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 Chapter 1 
 
    “Make sure we have enough bags to carry all of our supplies back,” Elora said to our little gathering group, and the half-light, half-dark elf strapped her long spear to her back. Then she tied a burlap sack to the leather belt around her waist, and she flicked her silver hair over her shoulder. 
 
    It had been about three weeks since I’d kind of sort of crash-landed on this planet and saved this group of refugees from a demonic lord who’d been demanding they sacrifice themselves to him every full moon. I never would have guessed that I’d feel so completely at home in a dead Demon Lord’s castle surrounded by humans and elves alike, but here I was. 
 
    Everyone had been thrilled when we’d returned to camp, and there had been no arguments about moving into the fortress and making it our own.  
 
    After all, to the victor go the spoils.  
 
    Once we’d cleared out the Demon Lord’s crushed corpse, his demon lackeys, and all the dismembered body parts and skeletons from the castle, Elora and my big blond friend Ayen had helped me move all the people from the tiny broken-down camp beside the lava fields to the spacious fortress. 
 
    Ayen had been a supportive influence for me ever since I’d arrived on Asgard, and he’d very quickly become a good friend of mine. I was glad to have the skilled archer as a confidant, and he was really good at watching my back in battle, but his boisterous personality often helped ease the tension of the others, too. With his help, the people had quickly become eager to make this place a real home for our small community, and I had encouraged them to make it their own. 
 
    Ingrid, who was an elderly elf and the Demon Lord’s former housekeeper and cook, had quickly assumed a lead role in regards to cleaning out the decades of dust and grime from every corner of the castle. She enlisted the help of Ayen’s lover, Sassa, as well as Ylva, who was a sour-faced woman from the encampment. Ylva’s sister Merial gave a hand as well now that she was freed from the imprisonment of the Demon Lord, and Ingrid’s son Goren helped out, too. The half-elf boy didn’t seem particularly fond of the task, but it was clear he would have done anything to spend time with his elven mother after all the time they’d been apart. 
 
    We were preparing to head out on a food gathering mission this morning, but before we could finish getting ready, Ingrid came to me with excitement in her pale green eyes. 
 
    “My lord!” Ingrid bustled right up to me and dipped into a formal curtsy. “We’ve found something!” 
 
    Frida, my wolf-shark pup, danced excitedly over and circled around Ingrid’s skirts. The adorably feisty predator had really grown in the last three weeks, and I had a feeling that was due to all the table scraps she got from her constant begging. Her broad, wolf-like shoulders now came up to my hips, and her sharp shark teeth were a terrifying thing to behold, but she had the sweetest personality. Frida loved to follow me anywhere and everywhere, but my housekeeper was still a bit uneasy around the wolf-shark. 
 
    Ingrid skirted to the side and eyed Frida a bit nervously as she approached me. 
 
    “What kind of something?” I asked with a bit of tension in my chest. 
 
    Last week the Demon Lord’s former housekeeper and head cook had discovered a stockpile of casks filled with blood instead of wine in the cellars. The older elf had come to me privately and informed me of the hideous discovery. Ayen and a brown-haired, human warrior named Varian had helped me dispose of the disturbing things that evening. 
 
    “Something very exciting, my lord,” Ingrid replied in a breathless voice. “Come, you will want to see this.” 
 
    “Alright,” I grumbled. “We’ve got a bit of time to spare, it’s still early enough.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I come along, too?” Shalanna asked. “I am rather curious.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I said as I smiled at the black-haired beauty. 
 
    Shalanna was an incredible woman. She’d come to the small encampment several years ago when she was sixteen, and she’d lost all that remained of her family on the journey from beyond the lava fields. The black-haired woman had arrived with several others, and Wyn had welcomed them into the camp. Shortly after her arrival, Elora had discovered that Shalanna’s grandmother had been one of her Valkyrie sisters in a region far to the north. 
 
    In the weeks since I’d killed the Demon Lord, I’d had the privilege of getting to know her a bit better, and I’d learned that Shalanna’s grandmother, Eira, had fought valiantly in Ragnarok, but she had been slain and left behind a young daughter to fend for herself in the destroyed world that remained. At least, that was what Shalanna’s mother had told her while she’d grown up in a hellish landscape of lava and demons. 
 
    The moment Elora had learned of this, she’d gone straight to Shalanna and declared that she would take the young girl under her wing and teach her the ways of the Valkyrie. 
 
    “Frida?” I turned to my wolf-shark pup and looked at her sternly. “Sit.” 
 
