, and our lips melted into one another. Her lips were pillowy soft and tasted sweet. Our tongues danced, and she pressed her body against mine.

      I traced the supple curves of her skin, caressing her breasts. It wasn’t long before her leafy garments hit the ground. Her breasts were perfect, and her nipples stood at attention.

      My hands slipped down the side of her rib cage and slid around to the small of her back and down to her pert ass. I grabbed a handful. It was firm and toned.

      I couldn’t help but watch the girls beside me, working themselves up into a frenzied passion. I wasn’t sure what had come over them, but I wasn’t complaining.

      Cassandra slipped her fingers into the waistband of Sophia’s panties. She pulled them down over her hips and Sophia angled her leg skyward. Cassandra slipped the frilly garment from her ankles and tossed it aside. Sophia spread her legs, revealing her slick center.

      Cassandra started at her knees, and her tongue traced the inside of Sophia’s thigh.

      It was about that time when Lily plunged her head down to my waist. She pulled my garments off and wrapped her luscious lips around my throbbing shaft.

      She felt heavenly.

      Her head bobbed up and down, and her hands caressed me.

      This fairy knew what she was doing.

      Sophia’s furry tail wiggled as Cassandra’s tongue plied its Elven touch.  She lapped up her juices, and Sophia moaned with pleasure. She almost had a look of astonishment on her face, brought to the brink of ecstasy by a few strokes of Cassandra’s tongue. Sophia fondled her own breasts while the elf delighted her.

      The whole experience was a feast for the senses. My eyes flicked from Lily working my shaft to Cassandra’s impeccable ass arched in the air as she hovered on all fours. Then to Sophia’s sensual undulations.

      It didn’t take long before I was on the brink of exploding. Lily sensed my impending eruption and pulled her head away just before the point of no return. She slid her body up mine and straddled my hips. Then she guided me inside of her and slid down gently.

      She had the tightest, wettest opening you could imagine, and it took an immense amount of willpower to keep from unleashing my seed inside of her on the first stroke.

      She let out a breathy moan as she took me to the hilt. I caressed her breasts, and her ass. Our hips rocked, gently at first, then with increasing speed and intensity. I slid a hand up the back of her neck and grabbed a fistful of hair. I pulled her head back, gently. She arched her breasts, and I took the opportunity to give a pert nipple some affection.

      Our hips collided. Our bodies were hot, sweaty, and slippery. Just the way it should be. Lily screamed and moaned as I gave her multiple orgasms. Glowing particles emitted from her body with each pulse of ecstasy. I had never been with a fairy before. It was quite a sight to behold. She wrapped around me, her body trembling from the pleasure.

      Sophia’s body quivered and her legs tightened around Cassandra’s head. She screamed with ecstasy as multiple waves washed through her.

      It was all too much for me to take.

      I couldn’t hold back any longer.

      I sent hot pulses of my seed deep into Lily’s core, and she came again.

      She kissed me passionately and held me tight.

      Having been fully satiated, Sophia took the opportunity to pleasure Cassandra. The elf reclined on the hammock and spread her legs, and Sophia returned the favor.

      Lily’s steamy voice whispered in my ear, “You should show them love too. They might get jealous.”

      I heartily agreed.

      Lily climbed from me with a naughty grin etched on her face. She seemed to take great pleasure in this hedonistic adventure as if it was all her doing.

      I didn’t need a moment to recharge. I was still hard and ready to go again. That rarely happened. I usually needed some downtime. A moment to recharge. But my soldier was a trooper and ready for action.

      Sophia was on all fours, trying to outdo Cassandra’s expertise. She sucked and flicked her tongue at the princess’s wet peach. Cassandra had left all inhibitions behind. She was lost in a state of ecstasy as the cat-girl penetrated her with her fingers.

      I lined myself up behind Sophia’s magnificent ass. I grabbed her tail, lifted it up, and slapped myself between her cheeks.

      She wiggled invitingly as I slid against her glistening center.

      I teased her for a few moments, then pushed myself inside. She expanded around me and gasped. With my hands on both hips I filled her with smooth strokes while she continued to pleasure Cassandra.

      My eyes glanced to Lily. Her hand were buried between her thighs, pleasuring herself as she watched.

      My hips slammed into Sophia’s glorious ass, sending waves of ripples through her round cheeks.

      Sophia brought Cassandra to the brink, then pushed her over. The elf quivered and moaned as her juices exploded over Sophia’s tongue.

      I grabbed Sophia’s hair and pulled her head back as I hammered deep thrusts. I felt her warm juices explode over me. I hammered her, repeatedly until she was thoroughly satiated.

      I was on the verge of popping, but I figured I should save myself for Cassandra.

      Sophia rolled aside, and I slipped into her place, hovering above the elf. My hips ground against her pelvis.

      She moaned with pleasure.

      I kissed her lips, and I felt a tingle run down my spine. Her wet core yearned for me. I kissed her neck and nibbled at her Elven earlobe.

      In a breathy moan she whispered, “I want you.”

      She grabbed hold of me and guided me inside.

      Her Elven magic was sweet and tight. Our hips rocked back and forth, and she arched her chest. Her perfectly shaped breasts jiggled with each thrust.

      She wrapped her legs around me and spurred me on. Her pleasures were sublime.

      Sophia and Lily watched, sometimes pleasuring themselves, sometimes pleasuring each other.

      It was crazy.

      I had never experienced anything like this during all my exploits. I couldn’t say which girl I enjoyed more. Each was special and unique. Lily’s naughty innocence. Sophia’s uninhibited pursuit of pleasure. Cassandra’s elegant sensuality.

      Our sweaty bodies slid against one another, and our hips collided in a frenzy until we both released our passions.

      Completely spent, I rolled aside and gasped for breath. The girls all cuddled around me, and the soothing warmth of ecstasy covered us like a blanket. Sleep came quickly, and I dreamt of my beautiful girls.
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      This had to be a dream. Some type of fairy-induced hallucination.

      I lay back, staring at the stars, completely drained. There wasn’t any fluid left in my body. I had never experienced pleasure on that level. Every receptor in my brain was flooded with happy chemicals. My body buzzed with warmth as the three hotties cozied up to me.

      We drifted off to sleep in our protective bubble. The morning came all too soon. It was like waking up from a night of heavy drinking where you weren’t exactly sure what happened the night before. And that eerie feeling that you may have done more than you should. It was like we were all drunk on fairy energy.

      I peeled open my eyes and gazed at the magnificent curves that surrounded me. Surprisingly, I was ready to go again, but the task at hand demanded my attention. There would, hopefully, be time for more debauchery later.

      Lily stretched and opened her bright eyes. “Morning,” she said, then kissed me.

      “Good morning.”

      “Did you have fun last night?”

      “Do you need to ask?”

      She smiled. “Just making sure.”

      Cassandra woke up, and I could tell she was embarrassed. She quietly got dressed, avoiding making eye contact with anyone. It was the morning of shame.

      Sophia, on the other hand, woke completely refreshed. She smiled at me with a lascivious grin, then gazed to Cassandra. “Morning.”

      “Morning,” Cassandra muttered, still not making eye contact.

      Sophia chuckled.

      Cassandra folded the hammock and stuffed it into her bottomless bag.

      Lily retrieved her stone and extinguished the blue flame.

      “I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m starving,” I said, yawning.

      "There is a berry patch not far from here," Lily said.

      I knew berries could be hit or miss. Pick the wrong one, and it could be your last meal. I guess my hesitation was apparent on my face because Lily said, “They're safe. I promise."

      I figured she had no reason to lie to us, and if she wanted to do us harm she had ample opportunity last night. There was also the prideful part of me that refused to believe she would wish me ill after our sexual adventure.

      We followed Lily through the maze of craggy trees. The forest looked a lot less ominous this morning. The initial fear had worn off. We had survived the night, and like with anything dangerous, you tend to grow numb to it. Often times that can lead to complacency. And that can be your undoing.

      It took us an hour to reach the berry patch. Lily picked a few and gobbled them down. "These red ones with blue leaves are safe to eat. Anything else…" she made a knife motion across her neck, as if slitting her own throat.

      "Be careful,” she added. “There are red ones with green leaves that look very similar. No good.“

      She handed me a few berries, and I surveyed them cautiously. Perhaps she had grown an immunity towards them? Maybe the fairy’s digestive system was entirely different from ours? Through no fault of her own, she could have been handing me a berry that was perfectly safe for her to eat, but lethal for me.

      “Have you ever seen humans eat these before?" I asked.

      She shook her head. "We fairies have been eating them for as long as we’ve been in the forest. They were here before the darkness came. Somehow they managed to survive."

      It was a small reassurance.

      I decided to risk it and gobbled one down. It was sweet and slightly tangy. It reminded me somewhat of a cherry without the pit. The juicy fruit sloshed across my tongue as I chewed it.

      I picked a few more, and the girls looked at me like I was crazy. I offered them some, but they declined.

      I smiled. "Well, if I'm dead in a few hours, you all will know it was the berries."

      Lily drew close to me and put her hand on my chest. "I would never do anything to harm you."

      She rested her head against my chest and held onto me affectionately. I could feel her radiant love flow into me. It felt genuine, despite having known her for less than a day. As she said, fairy's give their heart freely—and too soon. Lily had given hers to me.

      We continued our journey through the forest. We weren’t far from our destination when things got ugly.
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      I’m not sure how they found us. But it wouldn’t have taken much to deduce our destination. Malvina had to have known where I was heading. She was smart and knew of the various witches and warlocks in the area. Her undead knights were relentless in their quest. Once given a target, they would never cease to pursue it until the target no longer lived.

      The undead emerged from the thick forest and surrounded us. With blades drawn, the withered creatures closed in.

      We drew our swords and prepared for battle.

      Fear filled Lily’s eyes. It quickly turned to rage.

      Adrenaline pumped through my veins. I gripped Asgoth tight, ready to unleash his fury.

      Swords clashed as the sacks of bones attacked. We were outnumbered, and these warriors were no slouches.

      The clank and clamor of battle echoed throughout the forest. I deflected one blow, then twisted to deflect another. I stumbled back from the blow, then regained my footing.

      A demon charged.

      As did his comrade.

      The knight hacked at me again.

      I blocked his blow with my sword, and my forearm rattled. I batted his sword away and kicked him in the chest, sending him crashing to the dirt.

      His comrade swiped at me, the blade swishing through the air.

      I leaned back avoiding the razor-sharp edge.

      I sliced across and severed the demon’s head. It tumbled through the air and rattled inside his demonic helmet as it smacked the ground. His headless body collapsed to the dirt.

      The demons didn’t technically die. They were already dead. And their bodies kept squirming. But without their heads, they were no longer a threat.

      Another demon charged. We exchanged a few blows, and I dispatched him in a similar manner.

      Then another demon came at me.

      I glanced to the girls. They had their hands full. We were well outnumbered.

      Lily rose into the air, hovering above the fray. She closed her eyes and focused her energy.

      Suddenly, a blinding flash of light emanated from her body. It was like a supernova.

      It disoriented the demons, blinded by the stunning light.

      I took full advantage of the opportunity. With speed and fury I wielded my sword with deadly precision, hacking off the heads of the undead warriors as they blindly fumbled.

      Within moments, the slain carcasses of the demons littered the dirt.

      But I wasn’t quite fast enough.

      Sophia exchanged chaotic blows with the last remaining demon. It got the better of her, knocking her blade away and slashing at her delicate skin. The demon’s sharp blade raked across her chest, carving a deep chasm.

      Vibrant blood spewed from the wound, and I could see the white bone of her ribs exposed.

      I lopped off the demon’s head before it could cause further damage.

      My heart sank, and my stomach twisted in knots. I ran to her aid and knelt beside her, clutching the wound, trying to stop the bleeding.

      Even if the blood loss was minimal, and the wound superficial, the poison from the demon’s blade would be fatal. It was only a matter of time.

      Sophia groaned in agony. With each pulse of her heartbeat, blood spurted from the wound. It was warm and trickled through my fingers, staining the dirt. I tried to reassure her, “You’re going to be okay.”

      I knew she wasn’t.

      Cassandra rushed to her aid, and took my place, rubbing her healing hands over the wound. She closed her eyes and healing energy vibrated through her. Just as she had healed me, she healed Sophia.

      But she couldn’t extract the demonic poison.

      The strain was so great, Cassandra passed out, collapsing beside Sophia.

      Lily watched with mortified eyes.

      Sophia sat up and felt the wound which was now nothing more than crusted blood. Her concerned eyes gazed at Cassandra. “Is she going to be okay?”

      “I hope so,” I said in a solemn tone.

      I wasn’t sure how to break the news to Sophia that she wasn’t out of the woods yet.

      The bodies of the fallen demons writhed around us, clawing at the ground, squirming like worms.

      I scooped Cassandra in my arms and carried her away from the area. Lily and Sophia followed.

      “What were those things?” Lily asked. “I’ve never seen them in the forest before.”

      “Pray you never see them again,” I muttered.

      “The light that came from your body,” Sophia said, “What was that?”

      “It was the pure light of love,” Lily said. “Blinding to evil. We fairies have an abundance of love.”

      I continued until I found a place that looked safe for us to stop. I let Cassandra rest, and she slept for several hours. When she awoke, her foggy eyes gazed around, confused. She clutched her head as if dealing with a throbbing headache. “Don’t tell me. I remember. Demons attacked?” Then her eyes found Sophia, and a wave of realization washed over her face. “Are you okay?”

      Sophia nodded. “I’m fine. Good as new. Thank you,” she said in the most sincere tone that had I had ever heard escape her lips.

      “She’s… sort of… fine,”  I mumbled.

      Sophia arched a curious eyebrow at me. “What do you mean?”

      I explained the situation to her.

      She looked crestfallen. Her body sagged, and her eyes drooped. She had a pity party for a few moments, then perked up. “Well, everybody’s gonna die sometime. How much time do I have?”
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      "I don't know. Could be hours. Could be days, could be weeks." My words weren't comforting.

      Sophia slouched. “Well, fuck me,” she said in a long exasperated breath.

      There was a solemn pause.

      “Shit happens,” Sophia said, trying to brush it off. “Let’s find the witch and get shit taken care of. I’m running out of time.”

      Cassandra still looked a little groggy.

      “You up to traveling?” I asked.

      “Like the lady said, time is running out.”

      I helped Cassandra to her feet, and we continued toward the dark castle. Its tall spires were in view over the crooked branches of the trees. It was constructed from slick black stone that glimmered in the light. Black birds circled the gothic palace. It looked ominous and inspired dread. Nothing good could come of that place. Yet, the sorceress inside held the keys to defeating Evron and his dragon.

      At least, I hoped she did.

      The castle sat on the edge of a deep canyon, perched atop a column of rock. It was accessible via a narrow stone bridge that looked on the verge of crumbling away at the slightest provocation. Across the bridge, jagged steps led to the main entrance.

      I paused at the edge of the canyon. “You all can stay here, if you’d like. I’ll go by myself. I see no reason for all of us to have contact with an evil sorceress.”

      “We’re not letting you go by yourself,” Cassandra said.

      “I think at this point, we’re all in this together,” Sophia added.

      Lily smiled. “I agree.”

      Their support felt good. I didn’t want to put them in jeopardy, but it was nice to know they were willing to stand by my side.

      I led the way across the narrow stone bridge. When I say narrow, I mean narrow. It was a little wider than the width of my foot. The canyon floor was at least a thousand feet below. The slightest gust of wind could put you off balance and send you plummeting to your doom.

      I tried not to think about it. I walked normally. The girls followed behind. Elves are known for their grace and poise, so I wasn’t worried about Cassandra. Sophia had the balance of a cat and could probably traverse a thin wire with ease. Lily didn’t bother to touch the ground and had no risk of falling.

      I climbed the uneven steps to the main entrance and stood in the archway marveling at the 20 foot tall doors that culminated in a sharp point. The metal knocker on the door was a grotesque figure. Gargoyles towered over head, warding off unwanted spirits. I wondered what kind of spirits would be unwanted around here?

      I rapped on the door, and the knocking echoed throughout the cavernous interior. I gave a wary glance to my compatriots. It seemed like a bad idea to bang on a witch’s door.

      Just plain stupid.

      But, like I said, I’ve never been accused of being the sharpest tool in the shed. Sometimes you have got to do what you’ve got to do.

      I knocked again and after a few moments, the massive door swung open. The creaking echoed throughout the cavernous space inside. At first, I thought the doors had opened by themselves.

      Some sort of magic.

      Then I looked down and saw a small goblin struggling with the heavy door. He looked up at me with big eyes, his long crooked nose leading his face. He had long pointy ears and green skin that was reminiscent of a frog. "What do you want?"

      “I would like to speak with Phaedra,” I said.

      "Who's calling?"

      "Kron, of Pernberry."

      The goblin scrunched his face as if my name sounded funny to him. The little monster surveyed me curiously. He seemed to recognize Lily.

      "Wait here?"

      The goblin spun around and marched to a spiral stairwell and climbed the tower. I could hear his feet slap against the stone as he wound his way up the stairs, slipping into the darkness.

      Blue flames flickered from wall sconces. It was similar to the stone the fairy had used to make the campfire.

      He returned a few moments later. “Phaedra will see you now."

      He waved us inside and struggled to close the door behind us. I lent a hand, and the little creature glared at me. "I'm fully capable of doing it myself."

      "I'm sure you are.”

      The heavy door slammed shut and clamored throughout the castle.

      "This way," the goblin said, leading us up the staircase.

      We spiraled around, finally reaching the top of the tower. My chest heaved for breath, and my quads burned. It was a tall tower, and after a long journey it was exhausting.

      The goblin led us down a hallway and pulled open a door, ushering us into the witch’s chamber.

      I was expecting to find a craggy old woman with a wart on her nose and skin sagging from brittle bones. I didn't expect to find a voluptuous vixen with porcelain skin and an hourglass figure, most of which was on full display.

      She wore a black gown that hugged her curvaceous form. A V-neck plunged to her belly button, revealing sumptuous breasts that looked like they were going to burst free at any moment.

      She didn't wear a bra, and her nipples announced her presence through the tight fabric. She had raven black hair with a tinge of blue, and pale green eyes. She had long black fingernails, and her ruby red lips were made for one thing.

      The chamber was filled with macabre art and grotesque statues. A black four post canopy bed was the focal point of the chamber.

      “Madam Phaedra, I present to you Kron of Pernberry." The little goblin rolled his eyes and left the chamber.

      "I've been expecting you," she said.

      "I would hope so. You wouldn't be much of a sorceress if you didn't have the gift of clairvoyance."

      In most circumstances she would have been irritated by my response, but she arched an amused eyebrow.
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      “So you want to slay a dragon?” the witch said.

      “Something like that,” I replied.

      “And take back your kingdom?”

      I nodded.

      “Why should I help you?”

      “A dragon in the hands of a tyrant is an enemy of us all.” I paused. “But I suppose, since you’ve foreseen all of this, you’ve already made your decision?”

      Phaedra grinned. “I have.”

      “Shall we dispense with the dance and get down to business?” I said.

      “But I like the dance.” She smiled. “The thrill of the chase is half the fun, isn’t it?”

      There was a seductive tone in her voice.

      I’d certainly like to chase her.

      “Fine,” Phaedra sighed. “We’ll skip the foreplay. In order to slay the dragon, you will need to complete three quests. They will not be easy. Should you defy the odds and obtain the objects I desire, I will bestow upon you the power to defeat the dragon.”

      “Tell me more about these quests,” I said.

      “You must journey to the underworld and recover the Ring of Ulnör, and the Dagger of Onyx. If you survive that, you must make your way into the realm of the gods in Valinsmor.”

      "No human has ever set foot in Valinsmor,” I said.

      She continued without acknowledging my concern. “There you will kidnap Xerius’s daughter, Jayna, and bring her to me."

      My eyes widened. What she asked was impossible, and I was usually an optimist. "That's pure insanity."

      The witch shrugged. "It is what it is."

      “You want me to steal the daughter of a god?”

      “Not just any god,” Phaedra said with a smirk. “The God of all gods.”

      “If I had 100 warriors, I could not complete that task."

      "Then your brother seems destined to rule Pernberry for as long as the dragon is under his command.”

      I clenched my jaw, seething with anger.

      "If you really wish to avenge your father's death, I'm sure you will find a way.” Then she added, snidely, “You should at least try."

      The witch was smart. She knew exactly what she was doing, trying to egg me on and get under my skin. She didn't have to push very hard.

      I never had any intention of not trying. I just felt the need to complain about it for a moment. "What do you want with these items?"

      "That is none of your concern,” Phaedra replied, coyly.

      I grimaced. "And how do I know you will keep your word if I complete the tasks?"

      Her eyes narrowed at me, taking offense. They blazed with fire. "I have never gone back on my word!”

      I surveyed the voluptuous vixen for a moment, contemplating the tasks at hand. "Tell me exactly where to find these items and what I must do to succeed."

      "So we have a deal?"

      "Yes."

      “Good,” Phaedra said with a grin.

      She gave me the details of each quest, telling me where each item was located and what I might expect to encounter. The more she spoke, the more impossible each task sounded. She cautioned that we would likely pay for our efforts in blood.

      I had no desire to go to the underworld. But it was the only way to get to Valinsmor—unless you were a god.

      Phaedra addressed the girls. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to speak to Kron for a moment in private.”

      They each exchanged a curious glance, then departed the chamber.

      The evil vixen sauntered close to me and put a hand on my chest, her delicate fingers tracing my striated pectorals. “I have a proposition for you.”

      That sounded intriguing.

      My eyes fell to her ample cleavage, which she proudly displayed. “What do you have in mind?”

      “Your friend is dying. The wound from a demonic blade can be very nasty, as I’m sure you’re well aware.”

      She tapped her fingers on my chest. “Your friend will be dead within hours. It will be painful. Her skin will rot and decay while she is still alive. Her nerves will burn with fire. And when it’s finally over, she will still remain conscious, trapped in a desiccated corpse for all eternity.” She sighed. “I don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.”

      There was no doubt that I had inflicted a similar fate on many foe. Perhaps even worse. Asgoth was a powerful demon, and his wounds would have a similar effect. “Can you help her?”

      “I can,” she said, coyly.

      “And what do you want in return?”
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      Phaedra’s eyes sparkled with lecherous desire. “Besides my fee, there is a steep price to pay."

      "Go on," I replied, anticipating the worst. Everything had a catch, and nothing magical is ever free.

      "I can save your friend. But for every day she lives, a day will be taken away from your life."

      I swallowed hard.

      The price was a little steeper than I anticipated.

      "Still want me to save her?"

      I didn't hesitate. "Of course."

      I said the words without giving it much thought. There was no way I was going to let Sophia die.

      It wasn't about the money.

      If I had to be honest with myself, I had grown fond of her. Just as I had with the other girls. She had an irreverent attitude that I liked.

      "Done,” the witch said. “And now about my fee.”

      “What is your fee?”

      A smile tugged at her red lips. "I am trying to conceive. But, as you can imagine, I can't do that alone."

      I lifted a brow at her. "And how do I fit in?"

      Her emerald eyes surveyed my physique and stuck on my package. "I think you will fit in nicely. You look to be of good breeding stock."

      "Don't do it," Asgoth muttered.

      "Why not?" I mumbled.

      "So, that's a yes?" the witch asked, mistaking my answer to Asgoth.

      "No. I mean…” I stammered, “Yeah, sure. Why not?"

      "I'm telling you… don't do it," Asgoth said.

      I wanted to have a more in-depth conversation with Asgoth. Usually he was the one egging me on, obsessed with defiling as many nubile females as possible. I think somehow our connection allowed him to live vicariously through my exploits. Just as I could feel the pleasure he derived from making a kill, he could feel the delights of the women I bedded.

      Before I had the chance to reconsider, Phaedra pulled her dress from her shoulders, and the fabric fell down her arms, revealing her beautiful DDDs.

      My eyes rounded. Damn, she had great tits!

      She shimmied out of the formfitting gown and pushed it down over her hips. She let the fabric glide down her milky thighs. Her pale skin was smooth and inviting.

      My eyes soaked in her sumptuous form, falling down her torso, drifting past her toned stomach, past her bellybutton, fixating on her majestic mound.

      There was no turning back at this point.

      I stopped thinking with my rational brain, and my primal instincts took over.

      This was a gorgeous woman, there was no doubt about it.

      It didn't matter that I had been drained the night before—I was ready to go again.

      She moved close and pressed her red lips against mind. Her voluminous breasts mashed against my chest as we embraced. My hardness ground into her pelvis.

      My hands explored her curves as our lips melted into one another. Her hair smelled fresh and clean, and she wore a flowery perfume that wasn’t overpowering. There was no doubt she had added something to the scent to make her seem even more alluring—though she didn’t need it. Her soft, creamy skin felt divine.

      “Do you find me pleasing?” she asked.

      Did she really need to ask?

      You’d have to be dead not to want to hit that. But I wasn’t about to give away how attracted I was to her. “You’ve got potential."

      She wasn't used to being challenged. She gave me a playful scowl and dropped to her knees.

      In an instant, my leathers were around my ankles.

      "Yes indeed, you will fit nicely," she said, marveling at my manhood.

      Her glorious red lips proved that she had more than just potential. Her soft tongue slithered as her lips glided up and down. She demonstrated her oral prowess for a few moments, fueling my desire.

      She stopped before she got a mouthful, pulling away with a trail of saliva dripping from her lips.

      She wiped it away with her finger and stood up with a naughty grin. The glimmer in her eyes was pure deviance.

      Phaedra took my hand and led me to the bed. She climbed onto the comforter like a cat, arching her cheeks into the air. Her smoldering eyes glanced back at me, enjoying how enthralled I was with her form.

      From where I was standing, the view was magnificent. Her slick slit glistened and begged to be filled. But I would have to perform other tasks first.

      She rolled onto her back and spread her legs. Her peach was ripe and swollen. ”Why don't you have a taste?"

      It was an offer I couldn't refuse.

      Her velvet words were like music.

      Now it was my turn to demonstrate my oral skills.
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      Things were about to get really weird.

      I dove between her creamy thighs and licked the inside of her legs until I reached the promised land. I danced around her center with my tongue, teasing her, building her desire. My tongue slithered everywhere but the spot she wanted me to lick.

      It drove her insane.

      I derived a little twisted satisfaction in delaying her pleasure and watching her squirm.

      She finally grabbed my hair and placed my head exactly where she wanted it. I licked her juicy peach until she quivered with ecstasy. I thought she was going to crush my skull between her thighs when she came the first time.

      The foreplay was fine and dandy, but I guess she was ready to get down to business. “Fuck me, Barbarian!”

      Who was I to say no?

      I slid up her body and my hips greeted her eager pelvis. She took me inside and moaned with pleasure. I grabbed her wrists and pinned her to the sheets as I pounded her mercilessly.

      She screamed and moaned.

      I’m sure the whole castle heard.

      She wrapped her legs around me, and the bed creaked and bounced. We tumbled around, exploring multiple positions.

      She looked amazing from any angle.

      Our hands caressed each other’s bodies, and our lips devoured each other. Our passion was sweaty, uninhibited, and completely primal.

      She was a dirty girl with a capital D.

      She wanted me to smack her ass, pull her hair, pinch her nipples, choke her, talk dirty to her, call her filthy names, you name it. She wanted me to do things to her that no other woman had asked for.

      Nothing was off limits.

      I’m a people pleaser. I aim to please. So, I was happy to oblige.

      As far as the hot/crazy matrix was concerned, she was off the charts.

      But I figured, what the heck, it wasn’t like she was going to become my girlfriend. This was a one-time thing.

      But that wasn’t the weird part. The weird part was after we finished.

      Our primal pumping crescendoed with an orgasmic frenzy that just about made my head spin. She felt amazing, and I unloaded the last of my little swimmers into her tight, wet peach. Pulse after pulse filled her to the brim.

      I didn’t think I had that much left in me.

      I rolled over and collapsed, ready for a sandwich and a nap—and I probably wasn’t going to get either. She didn’t look like the type that I could send to the kitchen to whip up something.

      This was when the real craziness started.

      Phaedra started chanting an incantation. It was an old demonic tongue of Zaakrit. The words sounded as if they were coming out of her mouth backwards. Her tone was low and dramatic.

      It made my skin crawl.

      Wind swirled around the chamber.

      Candle lights flickered.

      The room grew cold.

      The sky outside grew dark, and gray clouds roiled above the castle. Lightning flickered, and Phaedra’s incantation  crescendoed.

      Covered in sweat, her hair frazzled, she fell limp. The swirling wind stopped, and the clouds parted. Everything returned to normal.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked.

      She grinned. “I’ve summoned the demon Vutrax. With any luck, he will possess my unborn child, and I will be mother to a demon spawn.”

      My face twisted. “What?”

      “Because of you, I will raise a powerful demonic warrior.”

      “That wasn’t part of the deal.”

      She shrugged. “Yes, it kind of was.”

      I clenched my jaw, and rage filled my eyes.

      She spoke in a soft, baby doll voice, “Aw, don’t be mad.” She put a hand on my chest. “You have nothing to fear.”

      My eyes narrowed at her.

      “You and I could make for a good partnership. You could slay the dragon, and we both could rule these lands. There would be no one to challenge us.”

      “Food for thought,” I said.

      I had no intention of partnering with her. This demon baby was disconcerting, to say the least. But I also thought it wise not to offend her.

      I climbed out of bed and got dressed. “You said you’d help my friend. That was part of the deal.”

      “Of course.” She climbed out of bed and slipped on a silk robe.

      She moved to a dresser and pulled open a drawer and removed a small bottle made of crystal. It contained a purple liquid and was about the size of a perfume bottle. She waved her hand over it and chanted another incantation.

      The liquid glowed for an instant, then faded.

      She moved back to me and handed me the bottle. “Have your friend drink this.”

      I regarded the potion with a healthy dose of skepticism. “And this is safe?”

      She arched an eyebrow at me. “Yes, it’s safe. I’m not going to poison you. I need you to complete your quests, remember?” Then a lascivious glimmer flickered in her eyes. “And for other things.”

      It seemed she had the notion this was going to happen again. Our tryst was fun, and it felt great, but I didn’t really want to be around her anymore than necessary. Going back for seconds was not an option. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself. I’m sure in the heat of the moment I would make a bad decision if she got me hard again.

      By the time I got dressed and stepped into the hall, the girls were beyond annoyed. They glared at me with her arms folded.

      “Have fun?” Sophia asked.

      “It was a necessary evil,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes.

      I handed her the potion. “Drink this.”

      “What is it?”

      “Just drink it. It will save your life. You won’t have to worry about the poison from the demonic blade that wounded you.”

      A grave look washed over Lily’s face. She knew the price of magic was steep. She started to say something but stopped.

      Sophia regarded the potion with curiosity. “And you’re sure about this?”

      “At this point, what have you got to lose?” I asked. “If you don’t drink it, you’ll be dead soon. And I’m sort of getting used to you.”

      “Pfft,” she hissed, incredulous. She removed the lid and sniffed the liquid. Her nose crinkled.

      “Just drink it already,” I grumbled.

      Sophia brought the bottle to her lips, then tilted it back. She guzzled it down and made a sour face. “Ew, that’s gross.”

      “I didn’t say it would taste good.”

      “It tastes like perfume!”

      I began to wonder if Phaedra had duped me. Maybe it was perfume. Only time would tell.

      Lily whispered in my ear, “What did that cost you?”

      “Nothing,” I lied.

      But she knew better.

      We spiraled down the tower staircase and strolled to the main hall toward the exit. The little goblin entered the foyer from a parlor and struggled again to pull the heavy door open. “I hope you’ve enjoyed your stay.”

      “Yes, I think,” I said, not quite sure how to answer the question. “Parts of it, at least.”

      The last bit of my statement drew glares from the girls. I don’t think they were particularly fond of my exploits with the witch.

      “Is it true you are going to the underworld?” the goblin asked.

      “It is.”

      He glanced around to make sure no one was watching, then he lifted up on his tiptoes and motioned for me to draw close. He whispered in my ear. “Would you do me a favor?”

      “That depends on the favor,” I replied.

      He hesitated for a moment. “Can you keep a secret?”
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      I contemplated the goblin’s request as we left the ominous castle behind. We strolled across the narrow rock bridge to the Dark Forest.

      “What did the little thing want?” Sophia asked as we reached the other side.

      I was about to tell her when I caught wind of trouble. From my frown, and tense body, the others knew something was up. They drew their swords, preparing for battle.

      I pulled Asgoth from his sheath and scanned the craggy trees.

      “What is it?” Cassandra asked.

      “A message from my sister,” I said.

      The girls’ faces twisted with confusion.

      I didn’t need to explain. The problem would make itself apparent soon.

      Gort emerged from the trees with a scowl on his face. The big blue beast marched toward us, gripping a battle-ax. A nasty grin tugged at his grotesque lips. His long fangs glistened as they protruded from his mouth.

      The beast relished combat.

      I had seen his fury unleashed on several occasions. I had watched him tear arms from their sockets. Seen him pull apart men’s legs like the wishbone of a chicken.

      He was strong and powerful.

      What he lacked in brains, he made up for in muscle. Carved from stone, he seemed almost invulnerable. And my sister had sent him to destroy us.

      “What is that thing?” Sophia asked.

      My sister’s concubine.

      Their faces contorted with disgust.

      “Seriously? She fucks that?” Sophia asked. “Is your sister ugly?”

      “No, actually, she’s quite stunning. She’s just a ruthless bitch.” My heart pumped as the beast drew closer. Adrenaline flooded my veins. “Let’s do this!”

      A primal scream blasted from my lungs, and I charged the blue ogre.

      Big mistake.

      The beast swung his battle-ax.

      It careened through the air, thirsting for blood.

      I blocked the hungry implement of death with my sword. The clank of metal was earsplitting. The vibration rattled through my hands, up my forearm, across my biceps and shoulders, and into my spine. The force of the blow almost knocked me to the ground.

      Before I could regain my composure, the beast reared the ax back and swung again.

      I ducked as the implement of death whooshed overhead. The massive edge continued, chopping into one of the trees.

      The tree groaned, and the rumble cascaded throughout the forest.

      Before the beast could pry the ax from the tree, I hacked across his ribcage.

      Asgoth opened up a hefty gash alongside the beast’s torso. Red blood oozed from the wound and coated the blade.

      “Mmm, orc blood!” Asgoth said with delight.

      The wound would have brought most creatures to their knees.

      But not Gort.

      Before my eyes, the gaping gash across his rib cage healed without leaving a recognizable scar.

      He was a beast of Malvina’s creation and was imbued with certain supernatural abilities.

      All it did was irritate the beast.

      He freed the ax from the tree trunk and squared off against me. A thunderous roar screeched from his lips.

      I swallowed hard, planning my strategy.

      The girls surrounded Gort.

      Sophia charged him with a scowl on her face and a war cry billowing from her plump lips.

      Gort backhanded the ax, crashing against Sophia’s sword. The blow swooped her into the air and sent her crashing to the ground.

      She didn’t get up right away.

      Rage boiled in my veins.

      I charged the creature again, and we exchanged blows. This time the force of the hit knocked me to the ground. I stared up at the creature with wide eyes as the sharp ax plowed toward my head.

      The ax-blade struck the ground, carving into the dirt as I rolled aside in the nick of time. I sprang to my feet and hacked at the beast’s thigh, opening another gash so deep I could see his white femur bone beneath the gnarled mix of blood and flesh.

      He lost his footing and stumbled to his knee.

      With his back exposed, I chopped down. But he managed to bat me away before I could make contact. I tumbled to the ground, and by the time I sprang to my feet, Gort’s thigh had healed and he was upright again.

      Cassandra let several arrows fly. They slammed into his chest.

      Gort just yanked them out and snapped them in half, tossing them to the ground.

      The wounds healed before our eyes, and a grave, hopeless look played on our faces.

      Our journey looked like it was going to be over before it began.

      How were we ever going to get through the underworld with thousands of creatures much worse than Gort if we couldn’t defeat this vile beast?
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      Lily’s terrified eyes watched the chaos. She focused her energy and created a blinding pulse of light again. It disoriented the beast for a few moments, but that was it.

      I’m sure bright spots were burned onto his retinas. I know I saw spots for a few seconds.

      The beast swung wildly, the massive ax ripping through the air, hitting nothing.

      Sophia was still unconscious.

      Lily took to dive-bombing the creature just to harass him. He swatted at her like an annoying pest, his fat hands swishing through the air.

      Lily buzzed around the beast like an electron circling an atom.

      His face crinkled with frustration.

      I attacked from one side while Cassandra came from the other.

      Gort swung his massive ax and batted my sword away, then spun around to backhand Cassandra after she stabbed him in the ass.

      The elf flew through the air and slammed into a tree. I wasn’t sure if I heard tree limbs breaking, or bones.

      Cassandra flopped onto the knotty roots of the tree that protruded above ground. She didn’t move. My heart leapt into my throat. I didn’t know if she was dead, dying, or just unconscious.

      Anger twisted on Lily’s face, and she swooped in, trying to punch the bastard in the face.

      Gort snatched her from the air, then spiked her into the ground.

      Lily smacked the dirt, bounced once, then flopped to the ground.

      All three of my girls were out of commission. My throat tightened, and my eyes filled with rage. I scrambled for Asgoth, scooped the blade from the dirt, and charged Gort.

      A primal scream exploded from my lungs, and I slashed my sword at the beast. Our weapons clashed, and Gort’s powerful blow once again knocked the demon blade from my grasp.

      Asgoth tumbled through the air and stabbed into the dirt several yards away.

      I staggered back as the beast approached, slashing the massive battle-ax. It tore through the air, and I narrowly avoided the sharp edge as I continued moving back on my heels.

      My heart hammered in my chest. My body was covered with sweat. My stomach twisted with concern over my girls. Fear began to creep into me.

      I stumbled over a tree root and fell onto my back. The unexpected impact knocked the wind from my lungs.

      Gort reared the ax high over his head and struck down. It seemed to happen in slow motion.

      This was it.

      The moment of my doom.

      The razor-sharp edge sliced through the air, careening toward my skull. It would split both hemispheres of my brain perfectly down the middle. At least this would be the quick death that I had prayed for.

      But something miraculous happened.

      A gnarled tree branch grabbed the ax handle and coiled around it, staying my execution.

      Another branch grabbed the giant beast.

      Then another.

      And another.

      The ax was ripped from his grasp, and Gort soon found himself constricted by a massive coil of branches that were squeezing the life from him. It was like a boa constrictor had twisted around its prey.

      The big blue beast gasped for breath.

      His ribs popped and snapped as the tree squeezed tighter. His eyes bulged from their sockets, and for the first time, I saw true fear on the giant’s face.

      My heart raced, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I climbed to my feet and pulled my sword from the ground, then marched toward the blue menace.

      Fear bathed his eyes, and his expression pled for mercy.

      I had none.

      With a swift slice of my blade, Gort’s head separated from his body. Asgoth sliced through muscle and bone with ease. Gort’s ugly mug tumbled through the air, spewing blood. It smacked the ground with a thud.

      The tree released its deadly grasp, and Gort’s body crashed to the dirt. The impact vibrated the soles of my boots.

      I didn’t want the bastard regenerating, so I grabbed a fistful of the beast’s hair and hurled the skull into the canyon like a discus thrower.

      I watched the ugly thing soar across the sky and vanish into the abyss below.

      Gort’s body still twitched from nerve impulses.

      I knew my sister would be distraught over the loss of her precious pet. I was sure she would conjure even more demons to pursue me. She had probably seen the whole thing, watching through Gort’s eyes. I knew she could channel his vision, and she sometimes transported herself into his body. I knew she did it quite routinely during intimacy with the beast. She was so narcissistic—she liked fucking herself.

      I ran to Cassandra’s body and knelt beside her. She was still breathing and had a pulse. Her foggy eyes peeled open, and she gazed at me with confusion.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She gave a hesitant nod. “I think so.”

      I breathed a little easier and helped her to her feet. By that time, the others were stirring. They brushed off the dirt and met us in the center of the clearing.

      “My head is fucking killing me,” Sophia said. She kicked Gort’s corpse for good measure.

      My concerned eyes flicked to Lily.

      “I’m okay,” she said, trying to be cheery.

      I could tell she wasn’t feeling great.

      After Sophia had vented her frustrations on Gort’s corpse, Cassandra placed her hands on either side of Sophia’s temples and stared deep into her eyes.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Shut up and let me heal you,” Cassandra replied.

      After a few moments, a look of relief washed over Sophia’s face. Her eyes brightened, and a thin smile tugged at her lips. “Wow. That’s amazing.”

      Cassandra smiled, then moved to touch Lily. “Where does it hurt?”

      “Everywhere.”

      “I can relate.”

      “Mainly my neck and my back.”

      Cassandra put her hands on Lily’s neck and gently caressed her skin, then glided her healing touch down to her lower back.

      Within moments, Lily perked up. But Cassandra’s eyes drooped.

      I caught her before she collapsed. “Maybe you need to take care of yourself before you go helping others?”

      “I’m fine,” she said. “I just need to sit down for a minute.

      I helped her to a boulder, and she took a seat.

      “Can you heal yourself?” Sophia asked.

      “I wish. It doesn’t work that way.”

      Lily flew away and returned a few moments later with a purple flower.

      A quizzical look twisted on Cassandra’s face. “That’s pretty, but what’s it for?”

      Lily plucked the flower petals, placed them in her palm, and put her hands together. Energy radiated, and the glow seeped through her fingers. After a moment it faded. She opened her palm revealing a fine powder. She blew it into Cassandra’s face.

      The elf coughed. “What is that?”

      “Breathe it in,” Lily assured.

      Cassandra’s lungs filled with air, then she exhaled. A moment later her eyes perked up. She had a look of wonder in her eyes. “I feel pretty good. I’m not tired anymore.”

      Cassandra climbed to her feet.

      I was astonished by the transformation.

      “It’s Latasynth,” Lily said. “It’s part stimulant, part pain reliever. But, don’t use it too often. It’s powerful, and addictive.”

      Cassandra frowned. “I can see why.”

      I cleaned the blood from Asgoth, and sheathed the sword. We thanked the trees. Fortunately, they weren’t too keen on the big ogre swinging an ax in the forest.

      We continued on our journey. Phaedra’s castle was at the edge of the Dark Forest, and we were soon to leave these woods behind.

      It also meant I would have to say goodbye to Lily.
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      We left the Dark Forest and headed toward the Black Mountains. The entrance to the underworld was on the other side.

      “If anybody wants to turn back, this would be a good time,” I said. “It only gets worse from here.”

      “I thought you were an optimist,” Cassandra said.

      “I am. That’s being optimistic.”

      From here, we’d have to cross the canyon, scale the other side, then journey across more grasslands to the base of the jagged peaks.

      This was likely as far as Lily could go.

      I took her hand and pulled her close. “I guess this is goodbye.”

      She looked at me, baffled. “Why would you say that?”

      “You can’t leave these woods?”

      “Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do,” she said in a playfully sassy tone.

      “What about the curse?” I asked.

      She pouted for a moment. “I’ll take my chances. I’m going with you.”

      I was both moved and humbled by the gesture, but also concerned. “I can’t let you do that.”

      She scowled at me. “It’s not your call.”

      “Why would you take the risk?”

      She wrapped her arms around me and squeezed tight, resting her head on my chest. “It’s in my nature to care. I can’t help it. I told you, we fairies fall fast.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to put her in jeopardy, but it was clear she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. I wrapped my arms around her. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I do. You help the people you care about. You don’t leave them when things get difficult.”

      “Maybe there is a way to break the curse?”

      “Maybe.” She paused for a moment. “I’d rather die in service to someone I love than live alone.”

      Love was a strong word.

      Under normal circumstances, I would have run away as fast as possible, trying to avoid a Stage 5 clinger. But Lily’s love was genuine. It wasn’t psycho-stalker I want to control you love.

      At least, I didn’t think it was.

      She didn’t strike me as the type who would put a knife to your throat and say, if I can’t have you no one else can. She had already shared me with Sophia and Cassandra, and technically Phaedra. Jealousy didn’t seem to be in her nature.

      “I guess that settles it,” I said. “We are all making this journey together.”

      Cassandra and Sophia exchanged a glance.

      “Together!” Sophia agreed.

      Cassandra didn’t say anything.

      There was something on her mind. I could see it brewing behind her eyes. A lot had happened in the last 24 hours, and she seemed to be processing it all.

      The canyon was nearly a mile across. Eons of erosion had carved away the sheer cliffs. The various layers of rocks were stratified with different colors. A switchback trail led down to the canyon floor and the winding river that had slowly created it.

      Going down was the easy part.

      Coming up would be a challenge.

      But even going downhill wasn’t without its difficulties. It put extra strain on the knees and quads, and before long my legs burned and felt like rubber.

      Lily had it easy.

      She glided all the way down.

      Fortunately, Phaedra had given us some magical assistance to help us on our journey—a pouch of enchanted beans, and a canteen of ale that never emptied. One bean would fill your belly for 3 to 4 days. It took care of our food problem. The rest was up to us.

      Phaedra also gave me a gold coin that had been minted in the underworld. It was stamped with demonic symbols, and a phrase written in the dark language circled the face of the coin. She said I would know when to use it.

      Cassandra finally decided to spill the contents of her brain into my ear. “Can we talk?”

      Those were words I never liked to hear. It always meant something serious. “We’ve got time. Go ahead.”

      “About last night,” she stammered.

      “Last night was fun.”

      “Yes, it was, but,” she continued, keeping a solemn face.

      “But what?”

      “I don’t know what came over me. I’m not usually like that.”

      Lily giggled.

      Cassandra shot her a look.

      “It’s my fault. I have so much love in my heart, sometimes it’s infectious. People tend to act on their desires in my presence. It’s a fairy thing.”

      Cassandra took a deep breath. “Yes, well…  I just don’t think we should do that again.”

      “Why not?” I said.

      “You wouldn’t have done it if it wasn’t in your heart,” Lily added.

      “Because… I think… things could get complicated,” Cassandra said.

      My face scrunched up. “How could things get any more complicated than they already are? Besides, we’re all probably going to be dead in a few days. What does it matter anyway? Live life to the fullest.”

      “I just don’t think I can be part of your… I mean, I’m usually in a committed relationship.”

      “I think we're all committed to each other at this point.”

      She gave me a look. “I told my father I would help you. And I will. But I think it’s best if we keep our relationship on a professional level. Strictly friends.”

      “If that’s what you want,” I said casually, knowing it’s not what she really wanted.

      She released a breath. “Great. It’s settled.”

      I could see in her mind it wasn’t settled. There was an awkward pause, then she stepped aside and continued down the path, leading the way.

      I couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed, but I wasn’t going to push the issue. If she wanted to be with me, she was going to have to come to that decision on her own terms.

      The sun dipped down beyond the horizon, and the canyon grew cold. Wind whistled through the rock formations. We found a suitable shelter for the night in a recessed alcove.

      Lily heated the space with her magical rock that emitted a blue flame. Cassandra stuck to her guns about just being friends, but Lily and Sophia were more than happy to indulge their desires. They wanted to erase Phaedra’s delights from my memory, and they did a good job.

      The beans kept us full. And the never ending ale forced me to make several trips to the bush in the middle of the night.

      We started out at daybreak across the river and began the arduous climb up the east canyon wall.

      It took all day.

      Another day across the grasslands and we stood at the base of the Black Mountains. Their towering peaks stabbed at the sky, lost amid the roiling gray clouds of the underworld.

      There was a sharp demarcation between the blue sky west of the mountains and the black sky of the east.

      I gazed up at the ominous mountains. There was nothing inviting about them. Had I known the fate that awaited me, I might have taken another path.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            44

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kron

      

      

      

      Each step up the mountain grew steeper. And my knees complained the entire way. There were sections that were damn near vertical. Soon I found myself squeezing my fingers into cracks in the rock, trying to hang on. There wasn’t enough room to get a foothold. A toehold was the most you could hope for.

      Now and then a rock would clatter underneath my feet, plummeting down the sheer cliff to the base below. An unpleasant reminder of just how far I had to fall.

      There was no safety line.

      No net.

      A faulty grasp, or missed step, and you'd get up close and personal with the jagged rocks below.

      The gusts of wind grew more frequent and intense the farther up the mountain we climbed. It added another level of unpredictability—something else to go wrong.

      A ram watched me as I tried to navigate a particularly sheer portion of the mountainside. The animal was an expert climber and darted about the steep rocks without a second thought. Its hooves expertly balanced on a narrow ridge of shale, seemingly no wider than a toothpick.

      Perhaps it was astonished I had made it this far? Or maybe the ram was just hoping I’d fall, looking for some entertainment. If that was the case, I intended to disappoint the creature.

      We scaled the sheer face and pulled ourselves onto a narrow ledge. From there, the path looked a little easier, but it still wasn't for the faint of heart. The ledge wasn't quite wide enough for my feet.

      Both Sophia and Cassandra possessed far better balance than I, and they navigated the slope gracefully. They were expert climbers. And Lily didn't have to climb at all.

      I was the one slowing us down.

      My hefty size came in handy during a fight, but not so much when scaling a mountain.

      My goal was to get up and down the mountain by nightfall. I didn't want to be caught near the summit after dark. Temperatures would plummet and we'd be exposed to the elements. With no shelter, we’d likely perish.

      Unfortunately, it was taking far longer to ascend the mountain than I had anticipated. It was almost dark by the time we crested the ridge.

      The sun hung low in the sky, casting long amber rays. The west face of the mountain range soaked up the afternoon sun, keeping it warm. The east face was bathed in perpetual shadow.

      As we crossed the ridge, I got my first glimpse of the desolate landscape that contained the entrance to the underworld. The ground was mostly flat and cracked like a dry lake bed. The breeze coming from the east smelled charred. Glowing embers floated through the air like fireflies. The air was thick with soot and ash.

      It felt grimy.

      Multiple rivers of magma crisscrossed the scorched landscape. It looked primordial and prehistoric. It was hot and dirty down there, but up here it was still brisk and cold.

      Far on the horizon, I could see the entrance to the underworld. A small, temple-like structure peaked above the ground, not even revealing a fraction of the eerie catacombs contained below the surface.

      We began our descent by creeping down a narrow ledge. Once again, I found the rock beneath my feet barely wide enough to cover the width of my foot.

      I only made it a few steps when tragedy struck.

      The ledge gave way, and I plummeted down.

      The slab beneath my feet tumbled along the sheer cliff face and smashed the rocks below.

      Somehow, I managed to grab hold of the ledge during my fall. I hung from my fingertips, clinging on for dear life.

      The girls shrieked in horror. Their shrill voices echoed off the side of the mountain.

      My fingertips were sliding across the ledge, and it felt like it was going to give way completely.

      When I tried to pull myself up, the small fragment broke free, and I was in a free fall.

      My eyes widened, and my stomach launched into my throat. I scratched and clawed at the air, but no matter how hard I tried, I wasn’t going to sprout wings and fly.
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      I was fully prepared to die. I thought this was it. There was nothing between me and the jagged ground several thousand feet below.

      Lily’s hand grasped mine.

      She hovered in the air above me, having grabbed me in the nick of time.

      But my weight was too much for her to sustain.

      We sank down the side of the mountain, despite her efforts to keep me up. We glided to the bottom below like I was holding onto a weak hot-air balloon. I tumbled to the ground as we hit the bottom, and Lily fell on top of me and into my arms.

      She giggled with relief. “I guess that’s one way to get down the mountain?”

      “And not a bad way at that,” I said.

      “Certainly a lot faster. I’ll go get the others.”

      She leapt into the air and flew up the side of the mountain. She brought down Cassandra and Sophia in the same fashion. Since they were considerably lighter than I was, their descent wasn’t nearly as fast, and their impact on the bottom not as abrupt.

      As I had anticipated, it was considerably warmer down here. It would get hotter the closer we drew to the underworld.

      I brushed the dirt and debris aside, and we continued our journey. Soon, a slimy film of sweat covered my body, and our faces grew grimy from the soot and ash in the air.

      A thin mist covered the land. Sometimes the path was clear. Other times, visibility dropped to no more than a few feet as the milky haze drifted about the wasteland.

      We walked past barren trees, across the cracked earth, running into the occasional undead corpse. They limped along, fueled by their craving for living flesh. They were easily dispatched with the quick slice of a sword. They weren’t true demons in the traditional sense and were more of a nuisance than anything else.

      The wasteland was a sort of purgatory. These undead were the souls of those whose crimes didn’t warrant an eternity in the underworld, but whose deeds didn’t merit everlasting life in Valinsmor. It was for the unambitious. Those who refused to take a stance, make a choice, or do anything of merit.

      We came to a river of molten lava that halted our forward progress. The glowing magma oozed, flowing slowly.  It popped and crackled, and occasionally spit scalding drops of magma. The steamy air hit my face like a furnace. Stand too long by this river of fire and your skin would surely blister.

      “How the hell are we going to cross that?” Sophia asked. “You are certainly too heavy for Lily to lift across.”

      Out of the mist, the ferryman appeared, rowing a boat across the molten river. Shrouded in a black robe, the deathly figure stood tall in the vessel. His withered skeletal hands clutched the oar.

      The boat was made of dragon's hide and was impervious to the molten lava. I was hesitant to step aboard when the ferryman pulled ashore. The narrow vessel looked unstable. Capsizing in the middle of the fiery river didn’t sound like my idea of fun. But if we wanted to reach the underworld, we would have to take the ferryman up on his generosity.

      Though he wasn’t going to work for free.

      The ominous figure held out his craggy hand with an open palm. He waited for me to fill it. I dug into my pocket and handed him the coin Phaedra had given to me.

      We climbed into the boat, avoiding the hot magma. The ferryman pushed away from the shore and shuttled us across the molten river. It was like paddling a boat across the surface of the sun. The soles of my boots grew uncomfortably warm from the heat that radiated through the dragon-hide. Sweat covered my body, and my garments were soaked.

      The grim figure didn’t say anything. The boat creaked and groaned as he paddled through the glowing sludge. The trip across the river was hot and uncomfortable, and one step away from disaster. Every wobble of the boat set my heart aflutter. We were all one clumsy mistake away from becoming deep-fried. I couldn’t imagine what it was like to shuttle people across this river of lava for all eternity. You’d think the ferryman would have been more talkative. But I don’t think he was used to ushering living souls across this river of fire.

      We reached the other side, and I climbed from the vessel. I helped the girls out, and we continued our journey across the wasteland.

      By the time we reached the temple, I was thirsty and hungry. I figured this would be our last respite before the chaos began. We all took this opportunity to indulge ourselves in ale and have more of the enchanted beans.

      The temple was nothing more than a gateway to the underworld. The entrance resembled a large mouth. Fangs were carved into the stone, and viper like eyes gazed at us, like a predator observing its prey.

      In front of the mouth, a towering statue of a three-headed hydra guarded the entrance. At first I thought it was a symbolic figure.

      But it was much more than that.

      The stone gave way to a living breathing creature. It transformed before my eyes into a serpentine monster covered in scales. It had arms and legs like a man. Massive shoulders and rippling biceps. Legs like tree trunks, and a thick, wiggling tail. It had sharp black claws and fangs that could tear through flesh with ease—and no doubt loaded with venom.

      Its three heads undulated, flicking their forked tongues at me. The beast eyed me with derision and hissed, “I am Typhos, keeper of the underworld. Only the dead may enter!”

      I smiled, hoping to set a jovial tone. “As you can see, we are not dead.”

      “Then I suggest you turn around and go about your business. I will see you soon enough.”

      “I’m afraid we can’t do that. We must enter the underworld.”

      “In that case, let me hasten your demise.”

      The creature hissed again and took a combative stance.

      We drew our swords and prepared to fight the monster. Typhos had guarded the underworld for eons and had never been defeated. Though, I don’t think people often fought to get into the underworld.

      Lightning was slow in comparison to the strike of the hydra.

      One of its heads rocketed toward me. All I could see was a flash of fangs and its forked tongue.

      I sidestepped and hacked at the creature’s outstretched neck. Asgoth pierced through its scaly skin, severing the serpent’s head clean off. It flopped to the ground, oozing blood onto the dirt.

      For an instant I thought this was going to be easy.

      That was wishful thinking.

      In a fraction of a second, a new head regrew from the stump, hissing and striking.
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      There was a reason Typhos was undefeated in battle.

      He was damn near impossible to kill.

      The three of us hacked at the serpent’s heads as they struck repeatedly. We narrowly avoided doom, dodging out of the way in the nick of time.

      Despite our best efforts, the beast kept regenerating. And the ground was littered with serpentine heads.

      It was clear to me that we were going about this the wrong way. There had to be a way to kill the beast, and trying to lop off its heads wasn’t the way to do it.

      Lily hovered above the monster, taunting it. It would occasionally strike at her to no avail. She’d fly out of the way just in time as its massive jaws snapped.

      She was the only one who could gain an advantage over the creature.

      I staggered back and tossed my sword to Lily as she hovered atop the creature.

      She knew just what to do.

      She plummeted down, stabbing Asgoth through the beast’s spine, plunging through its thoracic cavity, skewering its heart.

      The tip of the blade broke through the serpent’s chest plate, spewing blood onto the dirt below. The beast collapsed to the ground, writhing and flailing.

      It bucked Lily away.

      Typhos could regenerate his limbs and heads, but he couldn’t grow a new heart while the blade impaled it. At least, it appeared that way. Soon, the squirming beast lay still, its forked tongues hanging from its jaws.

      I climbed atop the creature and pulled Asgoth free.

      That was another mistake.

      With the blade no longer in its chest, Typhos regenerated his heart. His lungs filled with air, and the serpent staggered to its feet.

      My eyes widened as I backed away from the creature. “I think it’s time to run!”

      We dashed toward the temple as the creature rose to its feet and chased after us. My heart pounded, ready to punch through my chest. My boots smacked the dirt, and the wind rustled my hair. I ran as fast as I could.

      The creature’s heavy footsteps rumbled the ground as it pursued us.

      I glanced over my shoulder at the serpentine monstrosity. Its long strides and powerful legs drove it forward at a fast pace. It made up the ground between us in no time.

      We darted through the mouth of the temple, into the inky blackness. The ground sloped down, and I almost fell.

      Typhos followed, but the creature’s broad shoulders were too thick to squeeze through the mouth of the temple. His heads extended as far as they could, each taking one last snap at us. The creature’s hot breath blew across my the back of my neck, standing the hairs on the end. His jaw clamped tight, echoing off the stone walls.

      We reached the bottom of the incline. Cassandra used a magical stone to light the narrow passageway ahead. Its blue glow revealed stone walls etched with glyphs. Cobwebs dangled from the corners, and creepy crawly things slithered between the slabs, disappearing into cracks and crevices.

      As soon as we stepped into the passageway, wall sconces flickered to life. No longer needing the glowing stone, Cassandra put it back in her bottomless bag.

      I moved cautiously down the hallway with my sword drawn. I knew that every step in the underworld could be a precarious one. I fully expected the floor to give way at any moment, or poison darts to shoot out of the walls. But neither of those things happened.

      Yet.

      At the end of the passageway was a stone slab. An inscription was carved into the stone in the ancient language of Zaakrit—the tongue of demons. The same backwards language Phaedra had used.

      “What’s it say?” Sophia asked.

      “It’s the Tomb of Yertos,” I said. “Phaedra said the temple was built on top of the tomb. It is the way into the underworld. We will find the Ring of Ulnör buried with Yertos.”

      “The inscription says a blood sacrifice is required to enter,” Cassandra said at the same time Asgoth did.

      “How do you know that?” I asked, surprised.

      “My father wanted me to be well-versed in a variety of languages as well as history,” Cassandra replied.

      “What’s so great about this ring?” Sophia asked. “Why does Phaedra want it?”

      Asgoth knew the legends. He had been alive for eons and witnessed many things firsthand. He decided to make his voice known to the rest of the girls. “It’s all because of a woman.”

      Lily and Sophia face twisted with confusion.

      “Who said that?” Sophia asked, glancing around the passageway.

      “That’s Asgoth,” Cassandra said, flatly. “Kron’s demonic sword.”

      “No shit? I thought I was going crazy for a moment, hearing voices.”

      “He’s annoying, but you’ll get used to him,” Cassandra said.

      “I am not annoying. I’ll have you know I am well respected among demons.”

      “Is that why you got banished from the underworld and imprisoned in this sword?” Cassandra asked.

      “A series of unfortunate events and misunderstandings,” Asgoth replied.

      Cassandra rolled her eyes.

      “I’d like to hear the story,” Lily said in a cheerful tone.

      “Thank you,” Asgoth said. He  pretended to clear his throat. “As I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted—”

      “Save it,” I said. “Let’s get into this tomb first. There will be time for stories later.”

      “I beg to differ,” Asgoth replied. “You never know what the future might hold. You all will probably be dead in a moment. Then who will I tell my story to?”
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      “Let me see your sword,” I said to Cassandra.

      Her curious eyes gazed at me, but she complied. She handed me the blade, and I promptly sliced the palm of my hand.

      Red blood flowed.

      Cassandra’s eyes widened. “What are you doing?”

      “Blood sacrifice.” I smiled, then rubbed my bloody palm against the stone slab. The heavy door rumbled and slid open. The sound of stone on stone grinding echoed throughout the tomb.

      A gust of wind smacked us in the face, smelling of thousand-year-old corpses.

      I handed the sword back to Cassandra. I didn’t want to use Asgoth. I didn’t think he would poison me, but why take any chances—especially after I had just cut off his storytelling? He could be rather temperamental, and he certainly had anger management issues.

      Cassandra took my hand and worked her healing mojo on the small gash.

      More wall sconces magically flickered to life as we pushed into the hallway. A low groan filled my ears. It was as if the tomb itself moaned.

      It sent chills down all of our spines and raised the hairs on the back of our necks. The goosebumps on the girls’ arms made their skin look like that of a plucked chicken.

      The walls began to rumble, and dust fell from cracks in the slab. The bugs scattered, knowing what was about to happen.

      The entire hallway begin to close in on us. We’d be stains on the walls if we didn’t move.

      We sprinted down the passageway, running as fast as we could. The hallway grew more narrow with each step. The walls rumbled, and dust fell from the ceiling. It was a long sprint down the passageway, and I wasn’t sure we were going to make it in time.

      My heart pounded, and I sucked in huge gasps of air. But with each inhale I was breathing in eons of dust. I coughed and hacked as I sprinted down the ever narrowing passageway.

      As I reached the end, I dove into an antechamber and tumbled to the ground. Sophia and Cassandra followed behind me, and Lily flew through just as the walls slammed shut.

      We were trapped in the tomb.

      There was no turning back.

      If anybody had second thoughts about this little adventure, it was too late now.

      The antechamber was lined with skulls embedded in the walls. There were thousands of them. Amber flames from the wall sconces illuminated the ancient skulls.

      I gazed at them for a moment, wondering who they were? What kinds of lives they led? How they ended up in this tomb?

      Then something eerie happened. It was both beautiful and unsettling.

      Angelic voices filled the chamber, singing choral chants. The melody was pleasant and the voices immaculate. I could listen to the sound for hours.

      It was surprising to hear something so beautiful in a place so wretched.

      I looked around at the others, they were equally astonished by what we heard, and somewhat transfixed by the skulls.

      Asgoth said something, but I didn’t quite pay attention to him. His chatter seemed to fade away, and the only thing I could concentrate on were the beautiful voices dancing in my head.

      The demonic sword kept nagging. And I remember telling him to shut up on more than one occasion. I didn’t want anything to disturb this auditory bliss.

      The mesmerizing chants entered my ears and soothed my brain. I felt the vibration run through my spine and throughout my entire body. My fingers and toes tingled. I felt warm and fuzzy inside, like I had imbibed several glasses of fine whiskey.

      Asgoth shouted again.

      Then I realized he had been shouting at me for quite some time. “What do you want?”

      “You are such a dumbass,” Asgoth said.

      My face crinkled, perturbed by the demon. “Look, if you’re going to continue to insult me, I will leave you here in this tomb and find another blade that’s not quite as mouthy.”

      “Look, dipshit. I’m trying to save your life. And by default, my own.”

      Now I was getting irritated. “What are you talking about?”

      “Beware the singing skulls!”
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      “Cover your ears,” Asgoth said.

      I reluctantly did as he asked.

      I could no longer hear the singing skulls.

      The silence was unpleasant.

      My head throbbed, and my ears hurt. It was like a hangover. I felt hollow and empty. Depressed. Like an anchor was attached to my heart, dragging me down.

      “I tried to tell you this when they first started singing. But you ignored me.”

      The melodic chants were like some type of drug. With my ears covered, I was going through withdrawals.