    Frida’s huge tongue lolled out of the side of her wide mouth, but she promptly plopped her shark-tailed butt on the stone floor. 
 
    “Good girl,” I praised my fearsome pet. “Stay.” 
 
    Frida whined softly, but she stayed obediently where she was as her tailfin wagged behind her. 
 
    Elora laced her fingers with mine, and the three of us followed Ingrid up the wide staircases. I heard the stomping of heavy footsteps and turned around to see Ayen joining us. 
 
    “Do you remember that hideous tapestry that was nailed onto the wall at the end of the west wing, my lord?” Ingrid asked me as we hurried down the corridors after her. 
 
    “The one that looks to be painted with blood?” Elora asked with a shudder. 
 
    “That’s the exact one.” Ingrid nodded. “Well, as you know, I have been quite eager to finally be rid of the Demon Lord’s horrific design choices, so I was fussing about and trying to find a way to pull it down, when I discovered a door hidden behind it!” 
 
    “A door?” Shalanna asked, and her bright blue eyes went wide. “Of course, that must be the lost space we discovered last week! Remember?” 
 
    “You may be right,” I agreed as I thought back. 
 
    Just a few days ago, we’d realized that the outer walls of the castle’s west wing didn’t match up with the rooms inside, and we’d been entirely confused by the extra space that we couldn’t seem to find inside the castle.  
 
    “Yes,” Ingrid said. “I considered taking a peek inside, but I thought it best to come and find you first, my lord.” 
 
    “That was probably a smart choice,” I said. My mind offered up all kinds of horrid possibilities of what lay in that room, and I took a deep breath to prepare myself for anything. “No telling what could be behind there.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is empty,” Elora suggested, but her amber-red eyes narrowed with doubt. 
 
    “Maybe,” I muttered, but my gut told me that was incredibly unlikely. 
 
    We arrived at the end of the hall, and I studied the blood-painting that was secured snuggly to each corner at the end of the corridor. It was deceptive how cleanly the tapestry hid what was behind it. 
 
    “Look at this,” Ingrid murmured as she stepped forward. Then she gripped the edge of the bloody fabric with the very tips of her fingers and pulled it aside. “I found this when I removed the nails at the bottom.” 
 
    As she pulled the macabre painting aside, a plain wooden door came into view. It was a simple door, and it lacked any of the intricate carvings that so many of the other rooms in this castle possessed. It was the most average-looking door I’d seen since arriving on Asgard, but something about it sent a shiver down my spine. 
 
    “Shall I open it, my lord?” Ingrid asked me with wide eyes. 
 
    “Anything that may have once been alive in there is surely dead after all this time,” Ayen pointed out. “Look at the thick layer of dust behind the tapestry. It has not been moved in decades.” 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded. Ayen was right, the door had clearly not been opened in many, many years, and the possibility of finding something alive in there was nonexistent. “Let’s see what’s inside.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is just empty,” Shalanna suggested in a highly optimistic tone. 
 
    Ingrid pressed her lips together in a thin line, and I could tell she didn’t think that was very likely. The elven housekeeper pulled on the tapestry until it tore from the nail at the top and collapsed down onto the stone floor. She quickly balled the gross thing up and tossed it away with a pile of garbage she’d been amassing during her cleaning. 
 
    I nodded at the older woman, and Ingrid slowly turned the handle of the door. The rusty hinges creaked with disuse, but the door swung open easily. 
 
    It appeared there were no windows in the room, but light flowed in from the sunlit corridor and through the open door. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the darkness, but then I could see that the space was large and packed full with items. 
 
    Dust floated heavily through the beam of sunlight that shone into the room from behind me, and I could see wooden crates stacked upon each other mixed in with elegant wooden furniture. There were tables with beautiful, carved legs, heavy-looking chairs with thick wine-colored cushions, and a few massive wooden shelves piled high with more crates. There was an enormous four-poster bed in one corner that was buried under a mass of brightly-colored fabrics that shimmered slightly in the sunlight. Then a bright sparkle caught my eye, and I spotted a silver box that was decorated with small bits of emerald and gold filigree. The jewelry box sat in the middle of the room on top of a stack of thin crates. 
 
    “My gods,” Ayen breathed as his midnight-blue eyes scanned the packed room. “What is all this?” 
 
    “It appears to be the contents of the first owners of this castle,” Elora murmured. 
 
    I couldn’t disagree with Elora’s assessment. The items were all the size of humans and elves, and far too elegant for a Demon Lord’s taste. I’d been pretty sure the castle had existed long before that bastard had moved in and taken over, and this just proved it. I wondered who had lived here so long ago, and whether they were just some noble person, or if they’d been one of the Aesir who’d been killed during Ragnarok. 
 