      “The skulls have put you in a trance. You’ve been standing here for days.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. You’ve been staring at those damn things for days, listening to their evil voices. You would have stood there until you died of starvation had it not been for me.”

      “Bullshit. I’ve been listening for 15 minutes, tops.”

      “No. You haven’t. Are you hungry?”

      Now that he mentioned it, my stomach did twist with hunger. I felt weak. “Yeah, I guess I am hungry.”

      “It’s been three days since you ate those beans,” Asgoth replied.

      I glanced over at the others. They stared at the skulls with blissful faces, hypnotized by the melody.

      I moved to Cassandra and nudged her.

      She didn’t respond.

      “Cover your ears,” I said.

      She did nothing.

      I stood in front of her face and tried to get her attention, but it was like I wasn’t there.

      It took me hours to break through to her, and I quickly realized Asgoth was telling the truth. We had been here for days. And we would have been here for all eternity if it hadn’t been for him.

      It took some doing, but we managed to break the others from their trance. We left the deadly choir behind and continued through the tomb.

      The burial chamber was a large rotunda. Statues of stone warriors lined the walls, guarding a marble sarcophagus in the center of the room. The burial crypt had ornate etchings in the stone. Decorative columns lined the walls of the rotunda, dividing the statues.

      I moved to the sarcophagus and strained against the lid. It was heavy, and it took all of us to push it aside. The stone rumbled, and a plume of dust wafted into the air—along with the foul stench of the thousand-year-old corpse.

      Just as Phaedra had said, the ancient King Yertos lay in peaceful repose. His hands crossed his chest, clutching onto a rusted sword—the Ring of Ulnör on his withered finger.

      His clothes were tattered and covered with a thick film of dust. They were once vibrant garments, now muted with age. His mummified skin looked like a dried raisin, clinging against his bones.

      I didn’t particularly like desecrating a grave, but it needed to be done.

      I grabbed the king’s hand and lifted it away from his chest. The bones creaked and crumbled as I pulled the ring from his finger and dusted it off.

      The instant I held it in my hand, the gemstone began to glow. It gave off a red light that illuminated our faces from below. It made us look spooky and ominous.

      “Why is that ring glowing?” Sophia asked.

      “How about you tell us that story now,” Lily said to Asgoth.

      “I don’t feel like it,” Asgoth said in a snotty tone.

      “Pretty please?” Lily asked in a baby-doll voice that no one could refuse, not even a demon.

      “Fine,” Asgoth muttered.

      We were in eminent danger, but I didn’t notice it—I was too consumed by the ring’s luster.

      “Where was I?” the sword asked. “Oh, yes. I remember. Infidelity.”

      “Infidelity?” Sophia asked.

      “That is where the ring has its origins. Ulnör was a beautiful goddess. She was powerful, and a master of seduction. Her beauty was unrivaled. She was even more beautiful than Epheria herself.” He muttered aside, “But I wouldn’t kick either one of them out of bed.”

      Cassandra rolled her eyes.

      “Epheria caught Xerius in bed with Ulnör, and let’s just say she didn’t take things too well. She banished Ulnör to the ring and cast it out of Valinsmor. From there, it fell into the hands of man.”

      I was so mesmerized by the ring, I started to slip it on my finger.

      “Don’t do that!” Asgoth said. He was adamant, and the tone in his voice grave.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “That might be a discussion for another time,” Asgoth said. “We have a more pressing situation at hand.”

      I glanced around the rotunda. Specters emerged from the stone statues—ghostly warriors defending the tomb. At first, I minimized their significance. What harm could an incorporeal being do?

      Lots!

      The ghosts charged us, hacking at us with their translucent blades. I deflected the ghostly blows with Asgoth, and the clamor of metal echoed through the rotunda.

      These spirit blades were every bit as deadly as real metal!

      And we were severely outnumbered.

      To make matters worse, I couldn’t seem to inflict any damage upon the specters. I did my best to repel their advances, but when I stabbed one of them, my blade passed through its translucent form as if I was stabbing the air.

      We were trapped in this room.

      We couldn’t go back to the antechamber for fear of falling under the hypnotic spell of the singing skulls. And these deadly specters were on a mission to do more than just frighten us.
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      Blades clinked and clamored as the ghosts attacked with fury. We did our best to defend from multiple angles, surrounded by six infernal warriors.

      I deflected one blow, then twisted to deflect another, then felt the searing pain in my arm as another ghost raked his blade across my bicep.

      It opened up a gash, and red blood spewed.

      I grimaced with pain. Growling through gritted teeth, I charged the specter to no avail, falling right through him.

      The ghost seemed amused by the futility of our efforts.

      “The statues,” Asgoth shouted. “Destroy the statues, and the ghosts will fall.”

      I spun around and hacked Asgoth through one of the statues. It split in half and crashed to the stone floor, shattering into hundreds of pieces.

      One of the ghosts vanished.

      Sophia and Cassandra joined in, demolishing the ancient sculptures.

      Lily grabbed the rusty blade from the sarcophagus and joined in the fray. She flew around the rotunda, hovering above the reach of the specters, lopping off heads of statues.

      The floor was soon covered with rubble and debris, and all the specters had vanished.

      I clutched my arm, stemming the tide of blood.

      Cassandra rushed to my aid and healed me within moments.

      As usual, it made her weak, and she almost fainted. I steadied her before she fell.

      I caught my breath and my heartbeat began to return to normal. “Is everybody okay?”

      Lily and Sophia nodded.

      “What about me?” Asgoth asked. “You never ask how I’m doing?”

      “That’s because you’re immortal.”

      “Oh yeah, right.” Asgoth paused. “But sometimes it would be nice to know that you cared.”

      I couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic.

      “You know you’re my favorite sword. There is no blade sharper. No weapon more deadly. No companion more loyal.” I stressed the last word.

      If Asgoth would have had lips, he would’ve been smiling.

      I felt optimistic. We had completed the first quest, and we were all still alive. Maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad after all?

      Then I noticed something disturbing.

      The fragments of the statues began to move. They rolled across the floor and re-formed. It would only be a matter of moments before the specters reappeared.

      My eyes widened with concern.

      What the hell were we going to do? We destroyed them once. But eventually, we’d tire, or they would get lucky. We couldn’t fight these ghosts forever.

      “We need to find a way out of here, and fast,” I said.

      Sophia staggered back as a specter emerged from one of the statues. She tumbled over a stone and fell against the wall. The impact triggered a secret passage to open. A doorway slid aside, and we wasted no time scurrying out of the burial chamber.

      The narrow passageway was only a few feet high and wide. Sophia crawled through on all fours and the girls followed. I brought up the rear.

      To my surprise, the specters didn’t follow. Their mission was to guard the burial chamber—no more, no less.

      We scampered through the passageway as it twisted and turned. It finally opened into a large room. This was the real entrance to the underworld. The temple and the tomb had been built on top of it.

      By this point, I didn’t trust statues, so I kept my guard up as we approached the sculpture in the center of the room. It was a life-size depiction of a voluptuous woman with the head of a goat. Black horns twisted from the sculpture’s skull. The breasts were perky and the nipples erect. A long tail curved from its sacrum. Its toned legs ended in cloven hooves.

      It was no doubt a depiction of Setia—goddess of the underworld.

      An inscription in the demonic language of the underworld was carved into the base of the statue. It warned of the pain and torment that lay ahead and stated that there was no escape from the underworld.

      It was a place of hopelessness, pain, and despair.

      We all exchanged a wary glance.

      A hot gust of wind blew into the room from a neighboring passageway as if beckoning us to enter. Backwards voices, carried on the breeze, swirled around my head.

      I couldn’t tell if it was my imagination.

      I couldn’t understand the words, but the voices were soft and seductive. “Does anyone else hear that?”

      The girls nodded.

      “I feel scared and excited,” Sophia said.

      The Ring of Ulnör continued to glow. It radiated energy, almost demanding attention. I felt compelled to put it on again, but resisted the urge.

      “Don’t do it,” Asgoth said.

      “I’m not going to put it on.”

      “If you think the singing skulls were bad, the ring is worse.”

      “How so?”

      “Just like Ulnör, it is seductive. Once you put it on, you will not want to take it off. It will double your power, but also shorten your life. Most do not have the strength to remove it. Once Yertos slipped it on his finger, it never came off. He died well before his time.” Asgoth paused. “Just like me, Ulnör is collecting souls. When she has enough, she can free herself from the ring.”

      I began to realize Phaedra’s plan. It was rather ingenious. Each quest led to the next and was essential for the completion of the overall objective. This ring would determine the success or failure of our coming adventure. “Phaedra said the ring is the only way to get into Valinsmor.”

      “This is true,” Asgoth said. “Xerius left the gate open for Ulnör in case she returned.”

      “Great,” I said. “So, all we have to do now is make it through the underworld, steal the Dagger of Onyx, use the ring to get into Valinsmor, and steal the daughter of the most powerful god. No problem.”

      “Something like that,” Asgoth said.

      We strolled into the next room with caution. There was a long banquet table covered in a mouthwatering smorgasbord of delectable culinary offerings—beef, chicken, turkey, an array of vegetables and fruits.

      It smelled amazing.

      My mouth watered, and my stomach rumbled with anticipation. Candlelight flickered from the table. The room was opulently decorated with antique furniture and fine works of art. The atmosphere was soothing and almost romantic.

      Sophia picked up an apple from a tray and surveyed it carefully. She sniffed it. It looked pristine. She was about to bite into it when I grabbed her wrist, keeping the apple from her lips.

      “What?” she asked. “It’s fine. I have a nose for this type of thing.”

      “Look again,” I said.

      She refocused her gaze, and this time saw the apple as it truly was—rotten and laced with maggots and worms.

      “Ew!” she cried, dropping the apple like a hot coal.

      “Nothing here is what it seems,”  I cautioned.
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      “You’re a demon,” I said to Asgoth. “ You know your way around this place.”

      “No, I don’t,” Asgoth replied. “The underworld is a unique and personal experience. It’s different for everyone.

      “This,” he said, referencing the surroundings, “is how we will experience the underworld. It is very different from how I experienced it before. Though, some things are the same, many are different.”

      He paused for a moment. “I suspect Setia herself will greet us at some point. She likes to welcome all new inhabitants. However, I don’t think she will be particularly fond of seeing me.”

      “Why? What did you do to her?”

      “Nothing,” Asgoth said, innocently.

      I shook my head, knowing Asgoth’s mischievous nature. He had never told me exactly why he had been banished from the underworld. But I suspected demons didn’t get kicked out easily.

      We left the banquet room and walked down a long corridor. The amber glow of wall sconces illuminated our faces. We reach the end of the corridor and found we were back in the banquet room.

      My brain couldn’t quite process how it was possible.

      This was the exact same room.

      We had walked at least 100 feet away from it, yet here we were again. The apple that Sophia had dropped was on the floor by the table.

      Everything was the same.

      I began to understand what Asgoth meant when he said the underworld was a unique and personal experience, different for everyone. It was as if the world conformed to our consciousness. On some level, we were one with the underworld. I began to wonder if it was all in my imagination. Perhaps it was? But that didn’t make it any less real.

      We left the dining room behind, and strolled down the hall again, only to find ourselves in the same situation. It seemed as though the underworld was not going to let us leave this room until we had first accomplished some task, perhaps?

      “How the hell are we going to get out of here?” Sophia asked.

      I frowned. “I have a sneaking suspicion that were not going to be able to leave this room until we eat something from the table.”

      “You wouldn’t want to refuse your host’s generous hospitality, would you?” a sultry voice said.

      An alluring female voice had emanated from behind me. I spun around to see the devil herself. Only this time it wasn’t a statue of Setia—it was the demon in the flesh.

      The statue didn’t do her justice.

      In reality, she was gorgeous. She didn’t have the head of a goat. But black horns did spiral from her head, juxtaposed against her porcelain skin. Her body was stunning. Toned and buoyant. Round breasts, flat stomach, and an ass to die for.

      Her tail wiggled, and her cloven hooves clacked against the stone floor as she stepped close to me.

      A mix of fear and adrenaline swirled in my veins.

      This was the personification of evil.

      Every malicious and vile thing in the world stemmed from this being. Every reprehensible thought, every despicable action originated in her mind and was pushed out into the universe.

      It was hard to reconcile that fact with the stunning creature before me. She had raven black hair and lustrous eyes as red as the magma we had crossed.

      My pulse pounded.

      As she stepped closer, my soldier stretched.

      This woman oozed sexuality.

      Every word that slipped from her tongue slithered into my ears, caressed my brain, and stoked lascivious desires.

      “My domain is not for the living, but I will indulge your presence as long as it amuses me,” Setia said.

      “Thank you,” I said. “That’s very generous of you.”

      She smiled. “I’m known for my generosity.”

      Her voice was thick with sarcasm.

      Asgoth scoffed.

      Her eyes narrowed at the demon sword. “And you! I should melt you down in the very fires in which this blade was forged.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Asgoth said, trying not to sound desperate.

      “What part of banished from my kingdom have you forgotten?”

      “I am not here of my own free will. I am merely serving my master. As you can see, I have no control over my destiny.”

      Setia scoffed. “As if you can’t control the minds of the weak and feeble.”

      “Does anything about my master look weak or feeble?”

      Setia’s lecherous eyes surveyed me. “No. Indeed not.” She sighed. “I suppose I can’t stay mad at you forever. I mean, I could. But you two have provided me with plenty of fresh souls.”

      “Does that mean you will release me from my imprisonment?” Asgoth asked, hopeful.

      She laughed. “Not until you fulfill your quota. But I will allow you to continue to serve your master on his quest.”

      “Thank you, my dear mistress of the dark.”

      Setia rolled her eyes at the demon, then fixed her gaze on me. She smiled. “I must say, I’m impressed by your resourcefulness,” Setia said. “It’s not often the living make it this far.” Her eyes took in my form, impressed. “But I can’t let you proceed without first passing a challenge.”

      “I’m always up for a challenge,” I said.

      “As you can see I provided a luxurious spread for you,” she said, motioning to the table. There was a slightly lewd tone in her voice. “You must eat from my offering. Though I will warn you, most of it is poisoned. If you choose wisely, I will let you proceed. If not, you will perish—in which case you may find yourself back here. So it’s kind of like a win-win, isn’t it?”

      A diabolical grin curled on her plump lips.

      “Right. Win-win,” I said in a sardonic tone.

      “Pick anything from the table,” Setia said.

      My eyes gazed from her to the banquet. I surveyed the items carefully, knowing my senses were deceiving me. I picked up a pear and blinked my eyes several times, hoping to catch a glimpse of its true nature. It smelled fine. But I couldn’t trust the obvious.

      I continued to peruse the offerings. Bananas, grapes, oranges, kiwis, cherries, and raspberries. The desserts were mouthwatering. Apple pie, cherry cobbler, chocolate mousse.

      It was impossible to make a decision.

      I grabbed a peach and surveyed it. I closed my eyes and prodded it with my fingers. It felt ripe, not rotten.

      I brought it to my lips, preparing to sink my teeth into it.

      Setia’s eyes glimmered with anticipation.

      I tried to gauge my choice based on her reactions. I figured she would be enthusiastic about watching me die before her. I wondered how good of a poker player she was.

      Probably the best.

      She was the ultimate deceiver.
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      I was about to bite into the succulent peach when I had second thoughts. I set it back on the table.

      Setia arched a curious eyebrow, seemingly amused by my decision.

      I continued to peruse the items.

      A nasty roach scampered across the table. Its long antennas waggled, and its hairy legs pattered across the tablecloth.

      It made the girls groan, and they shivered.

      I swiped my dagger from my belt and stabbed the point into the back of the grotesque insect, pinning it to the table. Its exoskeleton crunched, and yellow guts bulged from its abdomen. I lifted the gnarly insect with my blade and surveyed it for a moment. The creature writhed and its legs flailed, not dead yet.

      My eyes flicked from the roach to Setia. Her face betrayed nothing.

      I brought the roach to my lips and stuck it in my mouth.

      Its hard exoskeleton popped and crackled, and its legs tickled the roof of my mouth. I felt like I was going to throw up. My stomach rumbled, and the sour acidic taste of bile roiled in the back of my throat.

      I kept chewing the crunchy thing, trying not to spew my insides out. I finally swallowed it down, and it felt like it was going to stick in my throat. I swear, I felt the thing wiggle in my stomach. I was going to have nightmares for days.

      The girls were completely mortified. Their faces were pale, almost green. They looked like they were going to heave—their cheeks puffing out like chipmunks.

      I glanced to Setia, and a devious grin curled on her lips. “Impressive. You chose well. The roach was the only thing on the table not poisoned.”

      Suddenly, a glass of red wine appeared in her hand. She handed it to me. “Something to wash the taste out of your mouth.”

      I took the glass from her and regarded it with caution.

      “Don’t worry. It’s safe.” Setia smiled. “You can trust me.”

      Her tone was hard to read. She was the devil after all. How could I trust anything she said?

      I brought the wineglass to my lips and took a sip. It was probably a stupid thing to do. The wine was smooth and sweet and not too dry or tart—which is the way I liked it.

      Setia saw that I enjoyed the wine. “See, not everything here is painful. There are many pleasures to be had in the underworld,” she said, invitingly. “After all, what’s the point of eternal damnation if you can’t have a little fun?”

      I grinned. My eyes couldn’t help but fall over her luscious body. Carnal desires flooded my brain.

      “I suppose I should let you resume your journey. I don’t want to distract you.” She bit her lip like a naughty schoolgirl.

      I was transfixed by her beauty.

      Cassandra pulled me out of my trance. “Yes, I think it’s time we move along.”

      “I don’t suppose you’d mind telling us where we could find the Dagger of Onyx?”

      She paused for a moment, contemplating how much she should reveal. Another diabolical glimmer flickered in her eyes. “You will find it in the Palace of Lost Souls. But beware. You will certainly meet your doom there.”

      “How do we find the Palace?”

      “The Palace will find you. Follow these catacombs, and you will surely find it. It is your destiny. But be careful what you wish for.”

      I gave a wary glance to Cassandra. By the time I looked back to Setia, she was gone—vanished into thin air.

      “That woman gives me the creeps,”  Sophia said.

      I shrugged. “She wasn’t so bad”

      “She’s the devil. What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “She was helpful.”

      The girls scowled at me.

      “I’m just saying… all things considered, she wasn’t so bad. I was expecting a lot worse.”

      “Just wait,” Cassandra said. “I’m sure she’s got plenty of tricks up her sleeve.”

      I thought to myself that I’d like to see a few of Setia’s tricks. She had to be amazing in the sack. No question about it. She’d be willing to do any dirty depraved thing you could imagine.

      Hell, she probably invented it all.

      We left the banquet hall behind and continued down the hallway. The next room we stumbled upon was beyond anything I could have imagined. And I’m not easily shocked.
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      Moans of ecstasy filtered from the chamber. The lighting was dim, and the room was warm and inviting. A sea of naked bodies lined the floor, undulating with orgasmic waves. Beautiful breasts bounced and giggled. Pert asses rocked back and forth. Hips ground together. Sweaty bodies intertwined and became one.

      Demons of every sort pounded beautiful nymphets. I watched a Minotaur with long horns and bullish facial features plow a petite fairy. It was quite the juxtaposition. She looked angelic. He was powerful and domineering. And his size… well, let’s just say it made the girls' eyes widen.

      A succubus with dragon wings and a pointed tail had her face buried between the legs of a nubile elf. She used the end of her tail to pleasure herself—until a demonic figure took her from behind and plunged his evil inside of her. He grabbed her hips and slammed her ass mercilessly. Her lips and slick tongue continued pleasuring the elf until she quivered with orgasmic pulses. Her slick body bucked and writhed as the succubus drained her energy.

      The elf withered and shriveled. The once young and vibrant girl was nothing more than a wrinkled sack of bones.

      After a few moments, she regenerated, and returned to her youthful self. This was her fate. Forced to exist in a perpetual state of ecstasy and death.

      I wonder what her crime must have been?

      My eyes flicked from vignette to vignette, taking it all in. I was no stranger to carnal delights, but an orgy of this magnitude made me feel like a virgin all over again.

      I had never seen anything like it.

      Lustful bodies crowded around, pawing at us, trying to draw us into the action, willing to satiate our every desire. Wandering hands groped every part of our bodies.

      A beautiful brunette grabbed my package and stroked me sensually. I was already a little hot and bothered from my encounter with Setia. It was impossible to be in this room and not be aroused. It was an unholy paradise. A hedonistic playground where nothing was off-limits.

      The fun never ended.

      I had a sneaking suspicion that one could get lost in this room for eternity, consumed by pleasure and carnal desires.

      Another brunette with lavender eyes and pale skin weaved through the crowd and found me. She pawed my chest and whispered naughty things in my ear. Her steamy breath sent lustful pulses through my body.

      I had to have the duo. It was as if some primal force came over me. The logical part of my brain shut down. I was almost drawn in, then I realized what was happening.

      They both had black wings, and black horns. They were succubi. The demons grabbed my hands and started to pull me away. As delightful as the experience might have been, I had no intention of letting them turn me into a shriveled raisin.

      Lily grabbed my arm and held me back as the delicious vixens tugged me toward the shadows.

      “Look at me,” Lily said.

      She grabbed my jaw and turn my head away from the demons. She planted her sweet fairy lips on mine and probed my mouth with her tongue. Her hand reached down and stroked my goods.

      “You’re staying right here, Mister,” the fairy said.

      “Maybe some other time?” the succubus said.

      “Maybe,” I replied. “In the next life, perhaps.”

      The girls pulled me out of the room as quickly as possible. It was clear to them my willpower was not going to be able to withstand the advances from multiple sex pots hell-bent on devouring my soul.

      As we left the den of iniquity, I gazed over my shoulder for one last look at the debauchery. I figured I was probably never going to see anything as depraved as that again. I tried to burn the images into my retina and store them away in my spank-bank for future reference.

      We advanced down the corridor and came to a fork in the road. There was a passage to my right and to my left.

      “Which way do we go?” Sophia asked.

      I shrugged. “Setia said the Palace would find us. Perhaps there is no wrong way to go?”

      Cassandra rolled her eyes, frustrated by my cavalier attitude. “The palace may find us, but your evil friend didn’t say how long it would take. We could be stumbling around these catacombs for eternity.”

      “Not eternity,” I said. “We won’t live that long.” I smiled.

      “She’s also a deceiver,” Lily added.

      “Trust nothing she says,” Asgoth interjected. “She’s a demon.”

      “So are you,” I muttered.

      “Yes, but in the scheme of things, I’m a saint in comparison.”

      “Do I detect a hint of jealousy?” I asked.

      “Me? Jealous? Of her?” Asgoth scoffed, mockingly. “Of course. She’s the Lord of Darkness. The Queen of the Underworld. The most Diabolical Diva in existence.”

      “You tried to fuck her, didn’t you?”

      “No. Not really,” he said in a guilty tone.

      I was beginning to surmise why he got kicked out of the underworld.

      I pondered the options and decided to take the left-hand path.

      It soon turned out to be a mistake.
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      The walls shifted and sealed behind us. We’d made our choice, and we’d have to live with it.

      Or at least, try to live with it.

      We soon found ourselves in a shifting maze of passageways. We twisted and turned, trying to make our way through. Maintaining a sense of direction was futile. We tended to take whatever passageway was available.

      There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason why the walls shifted. The changes didn’t happen at regular intervals, making it hard to judge when the next movement would occur.

      With swords drawn, we marched cautiously through the dungeon-esque catacombs. Unfortunately, I led my team into a dead end.

      As I rounded the corner, a wall shifted behind us. Seeing that we’d be sealed off, I spun around and sprinted toward it as the heavy slab ground to a close. It slammed shut, trapping us in a small section of the maze.

      I smacked the wall with my palms in frustration. The slap echoed throughout the chamber.

      “That’s great,” Sophia said, flatly.

      “Don’t worry,” Lily said. “I’m sure if we stay here long enough, something will open up?”

      “I love your optimism,” Sophia said. “I wish I shared it.”

      I walked around the chamber, surveying the walls, pushing on the stone tiles, looking for a secret passage or a way to activate the changing walls.

      I had no luck.

      Grunts and snorts filtered through the wall from the next chamber. Heavy footsteps rumbled the ground as a creature paced back and forth. I could only imagine the beast that was waiting on the other side of the wall.

      Maybe it was a lucky break that we ran into a dead-end? Whatever was on the other side of the wall ahead of us was angry.

      The muffled shuffle of the maze filtered through the walls as the dungeon continued to evolve around us. It gave me hope that we might eventually get out of here. But I dreaded our next encounter.

      I took a seat, leaning against a wall. The only thing I could do was wait it out and hope we’d be released during my lifetime.

      “What exactly did you do to get kicked out of here?” Cassandra asked Asgoth.

      “Why would you assume I did something?”

      “Because you’re a troublemaker.”

      “I am not a troublemaker,” Asgoth protested. “I’m just a freethinker and an independent spirit.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I didn’t do anything like Zatyral or Vutrax did, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      “What did they do?” Cassandra asked.

      “Duh, they tried to usurp Setia’s power. Now they hide formless in the aether, trying to get others to do their bidding, hoping to one day overthrow Setia.”

      Cassandra wasn’t going to get a direct answer out of the sword. He was cagey like that, and in all the time that I had known him, he had never divulged the full story.

      An hour passed, which seemed like an eternity.

      Then another.

      And another.

      I dozed off, trying to grab a little sleep. But my dreams were filled with nightmares of catacombs and demonic creatures and roaches.

      There was no rest in hell.

      I’m not sure how long I was asleep for, but the movement of the wall woke me. I peeled my eyes open to see the passageway was clear. But we had a bigger problem.

      I sprang to my feet and drew my sword.

      An angry minotaur blocked the passage ahead. It was his footsteps I heard clacking through the wall.

      This beast was larger than the one I had seen back in the orgy room. It stood 10 feet tall on its hind legs. With red skin and black horns, the beast looked devilish. It roared and flexed its muscles like a bodybuilder doing crab pose. Its massive pectorals were striated with muscle. Veins wiggled around bulging biceps. The creature’s broad shoulders tapered into a narrow V at its waistline. It had mostly human looking thighs, but the calves transitioned into that of a bull.

      The creature snarled and stomped toward us. It wielded a massive hammer that could crush a man with a single blow.

      We squared off against the beast, having nowhere to run. The passageway behind us was still blocked. The only way forward was through this bullish thug.

      The minotaur reared its hammer back and swung it toward me. I stepped aside as the hammer smashed the floor, cracking the stone, sending chips of debris scattering in all directions.

      The entire dungeon rumbled.

      The beast hefted the massive hammer from ground, reared back, and swung crossways.

      I arched back as the weapon whooshed in front of me. The rush of air rustled my hair as it swished by. It slammed into the wall, and like a wrecking ball, broke through the stone, revealing another chamber.

      The hammer got caught in the narrow opening. The beast made several futile attempts to yank it through.

      I took this opportunity to skewer him in the belly with my sword. Asgoth plunged through the minotaur’s abdomen, exiting the other side.

      Seemingly unfazed, the beast batted me away with a backhanded strike.

      Asgoth remained in his abdomen.

      The impact flung me aside and slammed me into the wall. I crumbled to the ground, the wind knocked from my lungs. My back and my hips hurt. It took a moment before I could force myself to stand.

      The girls charged the minotaur. They buried their blades deep into the bullish creature.

      The thing refused to die.

      It roared in agony and balled its fists. It swung at Cassandra, punching her in the face. Its meaty hand was like a brick. The creature’s knuckles struck her pristine jaw, wrenching her head aside, sending her flying through the air.

      She crashed to the floor and didn’t move.

      The minotaur grabbed Sophia by the throat, lifting her from the ground and threw her into the wall.

      Her body flopped to the ground with a smack.

      I sprang to my feet and charged the beast. He had three swords sticking from his abdomen and wasn’t showing any signs of slowing down.

      I screamed as I plowed toward the creature.

      He put his head down, snorted like a bull, and ran toward me, aiming to skewer me with his horns.
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      I didn’t know what I was going to do. This was the bullfight of all bullfights. Something I had no experience with.

      Rage and adrenaline drove my legs forward. I didn’t stand a chance against the mammoth creature. My ego had written a check my ass certainly couldn’t cash.

      Just before the moment of impact,  I dove underneath his horns and tumbled under his legs, springing to my feet behind him.

      The beast was big and heavy and slow. He wasn’t as nimble or agile. It took him a few moments to spin around in the corridor to face me again.

      An ear-splitting screech billowed from the creature’s lips as he pulled Sophia’s sword from his abdomen. Blood coated the blade and oozed from the wound.

      I wished he had grabbed Asgoth. Perhaps he could have exerted his influence over the creature?

      I grabbed a torch from the wall and tried to wave off the beast. He didn’t seem to like the fire.

      Cassandra and Sophia staggered to their feet. They attempted to heave the heavy hammer embedded in the wall, but it was too much for them to lift.

      The minotaur staggered toward me and slashed the blade across the corridor. It sliced my torch in half, and the flaming end fell to the floor.

      He stabbed the sword toward me, and I dodged the blade.

      He sliced at me again, and I ducked as the blade smacked the wall.

      I scampered to the other side of the hall, and the beast swung a backhanded slash in my direction.

      My heart thumped. Fear and adrenaline raced through me. Sweat covered my body.

      Again, the blade smacked into the wall as I ducked underneath and ran behind the beast.

      He spun around and staggered toward me. Just as he did, Lily flew down the passageway and stabbed her rusty sword into the beast’s throat. Blood spewed from the wound.

      He smacked her aside, and Lily crashed into the wall, flopping to the ground.

      The massive creature clutched his throat and staggered about the hallway. He managed a few last steps toward me, then fell to one knee. He struggled to stand, making it three quarters of the way before falling back down to his knee.

      I yanked my blade from his chest and swung Asgoth with all my might, severing the beast’s head. It clunked to the ground, and his massive torso fell forward.

      Cassandra’s sword clattered from the beast’s hand as his body continued to twitch. Blood seeped from his neck and pooled on the floor.

      My tense body relaxed, and my chest heaved for breath.

      Lily climbed to her feet, looking dazed and a little scraped up.

      “Is everybody okay?” I asked.

      The group gave less than enthusiastic nods. But no one was seriously injured.

      We stepped to the beast and rolled his carcass onto his side. The girls recovered their blades.

      I wiped the blood from Asgoth on the minotaur’s hide, then sheathed the sword.

      Lily ambled back toward the minotaur’s hammer that was still embedded in the wall. “Come check this out.”

      We joined her at the site of destruction and peered into the next chamber. It was full of treasure.

      I climbed into the narrow opening, and the girls followed.

      I was awestruck by the sparkling bounty. Gold glimmered and gemstones sparkled. We had no use for money in the underworld. But there was something else of interest in the chamber—and of far more value.

      There was a suit of black armor with elaborate red trim. Next to it, atop a pedestal, sat a small bottle of potion. The purple liquid had a slight glow to it.

      “That’s perhaps the most valuable thing in the underworld,” Setia said, appearing next to me.

      I reached out and grasped it. “What is it?”

      “Life,” Setia said. “It will bring someone back from the dead.”

      I arched an incredulous eyebrow at her.

      “Pour the potion into the mouth of the deceased, and they will be resurrected.”

      “And they will come back just as they were?” I asked. “I’m not too keen on bringing back a demon in the form of a loved one. In my experience, bringing back the dead can have dire consequences.”

      Setia grinned. “I promise, they will come back just as they were. Reborn with all the innocence of a fresh soul. Do you think I like losing souls from the underworld?”

      I shrugged as I thought about it. “I guess not.”

      “My power stems from the number of souls I have in my domain.” She paused for a moment, deep in thought. “One day, when I have acquired enough souls, we will break through the gates of Valinsmor and I will rule all existence.”

      “So that’s why you’re helping us?”

      “I’m not helping you,” Setia said. “But any foe of Xerius is a friend of mine.”

      “I don’t know if I call myself a foe. I’m  ambivalent toward Xerius.”

      “You intend to kidnap his daughter. If that doesn’t make you a foe, what does?”

      She had a point.

      “You certainly will incur the wrath of the gods, should you complete your mission. You may find that I’m the only friend you have.”

      It was clear to see she relished in playing games. “Of course, I can’t assist you directly in your cause—Xerius may take issue with me. And I am not yet powerful enough to defeat him.”

      It was a surprisingly humble admission.

      “Patience is my strongest virtue,” Setia said. “In time, Valinsmor will be mine. And I will damn the souls of all the gods.”