    “Looks like someone shoved everything in here and then never did anything about it,” I said. 
 
    “Goodness,” Shalanna hummed, and she took a step into the room. “The treasures in this room must be worth a fortune.” 
 
    “I suspect they would have been worth a king’s ransom before Ragnarok,” Ayen quipped. “The value of gold and gems has decreased a bit since then. I’d rather have a bar of soap and a barrel of ale at the moment.” 
 
    “Ayen is right.” Elora smirked. “There are far more valuable things in the world than gold when survival is a daily challenge.” 
 
    “Quite right,” Shalanna chuckled, and she pried a crate open to investigate its contents. “Oh!” 
 
    “What have you found?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Treasures indeed.” Shalanna grinned as she pulled out a pair of finely-made leather satchels. “It appears that there is more than just furniture and jewels locked away in this room.” 
 
    “Oh, those are treasures,” I said. 
 
    “We will need to go through all of these things,” Ayen decided. “There may be many more useful things stored here.” 
 
    “It would also be nice to have some furniture and perhaps some art around the castle as well.” Elora smiled sweetly at me. 
 
    “I completely agree,” I said as I eyed the massive four-poster bed. I had to admit there was one thing I greatly missed about my previous life on Earth, and it was my queen-sized Tempur-Pedic mattress. I could do without a television, but I really missed an awesome bed. “Ingrid, I’m sure I can trust you to begin sorting through everything in here?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” Ingrid curtsied, and she struggled not to avert her eyes when she did. 
 
    This was an improvement. 
 
    The kind woman had been the slave of the Demon Lord for a long time, and she clearly did well in a position of service. I wasn’t about to stop her from being helpful and playing the role she’d grown accustomed to, and if she desired to call me “my lord,” I wasn’t going to stop that, either. But I was pleased to see the old elf was able to meet my gaze comfortably while she did it. 
 
    Honestly, it felt kind of good when the people whose lives I’d saved referred to me with such respect and honor. I’d decided to stay on Asgard and follow the destiny that Sylmarie said was laid at my feet, and if I was going to end up being God King to the nine realms one day, I should probably start getting used to formal titles and my subjects worshipping me. 
 
    “It is a bit funny to me,” Ayen chuckled, and the scar that cut through his left eyebrow creased slightly with a smile. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked my blond-haired friend. 
 
    “After the horrible fate that the previous owner of this castle must have endured…” Ayen said with a touch of sorrow, “it seems they have left quite a few gifts behind for us all.” 
 
    “It would surely please their spirits to know it is so.” Shalanna smiled. 
 
    “I shall gather my helpers straight away, my lord,” Ingrid said, and she brushed her hands on the stained apron that was tied around her ample waist. “We shall catalogue every item within this room, and I will provide you with a comprehensive list promptly.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ingrid.” I smiled at the old elf woman, and then I turned to Shalanna and Ayen. “Come on, we should get moving before Nestryn gets impatient.” 
 
    The hazel-eyed botanist was checking his bag for the tenth time as he tucked a stray lock of light-brown hair behind his pointed ear. Then he slung his bag over his shoulder and peered around the room with blatant impatience. 
 
    “That is wise,” Elora giggled. “He is rather concerned about our supplies at the moment. He said we could easily deplete them within the next three days if we are not careful.” 
 
    “I do not see why he worries so much,” Ayen mused as he tucked two leather satchels under his arm. “We have far greater access to food and supplies now than we have for decades.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with being cautious and prepared,” I said. I actually liked the elven botanist’s keen sense of preparedness. I had the lives of dozens of people on my shoulders now, and I’d be damned if I would let them starve to death after I’d freed them all from the Demon Lord’s tyrannical reign. “Come on.” 
 
    I led my companions back through the castle to the spacious entrance hall where I’d decimated the Demon Lord just three weeks before. There was still a bit of a bloodstain in the center of the room where I’d used the massive iron chandelier to finish him off. The wrought-iron light fixture had been destroyed in the process, and we’d been using the wall sconces to light the room ever since. 
 
    Frida’s black eyes trained right on my face the second we appeared at the top of the stairs, and her tail started to wag excitedly. 
 
    “Ah, excellent,” Nestryn sighed and shifted from one foot to the other with impatience. “What did Ingrid find, Levi?” 
 
    “An entire hidden room,” I replied. 
 