      She smiled.

      I never wanted to get on her bad side. Hell hath no fury like Setia scorned.

      “Why do you hate Xerius so?” I asked.

      She hesitated for a moment. “Perhaps that is a story for another time.”

      I turned my attention to the armor. “Tell me about this?”
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      “No weapon forged by human hands can pierce this armor,” Setia said.

      It made the armor of dubious value. The underworld was full of weapons made by demons. But I figured it couldn’t hurt.

      I put on the chest piece, and strapped on two gauntlets. The material was surprisingly light. Plates covered the shoulders and top of the biceps, and there was a small neck guard around the back collar.

      It fit me perfectly, as if it had been tailor-made for me. Perhaps it had?

      Setia vanished by the time I had donned the armor.

      Before we left the treasure chamber,  Lily grabbed a shiny new broadsword and left the rusty relic behind. We passed through elaborate double doors and stepped into another hallway.

      It seemed we were no longer in a shifting maze of catacombs. I was glad to be free of the nightmarish, disorienting maze. It became claustrophobic, and instilled panic.

      We followed the long hallway to another chamber. Standing in the entryway, I knew this was going to be trouble. Demons hung upside down from the ceiling, dangling by their claws. Their bat-like wings folded around them as they slept.

      They had grotesque faces with row upon row of jagged teeth, perfect for incising flesh. They had grayish black skin and a spotted underbelly of a slightly lighter color. They had long pointy ears, that scooped up the slightest sound and funneled it into their brain. They looked like diabolical elves that had taken ugly pills.

      There were hundreds of them in the chamber, resting peacefully.

      We all exchanged a wary glance, knowing that the slightest sound would awaken the sleeping demons.

      For a moment, I thought about turning around, making our way back through the treasure chamber and slipping back into the shifting maze where the minotaur lay.

      As much as I disliked that scenario, it seemed like a better option. But no matter where we went, we were likely to find untenable situations.

      I quickly realized going back wasn’t an option. As I turned around and looked behind me, nothing existed.

      I took a few steps toward the treasure room but the hallway ended. There was nothing but an empty black abyss. If I had taken one more step, I would have fallen into a vast darkness.

      Setia definitely liked to play games.

      I turned around and moved back to the entrance of the demon cave. I took a deep breath, then stepped inside with my sword drawn.

      I crept forward, and the girls followed single file behind me. We didn’t make a sound. We were as stealthy as ninja cats. Lily hovered through the room without touching her feet to the ground.

      A demon stretched and fluttered its catlike wings. The movement sent a jolt of panic through my entire body, and I felt like my heart was going to leap out of my chest.

      The creature yawned, then went back to his slumber.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. But my pulse still pounded in my ears, and my body vibrated with each beat of my heart. It was so loud, I thought for sure these creatures would hear.

      I took a few slow, deep breaths, trying to settle myself and continued creeping through the perilous chamber.

      We were almost to the other side when one of the demons stretched again. His bat-like wings fluttered, creating a little noise. But worse than that, he grazed a neighboring demon—and that demon stretched its wings and readjusted its position.

      Like a yawn, it was contagious.

      Soon multiple demons stirred.

      Then one of the demons yawned and opened its eyes. When it caught sight of us, it let out a piercing screech.

      All hell literally broke loose.

      Demons launched from their perches. Their flapping wings created a deafening cacophony in the chamber as they circled around. Their horrid screeches filled the air.

      We formed a circle, trying to defend ourselves as they swooped and dove at us.

      I hacked and slashed at the demons, carving through wings, severing heads, slicing torsos. Bodies of fallen creatures flopped to the ground around me, writhing in agony. Black blood oozed from their veins.

      We huddled tight and continued moving toward the exit while defending ourselves.

      They attacked from all angles.

      The situation seemed hopeless.
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      We left a trail of demonic corpses as we moved through the chamber. It was pure chaos. There were way too many of them. But we did manage to catch a little break.

      Amid the frenzy, the demons would feed on anything—even the corpses of their fallen comrades. They swarmed the carcasses, gnawing at flesh and bone with their razor-sharp teeth.

      I hacked at a demon that attacked, opening a gash across his face. The demon fell away, and another one rushed me. Before I could stop the bastard, his sharp teeth clamped down on my forearm. Fortunately, the gauntlet about my wrist kept the creature’s teeth from penetrating my skin.

      I sliced his head in half as he clung on the gauntlet.

      Several more demons attacked Cassandra. Her blade slashed and stabbed, but one of them bit her wrist. She pulled her arm free and slashed the demon’s torso.

      I pulled her close, and we scurried to the exit, battling the swarm.

      Fortunately, many of the demons became preoccupied with their fallen comrades. They ripped flesh from bone and lapped up the black blood that oozed across the floor.

      The demon-chamber opened into a large cavern with another river of magma blocking our path.

      Several demons ventured out of their lair, continuing to attack us. We fought them off as they backed us to the edge of the fiery river.

      The searing heat from the lava baked my back as I fought the demons. We needed to get across the river, but this time there was no ferryman.

      Instead there were a series of boulders that would function as steppingstones across the fiery abyss. But they were far apart. It would require great skill and luck to navigate the treacherous flow, leaping from stone to stone.

      “Go!” I shouted. “I’m right behind you.”

      Cassandra gave me a skeptical look.

      “Go!” I shouted again.

      Blood dripped down her arm from the demon’s bite. It only served to fuel their frenzy even further.

      She leapt across the magma to the first boulder. It was a narrow platform, and she teetered for a moment, almost falling in.

      Lily flew across the surface of the lake and grabbed Cassandra before she fell. She exchanged a look of gratitude with the helpful fairy.

      Lily held Cassandra’s hand as she jumped to the next stone.

      Sophia followed in Cassandra’s footsteps. It was an easy leap for her.

      I continued battling the demons with my feet inches away from the magma. The overgrown bats were not as aggressive out here. Despite being creatures of the damned, they didn’t seem to like the heat. And they had seen me dispatch a few of their comrades into the molten abyss. Their delicate wings would burn up if they came within a few feet of the red lava.

      I slashed at another demon, then jumped to the first stone after Sophia had cleared the way.

      The demons didn’t chase after me.

      They flew around by the shore, hissing and screeching. Finally, they returned to their cave, presumably to feast on their fallen comrades.

      By the time I jumped to the second stone, Cassandra and Sophia had crossed the river. Heat distorted the air around me, and sweat poured from my brow.

      Each stone was farther apart. Each jump more treacherous. Even if I didn’t fall into the river, if I stood here too long I’d be roasted alive.

      Lily flew back over the magma, standing by me in case I needed assistance.

      Two more jumps and I made it to the shore. Cassandra and Sophia rested on the other side, drenched in sweat.

      Cassandra’s skin was pale. Her eyes drooped. She didn’t look good. The hand where she had been bitten had already turned black.

      The poisonous bite of the demons worked its way up her arm at an astonishing pace, growing like black vines under her skin. Her eyes widened, and she shrieked in terror when she saw it. Her panicked voice echoed throughout the cavern. “Kron!”

      There was only one thing to do. And she wasn’t going to like it one bit.
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      “Hold your arm out,” I said.

      “What are you going to do?” Cassandra asked with worried eyes.

      “You don’t want to know.”

      I didn’t have to tell her what I was going to do. She knew. “No! Absolutely not!”

      “Would you rather die?”

      “There’s got to be another way. What about the resurrection potion?”

      “Sorry, but I’m not taking any chances. What if that doesn’t work? We can’t trust anything here.”

      “I’m kind of attached to my arm. I’d like to keep it.”

      I shook my head. “We don’t have much time. The venom is spreading.”

      Cassandra stretched her arm out to the side with a tormented face. Her eyes brimmed with tears. She already mourned the loss of her limb.

      Faster than the strike of a cobra, I chopped down with my sword, severing her left arm with one clean blow.

      Blood squirted from her stump in rhythmic pulses. Sophia scrambled to put pressure on the wound and stem the tide.

      I raced to the molten river and dipped the tip of my blade in the glowing magma. I returned to Cassandra and cauterized the wound with the glowing sword.

      Skin sizzled.

      The smell of burning flesh filled my nostrils.

      The scream that came from Cassandra’s mouth was unlike any I had ever heard before. It was the embodiment of pain.

      Her cheeks flushed, and rivers of tears streamed down her cheeks as her flesh popped and crackled.

      I pulled the scalding sword away from her flesh, leaving behind a charred stump. The bleeding had stopped. And so had the spread of the venom.

      Cassandra caught her breath and glared at me with hateful eyes.

      “Sorry.” My apology sounded woefully inadequate. There were no words that could console her.

      She sobbed at the loss of her limb.

      Her severed arm lay on the ground now completely consumed by the venom. It was black as pitch. The appendage shriveled and rot before our eyes. The desiccated arm crumbled and turned into dust.

      It was clear, the venom would have done that to her entire body. Severing her arm was the only way to save her life, and Cassandra knew that. But she wasn’t ready to accept it just yet. The trauma would take time to adjust to. And she would likely pass through all the stages of grief.

      After she had time to catch her breath and recover somewhat, I helped her to her feet, and we continued on our journey. We entered another corridor and followed the twisting passageway.

      Cassandra dried her eyes and sniffled and tried to suck it up. “I guess things could be worse,” Cassandra said. “I could have lost my right arm.” She gripped her sword tight. “I can still fight.”

      I admired her spirit.

      “I wish I could take away your pain,” Lily said.

      Cassandra smiled. “I wish you could too.”

      “Oh, wait a minute,” Lily said, remembering. “I almost forgot. I have something that might help.”

      She pulled a small, hand-rolled cigarette she had hidden somewhere in her leafy garment.

      “What is that?”

      “Happy Leaf,” the fairy said with a smile.

      “Happy Leaf?” the elf repeated, skeptical.

      “I don’t know what it’s really called, but that’s what we call it.”

      Cassandra placed the herbal cigarette between her soft lips, and the fairy lit it with the flame from a flickering torch she grabbed from the wall.

      “Take a deep breath, and hold it,” Lily said.

      Cassandra did as instructed. She filled her lungs and held in the smoke for a few moments, then coughed it out, violently.

      The fairy laughed.

      The sweet smell of the herb filled my nostrils.

      A wave of calm washed over Cassandra. Her tense face relaxed, and her dull, dreary eyes perked up. She looked astonished. “I don’t feel any pain.”

      Lily smiled. “See. Happy Leaf.”

      “Let me see,” I said, growing jealous.

      Cassandra handed the cigarette to me, and I took a hit. The warm smoke filled my lungs and tickled my throat. Not used to the smoke, I couldn’t hold it in for long either, and coughed just as Cassandra did.

      Lily giggled again.

      Within moments, my hands and face felt tingly. All the little aches and pains faded away. It was like the volume had been turned down on everything negative. Happy, positive thoughts filled my brain. Despite our situation, I didn’t have a care in the world. I didn’t know how long it would last, but I planned on enjoying the sensation.

      I passed the herb around, and we stumbled down the hallway, enjoying our blissful state.

      Inhaling a mind altering substance probably wasn’t the smartest thing to do, given our current situation. But despite my relaxed state, I didn’t feel any less aware. To the contrary, my senses seemed sharper. I was more focused.

      “I guess there’s really no chance of us getting back together now,” I said to Cassandra.

      She looked at me, puzzled. “Why do you say that?”

      “I just cut off your arm. I don’t think that makes me boyfriend material.”

      Cassandra sighed. “You saved my life. I guess that counts for something.” Then she added meekly, “I’m surprised you would even want someone so disfigured.”

      “Give me more credit than that. I’m not just interested in you for your looks.”

      That caused a slight curl in her lips. “I suppose it’s for my money,” she said, coyly.

      “What good is money going to do me here?”

      “I’m a princess, after all. One day you could be king.”

      “I’m going to be king with or without you,” I said confidently.

      Her eyes narrowed at me, both offended and amused by my confidence.

      We continued traipsing through the passageway and stumbled across a small room that didn’t appear to be of much significance. It was attached to the main corridor.

      I grabbed a torch from the wall and entered the small space. The amber flames illuminated the empty chamber. It looked as good a place as any to rest.

      I was tired and thirsty, and Cassandra looked pale. There didn’t seem to be any immediate threats in the area.

      We sat down, and I slugged several gulps of ale from the bottomless canteen and passed it around. I indulged myself in a few more hits of the Happy Leaf and leaned against the wall. Before long, I nodded off, and once again my dreams were filled with catacombs and monsters.

      I don’t know how long I was asleep when Lily nudged me awake. The fairy had a grave look on her face, and she put her finger to her lips, shushing me.

      My eyes rounded with concern. I whispered, “What is it?”
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      We didn’t need anymore trouble. We’d been through a lot already. Unfortunately, there was much worse ahead.

      A few more minutes, I pleaded with the universe. Just a few more minutes of bliss. Maybe an hour? Or two?

      It was wishful thinking.

      I crept to the doorway and flattened my back against the wall, peering around the doorframe ever so slightly.

      A creature lumbered toward us in the darkness.

      I could barely make out its shape.

      The corridor filled with a grinding sound, like something sliding across the floor in rhythmic waves.

      Scrape.

      Scrape

      Scrape.

      The creature finally drew closer and edged into the warm light of a flickering wall sconce. The thing was a massive gelatinous blob, nearly the width of the passageway. It stood at least 8 feet tall and was made of a translucent green material. It inched down the corridor like some type of giant slug.

      Its features were undefined. I couldn’t really tell if it had a mouth and eyes. A rat scampered across the hallway in front of it, and the blob rolled over it. The poor varmint permeated the outer membrane of the gelatinous mass. It struggled and squirmed for a few moments, then dissolved, its nutrients absorbed by the blob.

      I held still at the door with my sword drawn, not that my sword was going to do any good against a creature like this. It could easily conform its shape and spill into this room, absorbing us all. And there was little we could do about it.

      My pulse pounded in my ears as I made another plea to the universe. I pulled my head back from the doorway and hid.

      The gelatinous slug scraped across the stone, inching along. It stopped at the edge of the door. Grunts and groans filled the corridor.

      Then it farted.

      The flatulence echoed throughout the corridor, and the beast continued its march.

      I breathed a sigh of relief as it passed our chamber, but the foul aroma made my eyes water and my stomach turn. The pungent aroma twisted the girls faces in disgust.

      It took much too long for the smell to dissipate. I was certain my olfactory glands were burned out. I’d probably never be able to smell anything again.

      We waited until we could no longer hear the sound of the slug scraping against the stone. Then we crept back into the hallway and continued our journey. The gelatinous mass had left behind a slimy trail. It made the floor slick, and I almost fell and busted my ass.

      Cassandra grimaced with pain, the effects of the Happy Leaf having worn off. She took a few more puffs, but I figured it was best to keep a clear head, so I refrained.

      We twisted through the passageways and came across another burial chamber. In the center of the chamber, a crypt made of dragon’s hide sat atop a riser. Several statues of warriors lined the walls. By this time, I was leery of inanimate objects.

      “Whose tomb is this?” Sophia asked.

      I shrugged.

      Various bits of treasure lay scattered about the room. Gold chalices, jewel encrusted daggers, silver cutlery. There was a treasure chest with gold coins and pearl necklaces.

      I grabbed a handful of the coins from the chest and surveyed them. I smirked with amusement when I realized what they were.

      “What is it?” Lily asked.

      “This is the Gold of Kalazar.”

      “I thought that ship was lost at sea,” Sophia asked.

      “It was,” I said. “Taken down by a giant Leviathan and never found.”

      “How did it end up here?” she asked.

      “Apparently, the ship was sunk by a demon,” I postulated.

      I stuffed a few of the coins into my pocket.

      “Of all the treasure we’ve come across, now you decide to take a few coins?” Cassandra asked.

      “It’s not for me.”

      “Who’s it for?”

      “The little goblin. Before we left, he asked me to bring him back a Kalazar coin. I thought he was crazy at the time.”

      “What does he want with it?” Sophia asked.

      “To buy his freedom. When Phaedra first enslaved him, she told him he could buy his freedom with a Kalazar coin, knowing there were none in the normal world.”

      The girls seemed amused.

      “I’d love to see the look on her face when that little goblin hands her the coin,” Lily said.

      “With any luck, you will.”

      We left the chamber and continued through the labyrinth. It didn’t take long for us to stumble across our most treacherous encounter yet.
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      Phaedra had warned me about the dangers we would encounter. The Dagger of Onyx was the only weapon that could kill an immortal. It belonged to Giaka, the Scorpion Queen.

      The mere sound of her gave me chills.

      I wasn’t a big fan of creepy crawly things—and Giaka was a big creepy crawly thing.

      She was an immortal herself, and the only way to kill her would be with her own weapon. After weaving through the maze of corridors for another several hours, we found her lair.

      She resided in the ruins of an ancient temple that had tall doric columns and proscenium arches. Eons of time had cracked and crumbled the structure, and large chunks of stone littered the area. It was on an island, surrounded by a river of magma, contained within a cavernous underground space.

      The roof of the cave was lined with stalactites. The air was filled with steam and haze. Primordial gases bubbled from the molten soup. Methane bubbles erupted in flame. Bubbles of ammonia and hydrogen sulfide burbled from thermal pits on the island.

      We stood at the edge of the river, looking at the cauldron of fire. There were no stones to step across. No ferryman to take us over. I wasn’t sure how we were going to get to the other side. There was nothing in the surrounding area to facilitate transport across the magma.

      Then I had an idea.

      It may not have been a good idea, but it was an idea, nonetheless. I spun around and ran back the way we came.

      “Where are you going?” Cassandra asked.

      I didn’t bother to answer. She’d find out soon enough.

      I ran back to the tomb. The casket made from dragon-hide would serve as an ideal canoe—I hoped.

      I pushed the top off and dumped the contents on the floor. A plume of dust filled the air as the bones scattered. I felt bad about disturbing the man’s final resting place—but not that bad about it. We needed to get across that river, this was the only way.

      I grabbed the casket and lifted it overhead. I carried it out of the burial chamber and raced down the passageway.

      At the fiery shore, I set the casket down.

      Cassandra looked impressed. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

      I winked at her and ran back to the chamber for the lid. I could use that as an oar.

      The casket was big enough to comfortably hold two people, but as I set it into the lava, I realized it was very unsteady and likely to capsize.

      I stepped over the edge of the lava and climbed into the wobbly makeshift boat with caution. It felt top-heavy. I used the oar to stabilize it.

      Sophia climbed into the boat. Despite her perfect balance, I thought we were going to go over. With the two of us inside, it sank down a little, which provided a little extra stability.

      Cassandra gazed at the makeshift boat, wondering how she was going to fit.

      She wasn’t.

      “You’re staying here,” I commanded.

      She scowled at me. “I’m going with you.”

      “You’re in no condition.”

      “I can still fight,” she said with defiance.

      “I’m sure you can. But not this time.”

      Her face twisted, and she glared at me, but she knew I was right.

      I carefully paddled across the river while Lily flew above us. I didn’t want to spend any longer in this casket than I had to. It was scorching, and I felt like my skin would start sizzling at any moment.

      Several times during the crossing, I was sure we were on the brink of capsizing. It was a miracle we didn’t take on the molten lava.

      As we reached the shore, I leapt out of the casket and pulled it from the magma. Sophia jumped ashore, and we drew our swords. The three of us stood before the ruins, scanning the island for any traces of the beast we would have to slay.

      We climbed up the steps that led to the temple. A row of fluted columns lined the front facade, topped by a triangular pediment. Demonic figures were carved into the stone.

      Upon entering the ruins of the temple, I could hear the clatter of the Scorpion Queen’s footsteps against the floor.

      Parts of the roof had crumbled away. Columns had been toppled over. Dusty skeletons littered the court, presumably belonging to those who attempted to steal the monster’s dagger.

      The Scorpion Queen emerged, and her grotesque form was more shocking than I had imagined.
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      We spread out, squaring off against the beast as she entered the court. She had an upper torso that was mostly human. It merged into the abdomen of a giant scorpion.

      Four legs propelled her across the temple. She had a pair of human arms as well as a pair of scorpion-like pincers. The top of her head and back were armor plated. She stood 12 feet tall, and her tail was at least 20 feet long with a stinger that was at least 24 inches.

      Judging by the scream that bellowed from her lips, I don’t think she was pleased we had invaded her space. Her shriek was earsplitting, and I covered my ears.

      It was a weapon.

      In her hand was the Dagger of Onyx.

      The three of us surrounded her.

      Her feet clattered as she constantly twisted, preparing to fend off an attack from any angle.

      I charged toward her with my sword high, ready to strike.

      With a swipe of her pincer, she batted me away. I flew through the air and crashed into a column. The ground rushed up to greet me. With the wind knocked from my lungs, I gasped for breath.

      The beast’s stinger struck at Sophia.

      She stepped aside as the thorny point stabbed the ground. Giaka retracted it before Sophia could hack at it with her sword.

      Lily flew toward the creature, hoping to skewer the beast. But with another swipe of her pincer, Lily flew across the temple.

      The blow knocked her unconscious, and her ragged body tumbled across the stone.

      Sophia kept the scorpion occupied as I sprang to my feet. I rejoined her, hacking at the beast—this time trying to avoid the massive pincer. I ducked, and it whooshed overhead.

      I stabbed at the creature’s soft underbelly, but she blocked my blade with her dagger.

      Her pincers struck at me.

      Another arm attacked.

      A pincer snapped.

      I ducked and dodged and twisted and ran. She had too many avenues of attack.

      She stabbed another pincer toward me—its open prongs ready to snap me in half.

      I stepped aside as the crabby appendage rushed by. Then I chopped down, hacking through the exoskeleton, severing the massive pincer.

      It fell to the ground and disintegrated upon impact.

      The beast’s shrill shriek pierced my ears again.

      I recoiled from the sound and retreated.

      Within seconds, the pincer re-grew.

      My jaw tightened with frustration—another beast with unlimited regenerative capabilities.

      Sophia scampered about attacking and retreating in guerrilla fashion.

      I attacked from behind and tried to chop off its tail. But despite my best swing, I couldn’t sever the tail. The blade stuck a quarter of the way through. And it re-grew around my sword.

      The beast twisted around and flung me across the temple again.

      I tumbled to the ground and staggered to my feet.

      The scorpion snatched Sophia with its pincer and lifted her into the air.

      I screamed with rage and charged the beast. I leapt through the air and hacked Asgoth across the appendage, severing the pincer.

      Sophia crashed to the ground, with the claw still squeezed around her, crushing her abdomen.

      The beast re-grew its pincer and turned its attention to me.

      I backed away, and it followed. I wanted to draw it away from Sophia and Lily. She struggled on the ground, trying to escape the grasp of the pincer. Despite being separated from its owner, it still maintained a firm grip.

      I backed toward the entrance.

      The beast charged me, its four pairs of legs clattering against the stone. I exited the temple, and the creature chased after me, ramming into the towering columns. The opening was too narrow for it to fit through.

      Dust and debris fell from the entablature.

      The temple rumbled.

      I began to see how it had been turned into ruin. Eon after eon of adventurers trying to obtain the unattainable, fighting with this invincible demon, had ravaged the once pristine structure.

      Standing toe-to-toe with this creature was not the proper strategy.

      My eye caught sight of a fallen column that lay at a 45° angle, against another column on the front facade. I raced toward it and scaled the pillar. As I reached the top, I leapt up and grabbed the cornice of the pediment. My feet dangled 20 feet above the ground.

      I shuffled across to a broken section of the entablature and pulled myself onto the ledge. I climbed onto the roof and crept across the top of the temple, peering in through the damaged sections of the roof.

      The creature kept slamming into the columns. I began to realize that this beast was a prisoner within the temple. She was too large to leave.

      She finally gave up and moved back into the court. I waited until she was aligned directly below me, then I jumped through the hole in the roof. I plummeted down, landing on her back, plunging Asgoth through her armor plating, hopefully skewering her heart.
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      Asgoth did not fail me.

      He shivered with ecstasy from the taste of the scorpion’s blood. But it wasn’t enough to kill her.

      She bucked me from her back.

      I flew through the air, losing my grip on Asgoth—the demon sword still wedged into her back. The tip of his blade poked through her chest. Blood trickled down her torso.

      She shrieked again, and her face contorted with a mixture of rage and agony. She dropped her dagger and clawed at her back with both hands, trying to grasp the sword—but it was just out of reach.

      I tumbled to the ground, and before I could stagger to my feet, the beast was practically on top of me.

      In a blur, her stinger stabbed at me. I watched helplessly as the pointed tail hurled toward my chest. It was like it was happening to someone else and I was sitting back watching. There was nothing I could do. I couldn’t move fast enough to get out of the way.

      I was about to accept my fate when something blurred before my eyes.

      Lily had seen the events unfolding and flew across the room. She put herself between the stinger and my chest. The venomous spike impaled her chest and filled her full of deadly toxin.

      My face contorted, and I screamed. The last thing I wanted was for her to sacrifice herself for me. She was so pure and innocent.

      The beast snapped its tail and flung Lily across the court. She slammed into a column and fell to the stone. Her lifeless body lay mangled in an unnatural pose.

      The beast staggered and reared its stinger back, preparing to stab again. But before it could strike, Sophia broke free of the severed pincer and scooped up the dagger. She charged the scorpion’s underside and stabbed the hideous beast in the chest with her own blade—the only thing that could kill her.

      The giant scorpion screeched again, and its legs gave way. The massive  creature slammed against the stone, rumbling the entire structure. Dust and debris fell from the ceiling. The vicious demon howled a last scream before dying.

      I sprang to my feet and ran to Lily. My hands snatched the resurrection potion from my pouch, and I was ready to pour it into her mouth and bring her back.

      But that was never going to happen.

      Her body disintegrated before I reached it. It turned into a fine sparkling yellow powder.

      Fairy dust.

      My eyes welled with tears, and my heart sank like an anchor to the depths of the blackest sea. I clenched my fists and I screamed again. A hollow feeling filled my soul. I should have been the one to die, not her.

      Sophia staggered to me and knelt beside the pile of fairy dust. Sophia was tattered and bruised, and her eyes had the deep stare of someone who had been in battle for far too long.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She had red scrapes and blue bruises across her abdomen from the harsh grip of the pincer.

      “Is anybody really ever okay?” she said in monotone. “Especially in a place like this?”

      She had a point.

      She wrapped her arm around me. “Sorry about Lily. She was really sweet.”

      “She was, wasn’t she? You don’t meet many people with that pure of a heart.”

      “I know,” Sophia said. She paused for a long moment. “But your heart’s not too bad either.”

      I scoffed lightly.

      “I mean it,” she said. “I’ve never met anyone quite like you. Lily told me what you did.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The sacrifice you made for me. The potion you got from the witch.”

      “I knew I had to save you, no matter what the cost.”

      “Every day I live brings you closer to death.”

      “Then we better make every day count.” She smiled and kissed me on the cheek as tears streamed down her face.

      “We can’t leave Lily here,” I said. “She deserves a proper burial. Not an eternity in the underworld.”

      “Agreed. Plus, you can’t just leave fairy dust lying around. It’s way too precious to let go to waste.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I thought you were well-traveled and had been around the world?”

      My quizzical eyes surveyed her.

      “Fairy dust has magical properties.”

      “Like what?”

      Sophia whispered in my ear.

      “Really? I had no idea.”

      I glanced around the temple for something to contain the fine powder. Sifting through the tattered rags of the skeletons, I found a small leather pouch affixed to a belt that would do nicely. I dusted it off, and scooped Lily’s remains into it, then pulled the drawstring, sealing it tight.

      I strolled to the beast and gave a last look at the carcass of the Scorpion Queen. Her red blood had pooled around her. I hovered over the body and gazed at my reflection in the crimson slime. A strange thought ran through my mind. It was a crazy idea. But I thought it just might work.

      Sophia handed me the dagger, and I marveled at the blade for a moment. “Lily died for this.”

      We exchanged a somber glance.

      I climbed atop the scorpion’s carcass and pulled Asgoth from her back.

      “That sucks about Lily, bro,” he said. “I liked her.”

      “I did too.”

      “And all for that pathetic little dagger.”

      “Do I detect a note of jealousy?”

      “Pfft. Please. Why would I be jealous of that trinket?”

      I knew better. “Relax. You will always be my number one sword.”

      “Duh. Of course. Doesn’t need to be said. You will find no better blade.”

      “Indeed.”
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      I grabbed a bowl-shaped skull fragment and blew the cobwebs from it. Then I scooped up some of the scorpion Queen’s blood.

      A disgusted look twisted on Sophia’s face. “What do you plan on doing with that?”

      “You’ll see,” I said with a slight grin.

      We made our way out of the temple back to the shoreline. I had my doubts whether the casket would survive another run across the river, but we had no other choice.

      Sophia and I climbed back into the makeshift canoe, and I used the lid to paddle us back across.

      Cassandra waited for us on the shore with worried eyes. Her brow crinkled as she scanned for Lily. She broke down sobbing when I told her what had happened.

      She clutched me tight and wrapped her arm around me. Her chest heaved in jerking sobs for a while, and we all cried. I tried not to spill the skull filled with blood.

      Cassandra couldn’t help but notice. “What you plan on doing with that?”

      “It’s for you.”

      “How thoughtful,” she said, her face twisted with revulsion.

      “Drink it.”

      Her eyebrows lifted, and a look of terror washed across her face. “What?”

      “It’s the blood of a demigod with regenerative powers. Drink it.”

      “Why on earth would I want to do that?”

      Sophia finally realized what I had in mind. “You know, you’re smarter than you look.”

      I scowled at her playfully. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “The Scorpion Queen has… had… regenerative powers,” Sophia said. “If you drink that, you will too.”

      Cassandra arched a curious eyebrow. “Really?”

      “I think so,” I said.

      “So this is just a hunch?”

      I shrugged. “Pretty much.”

      “You want me to drink a bowl of a demonic creature’s blood on a hunch?”

      “It’s up to you,” I said, handing her the makeshift bowl.

      She gazed at it for a long moment, then sighed. “Here goes nothing.”

      Cassandra brought the skull to her lips and tipped it back. She made a sour face after she guzzled a few mouthfuls down. “My God, that’s disgusting!”

      She stood there for a moment, blood trickling down her chin, waiting for something to happen. After a moment, her face crinkled, and she tilted her head like a curious dog. Something was happening. Then her eyes brightened.

      “You feel anything?” I asked.

      She was silent for a long moment. “Indigestion?”

      We watched intently.

      “I don’t think it’s going to work,” Cassandra said.

      “Maybe you need to drink more?” Sophia said.

      “Not on your life!” Cassandra protested.

      Then she burped.

      “Excuse me,” she muttered, embarrassed.

      Then her arm sprouted back.

      We watched in astonishment as it took shape. Within a few moments, it had grown to its original size, fully restored.

      Cassandra made a fist and extended her fingers, wiggling them. She did this multiple times, surveying her hand from all angles.

      A delightful smile curled her lips.

      She ran to me, jumped into the air, and wrapped her arms and legs around me, holding me tight. “Thank you!”

      She sobbed tears of joy and didn’t let go. “I thought I’d never get to hug anyone again. Not like this.”

      I squeezed her tight. She felt good in my arms. There was no doubt about it.

      She kissed me on the cheek and offered condolences regarding Lily. But we didn’t have time to mourn. We had to press on.

      We had even more purpose than before. The stakes were suddenly higher. I refused to let Lily’s death be in vain. She was one more on the long list of people I intended to avenge.

      “Impressive,” Setia said, appearing out of nowhere.

      Her presence startled me.

      Cassandra released her tight grip on me.

      “You now have everything you need to enter Valinsmor and complete your quest. I may, or may not, be going to the gates. If you choose to follow, I won’t stop you.”

      She turned around and marched away. With a wave of her hand, a new passageway appeared, and she disappeared around the corner.

      I exchanged a glance with the others, and we followed in the devil’s footsteps.

      Setia sauntered down the corridor, her hips swaying from side to side. Her pointed tail waggled. My eyes were transfixed by her devious assets. Lewd and lascivious thoughts filled my mind.

      I wondered if she was implanting them in my brain?

      She led us into a small rotunda with a door at the opposite end. Demonic statues lined the walls. A fire pit in the center of the room flickered with amber flames.

      She handed me a small vial.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Something rare and powerful. My tears. You will need this to incapacitate Xerius. Pour one drop in his wine. That will be enough to make him pass out.”

      I took the vial and surveyed the clear liquid. “I didn’t know the devil cried.”

      “It only happens maybe once every millennia.”

      “These are a lot of tears.”

      “I’ve been here for a long time.”

      “I thought you weren’t going to help me?”

      “I won’t tell if you won’t,” she said in a deliciously naughty voice, then winked at me. “Valinsmor is beyond that door. Only someone in possession of the Ring of Ulnör can pass through this gate. Not even I can open it.”

      I stepped to the door. An image of Xerius was carved into the stone.

      The devil whispered into my ear. “You must put on the ring in order to open the gate.”

      I knew that if I put on the ring, I might never pull it from my finger.

      “Don’t worry,” Setia said. “I won’t let the ring consume you.”

      I exchanged a skeptical glance with the girls, then my eyes flicked back to the demoness.

      She made a pouty face. “What’s the matter? Don’t you trust me?”

      I chuckled.

      I pulled out the ring and stared at it for a moment.

      Setia’s hot breath tickled my ear. “Go ahead. Slip it on.”

      I hesitated for a long moment.

      “It’s the only way,” she whispered.
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      We had come this far and so much had been sacrificed. I didn’t have a choice but to put the ring on my finger.

      From the moment I slipped it on, I felt amazing. Invigorated. Powerful. Omnipotent. The amount of joy and satisfaction I gained from having the ring on my finger was orders of magnitude greater than the immense pleasure I derived from the Happy Leaf—and that was pretty damn good.

      I understood why no one ever took the ring off once they put it on.

      I grinned from ear-to-ear. It was an explosion of joy. My body felt light, and a warm fuzzy feeling washed over me. I was quickly lost in a fog of pleasure and almost forgot my purpose in life.

      I managed to snap to my senses, and I placed my hand against the door. The ring glowed, and the stone door rumbled and slid aside, revealing a dark passageway with a brilliant light at the end of it.

      I stood there like an idiot, gazing at the light, mesmerized.

      Suddenly, my euphoria faded, and reality came crashing back down. The light airy feeling was replaced by an unbearable heaviness. My heart filled with sadness and I felt like I was going to burst into tears. Hopelessness and despair filled me.

      Setia had pulled the ring from my finger. She smiled. “I told you I wouldn’t let you fall into the abyss.”

      “Give it back!” I demanded, like a junkie needing a fix.

      “Touchy,” she said.

      I glared at her, forgetting that she was one of the most powerful beings.

      “Easy there, cowboy,” she said. “I need you clearheaded.”

      She handed the ring to Cassandra. “I think it best if the elf becomes the ring bearer for a while. You’ve had too much of a taste.”

      “Nonsense,” I grumbled. “I only had it on for a few seconds.”

      “Try 30 minutes,” Setia said.

      I was shocked when she said that.

      Still, I wasn’t in my right mind. I tried to take the ring back from Cassandra, but Setia grabbed my hand. She scolded me. “Don’t make me have to punish you.”

      I scowled at her.

      A lewd grin curled on her lips. “Though I think you might like that.”

      “I hate to admit it,” Cassandra said. “But she’s right. You need to stay as far away from this ring as possible.”

      “Like you can be trusted with it,” I said.

      Her eyes narrowed at me. “I can’t be corrupted.”

      “She is the most pure among you,” Setia agreed.

      “Hey, wait a minute,” Sophia grumbled, feigning offence.

      “Please, sister. Your name is on the guest list here,” Setia said.

      The cat-girl huffed. “Yeah, well, you’re not going to see me for another eight lives.”

      “You’ve got a lot less than eight left, honey,” Setia said, dryly.

      Sophia’s eyes blazed at her.

      Setia seemed amused by irritating Sophia. She delighted in sowing the seeds of anarchy. “Once you reach Valinsmor, find Xerius. Place the ring on his finger. He will lose himself in the ring’s delights, and will no longer be able to interfere in the ways of man. Then you will be able to kidnap his daughter.”

      With Xerius incapacitated, Setia would likely become the most powerful of the immortals. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

      We moved into the passageway, marching toward the ethereal light. The stone door sealed behind us. My stomach fluttered with nerves for some reason. I had more trepidation about entering Valinsmor than I did the underworld.

      Xerius could be a vengeful god when crossed.

      We emerged from the passageway into a lush green valley at the base of the Everlong Mountains. Blue skies, rolling hills, thick forests, and clear lakes lay before us.

      It was paradise.

      I glanced back at the passageway to the underworld—it had vanished. All that remained was the rocky slope of the mountains.

      Only the gods could travel back and forth between Valinsmor and the domain of man. Many had tried to scale the jagged peaks of the Everlong Mountains, but none had succeeded. Some odd twist of fate always befell those who attempted. A broken leg. An avalanche. Death from a high fall.

      I wasn’t exactly sure how we were going to escape Valinsmor when, and if, we accomplished our task.

      Best not to worry about that now, I thought. We’d surely die long before then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            64

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kron

      

      

      

      We were dirty and grimy, covered in soot, ash, and blood. We looked like we’d just stepped from the underworld.

      The lake ahead glimmered in the sunlight. It seemed like a perfect opportunity to wash the grime from our skin. We weren’t going to blend in otherwise.

      We crossed the grassy knoll and followed the slope down to the shoreline. I peeled off my clothes and left them on the shore.

      The girls did the same.

      Even dirty and tired, they looked amazing. My eyes traced the curve of their bodies. Cassandra sauntered into the lake, taunting me. She flashed a coy glance over her shoulder to make sure I was watching.

      I knew she was toying with me. The amber sun highlighted the sublime curves of her backside.

      I followed the girls into the water. The lake was warm and felt like bath water. I plunged under the surface and soaked my hair. Washing the dirt and grime from my body made me feel like a new man.

      We frolicked in the water for a bit, splashing and swimming, forgetting our troubles. It was a brief and needed respite from the arduous adventure.

      “Mind if I join you,” a woman said, standing on the shoreline.

      She had already started undressing, assuming the answer was going to be yes. She was absolutely gorgeous. Of course I was going to say yes!

      She had long straight blonde hair, blue eyes, and an hourglass figure. Her beautiful breasts bounced as she trotted into the water. The sun back-lit her hair, creating a halo around her. She looked like a goddess. For all I knew, she could have been one.

      She swam across to us and introduced herself. Her bubbly personality was infectious. In a way, she reminded me of Lily. Sweet and innocent. “Hi, I’m Joy.”

      “Indeed you are.”

      I introduced myself and the girls.

      “I’ve never seen you around here before. Are you new?”

      “You could say that,” I said.

      “Welcome to Valinsmor,” she said with a smile. “I hope your transition was a pleasant one?”

      I hesitated a moment. “It was… a challenge.”

      She must have assumed we died and were rewarded with life everlasting in Valinsmor. There was no other way in for mortals—apart from the way we came. And we were certainly the first to successfully navigate the perils of the underworld.

      “Are you a goddess?” I asked.

      Cassandra and Sophia rolled their eyes. They could tell I was flirting with the girl and had said that just to flatter her.

      Joy giggled. “No. I was mortal. Now I’m just blessed to live a life in service to the gods.”

      “In service?”

      “Yes,” she said, dumbfounded by my ignorance. “We must serve the gods in order to stay in Valinsmor. And it is my great honor and pleasure to do so.”

      I frowned. It didn’t seem much of an honor to me. It sounded more like forced labor.

      “Do you know where we can find Xerius?”

      Joy chuckled. “Yes, silly. In the golden castle upon the hill. If you’d like, you could come with me tonight and serve him wine during the nightly feast.”

      I exchanged a glance with the others, then regarded Joy. I smiled. “We’d love to!”

      She smiled back at me. “You’ll have so much fun.”

      “I’m sure we will,” I said.

      It sounded like anything but fun, but I was thankful for a way into the palace.

      Joy swam close, wrapped her arms around my neck, and pressed her gorgeous breasts against my chest. Her soft lips kissed mine, and my root stiffened, gouging her pelvis.

      It took me off guard.

      “What are you doing?” I asked when she came up for air.

      She pulled away, and her face crinkled with embarrassment. “Oh, I’m sorry. Do I not please you?”

      “No, that’s not it at all. I mean, yes, you are very… pleasing.” I could feel the jealous eyes of Cassandra and Sophia. “I just wasn’t expecting that.”

      Joy smiled. “I forgot. You’re new.  You’re in Valinsmor now. Valinsmor is love. I want to share my love with you.”

      Who was I to argue?

      Joy turned her gaze to the girls. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      They stammered, not sure how to respond. Cassandra and I weren’t technically together. After all, she had broken up with me. Sophia didn’t mind sharing me before, but we had just met Joy, and I don’t think Sophia had time to make up her mind about her.

      Sophia finally answered tentatively, “No. Go ahead.”

      “You can join in, if you’d like?” Joy said, innocently.
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      Valinsmor had a special quality about it. There was no denying that. Everything was perfect. It was all the best parts of the world, and none of the crap. It was the way you wished life could be.

      Joy led me from the lake. The girls opted to stay behind and continued frolicking in the water. I don’t think they were particularly keen on witnessing my little tryst with this heavenly nymph.

      Joy took my hand and pulled me into a secluded area ensconced by trees and flowers. The minute we left the water behind our bodies were almost instantly dry. I never felt cold waiting for the water to evaporate.

      Everything was perfect.

      And so was Joy’s body.

      She pulled me to the ground on a plush bed of grass. There were no bugs or creepy crawly things in Valinsmor. No wasps, bees, spiders, or snakes. It didn’t need a natural ecosystem. From what I understood, all life in the heavenly land sprang from the gods. If the gods died, the land would perish.

      I caressed Joy’s body as our lips embraced. Her ample breasts had the perfect amount of hang in them, and my hands explored them thoroughly.

      Our tongues danced, and our passion grew. My fingers moved across her flat stomach, plunging between her thighs. I found her slick center and stoked her desire. She bucked and writhed with pleasure, and soon my handiwork brought her to the edge of orgasm, then pushed her over.

      Her sweaty body tensed and convulsed. A scream of ecstasy escaped her lungs. I kept teasing her, sending pleasurable pulses through her body until she finally grabbed my hand and moved it away, too tender to go on.

      She needed a break.

      It was her turn to pleasure me.

      She gazed lovingly at me with her big blue eyes. “If you can make me feel that way with just your fingers, I can’t wait until you put something else inside me.”

      She kissed me again with passion, and our mouths melted into one another. Our tongues collided, and her hand found my root, returning the favor.

      Her mouth found my neck, and her tongue traced down my chest, plunging down my abs. She didn’t waste anytime wrapping her full lips around me.

      I was definitely in heaven.

      Her head bobbed up and down, and before long, her oral talent made me explode. That’s when she knew something was different about me.

      Her eyes widened.

      She swallowed and sat up. “You’re mortal, aren’t you?”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “There is no need for reproduction in Valinsmor. Yet you have ample… seed?”

      I stammered. “Perhaps it’s just the last remnants of my earthly body.”

      Her doubtful eyes surveyed me. “I don’t think so.” She glanced around to see if anyone else was nearby. Then she whispered, “Mortals are not allowed in Valinsmor.”

      “I’m not mortal.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You’re lying!”

      “No, I’m not.”

      Anger and fear twisted her face. “You’re not supposed to be here. I must tell someone.”

      She stood up and marched away.

      I sprang to my feet and chased after her, grabbing her by the arm. “Please! Don’t tell anyone we are here.” I paused. “You’re right. We are all mortal.”

      Her brow crinkled, and a look of fear mixed with confusion played on her face. “How did you get here?” She paused, deep in thought. “There is no way to get here except through death or the…” her eyes rounded, “the underworld!”

      She tried to jerk her arm free of my grasp.

      I held on tight and pulled her back. “Joy, wait! Just listen to me.”

      I didn’t know what I was going to say. That we were there to incapacitate Xerius and kidnap his daughter, Jayna? That would not have gone over well. The last thing I needed was Joy telling the gods of our plan. We’d be smote by Xerius and banished back to the underworld, and my kingdom would suffer under the tyranny of Evron.

      I didn’t want to lie to her, but…

      “I can explain everything.” I hesitated for a moment, trying to come up with something.

      She jerked her arm free and backed away. “You are evil. Every word that comes from your tongue is a lie. You are here to destroy paradise.”

      Before I could protest, she spun around and ran.

      This wasn’t working out as planned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            66

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kron

      

      

      

      I reached into my pouch and grabbed a pinch of the fairy dust, then chased after her. I ran in front of her and blocked her path. “Wait! Just hear me out.”

      She paused for a moment.

      Long enough for me to blow the fairy dust into her face.

      The sparkling powder looked like glitter. It hung in the air and clouded around her. A dazed look washed over her face, and a thin smile tugged at her lips.

      “You’re going to sneak us into the palace. And you’re not going to tell anyone who we are, or why we are here.”

      She hesitated for a second. “Okay.”

      I was a little surprised. Everything Sophia said about fairy dust was true. It really did have the power to compel.

      “Is everything okay?” Cassandra asked, coming to see what the commotion was about. “We heard arguing.”

      Sophia joined her.

      “I’ve got everything under control,” I said.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Sophia asked.

      I explained the situation to them.

      “I think you’re losing your touch,” Sophia teased. “The old you wouldn’t have had to resort to fairy dust to control a woman.”

      I scowled at her playfully.

      “Nobody controls me,” Joy said. “I do whatever I want.”

      “Sure, sweetie,” Sophia said, her voice thick with condescension.

      “Joy is going to get us into the castle, but I don’t think our weapons are going to go over well.”

      “We’ll leave them behind,” Cassandra suggested.

      “Oh, no!” Sophia protested. “We went through too much to leave that dagger unguarded.”

      “We can’t take it with us,” Cassandra said.

      ”Relax, I will guard the dagger,“ Asgoth said.

      “And just how do you propose on doing that?” Sophia asked.

      “If anyone picks me up, I will persuade them to defend the dagger.”

      Sophia arched an incredulous eyebrow.

      “Trust me,” Cassandra said. “He’s more than capable.”

      “I guess we could bury the weapons under these trees,” I suggested.

      I wasn’t too keen on the thought of leaving our weapons behind, but we didn’t have a better option. We scooped out enough dirt to hide our swords and the loot we had taken from the underworld. We covered it with dirt and leaves and marched across the lush valley toward the glimmering castle on the hill.

      The castle guards were little more than decorative figures. There weren’t too many threats to Xerius in Valinsmor.

      I had to admit I was a little concerned about Joy.

      I didn’t know how long the compulsion would last, or if she had been faking it entirely. She could have been putting on a ruse just to get us before the gods where she could safely rat us out. I held my breath and crossed my fingers.

      “These are my new friends,” Joy said in her bubbly voice. “They’re here in service to Xerius.”

      My body relaxed, and I exhaled.

      The guards let us past without any inspection.

      We entered the main hall, and I was blown away by the castle’s opulence. The main hall had tall columns and vaulted ceilings. It was built with expert craftsmanship, and meticulous attention to detail. There were statues, carvings, etchings. Everything was accented with gold.

      To be honest, it was a little gaudy and over-the-top. But Xerius wasn’t known for restraint. After all, who was going to say no to him? Who was going to tell him his taste sucked?

      Nobody.

      He was far too powerful to suffer advice from lesser beings.

      Members of Xerius’s court scurried about. All manner of servants, entertainers, cooks, custodians, warriors, and concubines.

      I was beginning to get the impression that Xerius wasn’t any different from any other feudal lord who bossed around his serfs.

      I had never been a fan of the gods and often thought their judgment unfair. They set the terms that we all had to live by, controlled the rules of the physical world, and seemed preoccupied with their own drama.

      Rarely did they intervene in the affairs of man for the better.

      The world was filled with death and destruction, famine and war, disease and pestilence. Yet the gods lived decadent lives, seemingly oblivious to the suffering of mankind.

      The more of this decadence I saw, the less guilty I felt about our plot to kidnap Jayna.

      Joy led us through the sprawling castle to the kitchen. It was teeming with activity. The head chef barked commands, ordering servants about like a tyrant.

      I clenched my jaw, glaring at the rotund man.

      His gaze met mine, and he flew into a rage. “Why are you just standing there? Get busy!”

      I had to stifle my urge to beat the daylights out of him. “What do you want us to do?”

      He pointed at Cassandra. “You. You’re on flower detail.” His gaze turned to Sophia. “You, wine service.” His eyes flicked back to me. “You, come with me!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            67

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kron

      

      

      

      “Serve this platter of beef,” the chef said to me.

      The large silver tray was filled with various cuts of fine meat—steak, poultry, lamb. The tray was heavy and carrying it around for more than a few minutes as the gods picked from it was not my idea of fun.

      The whole thing was beyond ridiculous. With a wave of his hand, Xerius could have created an enormous spread of food. He didn’t need a team of chefs and servants to feed him.

      I doubted if he needed sustenance at all.

      It was strictly to indulge his senses and satiate his need for control and adoration.

      “You,” the chef said, pointing to Sophia. “Take this wine and serve the gods.”

      He placed a carafe of red wine and some glasses before Sophia and Joy on the center island. Then he pointed to Cassandra and commanded her to follow him out of the room, into the floral department. She was to spread rose petals about Xerius and the other gods.

      Sophia and I exchanged a glance.

      “Joy,” I said, distracting her.

      Her blue eyes flicked to mine.

      Sophia slipped the vial of Setia’s tears from her pocket and removed the lid. She poured the entire contents into the carafe.

      I cringed. All she needed to do was put a single drop.

      “Is something wrong?” Joy asked.

      “No. Not at all. I just wanted to look at your pretty face.”

      Joy smiled. “Why don’t you have some wine?”

      “No, thanks.”

      Joy grabbed the carafe and poured a glass. “Are you sure? Nobody’s going to mind. I do it all the time.”

      She took a sip, and a moment later the sleeping potion took effect. It acted on Joy considerably faster than it would on a god. And she had taken enough to put an elephant to sleep.

      The carafe slipped from her hand, shattering on the floor. Shards of glass scattered across the tile.

      Her legs gave out from underneath her, and she staggered to the island. Her glass tumbled from her hand, spilling across the island before she fell to the ground.

      The breaking glass echoed throughout the kitchen and was met with wide-eyed stares from the staff.

      Fear bathed their faces.

      They froze in their tracks for a moment, then scampered about their business, trying to get as far away from the scene of the accident as possible. Nobody wanted to be around when the head chef returned.

      Even worse, there was no potion left.

      I cringed.

      We had come all this way, and our plan looked to be in shambles.

      Sophia grabbed the empty glass of wine that Joy had knocked over on the island. It didn’t shatter. She scooped some wine from the island into the glass while I looked for another carafe.

      I found one and filled the glass and wiped the dripping edges with a rag.  There should have been more than enough of the devil’s tears to be effective. “Go. Take it directly to Xerius now!”

      Sophia scurried out of the room just as the chef returned. A scowl twisted on his face as he saw the spilled wine and broken glass. “What happened?”

      “She slipped and fell,” I said. “She hit her head.”

      “Somebody clean this up!” he shouted. “What is wrong with you people? Can’t you do anything right?” His anger turned to me. “Get out there and serve that tray!”

      I hefted the tray over my shoulder and carried it out of the kitchen as a slew of other servants scurried to mop the floor and clean the glass.

      I made my way into the Great Hall where Xerius reclined atop a riser as scantily clad babes fed him grapes. He groped them every opportunity he could find.

      Epheria, his wife, seemed to ignore his lecherous ways, though his actions would draw the occasional glare or eye-roll from the goddess. She tolerated his actions, up to a point.

      The chamber was filled with various other deities and several demigods. I weaved my way through the crowd, offering the appetizers.

      I glanced across the hall to see Sophia serving the glass of wine to Xerius. He was more preoccupied with her shapely form. I hadn’t seen any other cat-girls in the palace. Sophia was something of a rarity.

      Xerius took the glass of wine and ogled Sophia, running his hand up the outside of her thigh. “Well, look at you? Aren’t you intriguing?”

      A fake giggle erupted from Sophia’s lips, and she pretended to blush.

      “Let me ask you my darling, have you ever been with a god before?”

      “I’m afraid I haven’t had the pleasure.”

      “Maybe we can rectify that?”

      “Perhaps we can?” Sophia replied in a coquettish tone.
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      Xerius took Sophia’s hand as he stood up. “Come with me, my darling?”

      “Careful, you might get fleas,” Epheria muttered.

      Xerius ignored her as he pulled Sophia across the chamber.

      I clenched my jaw. The thought of another man putting his hands on Sophia enraged me. Even if the other man was the most powerful deity in existence.

      I knew this was all part of the plan to seduce him and slip the ring on his finger, but it made me nauseous. I prayed to the universe that it wouldn’t go too far.

      Jayna, Xerius’s daughter, strolled through the chamber. She looked less than impressed with the little soirée.

      “Why don’t you join the festivities?” Xerius asked before he disappeared up the staircase with Sophia.

      “Thanks, I’ll pass,” Jayna said. Her voice was thick with condescension. “Don’t you all have anything better to do than laze around all day getting drunk?”

      “What else is the life of a god for?” Dysiphious said.

      He was a handsome deity with a rippling chest, tanned skin, and dark hair. His square jaw and mesmerizing eyes had wooed many a deity and mortal alike.

      Jayna seemed unaffected by his charm. She rolled her eyes and proceeded across the chamber to a staircase opposite from the one where Xerius was standing.

      She was absolutely stunning.

      Her hair was golden and sparkled in the shafts of sunlight that spilled into the chamber. Her tanned skin was almost luminescent, like that of all deities. She wore a sheer white dress that revealed her sumptuous form. Her perky nipples poked through the fabric, commanding the attention of every male in the hall.

      I served a few more gods, then tried to inconspicuously follow Jayna up the staircase. I glanced across the chamber as I climbed the steps—Sophia disappeared up the opposite stairwell.

      I followed Jayna to her chamber, keeping my distance. I waited a moment, then knocked on her door. She pulled it open and glared at me. “What do you want?”

      “I thought I’d see if you wanted anything from the tray?”

      She scowled at me. “If I had wanted something from the tray, I would have taken it. Now leave me be.”

      “Certainly,” I said. “Are you sure there’s nothing else I can do for you?”

      My pulse pounded, and nerves fluttered in my stomach. Her beauty was mesmerizing. And her skin emitted a flowery fresh scent. Her velvety voice was hypnotic. But she was being a royal bitch.

      “You can leave me alone before I get angry and have you banished to the underworld.”

      I almost laughed.

      I guess the smirk on my face enraged her. “You find that amusing?”

      “I do, actually.”

      She clenched her jaw, and fury filled her eyes. Before she had a chance to smite me, or turn me into a toad, I blew a handful of fairy dust into her face.

      She coughed, and her face twisted with confusion. Then rage filled her eyes. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      It didn’t work!

      I staggered back with wide eyes, not knowing what to expect.

      She was pissed.

      It took her a moment to realize what I had done. “Do you really think you can compel me with fairy dust?”

      I shrugged innocently.

      “Fool! Do you think me that weak minded?”

      “No,” I stammered, backing up as she marched forward.

      “And what exactly were you going to compel me to do?”

      I swallowed hard, then fumbled for something to say. I played to her vanity. “You are by far the most beautiful creature that has ever graced this earth. I thought, perhaps—”

      She arched an amused eyebrow. “More beautiful than my step-monster, Epheria?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Careful, that kind of blasphemy will get you an eternity of misery in the underworld if she hears you.”

      “I am not afraid of the underworld.”

      Jayna scoffed. “You should be. You’ve clearly never been.”

      I resisted the urge to tell her otherwise.

      She inched closer to me. “Put the tray down. Let me have a look at you.”

      I did as she asked, setting the tray on the floor. I figured it was best to appease her. She surveyed my form as I stood before her. Her eyes traced the ripples and undulations of my chest and abs, her gaze falling lower.

      She reached her hand out and grabbed my junk. “Perhaps there is something you can do for me after all? My father hates it when I fuck the help.”
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      Xerius staggered and slurred his words by the time we reached his chamber, but he was still on his feet. I wondered how long he could resist the potion.

      He slugged another gulp of the wine down, finishing it. Then he pulled me close, pressing his godly body against mine. One hand found my breast, the other my ass. Then he leaned in for a kiss.

      I leaned away, having no desire for him.

      I couldn’t quite explain it. He was a handsome man... god… whatever. Square jaw, piercing blue eyes, flowing white hair. But any other man’s hands on my body besides Kron’s was revolting.

      I slipped free of his grasp before he could plant a kiss on my lips. I teased, coyly, “Not so fast. You need to work for it.”

      I flashed a devious smile.

      He seemed amused by my spunkiness.

      “Most women throw themselves at me. They would kill to have the love of a god.”

      His touch didn’t inspire me like Kron’s did. It lacked the tenderness and care. Xerius wanted one thing, and once he got it, he would discard me. Not that I even considered the idea. Still, the pursuit by the most supreme of deities was a bit of an ego boost.

      “I’m not most women.”

      “I can see that. And I’d like to see more.” A lecherous grin curled on his face.

      “It must get boring being so powerful? Always in control. Nothing to challenge you.”

      A hint of recognition flashed in his eyes. “You are interesting,” he said with a grin.

      “I am,” I said with a confident smile. “I may let you find out just how interesting. But I’m going to be in control. You have to do what I say, when I say it.”

      “I could make you bend to my will” he said, trying to re-assert his power.

      “That’s why it will be all the more pleasurable if you submit to me.”

      He pondered this.

      I crawled onto his bed, arching my ass into the air, lifting my tail high. I gave a naughty glance over my shoulder.

      Xerius’s desire grew.

      I rolled onto my back, spread my legs and hiked up my skirt. My hand plunged between my thighs, and I pulled my panties aside. My fingers worked my center while Xerius watched.

      He stood there for a moment, then couldn’t resist any longer. He took a step toward the bed

      “No!” I commanded. “Not until I say.”

      He froze in his tracks, and his body tensed.

      A thin smile tugged at my lips as I controlled the most powerful deity in the known universe.

      Never underestimate the power of the pussy.

      He stood there tenting his tunic. His eyes drooped, the drug taking effect. I just needed to stall a little while longer. But he was starting to suspect something.

      He blinked his eyes several times, staring at me intently. I assumed his vision was blurring. He muttered to himself, “What’s happening?”

      Rage twisted on his face, and his accusative eyes stared at me. “What have you given me?”

      I shrugged. “Nothing.”

      His eyes flicked to the glass of wine, then back to me. “You think you can poison a god?”

      He charged forward, climbing onto the bed. “You will feel my wrath!”

      My body tensed with fear. My heart felt like it was going to jump out of my chest.

      Xerius had a look on his face like he was going to tear me from limb to limb.

      I tried to scamper from the bed, but he crashed on top of me. Fortunately, the sleeping potion had taken effect. I crawled from underneath his heavy body and placed the Ring of Ulnör on his finger.

      When the effects of Setia’s tears wore off, the power of the ring would keep him in a euphoric haze. He would never leave the bed. He would never take the ring off of his own volition.

      I slipped out of the room and made my way back down to the Great Hall, looking for Kron.

      Epheria’s eyes found me the minute I descended the staircase. Her scornful gaze consumed me, and my stomach twisted in knots. I knew what this goddess was capable of. Who knows how many of Xerius’s former lovers she banished or imprisoned for all eternity.

      I averted my gaze and strolled toward the kitchen, trying not to draw attention to myself. But Epheria blocked my path.  One second she was on the other side of the hall, the next she was standing in front of me. She moved with inhuman speed. She was a goddess after all.

      “Did you have fun with my husband?” she said it in a disarmingly casual way. But there was an undertone of pure rage. I was sure I was moments away from meeting my doom at the hands of a vengeful goddess.
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      Hot goddess with daddy issues?

      Check.

      Who was I to argue with a girl who wanted to rebel against her parents? It usually made for some angsty sex.

      I imagined that goddess sex would be pretty good. The danger only added to the thrill.

      Like everyone else in Valinsmor, Jayna had to bend to the will of Xerius. It was easy to see she had grown bored. And tired of Xerius’s constant control.

      She pulled me into her chamber, her eyes not so much filled with lust, but satisfaction.

      Satisfaction that she would have another tryst to throw in her father’s face.

      I didn’t want to be anywhere around when he found out. Jayna probably wouldn’t mind if we got caught in mid-act. It would prove her point that, ultimately, he couldn’t control her.

      And it wasn’t like Xerius would punish her. I would suffer the brunt of his full fury.

      With any luck, Sophia had incapacitated the powerful deity.

      The minute we entered her chamber, she was all over me like a cheap loin cloth. Her lips crashed into mine, and she devoured me. Our tongues danced and our hands traced each other’s bodies.

      I grabbed a handful of her pert booty. It was round and firm, yet soft. The sheer fabric of her dress felt like nothing at all. I slipped my finger between her cheeks and gently caressed her core until the fabric was wet.

      She slipped the dress from her shoulders and let it fall to the floor, pooling around her ankles.

      My eyes soaked in her sumptuous form.

      She was flawless.

      Her eyes filled with naughty desire. She licked her wet lips, then dropped to her knees. Before I knew it, my garments were around my ankles, and Jayna was showing me just how gifted she was.

      Her tongue felt amazing.

      It slithered and swirled and did magical things. At this rate it wouldn’t take her long to figure out I was mortal.

      It was all I could do not to pop right then and there.

      This girl was talented.

      I did feel a twinge of guilt. I was there, after all, to abscond with her and deliver her to an evil sorceress. I had no idea what Phaedra wanted with her, but it couldn’t be good.

      We also didn’t have time for these shenanigans. The longer we stayed in Xerius’s palace, the greater the odds of getting caught.

      I wasn’t exactly thinking with my right mind.

      Sensing that I was nearing the edge, Jayna withdrew her lips from me. The cessation of pleasure was a stark contrast. She looked up at me with big eyes and took my hand. She stood up and pulled me to the bed.

      We tumbled to the sheets. They must have been the softest I ever felt. Our bodies intertwined, and before long I was giving her exactly what she wanted.

      She screamed and moaned with pleasure.

      I cupped my hand over her mouth and whispered in her ear. “Someone will hear.”

      “Who cares?” she said.

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “You’re not really afraid of my father, are you?” she said, knowing that anyone in their right mind would be afraid of Xerius.

      I often wasn’t in my right mind. “No. Why would I be afraid of him?” I replied, my voice thick with sarcasm.

      She chuckled. “Shut up and fuck me.”

      She kissed me again as our bodies collided.

      It was hard to make rational decisions around this girl. Everything about her was seductive—her smooth skin, her toned body, her delicate curves, her wet lips, the fruity smell of her hair, her breathy moans, her unbelievably tight…

      We rolled around, exploring each other, trying on positions to see which ones fit best.

      They all did.

      It was like shopping for clothes with an unlimited budget—we bought the whole store. I pulled her hair and smacked her ass and she called me daddy.

      She was naughty and dirty and a lot of fun.

      She nibbled at my ear and her tongue teased me, sending pleasurable shivers down my spine. Her hot breathy voice whispered, “I want you to come inside me.”

      Yup. That was about all it took. I was already most of the way there, and her silky words of encouragement took me over the edge.

      My mortal essence pulsed inside of her. And now the cat was out of the bag, so to speak. She would instantly know that I was mortal and probably freak out. Because of my inability to keep it in my pants, the whole quest would be compromised.

      But she didn’t react in the way that I expected.

      She wasn’t surprised at all, and the fact that she asked for it meant she knew all along. She smiled. “Daddy is going to be so mad when he finds out I’m pregnant with a mortal’s child.”

      Her diabolical giggle was disconcerting.

      “How long have you known?”

      “Since the moment I put you in my mouth. I could taste your essence.”

      She kissed me again.

      This definitely complicated things. “How do you know you’re going to get pregnant? I mean—”

      “I’m a demigod. I know.” She flashed another gleeful smile.

      “That means you’re half god, half human?”

      “You catch on quick.”

      “So, Xerius is your father… but who’s your mother?”

      “A mortal woman from Denaba. Xerius took me from her when I was an infant and brought me here. I’ve never been outside of Valinsmor. I’m trapped here like a prisoner. I dream of escaping and finding my birth mother.” She paused for a moment. “You could help. And I would reward you handsomely,” she said with a sly tone.

      “Um, yeah, I can help you escape,” I stammered.

      She seemed pleased at first, then a quizzical look played on her face. “What were you doing here, anyway?” She paused. “And how did you get here?”

      I hesitated. “It’s a long story. We should get going.”

      Her face twisted. “Now?”

      “Yes. Now. Time is of the essence.” I rolled out of bed, put on my clothes and  grabbed Jayna’s hand, tugging her toward the door.

      She pulled back. “This is all happening a little fast. What’s the rush?”

      “This was your idea.”

      “I like to get dressed first,” she said snidely.

      She slipped on her gown. The moment the fabric was over her shoulders, I grabbed her hand and pulled her along. She wasn’t used to being manhandled like this. “Is there a reason you’re in such a hurry? My father’s not going to find out I’m pregnant for quite some time, if that’s what you're worried about?”

      I yanked her into the hallway.

      “I’d like to pack first.”

      “No time. Besides, you’re a goddess. Can’t you manifest anything you need?”

      “Not really. I’m just a demigod.”

      Footsteps clattered through the passageway. I glanced to see Cassandra  rounding the corner, sprinting toward us. Her face was creased with worry. “I’ve been looking all over for you!”

      “What is it?”

      “We’ve got a problem,” Cassandra said.
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      Sophia’s feet dangled above the ground as Epheria choked her. With one arm outstretched, her fingers clenched tight around Sophia’s neck.

      Sophia could barely breathe.

      Her face was red, and the veins bulged. She wheezed, trying to suck in gasps of air.

      The other gods watched with amusement. It was the evening’s entertainment.

      Jayna’s face crinkled. “Let her go!”

      We had made our way downstairs. I was hoping to slip out of the palace unnoticed, but that dream evaporated.

      Epheria scowled at her step-daughter. “Xerius can have his little conquests. But someone must pay the price.”

      “I didn’t do anything,” Sophia choked. “He passed out, drunk. Go see for yourself.”

      “It takes a lot for Xerius to get drunk, my dear.”

      Epheria reveled in her wrath. She may not have been able to scold Xerius, but she could take it out on his concubines.

      “Epheria, please! This pettiness is beneath you,” Jayna said.

      Epheria’s jaw tensed with anger. A scream escaped her lips as she hurled Sophia across the chamber. She slammed into a pillar and crashed to the ground.

      The powerful goddess turned her gaze to her stepdaughter. She scowled at her and stormed toward us. Epheria was about to scold the rebellious youth when she focused her gaze on me. A peculiar look washed over her face.

      Did she recognize me as mortal somehow?

      I didn’t want to stick around to find out.

      “You!” Epheria shouted. “Who are you?”

      I grabbed Jayna’s hand and ran out of the chamber.

      Cassandra followed.

      Sophia used the distraction to escape. She staggered to her feet and slipped into the kitchen while Epheria focused on us.

      We scurried down the corridor, twisting through the maze of chambers and passageways. Wind raced through my hair, and my footsteps echoed off the walls. Members of the court gawked at us as we streaked by. I didn’t look back to see if anyone was chasing after us. I almost didn’t want to know. A goddess could easily strike me down with a bolt of energy.

      But it was probably beneath a god to chase after a mortal. There was nowhere to escape if a god or goddess wanted to find you. They could easily turn fate against you. Bad luck and trouble could follow you to the ends of the earth if you found yourself on the wrong side of a vengeful deity.

      Epheria was the most vengeful of them all.

      Perhaps even more so than Xerius.

      Jayna took the lead. “Follow me.”

      We turned a corner, and she pushed on a stone in the wall. A secret door opened, and we slipped inside. The stone sealed behind us. With a wave of Jayna’s hand, torch-light lit the dark passageway.

      “What about Sophia?” Cassandra asked. “We can’t leave her behind.”

      “Stay here, I’ll go find her,” Jayna said. She crept out of the passageway.

      Cassandra huffed, clearly confused and perhaps a tad jealous. “Do you want to explain to me what’s going on? We came here to kidnap her, now she’s helping us escape?”

      “For obvious reasons, she’s not a big fan of her stepmother.”

      “And she’s totally okay with us kidnapping her and taking her to an evil witch?” Cassandra said, her voice thick with sarcasm.

      “I haven’t really told her about that part yet.”

      Cassandra rolled her eyes.

      We waited for several minutes, growing more and more anxious.

      “What if she doesn’t come back?” Cassandra asked.

      “Plan B.”

      “What’s Plan B?”

      “I don’t know. But I’m sure we’ll think of something.”

      “You rush into everything without any idea of what you’re getting into.”

      “It’s worked out so far,” I said with a smile.

      Just about the time I was getting worried, Jayna returned to the passageway with Sophia. “Come on! Let’s go.”

      She led us down the dim passageway.

      “Where does this lead?” I asked.

      “It runs throughout the castle and connects various chambers,” Jayna said. “My father primarily uses it to shuffle his concubines back and forth without Epheria knowing.”

      “Where are you taking us?”

      “To the stables. It’s the only way to escape Valinsmor.”

      We followed her through the dark passageway. It reminded me of the underworld, only it didn’t smell as bad.

      The stables were filled with magnificent creatures. Majestic winged horses that could transport us over the Everlong Mountains.

      A plump stablehand attended to the magical creatures, taking notice of us as we emerged from the secret passageway. He looked surprised, probably never having known the passageway existed. “Is there something I can help you with?”

      “Saddle up four horses,” Jayna said. “I feel like riding.”

      The stable hand hesitated, uncertain. “But—”

      “No buts! Do it,” Jayna commanded.

      “Xerius has given me specific instructions that you are not to ride these horses. “

      “I don’t care what his instructions are.”

      The nervous stable hand tried to smooth over the situation. “He’s concerned that you may travel outside of Valinsmor. It is very dangerous out there. He’s just looking after your best interest.”

      “I’m old enough to look out for myself,” Jayna said defiantly.

      “If I defy Xerius, I will suffer the consequences.”

      “Do you think it will be any different if you defy me?” Jayna’s eyes blazed at him. “I may only be a demigod, but I am still powerful.”
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      The stablehand trembled as Jayna glared at him. Fearful of her wrath, he decided to comply and readied four horses.

      I mounted a black stallion and strode out of the stables. I had no idea how to make this horse fly, but I followed Jayna’s lead. I spurred the horse on, and within a few gallops we were climbing into the night sky.

      The horse flapped its massive wings, and soon we left the towering citadel behind. The wind rushed through my hair and my heart pounded. The sensation was incredible. This was the highest I had ever been in my life. And believe me, I held on tight.

      I glanced over my shoulder, looking back at the castle, trying to see if anyone was going to come after us. Once Epheria found Xerius and removed the ring from his hand, we’d surely suffer his wrath. He would scour the ends of the earth looking for us.

      It was hard to say how long it would take for Epheria to discover him. I got the distinct impression that they spent much of their time separated, and according to Jayna, they had separate chambers.

      But before we could leave Valinsmor behind, we needed to grab our weapons and the Dagger of Onyx.

      I pointed to the ground below and told Jayna we needed to make one last stop. She followed as I descended, landing near the small grove of trees where we had buried our gear.

      We dug up the cache, and thankfully, the weapons were still there.

      I mounted my horse and looked back to the castle one last time. As far as I could tell, no one was coming after us.

      Once again we launched into the sky, and soon we scraped against the clouds, flying as fast as the horses could go. We crossed the peaks of the Everlong, and the mountains looked tiny from this altitude.

      The idyllic landscape of Valinsmor disappeared behind us, giving way to the wasteland ahead. We flew over the diseased land that was home to the underworld. We crossed the rivers of lava, soared over hordes of undead, and within a few hours, crested the craggy peaks of the Black Mountains. We kept flying across the grasslands, over the canyon, and landing at the edge of the Dark Forest.

      As I anticipated, the majestic horses refused to enter. They reared on their hind legs and neighed as we drew close to the wicked land.

      I climbed off my horse, as did Cassandra and Sophia.

      “Where are you going?” Jayna asked, remaining on her horse. It was clear she didn’t like the looks of the forest, especially at night.

      “I have business to attend to in the forest.”

      “What kind of business?”

      “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you all about it,” I said. “We’ll let the horses go and travel on foot from here. The horses can roam free. I doubt anyone from Valinsmor will look for us in the Dark Forest.”

      Jayna reluctantly dismounted, and we  set the beautiful creatures free. They launched into the sky and flew to the west. They didn’t fly toward Valinsmor. Perhaps they wanted to be free of Xerius, just like Jayna.

      The daughter of Xerius stopped at the edge of the craggy trees. She eyed the grotesque forest with concern. The full moon lit her face in a pale glow and cast long crooked shadows throughout the forest.

      I took her hand and pulled her along. “Come on. You’ll be safe with me.”

      She was anything but safe. Here I was, taking her to an unholy witch who certainly had wicked intentions.

      I felt terrible.

      Jayna’s terrified eyes glanced all around. She craned her neck over her shoulder looking behind us, petrified. “This is nothing like Valinsmor.”

      “What did you expect?”

      “Not this.”

      She swatted at a bug that buzzed past her ear. “What was that?”

      “An insect,” I said.

      “What is that?” she screeched as a bug landed on her neck. She slapped it away. Her face contorted with revulsion.

      “A bug. You’ve never seen a bug before?” I asked.

      “I’ve never been outside of Valinsmor. We don’t have bugs there,” she said, cringing. She shivered as a chill ran down her spine.

      Cassandra muttered in my ear, “What exactly are you going to do? You’re not going to hand her over, are you?”

      I grimaced. I didn’t want to. “That was the plan, wasn’t it?”

      “And you don’t feel the least bit guilty about doing that?” Cassandra asked, laying the guilt trip on thick.

      “My entire kingdom is at stake.”

      “It’s not right.”

      I clenched my jaw. “I know it’s not right,” I hissed loudly. “But what am I supposed to do?”

      “What’s not right?” Jayna asked.
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      “I think we should camp here for the night,” I said.

      “Here?” Jayna asked, totally freaked out. “I mean, outside? There are bugs. And it’s cold!”

      “We’re not that far from the castle,” Sophia said.

      “Castle? What castle?” Jayna asked. “I vote for the Castle.”

      “I don’t think you want to stay in this castle,” Cassandra said.

      My eyes blazed into the elf.

      “Why?” Jayna asked, growing suspicious.

      “We’re not going to the castle,” I said.

      Cassandra and Sophia’s eyes widened.

      “So, that whole adventure was for nothing?” Sophia asked.

      “What adventure?” Jayna asked.

      I collected my thoughts. “We’ll find another way.”

      “What if there is no other way?” Sophia asked.

      “Hello? Can anyone hear me? Would somebody please answer my question?” Jayna said, growing perturbed.

      I took a deep breath and sighed. I was about to explain the situation to her when I heard a twig snap. My eyes flicked in the direction of the sound. I drew my sword and prepared to defend myself.

      Someone was out there.

      It didn’t take long to find out who.

      The air swirled around as Phaedra emerged from the trees with the little goblin at her side. She had a diabolical glint in her eyes as she surveyed the object of her desire. ”I see you have succeeded where all others have failed.”

      I didn’t trust this witch, and I kept my guard up.

      “What’s the matter? You don’t look happy to see me?”

      Jayna’s frantic eyes surveyed the witch. “Who is this woman?”

      Phaedra smiled. “You shall find out soon enough.”

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “I came to make good on our agreement, before you change your mind,” Phaedra said. “Now lower your weapons before I get the wrong impression.”

      I clenched my jaw and hesitated for a moment, then sheathed Asgoth.

      “What agreement?” Jayna asked.

      “Seize them!” the witch commanded.

      The twisted branches of the crooked trees grabbed us. Branches wrapped around my arms and pulled me close to a trunk. I struggled against the scratchy restraints to no avail. My whole body tensed.

      “I thought we were on the same team,” I muttered to the tree.

      The tree said nothing.

      Jayna shrieked in terror. Cassandra and Sophia struggled against their wooded bonds.

      The witch grinned. “The forest must do as I command. Their loyalty is to me, not you.” She addressed the goblin, “Search their belongings and seize any items of interest.”

      “What about your end of the deal?” I asked.

      The witch chuckled. “Fool. I have no magic that can protect you from a dragon.”

      I glared at the deceitful wretch.

      The little goblin waddled toward me. He picked up the Dagger of Onyx and admired the blade.

      Phaedra stepped to Jayna and admired her new possession. “It is true. You are very pretty. Perhaps the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.” Phaedra’s eyes fell down her sumptuous form. “Indeed, you will make a worthy sacrifice to Vutrax.”

      Jayna’s eyes widened. “Sacrifice?”

      The witch smiled. “In return I shall have eternal youth and beauty.”

      “And you will spend that eternity being hunted by my father!” Jayna growled.

      While Phaedra was preoccupied with Jayna, I whispered to the goblin, “I have something for you.”

      I glanced to the pouch on my belt, and the goblin’s eyes followed.

      “Grombly, bring me the Dagger of Onyx and watch a demigod die,” the witch said.

      “Yes, Mistress.” Grombly snatched the pouch from my belt and dug into it. With his back to Phaedra, he pulled out a Kalazar coin. His eyes brightened. It was his ticket to freedom.

      The little goblin spun around and marched toward the witch, pretending he was going to hand her the dagger. At the last moment he tossed her the coin. The gold doubloon sparkled in the moonlight as it tumbled through the air.

      The witch’s eyes widened, realizing what it was.

      “Our debt is settled,” Grombly said as he stabbed the blade through the witch’s chest.

      A piercing howl billowed from her lips as she collapsed to her knees. Black blood gushed from the wound, and her body withered around the blade. She scowled at the little goblin and cursed him. “You ungrateful little bastard! I will haunt your soul for eternity.”

      Her body shriveled and her skin turned to dust. Her bones collapsed around the dagger, and the witch’s glowing essence evaporated, drifting away with the wind.

      I had the unnerving feeling that we hadn’t seen the last of her.

      A smile tugged from ear to ear on Grombly’s lips. He jumped up and down and danced, hooting and hollering, stomping on the witch’s bones.

      The trees released their grasp on us.

      “Sorry,” the tree said in its low booming voice. “We had no choice but to follow the witch’s commands. Now that she is dead, the curse is over. The forest can return to its prior glory. We owe you all a debt of gratitude.”

      It was good to know they were no longer a threat. But it seemed all of this had been in vain. With no magic to defeat the dragon, I was back where I started. The task seemed insurmountable, and my people were destined to live in tyranny. To make matters worse, Jayna wasn’t exactly happy with me.

      Her rage-filled eyes stared at me. “You stole me from Valinsmor to use me as a sacrifice?”

      “No,” I stammered. “I… I didn’t steal you. I helped you escape, remember?” I flashed a hopeful smile.

      She picked up a stone and hurled it at me.

      I ducked as it rushed past my face.

      “You were going to give me to that witch!”

      “No, I wasn’t. I swear. I was going to come up with a plan.”

      “Didn’t seem like much of a plan to me!” She picked up another stone and hurled it at me.

      I stepped aside. “You’ve got every right to be pissed.”

      She was so mad her eyes filled, and tears streamed down her cheeks. She marched toward me and started beating on my chest with her fists. “You bastard!”
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      Jayna slapped me in the face. Her palm left a red print on the side of my cheek. Her gown twirled as she spun around and marched away, her golden hair flowing in the breeze.

      “Jayna, where are you going?” I asked.

      “Far away from you!”

      “Way to go, slick,” Cassandra said.

      Sophia grinned. “Let’s see you talk your way out of this one.”

      I scowled at them both and chased after Jayna. I tried to grab her arm, but she jerked away.

      “Get away from me!”

      “I wasn’t going to let her hurt you. I swear!”

      “It sure looked like it.”

      “I can explain.”

      “I’m not listening,” she said, plugging her ears.

      “I did it to save my people.”

      “La, la, la, la, la,” she repeated, drowning out the sound of my voice.

      She tripped over a rock and fell flat on her face. I tried to help her up, but she pushed me away and tumbled back down. She found herself face to face with a snake.

      The coiled viper was ready to strike.

      I grabbed Jayna’s arm and pulled her out of the way just as the venomous creature sprang toward her face.

      This time she didn't fight me.

      I pulled her clear of the snake and backed away. It slithered sideways, eyeing us as it disappeared into the forest.

      When the threat was gone, Jayna broke free of my grasp. “If you think I'm going to forgive you because you just saved my ass, you can forget it."

      She stormed away.

      "It's a long way back to Valinsmor,” I shouted after her.

      "I don't care."

      I stopped following her and stood there as she slipped into the darkness. I folded my arms and waited.

      Her screams filled the air, and within moments, Jayna raced back and hid behind me. “There’s something out there!”

      “It probably has big sharp teeth and is hungry too.”

      She smacked my arm. “Stop it!”

      I laughed.

      “I demand that you take me back to Valinsmor right now!”

      “I’m sorry, honey, but that ship sailed.”

      She glared at me. “I am a demigod. You will do as I say.”

      “Without the winged horses, I couldn’t get back into Valinsmor even if I wanted to. And I’m certainly not going back the way we first entered.”

      “How is that?”

      “Through the underworld.”

      Her eyes widened. “I knew you were spawned in hell.”

      I chuckled again. It only served to enrage her further.

      She smacked my chest. “Stop laughing. It’s not funny!”

      “It’s too late to travel tonight. I’ll make you a deal.”

      She arched a curious eyebrow, listening intently.

      “After I liberate my kingdom, I will return you to Valinsmor…  even if it means going back through the underworld. Fair enough?”

      Her eyes narrowed at me. “I have no desire to go through the underworld.”

      “Then you better pray Xerius comes looking for you.”

      “And you better pray he doesn’t.”

      The wind swirled around us. What started as a gentle spiral soon became something just short of a tornado. For an instant, I thought the evil witch had returned. Glowing particles coalesced and took shape.

      What materialized before me was far worse than the witch.

      It was Epheria.

      My body tensed, and I took a defensive posture. It was a ridiculous gesture. Nothing I could have done would save me from her wrath. And Grombly possessed the only weapon that could kill an immortal.

      Epheria stepped toward me. “Put your weapon down. You will not need it. Not even your demon blade can harm me.”

      I sheathed the sword and stood firm. If she was going to smite me, I was not going to go out like a coward. I had come too far to die on my knees.

      “When Xerius awakens, he will be most displeased with you,” Epheria  said, her eyes focused on Jayna. “You took his prized horses and let them roam free in the lesser world.”

      “Are you going to take me back?” she asked.

      “If that’s what you wish.”

      “Please don’t hurt Kron. It was my idea,” Jayna begged. Then she glared at me. “Though, he was going to trade me to a witch.”

      “I was not.”

      “Stop your bickering,” Epheria commanded. “It is unbecoming.”

      “How did you find us?” Jayna asked.

      “My dear, I could hear you complaining all the way in Valinsmor.”

      The bratty little demigod glared at her stepmother. “Did you come all this way to insult me?”

      “No, I came all this way to offer my assistance.”

      “I don’t need your assistance,” Jayna snapped, though she clearly did.

      “I didn’t come to offer it to you.” Epheria’s eyes flicked to me.

      Jayna huffed.
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      “You’re going to help him?” Jayna asked. She was seething. “So typical. You help a perfect stranger before you lend a hand to your own flesh and blood.”

      “As you so often point out, we are not flesh and blood,” Epheria said. “But Kron is.”

      My jaw dropped, and my eyes bulged. “Come again?”

      I was flabbergasted.

      “That’s a lie,” Jayna grumbled.

      “No, it’s not.” Epheria gazed into my eyes. “I have no reason to lie to you.”

      I stared at her, dumbfounded.

      “I suppose I owe you an explanation.”

      “Wait. What?” Jayna asked. “Why are you doing this? Is this another one of your sadistic games to belittle me?”

      “This has nothing to do with you, Jayna,” Epheria replied.

      Jayna folded her arms and glared at the goddess.

      “Let me explain,” Epheria said. “It was during a time when Xerius was off gallivanting around, having one of his many affairs. I was alone.”

      She shrugged innocently. “Despite what you may think, immortals need affection. Perhaps more so than mortals. We feed off it. Love and adoration give us power.”

      She took a deep breath. “I left Valinsmor and traveled through the lesser worlds in disguise. I let no one know my true identity. I met your father. And I fell in love.”

      My skeptical eyes gazed at her.

      “I know you may be doubtful of what I say, but ask your father.”

      “My father is dead.”

      Her jaw went slack, and her eyes filled with horror. They overflowed with tears. She wiped them away quickly. “I’m sorry. I did not know. I have not been able to follow his life. I did at first, but it was too painful knowing I could never be with him. I blocked myself off from all visions of him, and of you. But when I saw you in the palace, I instantly recognized your face.”

      “You’ll forgive me, this is quite a lot to process,” I said.

      “I understand. I must apologize to you first and foremost. I would never have abandoned you, but it would have meant my death and yours if Xerius ever found out. I didn’t intend to conceive, but as they say, life happens. I stayed with your father until your birth. Then I returned to Valinsmor. I assume he never told you.”

      I shook my head. “No. Though, I think he intended to before he died.”

      “Xerius must never know of your existence. You are dangerous to him. Given the right circumstances, you could wield the power to destroy him. Is that why you came to the palace and kidnapped Jayna?”

      “No.” I explained to her the danger my kingdom was in, and who murdered my father.

      Her cheeks flushed with rage upon hearing the story. “I cannot intervene. But I may be able to help you in subtle ways from time to time.”

      “I’ll take all the help I can get.”

      She waved her hand, and a shield appeared on the ground. It was silver with gold accents, ornately engraved.

      “This belonged to Tyvius. The metal was forged in Valinsmor, and is stronger than anything known to man. It will protect you from the heat of the dragon, and will withstand any strike of sword or arrow.”

      I picked up the shield and gripped it against my forearm. Despite its size and thickness, it was light. It cut through the air without resistance.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Epheria put her hand on my shoulder and smiled, lovingly. “You are my son.  And when you pass into the next life, I will reserve a place in Valinsmor for you. I don’t care what Xerius says.”

      I thanked her again.

      She gave me an embrace, and I hugged her back.

      It was awkward to say the least.

      It still had yet to sink in that she was actually my mother. That I was a demigod.

      She stepped away and took one last look at me. “You’ve grown into a fine man. I am proud of you, as was your father, I’m sure.”

      “Is he not in Valinsmor?”

      She shook her head. “I have not seen him there. Like all those who have been murdered, I’m sure he walks in the Neverworld. Only when his death is avenged will he enter the afterlife. You must bring him justice.”

      It was all the more reason to reclaim my kingdom and kill my brother.

      Epheria turned her gaze to Jayna. “I can take you back to Valinsmor. Or you can stay here with the mortals. The choice is up to you.”

      Jayna’s conflicted eyes glanced between Epheria and me, trying to decide.
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      “This is your only chance, unless Xerius comes for you,” Epheria said. “But that may not happen for quite some time.”

      “Why is that?” Jayna asked.

      “The Ring of Ulnör has incapacitated him. Even a god as mighty as Xerius lacks the capacity to remove the ring himself. And I see no pressing need to assist him.” A devious grin curled on Epheria’s lips.

      “You’ve taken control of Valinsmor?” Jayna asked.

      “For the time being.”

      “And how long do you intend to rule?”

      Epheria shrugged. “Until I grow bored with it.”

      Jayna’s face twisted with inner conflict. She finally blurted out an answer. “I choose to stay here.”

      I lifted a brow, surprised.

      “As you wish,” Epheria said. She gazed at me and smiled. “Be well, my son.”

      She dispersed into glowing particles and vanished on the wind.

      I had a lot to process.

      I never considered myself anything more than the average person. Now I was going to have to come to grips with the fact that I was half man, half god. Though I’m not really sure what benefits that bestowed upon me except a slight degree of favoritism from my mother, and potential wrath from Xerius.

      I had no magical abilities. No superhuman strength. No supernatural senses. But I wondered if there was some way to tap into the god part of me?

      Surely we were demigods in more than name only?

      We strolled back to the others.

      “Why did you decide to stay?” I asked.

      Jayna shrugged. “Your mother and I haven’t always seen eye to eye. With Valinsmor under her control, I imagine it would only be worse.” She paused. “But don’t get any funny ideas. I’m still mad at you.” She smacked my arm, playfully.

      The others had been hiding in the shadows behind the trees, watching everything.

      Grombly knelt before me and presented the Dagger of Onyx as he bowed his head. “I swear my allegiance to you, my Lord. I will be your faithful knight and servant.”

      I frowned and hesitated accepting his allegiance. “Grombly, you are free. How long did you spend enslaved by the witch?”

      “Too long, my Lord.”

      I rolled my eyes at his salutation. “Then why would you swear your allegiance to me?”

      “Because you are a noble man. A man of your word. A man who cares for his subjects.”

      “I don’t have any subjects, yet.”

      “You will, my Lord. You are the son of Epheria. And it would be my honor to serve you.”

      I took the dagger and knighted the little goblin. “I dub thee, Sir Grombly.”

      A wide smile curled on his crooked lips as he took the dagger and stood tall. As tall as a little goblin could stand.

      “And you are sworn to secrecy about my true identity.”

      “Your secret will die with me, my Lord.”

      “Let us pray that none of us die anytime soon,” I said.

      I exchanged a glance with Sophia and Cassandra. They seemed amused by the little goblin.

      “Come,” Grombly said. “We can stay in the castle tonight and head out at daybreak.” He spun around and started into the forest.

      We followed him.

      Cassandra whispered in my ear in a sardonic tone, “Don’t get too big for your britches, my Lord.”
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      The moon hung high in the night sky. Flies still buzzed around Gort’s slain carcass not far from the witch’s castle. Predators had ripped most of the flesh from the bones. What was left of the tattered remains was a feast for maggots and other small varmints. His putrid stench still fouled the air.

      We carefully walked across the narrow land bridge to the castle. It was more perilous in the dark. Cassandra used a glow stone to illuminate the path. The inky blackness obscured the canyon below, which somehow made it seem less daunting. You couldn’t see how far you had to fall.

      I helped Grombly with the heavy door and let the girls into the castle before me. I followed them inside and pulled the door shut. It echoed throughout the cavernous space.

      “Welcome to my humble abode,” the goblin said. “Make yourself at home.” His eyes flicked to mine. “You know where the witch’s chamber is. Feel free to take that for the evening. If you’re hungry, I can whip us up a snack. There is food and drink. Ale, wine, distilled spirits. I have a stash of the finest Happy Leaf in the forest. And if you’re brave, you can try some of Phaedra’s mind expanding potions.”

      “Mind expanding potions?” I asked.

      “They will take you to other worlds,” the goblin said.

      “I think I’ve had enough of Phaedra’s potions,” I muttered.

      “Then I would advise you to stay away from the mushroom infused whiskey. It can lead to an… interesting experience.”

      “I’m starving,” Jayna said.

      We all agreed with her sentiment.

      “I’ll whip us up a snack,” Grombly said.

      He led us into a comfortable parlor filled with plush furniture—fluffy chairs, a chaise lounge, a large sofa. The furniture was made from the black wood of the forest, carved with intricate detail. There were numerous skulls, legs made of bone, demon wings, grotesque faces, and dragon scales carved into the wood.

      It was a little macabre for my taste, but it was stylish, and well-crafted. I thought it might get depressing day-in and day-out, but if you were a creature of the underworld, you would feel right at home.

      Oil paintings on the wall depicted spiritual events. The fall of Setia from Valinsmor, the expulsion of Nogorth from the underworld, the birth of the demon Guv’aal, a black mass, and the witches’ Sabbath.

      Grombly lit several candles in the room, then slipped into the kitchen. The warm amber glow flickered on our faces. Despite the gothic decorations, the space was cozy, almost inviting.

      I ambled to the bar and poured a glass of whiskey. “Anybody else want a drink?”

      “I do,” Sophia said. She was always up for a party. It didn’t matter that it was the wee hours of the morning.

      After everything we’d been through, I felt like we deserved a little fun. We had an arduous journey ahead of us, and once we reached Pernberry, we’d find ourselves in battle again. And the odds weren’t looking good.

      I figured these might be my last few days in this earthly realm. Might as well make them enjoyable.

      The whiskey burned as I slugged it down. It pooled in my belly, and a wave of warmth passed through my body. I instantly poured another glass for Sophia and me, finishing off the bottle.

      Cassandra curled up on the couch and took a nap. Jayna admired the paintings, lost in the depictions.

      Sophia grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the parlor. “This place is freaky. Let’s check it out.”

      I grabbed a candle from the bar on the way out, along with another bottle of whiskey. We strolled though the castle, exploring various passageways and chambers. There were several guest bedrooms, a library, a few sitting rooms, and tons of art, sculptures, and gothic furniture.

      There were runes and artifacts from all over the globe. Spiritual talismans from different cultures. The witch had an impressive collection of crystals. She had an immense wardrobe—mostly black gowns.

      Occasionally a door would open or close by itself as we moved through the chambers. I didn’t think much of it. A gust of wind, perhaps?

      Some areas of the castle were colder than others, and now and then a chill would run down my spine as we entered a room. It wouldn’t have taken much to convince me the castle was haunted. Maybe with the spirits of those the witch had killed?

      I felt less and less comfortable about spending the night in such a place, but daylight wasn’t far away.

      “I bet this bitch has a dungeon,” Sophia said with an excited grin.

      She grabbed my hand and pulled me to the staircase. We spiraled our way down to the bowels of the castle. Sure enough, we found a chamber filled with restraints and implements of torture.

      The dungeon was dank and cold. The wet air penetrated the skin and chilled the bones. Since the castle was perched on a pillar of rock overlooking the canyon, the dungeon wasn’t underground. It had narrow slats in the stone walls, allowing shafts of pale moonlight to enter.

      In the corner was a Judas Cradle. It was a stool with a pyramid for a seat. The victim was usually hung above the sharp point and either lowered onto it slowly, or dropped repeatedly.

      Needless to say, it could wreak havoc on your nether region.

      Sometimes people were lowered slowly over the course of days. It was usually a bloody affair, and though the act itself was not often lethal, the infection that resulted almost always was.

      The device made me cringe just looking at it.

      In the opposite corner was a rack. There were a slew of arm and leg bones of previous victims whose limbs had been separated from their bodies and left to rot on the dungeon floor.

      Wrist irons hung from the walls.

      The centerpiece of the room was an Iron Maiden with sharp prongs on the inside. The large black sarcophagus was exquisitely carved in the shape of a demon. On the inside, the prongs were just long enough to poke into the skin and cause a slow painful death. There was a crank on the outside that would squeeze the occupant, plunging the spikes farther into the occupant. Rust colored blood caked the grizzly sarcophagus.

      None of these implements had ever been cleaned between uses.

      “This is totally hot,” Sophia said.

      I looked at her like she was crazy.

      She strutted to the wall, her ass jiggling from side to side. She bent over and leaned against the stone, spreading her legs. She looked back at me with a naughty glint in her eyes, her tail hiked in the air. “I’ve been a really bad girl,” she said in a breathy, baby-doll voice. “Want to chain me up and torture me?”
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      She didn’t have to ask me twice.

      I took a swig of whiskey and set the bottle and the candle on top of a stockade, then strolled behind her.

      She purred as I hiked her skirt over her hips and pulled her panties down. The frilly fabric glided over her sweet ass cheeks. They fell down her smooth thighs and pooled around her ankles. She lifted a foot out, leaving the dainty garment dangling around her other ankle while I plied my craft.

      I dropped my trousers, grabbed her tail, and spread her ass cheeks. The warm glow of the candlelight illuminated her supple curves.

      I was at full power before I even got to her, and her slick center glistened in the flickering light.

      She didn’t want tender. She didn’t want me to whisper sweet nothings into her ear. She wanted to be punished. And I was more than happy to be her dungeon master.

      I grabbed her tail and jammed myself inside. She screamed with pleasure. I grabbed a fistful of hair and pulled her head back as I pummeled the little feline vixen. Her breathy moans echoed off the damp walls.

      “Lock me up,” she demanded.

      She lifted her arms to the rusty cuffs that dangled from the wall.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said, without breaking stride.

      “You want to please me, don’t you? The key is hanging from the door handle,” she moaned.

      Her ass cheeks jiggled with each thrust.

      I glanced over my shoulder at the entrance to the dungeon. A solitary key hung from a large keyring that dangled from the door handle.

      What the hell? If she wanted me to chain her up and pound her like a dirty heathen, who was I to say no?

      I slipped the iron cuffs around her wrists and ratcheted them tight. The minute they clicked into place it was like someone had turned the volume up on her screams. Her body writhed and undulated as I laid waste to her delicate flesh. My firm hand smacked her ass until it was rosy red and her sweet juices dripped down her thighs.

      She clamped down around me, trying to strangle my monster. The whole castle must have heard our escapade.

      Each wave of orgasmic pleasure seemed more heightened than the last. Our bodies were covered in sweat. Our chests heaved for breath, and our heartbeats raced. Sophia pretended to beg for mercy, and I demanded she confess and repent. Sophia quivered and twitched, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. The precocious little vixen coaxed out every last bit of pleasure from my serpent.

      I collapsed against the wall, putting my hands out to support me as I lay on top of her. I’d say we were certainly going to hell, but we had already been there.

      The dungeon door burst open, and Jayna stood in the archway with a scowl on her face. “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look I’m doing?” I said.

      “Excuse me. I thought you were with me?”

      Sophia smiled. “He’s with all of us, sugar. Get used to it.”

      I shrugged, innocently, in agreement.

      Jayna growled and huffed. “But you are the father of my unborn child!”

      Sophia arched a surprised eyebrow at me.  She flatly said, “This could get interesting.”

      Flustered, Jayna growled again and stormed away. Her footsteps clattered as she marched up the stone steps.

      “She’s a little high maintenance,” Sophia observed.

      “Yeah, I’ve noticed.”

      “Great tits, though!”

      I nodded. “I know, right?”

      “What do you say there, sweet dick? Want to get me out of these things?” she said, making jazz hands in the wrist irons.

      I pulled up my pants and strolled to the door and grabbed the rusty key. I moved back to the irons and attempted to slide the key into the slot. But it wouldn’t fit.

      My face went long, and Sophia’s eyes rounded.
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      “Where’s Grombly?” I asked as I entered the parlor, having already checked the kitchen.

      Jayna glared at me, then snapped, “I don’t know. Why don’t you ask your little cat friend?”

      Ugh. I rolled my eyes and stormed out of the room, looking for the little goblin.

      Jayna’s voice carried down the hallway as she spoke to Cassandra who drifted in and out of sleep on the couch. “I suppose you’re fucking him too?”

      Cassandra peeled her sleepy eyes open. It took her a moment to respond. “It’s complicated.”

      “So, you’re okay with him plowing everything that walks?”

      “I wasn’t at first. But… I don’t know… I didn’t think I could handle it. I’m not the sharing type.”

      “I can’t imagine sharing! I’m so mad. I chose to stay here for him and not go back to Valinsmor.”

      “To be honest, I regret pulling away,” Cassandra said. “We’ve been through a lot together. And we’ve all gotten so close. And some of us didn’t make it.” Cassandra sat for a moment, reflecting on the journey. “Tomorrow isn’t guaranteed. Why not choose to be happy in the current moment?”

      “I’d be happier if he belonged to me, and me alone.”

      “People aren’t possessions, you know.”

      Jayna scoffed. “I am the daughter of Xerius. I always get what I want.”

      Cassandra looked at her, confused. “Didn’t you fuck Kron just to piss off your father?”

      “That’s beside the point.”

      “So Kron is just another plaything for you, and this is all about control?”

      Jayna hemmed and hawed, not wanting to admit that so bluntly.

      “I’ve got news for you. This isn’t Valinsmor, and Kron won’t be controlled. If you want a real relationship with him, I suggest you look at him as more than just your possession.”

      Cassandra stood up and marched out of the room while the spoiled demigod pouted.

      She found me roaming the hallways, looking for Grombly.

      “Grombly? Where are you?” I called.

      His muffled voice filtered through the door. “I’m in here.”

      “What are you doing?” I asked, turning the door knob, but it was locked.

      “I’m pinching one out. Emergency dump. I’ll be out in a minute.”

      I did not want to be anywhere around when he opened the door. “You wouldn’t happen to know where the keys to the dungeon irons are?”

      “Why?”

      “Long story.”

      “I don’t know. It’s been a long time since we tortured somebody down there.”

      “No rush, but when you’re finished, you can find me in the dungeon.”

      I grabbed Cassandra’s hand and pulled her down the hall. We spiraled our way to the dungeon.

      I noticed something odd.

      My body was covered in sweat, and warmth radiated through me. The tips of my fingers and my face felt a little numb. I hadn’t guzzled enough alcohol to feel this buzzed.

      Cassandra just rolled her eyes when she saw Sophia chained to the wall, her panties still around her ankles.

      “Any luck?” Sophia asked, hopeful.

      “Grombly’s working on it,” I said.

      “It’s kind of drafty in here. Want to pull up my panties?”

      “You guys really did it in here?” Cassandra asked, glancing around, disgusted. Her face twisted up as she saw the bones by the rack. “Oh, my god. There are like dead people in here.”

      Sophia shrugged. “Sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do.”

      I started to feel really weird.

      The walls breathed, warbling in and out. It freaked me the fuck out for a moment, and my heart pounded. My pulse thumped in my ears so loud I thought I was going to go deaf. I couldn’t hear anything else but the incessant pounding.

      My confused eyes glanced around the room. The candlelight seemed blinding. Colors were more vibrant. When I moved, everything had a trail behind it, like a phantom image.

      Cassandra’s face twisted. “Are you okay?”

      “I feel strange.”

      The world was unsteady beneath my feet. I staggered toward the stockade and grabbed the bottle of whiskey. Drifting at the bottom among the sediment were several mushrooms.
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      Panic filled me as I realized I had consumed the hallucinogenic concoction. I set the wicked bottle of whiskey down and staggered to Sophia. I grabbed her frilly panties and slid them up her sumptuous thighs. My gaze fixated on her luscious ass and her glistening slit.

      I swear her pussy spoke to me.

      “Are you okay?” Sophia asked.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Never better,” I said, still talking to her delicious peach.

      “I’m glad you like the view down there, but either get busy with your tongue, or pull up my panties. It’s cold in here.”

      “Oh, right,” I said, breaking from my trance. I pulled the fabric snug and gave her one more smack on the ass for good measure.

      She giggled.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Cassandra asked, surveying me with concern.

      I felt like I couldn’t stop smiling, like someone had threaded a string through my cheeks and was pulling my smile like a marionette. “This is really trippy.”

      Cassandra distorted in front of me. Her face melted.

      Sadness tugged at my heart.

      Before my eyes could explode with tears, she morphed into a different shape. She became Sophia, then Lily. She transformed into Jayna. Then Setia.

      None of it was real.

      “I think maybe you need to lie down,” Cassandra said.

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re sweating. You look crazed.”

      “I am crazed. Crazy about you.” I couldn’t believe the words slipped from my mouth. I usually kept my cards close to my chest, but there was no denying my affection for the elf, who happened to look like a she-devil at the moment.

      “Hey, guys… I’m still chained up over here. Do you think you might want to do something about that?”

      About that time, Grombly trudged into the room. He took in the situation. “I looked everywhere, and I can’t find the keys.”

      Sophia slumped, disappointed. “I can’t stay like this all night.”

      “That’s nothing. We kept people down here for months at a time chained up.”

      “If somebody doesn’t get me out of here in the next ten minutes, we’re going to have a major problem,” Sophia said. “I’m moments away from going into full bitch mode.”

      “Okay,” Grombly said. “I’ve got a few more places I can look.”

      His eyes caught sight of the whiskey bottle. His jaw dropped. “You didn’t drink that, did you?”

      “Yup,” I said, proudly, staring at two of him.

      “That shit is potent. The last time I had some, I tripped for five days.” He grabbed the bottle and took away.

      I watched him turn into a giant orc that could barely fit to the door as he strolled away.

      A wet velvety tongue licked the back of my neck. It sent a chill down my spine and set my loins on fire. I spun around to see Setia. Her smoldering eyes gazed at me, begging for me to indulge myself in her delights. She ripped her bodice from her chest, exposing her glorious orbs.  She grabbed the back of my neck and pulled me close. I buried my face between her ample cleavage.

      My tongue explored her nipples, and my hands traced every curve, ridge, and valley of her body. Before long, I turned her around, bent her over, and took her to pound town.

      I lost all track of time.

      “What are you doing?” Cassandra asked.

      I glanced across the room at both of them. Their faces twisted with confusion.

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” I said, thinking them idiots.

      “It looks like your fucking a whole lot of nothing to me,” Cassandra said.

      I looked down. I thought I had my hands firmly around Setia’s hips. But the only thing I had a grip on was the stockade, and I was jamming my root through one of the hand holes.

      I was lucky I didn’t get a splinter.

      I sighed with disappointment. I thought for sure I was getting a taste of the demoness. But it was all a hallucination.

      I pulled my pants up and tried not to act embarrassed.

      The girls laughed at me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            81

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kron

      

      

      

      The morning sun beamed in through the windows. I still wasn’t sure what was real, and what wasn’t.

      I hadn’t been to sleep yet.

      The goblin had found the key and freed Sophia from the dungeon. The girls were passed out somewhere in the castle, I couldn’t remember where. And even if I could, my memory was suspect at that point. I had spent the majority of the evening struggling with non-existent monsters, talking to plants, and staring at the paintings as if they were moving pictures.

      I felt slightly less loopy as the sun rose, but that could have been a hallucination as well.

      Having missed out on the snack that Grombly fixed when we first arrived, I was starving. I rousted the little goblin from his chamber and asked, “What do you have to eat around here?”

      He peeled open an eye and squinted over the covers. “What time is it?”

      “I don’t know,” I said innocently.

      “Go to sleep! Some of us need rest.”

      “I’m not tired.”

      “You will be when that wears off.”

      “When is that going to be?”

      “It’s different for everybody. And no two batches are ever the same.”

      I sighed.

      “I’m sure you can find something to snack on in the kitchen,” Grombly said. “I’ll be up after awhile, and I will fix everyone breakfast.”

      “Okay. Sorry to bother you.”

      I closed the door gently and made my way back to the kitchen. I scrounged around, but I wasn’t sure what was safe to eat and what wasn’t. There was fruit, berries, bread, and I found some salted meat in the cellar.

      There was one problem.

      The berries kept changing color and morphing shape. The bread went from fluffy and fresh to moldy and green. And the meat wiggled and bled.

      I didn’t trust my senses.

      I staggered through the castle and spiraled up to the witch’s chamber. My three beauties were passed out in the luxurious bed. I did my best to slip in beside them without disrupting their slumber. But I didn’t do a very good job.

      They stretched and rolled and yawned and went back to sleep. I lay there staring at the ceiling. I thought things were settling down, but that’s when the craziness started.

      I left my body.

      I drifted across the room, floated out the open window and soared into the sky. I rose high above the castle, looking down over the Dark Forest. I drifted over the canyon, following the winding river, Sygian, that carved south. I saw a small boat overturned along the shore. I floated above the river, crossing the Lorewood. From there I drifted west to Pernberry.

      I witnessed a great battle.

      First from above, then on the ground. Dirt and blood flew as I stood in the middle of the chaos. Swords clashed and shields deflected deadly blows. The grass ran red as carcasses piled up. Soon I was face-to-face with the dragon. Its chest expanded as it inhaled, then blew its fiery breath at me. The searing flames engulfed my body—my skin blistered, and my blood boiled.

      I screamed in agony.

      “Are you okay?” Sophia asked as I sat up, covered in sweat.

      I heaved for breath. Sweat dripped down my forehead. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      I was dazed. The trip was over.

      My headache had just begun.

      My pulse throbbed my temples. Each beat of my heart sending painful jolts through my skull. It felt like someone had stabbed a knife through my eye socket and twisted it around. The daylight that blazed in through the window was blinding. My skin itched. And the lack of sleep caught up with me. Lead weights pulled my eyelids down.

      I lay back against the pillow and tried to shake it off. Now and then, the room still breathed. My mouth felt like I had swallowed cotton balls.

      This was not a good way to start the day.

      By this time, Sophia and I were alone. I assumed the other girls were in the kitchen, or in the parlor, or milling about the castle.

      Sophia put her arm across my chest and snuggled up to me. “You know how I feel about you, don’t you?”

      “I think. Maybe. I don’t know.”

      “You know I’m not one to get all mushy and shit. But I just want you to know I care about you. I’ve never met a man who didn’t lie to me, betray me, or stab me in the back somehow. You made a sacrifice for me. Something that I can never pay you back for. I never thought I’d trust a man again. I just want you to know, I’m with you all the way. Come hell or high water.”

      “We’ve already been to hell.” I smiled.

      I didn’t need her to say it, I knew how she felt. But it was nice to hear.
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      We grabbed some breakfast before heading out to make the long journey back to Pernberry. I still wasn’t 100% back to normal. Occasionally the walls would still breathe, and colors seemed more vibrant. But I was pretty sure most of what I was seeing was real.

      We packed up some food and supplies and left the castle behind.

      I strolled amid the trees and called out to them. “I need your help. The witch may be gone, but the threat to this forest is not over. There is a dragon in the west. And nothing is safe.” I filled them in on all the details.

      A tree groaned back at me. “I am Thornbeck, the oldest tree in the forest. I speak for us all. Pernberry is far away. Too far to be of concern to us.”

      “It is closer than you think.”

      “We are in no condition to fight. Look around. This forest is a mere shadow of its former self. We all appreciate that you vanquished the witch and have given us our freedom. But now you ask us to die for your cause?”

      “I’m not asking you to die. I’m asking you to fight. But, yes, there will be casualties.”

      “So, you want us to uproot ourselves and march across the western frontier to face a dragon that will turn us into ash with a mere breath?”

      “I know I’m asking a lot.”

      “There are a few things that a tree fears outside of the hatchet, ax, or saw. But fire is the most devastating.”

      I frowned. “I understand. You must do what is right for your people.”

      There was a long moment of silence.

      “Thank you again for allowing us to pass through your forest and aid us in times of need,” I said.

      I was disappointed, but there was no sense dwelling on it. It was time to resume our journey.

      Instead of heading west across the Dark Forest, I turned south.

      “Where are you going?” Cassandra asked.

      “We’ll take the river south to the Lorewood. Then we’ll cross the forest to Zendavia. Then turn south. We can stage our attack just north of the castle.”

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Cassandra said, her eyes full of concern.

      “Why not?”

      “The river is not safe.”

      “Nothing’s safe,” I replied.

      “What’s the matter with the river?” Jayna asked.

      “The river flows south and opens into the Necropa Sea,” Grombly warned. “It is said there is a creature that lives in the waters with long tentacles and an all-consuming mouth.”

      “And just how are we going to get down the river?” Sophia asked.

      “There’s a boat on the shore, not far from the path that leads down the canyon.”

      “How do you know this?” Cassandra asked. “I didn’t see one the last time we were there.”

      “I saw it in my dream.”

      They rolled their eyes.

      “And what if we get down there and there’s no boat?” Cassandra said. “Then we lose two days of travel time. It takes a full day to scale the canyon walls.”

      “It’s there. Trust me.”

      They weren’t happy about it, but they followed me as I marched toward the switchback trail that we had taken before.

      “Is he always so impulsive?” Jayna muttered to Cassandra.

      “Always,” She said, her voice thick with resigned frustration.

      It was half a day down to the bottom of the canyon. We moved south along the shoreline for half a mile, and still no sign of the boat I had seen in my vision.

      “Just how far are we going to travel before we give up?” Cassandra asked.

      “It’s not far now,” I said, confidently.

      Cassandra walked behind me, I didn’t even have to look back to see her expression. I could feel her annoyance.

      I kept walking along the rocky shoreline, and lo-and-behold, I saw a wooden canoe ahead on the shore. I couldn’t contain my grin. I glanced back over my shoulder at the elf, and my smug voice irritated her further, “I told you.”

      The canoe was upside down and was scraped and scuffed. Just as I had seen in my vision. It gave me pause, thinking about the accuracy of the rest of my premonition and my fiery end.

      The boat wasn’t in the best shape in the world. I righted the canoe, pushed it to the edge of the water, and the five of us climbed inside.

      Carefully.

      We were definitely at maximum capacity.

      The boat wobbled from side to side as I pushed an oar against the rocky shore, setting us adrift in the water. I pulled along with the current, making for an easy glide downstream.

      The sun was high over the canyon, beaming down and glistening off the surface of the water. I heard the squawk of a bird echo off the canyon walls, and vultures circled high above. I couldn’t tell if they were large or small.

      I didn’t want to find out.

      Floating downstream was soothing. I grabbed the leather bag of ale and sipped on it casually as we made our way south.

      Grombly’s nervous eyes scanned the water constantly, sweeping from side to side.

      “Relax, Grombly,” I said. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

      “This canoe belonged to someone, and it ended up on the shore capsized. What do you think caused that?” he asked, knowingly.

      I dismissed his concern. “Old wives’ tales. This river is far too shallow for a large creature to inhabit. Whoever used the canoe last probably turned it upside down so it wouldn’t fill with rainwater, or drift away.”

      The goblin wasn’t in the mood to argue. “Sure. Keep thinking that.”

      Perhaps I was being a little too optimistic? Maybe it was denial? I didn’t want to entertain the thought that we were taking our lives in our hands just traveling down this river. It would be a lot easier and faster than traveling back through the treacherous chasms of Naldrova, or venturing too close to Locsava, where we were probably wanted criminals. Though, the murder of Fozka must have caused much rejoicing.

      The sun arced across the sky, and soon it cast long shadows in the canyon, dipping behind the high cliffs. I was getting tired and sleepy. My eyes drooped, and my head nodded occasionally.

      That’s when it struck.

      Massive purple tentacles sprang from the water and wrapped around the canoe.

      Dozens of them.
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      A massive tentacle wrapped around Cassandra and lifted her out of the canoe. It held her in the air high above the water. The white suction cups on the underside of the tentacle adhered to her body.

      My eyes widened, and my stomach twisted in horror.

      Another tentacle wrapped around the canoe, attempting to topple it.

      I drew my sword and hacked a rubbery tentacle in half. The severed arm squirmed like a snake and slithered into the water. Blue blood spurted from the stump. It flailed in the air, spraying the gooey substance all over us.

      A slew of tentacles descended upon us, grabbing and swiping.

      The tiny boat rocked.

      The water was white with splashing and sloshing. It was like we were in the middle of a tempest at sea.

      I kept slicing at the tentacles as they stabbed toward me. But one grabbed me from behind and lifted me out of the boat.

      It held me high in the air.

      I looked down at my comrades and watched helplessly as a tentacle flipped the small craft.

      My friends dispersed into the water.

      I hacked at the tentacle that wrapped around my chest as the beast swung me from side to side. I smacked against the water, hard, and the beast pulled me under.

      That’s when I got a better look at the creature.

      Under the surface was a giant mouth. The tentacle pulled me toward it.

      I saw big black eyes and sharp teeth.

      Bubbles rose to the surface around me.

      With all my strength I fought against the rubbery appendage, finally severing it. Blue blood hazed the water like ink.

      The creature pulled Cassandra underwater, and a tentacle yanked her toward the rows of teeth.

      I swam through the water as fast as I could, trying to get to her before she became the monster’s lunch.

      Cassandra managed to cut the tentacle before she reached the creature’s mouth. The rubbery arm that coiled around her went slack, and the water filled with blood.

      We swam to the surface. Gasping for breath, I wiped the water from my face and glanced around. More tentacles stabbed at the water, trying to grasp my friends.

      I took a deep breath filling my lungs, then plunged back under water and swam toward the ugly bastard. I didn’t get far before another tentacle grabbed me. The rubbery thing pulled me toward the beast’s choppers.

      Its mouth opened wide, and its black eyes mocked me. It was going to gnash me into tiny pieces. With my luck, I’d probably still be alive by the time I reached its belly, only to suffocate in a mix of water and stomach acid.

      But I wasn’t going to let him feast on me without leaving a mark. As the creature pulled me toward its mouth, I stabbed at its head. Asgoth punctured the corner of its left eye. The blade pushed in deep. Blood spurted into the water, and the creature roared.

      The water vibrated, and bubbles exploded from its mouth. The creature was an amphibian and had lungs. It could probably stay underwater for hours, but it would need to surface eventually to take a breath.

      Its tentacles went slack, and the creature recoiled, disappearing into a submerged cavern.

      By the time I reached the surface my lungs were on fire. I sucked in a breath and looked for my companions. My eyes flicked from Cassandra to Sophia to Jayna to Grombly.

      We all survived.

      I swam to shore and regrouped with the others. I helped the girls out of the water. Their clothes clung them as water dripped from the fabric. They shivered from the cold wind that whipped through the canyon.

      “Old wives’ tales, huh?” the goblin said, mocking me.

      My eyes glanced to the surface of the water. The boat had been snapped in half, and the debris drifted down the river.

      “So much for our ride,” Cassandra said in a tone that said I knew this was a bad idea.

      Jayna wrapped her arms around herself, shivering. Her sheer gown became even more so now that it was soaked with water. Goosebumps spiked her skin like mountain peaks. Her teeth chattered, and she glared at me. “What are we going to do now?”
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      The goblin pulled a fire-stone from his pocket and set it atop a boulder. We hovered around the blue flames, warming ourselves. The sun had long since disappeared over the cliffs, and the sky was the dull gray of dusk.

      I wrapped my arms around the girls and we huddled close, trying to share body heat as we dripped dry.

      “We shouldn’t stay here long,” Grombly said. “That thing may look for revenge.”

      “I’m never going back in that water,” Jayna said.

      “Yeah, well, it might come out of the water,” Grombly warned.

      Eyes widened and jaws dropped.

      “You can’t be serious?” Jayna asked.

      “I warned you about this, but nobody ever listens to Grombly.”

      “Sorry, G,” I said. “It’s my fault. I took us this way. I won’t disregard your warnings in the future.”

      The little goblin smiled.

      “I vote for getting the hell out of here,” Sophia said.

      “Son-of-a-bitch!” I grumbled.

      “What is it?”

      “I lost Lily. Her remains were in the pouch on my belt. It’s gone.” I walked to the edge of the shore and looked over the water.

      Concern crinkled on the girls’ faces.

      “You’re not thinking about going back in that water, are you?” Cassandra asked.

      “I’m not leaving Lily down there.”

      “I don’t think she’ll mind,” Cassandra said.

      I dove into the water. The girls’ muted protests filtered under the surface as I swam to the bottom, searching for the leather pouch that contained the fairy dust. The water was still murky from the sediment that had been kicked up by the struggle with the monster. It was difficult to see more than a few feet. My hands patted the soggy bottom, searching for the pouch to no avail.

      My lungs began to burn, and I swam toward the surface. I sucked in a breath of air and dove back down amid the girls’ continued protests.

      I kept searching the bottom, but it could have been anywhere—hidden in the crevice of a rock, or it could have drifted farther than I anticipated. I wasn’t quite sure the exact moment I lost it.

      My heartbeat elevated as I drew closer to the underwater cavern where the monster had retreated. I drew my sword in case of an attack. My eyes scanned the muddy riverbed and lo-and-behold, the pouch rested atop a rock a few feet from the opening of the cavern.

      It was too close for comfort.

      With the sun over the horizon, the dim light at the bottom of the river was barely enough to see, and the cavern was pitch black. The creature could have been just beyond the shadows, waiting to strike.

      I wasn’t going to leave Lily’s remains behind. Compulsion dust could come in handy. My arms pulled me through the water, gliding closer and closer to the cavern.

      I kept Asgoth ready to strike.

      My fingers snatched the pouch from the rock, then I spun around and angled toward the surface.

      The shimmering surface water rippled above me. I was in desperate need of a breath and only moments from the surface when a tentacle ensnared my ankles and pulled me back to the murky depths.

      I hacked at the tentacle and resumed my ascent. I broke through the surface of the water and gasped for air. My arms pulled me to the shore, my legs kicking and splashing.

      The girls helped pull me out of the water as more tentacles broke through the surface. Their eyes widened and their faces filled with fear.

      We didn’t waste any time getting the hell out of there. We sprinted across the rocky shoreline, trying not to turn an ankle on the uneven ground.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see the tentacles slip under the surface, disappearing into the gloomy depths. I breathed a sigh of relief, and we were finally able to slow our pace.

      “That was downright stupid!” Cassandra said.

      I bounced the pouch of Lily’s remains in my palm. “You never know when this might come in handy.”

      I had no idea how many more of those creatures called the river home. It gave me second thoughts about setting up camp at the river’s edge. We climbed a safe distance up the canyon walls and found a small alcove that we could call home for the night.

      I had a few of Phaedra’s magic beans left, and I passed them around. It would keep us full for a few days.

      Grombly’s fire-stone kept us warm.

      With little sleep the night before, I was more than ready to get some shut eye. I felt thin, and my body vibrated from that overtired feeling that ensues from a constant push of adrenaline just to stay awake.

      We headed out at dawn and made our way south. By midday, we had reached the end of the canyon and were at the east edge of the Lorewood Forest, not far from Greylake Castle.

      I was shocked by what I found, though not entirely surprised.
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      The Lorewood on the west side of the river looked like the surface of an alien planet. Blackened and chard. The few trees that remained were devoid of any foliage and reminded me of the craggy and gnarled trees in the Dark Forest. The ground was black and brown. The air was filled with a thin haze from the fires. Glowing orange embers still floated through the air. The bitter scent of the charred forest filled my nostrils.

      Across the Sygian, the east forest remained pristine, the fire unable to spread across the river.

      Cassandra’s eyes welled, and tears streamed down her cheeks as she broke into sobs.

      I put my arm around her and tried to comfort her. I knew what she was thinking. If this much of the Lorewood had been toasted, her home of Zenduria must have as well. No words could assuage her fears, but I did my best to ease her sorrow.

      Cassandra’s tears didn’t last long. Her sadness and worry quickly turned to rage. She broke from my embrace and marched west toward Zenduria.

      I followed. “Where are you going?” “I’ve got to go home.”

      “I don’t think you’ll like what you’ll find.”

      “I’ve got to see with my own eyes. Maybe there’s something I can do to help. Maybe Zenduria survived? Maybe my people escaped?”

      She stopped in her tracks and burst into tears again. I wrapped my arms around her. “I’m so sorry.”

      She sniffled, and through jerking sobs she said, “I’m not giving up hope yet.”

      She cried for a moment, then steeled her resolve. “Let’s get moving. The sooner we get to Zenduria, the better.”

      We moved through the smoldering landscape, gawking at the destruction. It didn’t seem real. The hellish terrain was quiet and empty. Once teeming with wildlife, the remains of the forest were now a graveyard.

      A crematorium.

      The only sound was the occasional pop and crackle of a small fire.

      The thin haze of smoke was enough to make me cough and hack. We were at least two days out of the Elven kingdom, and I grew concerned that we might not be able to physically make it under such conditions. I prayed to the universe for a strong wind to blow the air clear.

      If the universe was listening, it sure didn’t respond.

      By nightfall, I was hacking up black shit. I was ready to make camp and rest for the evening, but Cassandra would hear none of it. She wanted to keep marching through the night. She needed to know if her father was safe, and if her kingdom had been destroyed.

      “We have big days ahead of us,” I said. “We need to save our strength.”

      She glared at me. “It’s easy for you to say. It’s not your family.”

      That comment didn’t sit well with me. “I know all too well what it’s like. And don’t for a minute think that my heart doesn’t break for you.”

      She glared at me. “None of this would have happened if you didn’t steal the dragon.” Tears poured from her eyes. “You never stopped to think of what the consequences would be.”

      She spun around and marched away.

      Her words were like a punch to the gut.

      Sophia placed a comforting hand on my arm. “It’s not your fault. Sooner or later, someone was going to unleash the dragon on these lands.”

      I hung my head, frustrated and disappointed. I had inadvertently brought on all of this death and destruction. Sophia was right, but it still weighed on my conscience.

      “I’ll go talk to her,” Sophia said as she chased after Cassandra.

      “Looks like we’re going to keep marching through the night,” I said.

      “My feet are killing me,” Jayna whined. “I’m not cut out for this kind of stuff. And look at my dress… It’s totally ruined!”

      The sheer gown was tattered and covered in dirt and soot. Tears welled in her eyes. “I look like a peasant.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “I want to go home!”

      “That ship sailed.”

      She glared at me and stormed toward Sophia and Cassandra.

      I exchanged a glance with Grombly. The little goblin shrugged. “You’ve got your hands full.”

      “I know.”

      I moved to the group of women and told Cassandra it was her call on whether we proceeded tonight or in the morning. At this point we were all worn pretty thin, even Cassandra.

      But the journey to Zendura wouldn’t be necessary.

      A pack of wolf-shifters emerged from the haze and surrounded us. At first I was concerned about their intentions. They weren’t there to chastise us about being in their forest. Those concerns had long since passed.

      The wolves confirmed Zenduria’s demise.

      Cassandra’s knees went weak, and she collapsed to the dirt, sobbing. She wailed inconsolably for a time.  According to the wolves, the Elven Kingdom was nothing more than ash, and no living soul remained.

      We were the only family Cassandra had left.

      “We are all that remain of my people,” Dashota, the leader of the wolf pack, said.

      There were maybe a dozen of them.

      “Where will you go?” Cassandra asked, wiping the tears from her eyes.

      “We are heading to the east forest. It will be our new home.”

      “But the east forest is—”

      “We will take our chances,” Dashota said.

      “You could help us fight the dragon,” I said.

      The wolf glared at me. “My kind is on the verge of extinction. This is a war we did not ask for.”

      “You have no peace treaty with the Lady of Greylake,” I said. “They will actively hunt your kind. You cannot thrive in the east forest.”

      “It is our last best hope,” Dashota replied.

      The pack left us amid the scorched trees as they headed east.

      We made camp and settled in for the evening warming ourselves around Grombly’s fire-stone.

      I sneezed. My nose was stuffy from the smoke. My eyes burned and watered, and my lungs felt thick. We all felt pretty dreary. And Cassandra didn’t say a word the rest of the evening. She stared into the fire with blank eyes, lost in solemn thought.

      I left her alone with her thoughts. I was the last person she wanted to talk to at the moment.

      I took a swig of ale from the bottomless bag and passed it around. Grombly sparked up some Happy Leaf. The cherry glowed red, illuminating his goblin face as he filled his lungs with the soothing herb. He passed it around, and after a few hits, all of my aches and pains vanished, and my burning eyes didn’t bother me as much.

      I handed the joint to Cassandra. She declined at first, but I persisted. “It’ll do you some good.”

      Cassandra relented and took a drag. It couldn’t bring her village back, but it helped ease the pain of loss.

      By midnight, a north wind had blown in, clearing out the smoky haze. I could finally breathe again, and my sinuses cleared. I figured I’d be coughing up black shit for a few days, if I lived that long. But without the fog, we’d be out in the open. Easily visible from above if the dragon flew this way.

      But I figured the Lorewood was the least of the dragon’s concerns. After its destruction, I’m sure Evron thought it harmless. There was nothing left living in the forest to attack him. At least it would give us the element of surprise.

      Cassandra pulled her hammock from her bottomless bag, but there weren’t enough sturdy trees to string it between. She spread it out over the ground not far from the glowing blue fire.

      When she was done, she took my hand and pulled me onto the hammock, and I curled up with her. She needed someone to hold her close tonight.

      “I’m sorry for what I said earlier,” she whispered.

      “You’re right to be upset. Not a day goes by that I don’t kick myself for releasing that dragon on the world.”

      “It’s not your fault. The only thing that matters now is that we destroy the dragon. And your brother.”

      I agreed. “And then what?”

      “What do you mean, and then what?

      “What happens to us? When we no longer have a common enemy?”

      She coyly replied, “I’ll tell you when we no longer have a common enemy.”
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      It was just before dawn when I heard footsteps.

      I lurched from a deep slumber and scanned the perimeter of the camp. My hand clutched the grip of my sword. The pale moonlight silhouetted the trees. There wasn’t anything out there. Not that I could see.

      Maybe it was my imagination?

      A bad dream?

      Then I heard another crunch.

      I sprang to my feet, and my companions stirred. The girls and Grombly had all packed onto the soft hammock.

      Blue flame still flickered from the fire-stone.

      Out of the darkness I saw several figures approaching. As they drew closer, I recognized their form.

      Dashota and his pack of wolves.

      I put away my sword. “What are you doing here?”

      “What you said was true. We will find no peace in the east forest. As long as that dragon lives, we are all in danger. We will fight at your side.”

      A grin curled on my lips, and I shook hands with the beast. His grip was powerful, and his claws were razor-sharp. I would not want to be his adversary.

      “We should get moving. It’s a full day’s march from here to Pernberry.”

      I rousted the others, and we packed up camp, then marched west.

      Jayna was not a happy camper. She could barely keep her eyes open, and she stumbled along in a stupor, half asleep. “This is entirely too early to be awake,” she griped.

      “Sleep is for the dead,” I said.

      Jayna’s eyes narrowed at me.

      Sophia leaned to Cassandra and muttered, “I expected more complaining out of you, being a princess and all.”

      Cassandra chuckled.

      “Princesses don’t have anything on demigods.”

      “I can hear you both,” Jayna growled.

      Sophia looked over her shoulder at the bratty demigod and smiled. “Sweetie, I’m just saying, you’re hot and all…  and if I had a dick, I’d be trying to stick it in any hole it would fit…  but maybe a little less complaining, and a little more positivity?”

      Jayna huffed.

      “It sucks for all of us,” Sophia said. “You think I wouldn’t prefer sleeping all day on a bed of clouds?”

      “Yeah, but you're used to this kind of thing. I’m not,” she said, not trying to be snooty, but it came out that way.

      “You better get used to it soon,” Sophia replied.

      Jayna stuck her nose in the air. “Once Kron destroys the dragon and takes his kingdom back, I will live as his Queen in his palace, catered to by his royal servants. Isn’t that right?”

      I smiled. “We all will.”

      “Even me?” Grombly asked.

      “Even you, Grombly. Any man, or goblin, or wolf, who fights at my side will never know poverty or hunger, as long as I have any say about it.”

      “Let’s hope you can fight as well as you can inspire,” Dashota said.

      “I can,” I said with confidence. Though, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t concerned about the task that lay ahead. It seemed even more daunting as we reached the outskirts of Pernberry.

      We gathered at what used to be the edge of the Lorewood. All that was left were a few scorched trees.

      “What’s the plan?” Grombly asked.

      I stared at the majestic citadel that I once called home. Surrounded by a moat, standing atop a high pillar of rock, the fortress was impenetrable. “There is a reason why Pernberry has never fallen.”

      “Indeed, there is a reason. And you are a fool to think it will fall now.” Malvina’s evil voice swirled around my head.

      At first I thought it was my imagination. Or, perhaps, she was projecting her voice into my brain, trying to instill fear in me? But I soon realized what was happening.

      The voice swirled around, and Malvina materialized behind me. “Did you think I would not foresee your coming?”

      I spun around to see her appear before my very eyes. “I see you’ve grown more powerful.”

      “You have no idea.” Her evil eyes blazed into me. “You will pay dearly for Gort’s death.”

      “I’m sorry, did I hurt your little plaything?”

      Rage boiled on her face.

      “Who is this bitch?” Jayna asked.

      “My sister.”

      “And I thought I had a dysfunctional family.”

      An army of undead warriors emerged from the trees. I didn’t know what kind of sacrifice Malvina had made to conjure such demons. But there were more than I could have imagined. With swords drawn, they surrounded us.

      There were too many for us to handle.
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      The wolves snarled and brandished their claws, ready to pounce. The air was filled with growls.

      With our swords drawn, we prepared to engage the undead. My eyes glanced around, trying to formulate a plan. There were too many to count.

      I let out a primal roar and charged into the fray.

      My comrades followed.

      Swords clashed, claws swiped, and fangs ripped rotten flesh apart.

      We tried to form a barrier around Jayna. She was unarmed and had no experience with combat. She trembled with fear, her face twisted, tortured by the chaos.

      I deflected a blow from a shriveled sack of bones with my shield.

      Another demon attacked.

      Our blades clashed, and I knocked the cretin off balance. A second blow from my sword sliced his thigh in half, and he collapsed to the ground.

      Another attacked.

      Then another.

      I kept hacking and slashing, deflecting their attacks and severing heads. The mindless creatures were easily dispatched, but their sheer number made them an insurmountable obstacle.

      The wolves swiped at the bone-sacks with viscous claws, severing limbs and heads with ease.

      As soon as one would fall, another took its place.

      The crackle of bones and the sound of ripping flesh filled the air. I heard the yelps of wolves as demon blades penetrated their hides.

      Grombly fought by my side, but he was too short to sever a bone-sack’s head. Instead, he hacked at their kneecaps, toppling them to the ground, finishing the job once they were sprawled on the dirt.

      The bodies piled up around us. And the smell of putrid flesh twisted my nostrils. It was as if these creatures had dug themselves out of the grave and picked up a broadsword. Worms slithered through their skulls, and maggots gnawed at their flesh. Flies buzzed around them. They lacked the skill and sophistication of the wraiths.  They reminded me of the undead from the open plains of the underworld.

      I kept hacking and slashing and stabbing. It didn’t seem like I was making any progress. My chest heaved for breath, and sweat covered my body. It wouldn’t be long before my arms would grow weak and rubbery.

      The girls held their own, and we managed to protect Jayna. But this couldn’t go on forever.

      Malvina watched from a distance with amusement. But her grin soon faded.

      I didn’t notice at first—too preoccupied with the horde of undead—but there was something more fearsome on the horizon.

      The trees from the Dark Forest had made the long march, having changed their minds. They entered the fray with glee, sweeping aside large swaths of the undead with their massive branches that moved like arms.

      They were unbelievably fast for trees, taking long strides. Their roots had retracted, and their trunks split into legs. I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t see it with my own eyes. They towered over the horde, snatching them up, pulling their heads off like pulling petals from a daisy.

      There was nothing the undead could do to defend themselves. The trees didn’t have any flesh to gnaw on, and the hacks of their swords only caused minor scratches on their bark.

      When the tide turned, Malvina disappeared.

      Before long, the last of the undead had been vanquished, and the remains of the forest were littered with their carcasses.

      The leader of the trees, Thornbeck, approached me. “We have reconsidered our position.”

      “I can see that. Thank you.”

      “We will fight at your side until victory, or death.”

      I smiled. “I prefer victory, myself.”

      Our moment of triumph didn’t last long. The harrowing screeches of the dragon filled the air.

      My eyes searched the sky and found the heinous beast. The flap of Aurora’s leathery wings filled my ears.

      The creature swooped down and its chest expanded as it inhaled.

      “Take cover!” I shouted.

      We scattered like roaches in the light as Aurora unleashed her fiery breath.

      The trees parted as the amber flames scorched the ground. Several were caught in the fiery stream, and flames danced on their branches.

      I had never heard a tree scream before.

      It wasn’t a pleasant sound.

      More trees burst into flames as Aurora made another destructive pass. Fires crackled, and wood popped. The trees rolled on the ground trying to put the flames out to no avail.

      “The moat!” I shouted, waving my wooded comrades on. At least they would be able to douse themselves and put out the flames.

      We charged down the slope toward the castle.

      Evron’s praetorian guard unleashed arrows from the battlements as we approached.

      We took cover behind the trees as we charged toward the castle. The arrows slammed into the tree trunks, not causing any harm to them.

      I had no doubt that the next wave of arrows would be flaming.

      We raced across the verdant field. It was a stark contrast to the scorched Lorewood.

      It wasn’t going to stay green for long.

      Aurora plunged down, and a molten stream of fire spewed from her mouth, engulfing more trees.

      More horrid screams.

      Black smoke billowed into the sky.

      Burning trees raced to douse themselves in the moat.

      I felt like I was leading these trees to the slaughter. My stomach twisted with guilt.

      I broke from the pack and ran in the open as Aurora made another pass.

      “What are you doing?” Cassandra shouted, her face full of worry.

      I was an obvious target.

      I stood defiant, pointing my sword at the dragon as it plunged straight toward me. A slight grin tugged at the dragon’s craggy mouth. I was going to be an easy kill for her. Her sharp fangs glistened, and her eyes glimmered.

      I watched her chest expand, then she blew out a scalding breath. At the last minute, I dropped to one knee and placed my shield in front of me.

      I hoped it would work.
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      The shield deflected the glowing flames, and heat wrapped around me. But I did not get burned.

      I stood up, drenched in sweat and pointed my sword at the dragon again, taunting her.

      She attacked again, and my shield protected me as I knelt to the ground.

      Again, I stood defiant.

      She was growing frustrated. It was easy to sense that.

      Aurora plunged down and landed in the green grass in front of me. Her massive paws rumbled the ground. Her heavy breath rattled in her nostrils as she stomped toward me, curious.

      The others backed away, keeping their distance from her fiery breath.

      I stood alone in the field, facing off against the giant beast.

      She blasted another stream of molten fire. It bounced off my shield and flickered around me.

      The ground around me sizzled and smoldered, having been turned black by her breath. A small patch of green remained underneath my feet.

      Aurora looked winded, and her chest heaved for breath.

      I suspected she couldn’t blow fire forever. She would need to recuperate at some point.

      She stomped around me, eyeing me with curiosity. “What magic do you possess that allows you to survive my breath?”

      “No magic,” I said.

      My response irritated her. She spit another breath of fire in a sweeping arc that pushed the trees back even farther from us.

      She and I stood alone in the field.

      “You are either brave, or stupid to stand against me in an open field.”

      I shrugged. “The safe bet is on stupid.”

      She chuckled.

      “I have no quarrel with you. How about you step aside and let me have my revenge against my brother?”

      “I could have been yours. Instead I must serve that horrible man and satisfy his every twisted desire. His death would set me free, yet I must defend him against all enemies. How can I ever repay you for dooming me to such a horrid fate?”

      I cringed.

      She spewed another fiery breath at me. I knelt down and brought my shield before me. Once again, it deflected the flames.

      But fire wasn’t her only weapon.

      The ground rumbled, and she charged toward me. She snarled and batted me aside with her massive paw.

      The impact knocked the wind from my lungs and launched me into the air. I flew twenty yards, then crashed to the ground.

      The shield bounced and rolled down the hill.

      My eyes bulged from their sockets, and I swallowed hard. I was completely vulnerable.

      My brain told my lungs to take a breath, but they said fuck you. My side ached, and I had a massive headache.

      I finally managed to squeeze in a breath, but by that time, Aurora was charging toward me with a diabolical glimmer in her dragon eyes.

      I reached for Asgoth.

      “It’s been nice knowing you, pal,” Asgoth said.

      It sounded flippant, but he was sincere.

      I fumbled for the compulsion dust in the pouch on my belt. I thought maybe it could work. But I grimaced the moment my hand touched Lily’s ashes—they were still wet and clumpy. There was no way I could blow this dust into the dragon’s face.

      I watched Aurora’s massive chest inhale again. In a moment, I would be fried to a crisp.

      Grombly had no intention of letting that happen.

      He charged the beast from behind and stabbed the dragon’s tail with the Dagger of Onyx.

      If the blade was capable of killing an immortal, it should have been able to kill a dragon. Though a shifter, and gifted with long life, Aurora was not immortal. Any sword would do. But the trick was penetrating her scaly exterior.

      The tip of Grombly’s sword bounced aside.

      Aurora spun around and swiped at the little goblin. She batted him into the air, and he flew twice as far as I did. He tumbled a few times, then came to rest like a sack of bones.

      He didn’t move.

      I thought he might be dead.
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      My heart filled with sadness and rage. I sprang to my feet and charged the dragon while it had its back to me. I climbed up its tail, traversing its scaly back, and stabbed my blade into the area between its shoulder blades.

      Even Asgoth couldn’t penetrate Aurora’s armor plating.

      Outraged, the dragon spun around,  attempting to throw me. I clung onto the tall spikes along its spine.

      Aurora tried to swipe me with her arms, but she couldn’t quite reach the middle of her back.

      She reared up on her hind legs and howled.

      I hung on for dear life.

      Then she launched into the air.

      Her massive wings flapped, pulling us toward the sun. Within seconds, the castle grounds grew small. Wind raced through my hair. The sensation of flying was both exhilarating and terrifying.

      She did a barrel roll, angling upside down. I hung onto a thorny spike with one hand, my feet dangling thousands of feet above the ground. My comrades looked like specs on the ground.

      Aurora righted herself. I figured she couldn’t maintain flight upside down for very long. She plunged down, then climbed up, and looped around.

      Still, I hung on.

      I tried to wedge the tip of my sword between her scaly plates, but I couldn’t penetrate the thick armor.

      Aurora kept rocking from side to side and rolling upside down, flying erratically, trying every maneuver in the book to dislodge me. I flopped from one side of her back to the other.

      Eventually I would fall.

      And she had no intention of returning to earth until I did. She could probably glide on the updrafts for hours.

      I had to do something.

      Her wings were like a second pair of arms. Long skinny arms with a leathery inter-femoral membrane between her long bat-like fingers. This is what allowed her to fly. The membrane was unprotected by scales or armor. It needed to be flexible in order to contract and expand and catch the wind.

      It was probably a dumb thing to do, but it was my only chance.

      I stabbed my sword into the membrane close to her torso and sliced clear through toward the first finger.

      Blood poured from the wound, and the flap of dragon skin fluttered.

      Aurora instantly lost support on that side. She flapped frantically trying to stabilize her flight.

      We spiraled toward the ground.

      A piercing screech filled the air, and again she tried to buck me off.

      I sliced the membrane on the other wing, and we began an unpleasant and uncontrolled descent.

      Aurora shrieked and howled as she desperately tried to gain control. We plummeted down, the flaps of her wings rippling in the wind like a torn sail.

      “You’ve killed us both,” she growled.

      My heart leapt into my throat as we plunged toward the ground. A million thoughts raced through my mind. Namely, what it was going to feel like to hit the ground at 120 miles an hour. How many bones would I break? Would I live, or die? Or exist somewhere in between—spine snapped, unable to move?

      It wouldn’t take long to find out.

      We hit the ground like a meteor from outer space. I heard bones crunch. A plume of dust erupted around us. The ground rumbled, and the impact echoed across the valley.

      Aurora took the brunt of the impact. We slammed the dirt and bounced in different directions. I tumbled through the air and hit the dirt again and rolled.

      Stars danced around my vision, and I couldn’t breathe.

      Aurora flopped on the ground and groaned.

      My entire body was numb. That scared the hell out of me. Who knew what was going to hurt when the numbness wore off?

      I finally inhaled and breathed a mouthful of dust. My ribs hurt when I coughed.

      I staggered to my feet. It was a miracle. Nothing seemed broken, but I was going to be sore as hell the next day—if I lived that long.

      Asgoth lay in the grass not far away.

      I dashed to the blade and scooped it up.

      Aurora wailed in pain and tried to climb to her feet. Her left arm was broken. She crawled toward me, rage burning on her face. She coughed and hacked and tried to take a breath, but with her broken ribs it hurt too much. The dragon winced and coughed again.

      Even in her wounded condition, she could still be lethal. And as long as she had an ounce of breath left in her, she would carry out her master’s commands.

      Those commands were to kill me.

      I had an idea.

      It was probably a dumb idea. But it was the best I could think of at the time. I hobbled toward the dragon, trying to get to her before she could suck in a full breath and spew more fire.

      My hand dug into my pouch and grabbed a fistful of Lily’s ashes. I ran toward Aurora, and as she roared at me I threw a fistful of the clumpy wet ashes into her mouth.

      The dragon coughed and hacked the dust out, her hot breath drying it in the process, turning it into a fine powder once again. The glittering fairy dust hung in the air around her. When she inhaled, the dust worked its magic.

      Her eyes glazed over, and the tension released from her body.

      “Stand down,” I commanded.

      “Never!” she said, fighting the compulsion. For a moment, I thought she was going to incinerate me. Then she mellowed and laid down.

      “Shift into your human form,” I commanded.

      Before my eyes, she transformed into the gorgeous redheaded woman that I remembered. She was covered in blood. The wounds I inflicted on her wings now appeared on her back. Her arm was broken and her body was black with bruises.

      I wasn’t sure how long the fairy dust was going to work on her. I had to storm the citadel before she became a threat again.

      While I was off careening through the sky, fighting the dragon, the trees had crossed the moat. They climbed atop one another, scaling the walls of the cliff, reaching the top of the battlements.

      I swam across the moat and joined the girls at the base of the cliff. They were still alive and in one piece. Grombly had taken a hell of a beating, but he didn’t suffer any serious injuries.

      There was no time for a joyful reunion. I started climbing the trees, making my way toward the battlements. Several of the trees had already scaled the walls of the castle and were busy devastating Evron’s guards.

      By the time I scaled the parapet, bodies lay strewn about the court. Sensing victory, the citizens had revolted against the guards, and they showed them no mercy.

      I knew there was only one place Evron could be—locked safely in his chamber. He was never one to lead from the front. Even with the dragon at his side, he would stay sheltered from the fray.

      I stormed the palace and spiraled my way up the tower to what once was my father’s chamber. There was a small cadre of guards posted at his chamber door.

      “Stand aside, and I will spare your lives,” I shouted.

      The guards exchanged a wary glance and hesitated.

      “The dragon is no longer under Evron’s command. His reign is over.”

      Their faces went pale. They exchanged another glance, then dropped their swords and ran. The metal blades clattered against the tile, and I couldn’t help but grin.

      I strolled down the hall and put my shoulder into the door, ramming it until the wood splintered and the hinges bent. I burst in the chamber to see Evron cowering in the corner.

      His sword shook in his hand. He screamed, and his voice trembled as much as his hand, “Aurora!”

      “She’s not coming to save you.”  I gripped Asgoth tight. I’m not quite sure who was more excited, me or my sword. We both quivered with excitement. Revenge would taste sweet for both of us.

      Evron was horrible with a blade. This fight wouldn’t last two seconds, and he knew it.

      Evron tossed his blade aside and knelt before me. “I beg for your compassion and mercy! Spare my life. You can lock me in the dungeon for all eternity, but please do not kill me. It was Malvina’s idea. She made me do it. She compelled me with her evil magic. Please brother! You have no idea the pain I feel every day. The sense of loss. The horror and shame. I have slain my father. My own flesh and blood. It haunts me.” He glanced up at me with sad puppy dog eyes. “Do not make the same mistake, brother. We are family.”

      I stared at the sad pathetic man.

      “You’re not going to go soft on me, are you?” Asgoth said.

      Evron reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of the green powder he used to knock me out before. He wouldn’t be successful this time.

      “Hell no,” I muttered to Asgoth.

      With all my might I swung the sword, severing my brother’s head before he could blow the powder in my direction. His body smacked the floor, and his head rolled underneath the bed. Blood oozed from his neck.

      Aurora no longer had a master. And Pernberry was no longer ruled by a tyrant.

      I grinned. I felt no remorse. No guilt. I only regretted that I hadn’t killed him sooner.

      Fuck that guy.
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      With a fistful of his hair, Evron’s head dangled from my grasp. I held it over the balcony for all to see and announced that I had taken the throne.

      There was much rejoicing.

      I tossed his ugly mug to the street below. It splattered like a watermelon, and people kicked it about like a ball.

      Malvina was nowhere to be found. If she was smart, she would never cross my path again. But I was sure I hadn’t heard the last of her. Her greed and wickedness were too great. She would find a way to challenge my reign.

      I welcomed the challenge.

      The girls joined me in the chamber and we each shared a long embrace. A few minor cuts and scraps, but my warriors were still alive, and in one piece. My little demigod was frazzled, but in good spirits.

      “This is a much nicer palace than Phaedra’s,” Jayna said. I could get used to this. She smiled.

      “I could too,” Cassandra said.

      “Does this mean...”

      She smiled. “Well, I am a princess. It seems only fitting that I should become a Queen.”

      That drew the ire of the other two.

      “I’m his Queen,” Jayna insisted.

      “You are all my Queens,” I assured.

      “I couldn't care less what my title is,” Sophia said. “Just as long as you keep me satisfied.” A naughty smile curled on her luscious lips. “But Queen doesn’t sound too bad.”

      “I want a title,” Grombly said.

      “How about the general of my army?”

      The little goblin smiled. “It would be an honor, my Lord.” He bowed before me.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I have one last thing to do.” I marched out of the chamber.

      “Where are you going?” Cassandra asked.

      “To see if I can right a wrong.”

      Cassandra’s face crinkled with confusion.

      The girls and Grombly followed.

      We marched out of the castle and found Aurora. She still lay exactly where I told her to stay.

      She didn’t look well.

      Her face was pale, and she had lost a lot of blood. Her thoracic cavity was full of edema and swelling. The poor girl struggled to breathe. Air wheezed through her lungs, then she drew her final breath. Her eyes went blank and her body lay still.

      The last dragon shifter had left the earthly realm.

      I knelt beside her and pulled the resurrection potion from my pocket.

      “What are you doing?” Cassandra asked.

      “This wasn’t her fault.” I said.

      I grabbed her jaw and parted Aurora’s lips.

      “Didn’t we just use all of our efforts to destroy her?”

      “She’s not an evil person,” I said. “She was only doing Evron’s will. She’s innocent.”

      I got her into this situation, and I felt like I owed it to her to do everything in my power to save her life—even though I wasn’t sure what that would mean in the long term. Where would her allegiance lie now? And would she want revenge on me?

      Rage boiled on Cassandra’s face. “This innocent girl killed my family and destroyed my home!” Her cheeks reddened and tears streamed down her face. “Don’t you dare bring her back!”

      “She didn’t have a choice in the matter. Hasn’t there been enough death?”

      “Bringing her back will only create more.” Her eyes filled with betrayal. “I can’t believe you would even consider this.”

      “I’m just trying to do what’s right.”

      “Fine. Bring her back. But you’ll lose me.” Her hair twirled as she turned around and stormed back the castle.

      “Cassandra! Wait!”

      “Way to go, slick,” Sophia said.

      I grimaced.
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      “I’ll go talk to her,” Sofia said.

      “No. This is my mess,” I said. “I’ll fix it.”

      I chased after Cassandra. “I know you’re totally against this. And you got every right to be.”

      She ignored me and kept walking. I ran in front of her and blocked her path. “Just listen to me.”

      She folded her arms and glared at me.

      “Make a choice. Her or me?”

      “You. Without a doubt. But—”

      “No buts. We’re talking about my entire race. Gone because of her.”

      “Because of Evron.”

      “One and the same. She is no longer loyal to him now that he’s dead.”

      Her eyes narrowed at me. “Why do you want to bring her back? So you can have a dragon to control? Or do you just want to fuck her?” She flung her hands in the air. “I mean, I’ve come to grips with the fact that I’m not going to be your only one, but you can’t expect me to share you with someone who has caused such harm?”

      “Whoa! Hang on. Who said anything about that? I just want to give her a chance at life. I have no designs on her. She can only be bonded once. She will never again be able to transform into a dragon.”

      Cassandra arched a curious eyebrow. “I didn’t know that.”

      “The girl has been enslaved since she was a child, stolen from her mother. I think it’s time she lived life on her own terms.”

      Cassandra thought about it for a long moment. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and tried to center herself. She fumbled for words. “I guess this is an…  opportunity for me to learn…  forgiveness.”

      I felt relieved.

      “But if anything goes wrong, it’s your ass.”

      I grinned. “What could go wrong?”

      Cassandra rolled her eyes.

      We returned to Aurora’s corpse. I poured the potion into her mouth and waited. Nothing happened for a few moments.

      Suddenly, the lacerations on Aurora’s back healed before our eyes, leaving no scar. Her bruises faded. Her broken forearm straightened.

      Aurora’s eyelids fluttered open, and she took a deep breath. She looked around, dazed, not sure what happened.

      I took Aurora’s hand. “You are free now. Your master is no more.”

      “I know,” she said, able to sense it. She still looked weak and frail. “You brought me back? Why?”

      I shrugged. “Glutton for punishment, I guess.”

      A soft smile curled her lips.

      “For the first time, you are free to choose your own destiny. You may stay here in Pernberry, if you like.  Or you may venture out, in which case I will provide you with a horse and the necessary supplies.”

      She looked at me with a degree of skepticism. “Why would you be kind to me after what I’ve done?”

      “It’s time for all of us to heal from this tragedy.”

      I scooped her from the ground and carried her in my arms into the citadel, taking her to a spare room in my castle. I placed her in bed and stayed with her for a while. She dozed off, and I watched her sleep peacefully.

      I left Aurora in Grombly’s care and took the main stairwell, descending to the dungeon. I knew that anyone loyal to me would likely be executed or imprisoned.

      I was hoping for the latter.

      Executing a slew of people wouldn’t have looked good in the public eye. Evron would have wanted to maintain a smooth transition of power without upsetting the residents of the citadel.

      At least, that was my hope.

      Every cell in the dungeon was full. The putrid stench of humans packed in a small space with little to no hygiene smacked me in the face the minute I opened the door. The air was hot and muggy from sweaty bodies packed tightly. Coughs and sniffles echoed throughout the chambers. Any time masses of people were packed so tightly in unsanitary conditions, disease ran rampant.

      I looked through the cells and recognized many familiar faces. Since I had no way of knowing who had been imprisoned in the dungeon for valid reasons, I released everyone.

      Amid the crowd, I saw Carvin, slumped in a corner, leaning against the wall. I was relieved to find he was still alive, but he was pale and sickly.

      His eyes brightened when he saw me, and I helped the frail man to his feet.

      “I never thought I’d see you again,” he said. “I’m glad you’re back.”

      “I thought they might have killed you,” I said.

      “I think Evron was trying. The slow painful way.”

      I helped him out of the dungeon. He looked like he hadn’t eaten since last I saw him. “Are you hungry?”

      “I could eat a troll.”

      We laughed.

      “Good. Because tonight we feast!”

      The first thing Carvin wanted to do was step outside. After weeks in a dank dungeon, he was in desperate need of sunlight and fresh air. He squinted in the bright sun as he stepped into the court. He took a deep breath and filled his lungs, then exhaled. “It’s good to breathe free air.”

      “Indeed, my friend.”

      That night we threw the most extravagant feast Pernberry had ever seen. The banquet hall was filled to capacity. We indulged, and overindulged, in food and drink. With our bellies full, we enjoyed music and watched the revelers dance. Grombly drank twice his weight in ale, and Carvin never stopped eating.

      Cassandra and Sophia sat on either side of me, each one vying for my affection. Jayna pouted, the odd one out.

      “Don’t forget what you promised me,” Cassandra said.

      My curious eyes gazed at her. I fumbled for words, having no clue what she was talking about. “I would never forget any of my promises. Which one in particular are you referring to?”

      “My ring. It is still with the innkeeper in Locsava. With any luck, he hasn’t pawned it yet. I want it back.”

      “I will get you ring back if I have to travel to the underworld and back,” I said with a smile.

      “And I want to go to Zenduria. I need to see it for myself.”

      “We will set out tomorrow, if that is your wish?”

      Cassandra smiled. “Not tomorrow. I think we should have a few days of rest and relaxation.”

      “I think we should have a lifetime of rest and relaxation. After we get your ring back.”

      I was surprised to see Aurora join us for the feast. She took an awkward seat beside Cassandra. The elf’s body tensed, and her hands balled into fists. She took a deep breath to steady herself.

      I whispered in her ear, “Forgiveness, remember?”

      Cassandra forced a smile. “Easy for you to say.”

      The elf took a deep breath and turned to the dragon-shifter, and put on a happy face. “Welcome to our table. Please, make yourself at home.”

      I know it must have been like pulling teeth for her.

      Aurora burst into tears. “I’m so sorry for what I’ve done.”

      She stood up and ran from the table, too embarrassed to stay.

      “Great. It seems I’m going to be looking after a sensitive dragon.” Cassandra stood up and placed her napkin on the table.

      “Better you than me,” Sophia said. “You are more nurturing than I am.”

      Cassandra rolled her eyes. “Why do I have to be the responsible one?”

      “Because I’m the fun one?” Sophia smiled.

      Cassandra rolled her eyes and chased after Aurora.

      Jayna took the opportunity to take her seat next to me. She wrapped her arm around me and snuggled up. “Finally! She’s been hogging you all afternoon.”

      “There is plenty of me to go around,” I said with a grin.

      Before long, Cassandra returned with Aurora. She did her best to be kind and forgiving, but it was going to take a long time to truly heal.

      I lifted a glass, toasting my companions. “To Lily!”

      The girls’ raised their glasses. “To Lily!”

      “Who’s Lily?” Jayna asked.

      “A dear friend we lost on the journey,” Cassandra said.

      “A journey that you wouldn’t have been on if not for me,” Aurora added. She hung her head in shame.

      Cassandra smiled. “Lily would want us to be happy and love one another.”

      “I’ll drink to that,” Sophia said. A naughty glint flickered in her eyes. “I say we get busy with the loving.”

      “Is that all you think about?” Cassandra asked.

      “Yes,” Sophia replied. “Basically.”

      “So, you two share him at the same time?” Jayna asked.

      “On occasion,” Sophia replied. “Isn’t that right, Cassandra?”

      Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “Yes,” she stammered. ”On occasion.”

      Jayna arched a curious eyebrow. “Interesting.” She thought about it for a moment. “What the hell, I’m game.” Then she paused. “Wait. You didn’t have sex with my dad, did you? Cause, that would be weird.”

      “No,” Sophia said. “He tried. But I was the one holding all the strings.”

      Sophia grinned mischievously.

      The celebration would continue into the wee hours of the morning, but it was time for me to spread my affection about my girls.

      “Kron, can I speak with you for a moment? In private?” Aurora asked.

      We excused ourselves and stepped out of the banquet hall.

      “I want to thank you for bringing me back from the dead, and offering your hospitality,” Aurora said. “It’s not every day something like that happens. But I don’t know if I can face those people every day, knowing what I’ve done.”

      She had a grim look on her face.

      “I think if you stay, it will give you an opportunity to face those demons. If you leave, they may haunt you forever. But the decision is up to you. Take your time and think about it. I’m sure the right choice will make itself clear to you in time.”

      She nodded. Aurora lifted on her tiptoes and kissed me on the cheek. “Thank you.”

      She returned to her guest room.

      I told Grombly to look after Aurora, then grabbed the girls from the banquet hall and retired to my chamber. That’s where the real celebration began.

      “I’ve never had a foursome before,” Jayna said.

      Sophia rolled her eyes. “Save it, sister. I’ve seen what goes on in Valinsmor.”

      “Well, I may have had a few youthful indiscretions,” Jayna said, feigning innocence.

      “Loose the dress, cupcake,” Sophia commanded.

      “Well, if you insist.” She slipped her gown from her shoulders. Her beautiful breasts bounced free.

      Sophia’s eyes filled with desire. “You do have great tits, don’t you?”

      Jayna smiled. “Well, I am a demigod.”

      “On the bed and spread ‘em,” Sophia commanded. “I’m gonna warm you up for Kron.” She winked at Cassandra. “Besides, the elf needs a little one-on-one time.”

      “That’s very generous of you,” Cassandra replied.

      “I got your back, sister.”
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      Sophia dove between Jayna’s golden thighs.  It didn’t take long for the room to fill with moans of ecstasy.  The feline vixen could work magic with her tongue.

      Their passion was contagious.

      Cassandra and I embraced, our lips colliding. We couldn’t peel each other’s clothes off fast enough. My eyes soaked in her luxurious form. She had a shape that I could never tire of, and the feeling of her smooth skin against mine was worth more than all the riches in Valinsmor.

      Our bodies collided with explosive desire. We tumbled in the sheets, rediscovering each other. She felt like coming home. Like an old pair of jeans with a perfect fit, or that old winter coat that was cozy and warm.

      The gods could keep Valinsmor. I found my heaven right here.

      I woke in the morning among a twisted web of naked bodies. Warm sunlight spilled in the windows, painting squares of amber light on the floor. I stretched and yawned as I peeled my eyes open. I marveled at the glorious forms that lay about me.

      I was looking forward to a glorious day. A full breakfast. Another romp in the hay with my lovelies. My first full day as King.

      But Grombly stormed into the room with a gash on his head.

      Goblin blood trickled down his forehead. He clutched the wound as he stumbled into my chamber.

      “What the hell happened?” I asked, sitting up with wide eyes.

      “She’s gone!” the goblin said. “Someone took her!”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Aurora!” Grombly said. “I went to check on her after the celebration, just as you asked. I was ambushed by two knights who wore the crest of GreyLake. I just woke up.”

      I clenched my jaw. “Ready the horses. They can’t be too far.”

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      The little goblin and I charged from the castle, following the tracks of the kidnappers. We spurred our horses into the remains of the Lorewood. Perhaps Queen Nefria thought Aurora could be re-mated? Maybe she just wanted to take back what she thought was hers. Whatever the reason, I wasn’t going to let it stand. I would get Aurora back.

      I had thought my days of adventure were behind me. But they were only just beginning.
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      I thought it would be fun to write a story about a bad-ass barbarian who saves the world and gets the girls. Once I started writing, I couldn’t stop. I’m not sure what’s next for Kron. If you enjoyed the story, let me know. Maybe I’ll write more. You know barbarians… If they get bored, they will start some shit.

      —Tyler
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      I love harem and sci-fi. Follow me on facebook and join my harem group.
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