    “Goodness,” the botanist hummed with wide hazel eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, and it’s completely full of stuff,” I said. “Looks like a lot of useful things as well as furniture and clothing.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose some of those things may be useful.” Nestryn nodded, but his interest was clearly fading as he eyed the front doors. 
 
    “Just a few things,” Ayen chuckled, and the big blond man held out one of the leather satchels to the light brown-haired elf. 
 
    “Oh!” Nestryn gasped with renewed interest, and he took the leather bag gently in his hands. “This is quite the item.” 
 
    “I thought you may enjoy that.” Ayen smirked. “It has several pockets. I thought you may find it useful for all the specimens you collect on our gathering excursions.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ayen,” Nestryn said. “That was very kind of you.” 
 
    “Shall we go?” Shalanna asked as she tied her woven burlap sack to her leather belt. 
 
    “I think that is wise,” Elora agreed, and my beautiful half-light, half-dark elf lover secured her long spear to her back. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded, and then I turned to Ayen and clapped him as hard as I could on the shoulder. “You’re in charge until we get back. I’m sure Ingrid will have questions for you about the sorting of that room in the west wing. Tell her she can use the two rooms at the end of the hall to sort things out, no one has claimed the rooms yet. Most everybody prefers the east wing anyway.” 
 
    “You can count on me.” Ayen smirked and dipped in an overly exaggerated bow as he laid the formalities on thick. “My lord.” 
 
    “Try not to make too much trouble while I’m gone,” I chuckled at my friend. “Oh, and look after Frida for me.” 
 
    “I shall do my very best,” Ayen laughed. He stooped down to pet Frida’s smooth head and continued talking in a child-like voice. “Who wants a tasty treat?” 
 
    Frida immediately rose to all fours and yipped with happiness. Then she followed Ayen excitedly out of the entrance hall. 
 
    I smiled after the odd mix of cute and deadly that was my wolf-shark pup and wondered briefly how big she would get. Frida had been the runt of her litter, and she had been cast aside by her mother for it, so I didn’t expect her to grow to be as large as the wolf-sharks I’d killed when I’d first arrived on Asgard. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get going.” I picked up my sword from beside the front doors and slid it into the sheath at my waist. 
 
    It wasn’t the best weapon, but it had suited me well enough so far. I wondered for a brief moment if there were weapons in that storage room upstairs, and what I might be able to claim for myself. Then I smirked because I knew that I could claim anything I wanted for myself, and not a single one of these people would deny me. They were all so entirely grateful that I had saved them from death by Demon Lord and even reunited many of them with lost friends and family members. It was strange how easy it was for me to get used to being so loved, but I really liked it. 
 
    Nestryn, Elora, Shalanna, and I strolled out of the castle and toward the outer walls that surrounded the fortress. 
 
    The blonde warrior sisters Azariah and Arlindra waved to us from their posts on the castle walls as we passed through, and the lavender-eyed elf named Elion stood beside them, along with Varian. 
 
    I nodded my head in return 
 
    I’d assigned a rotating group of guards to the castle walls after a small group of demons had approached the fortress three days after the Demon Lord’s demise. The demons had been out on some kind of mission, and they were unlucky enough to return clueless that their lord had been defeated. We’d handled the situation quickly, but ever since then I’d made sure there were at least four lookouts on the castle walls at all times. No other security issues had occurred since, and I suspected all the Demon Lord’s forces were either dead or had fled the area by now. 
 
    There was no cause to let our guard drop, though. 
 
    We made our way around the southern end of the castle to a hidden path through the mountains that we’d discovered led to the forest. It was narrow but an easier path than the one I’d used on my first visit to the Demon Lord’s castle. We hiked in companionable silence for a while along the edges of the mountain peaks until we started to descend into the forest. 
 
    “Remember, we will be going further into the forest than we ever have before,” I said to my group. “So keep your eyes open and stick close together. There’s no telling what we might encounter out here.” 
 
    “Levi is right,” Nestryn agreed. “I am quite curious to see what kinds of foliage we may come across today.” 
 
    “Should we gather ingredients on our way through the forest?” Shalanna asked. 
 
    “If we see a good-sized bunch of something edible or useful on the way, I don’t see why not.” I shrugged. 
 
    “Very good,” Shalanna murmured as we passed into the dense forest at the bottom of the mountain range. 
 
    “Oh, there is a lovely patch of lion flowers over here!” Nestryn called, and then he wandered several paces to the right and sank down to his haunches in the brush. 
 
    Elora and Shalanna followed him, and the three of them began to collect all of the bright yellow flowers and their leaves. 
 
    I stood guard while the other three gathered up the sweet plants. I wondered for a moment if there were ticks on this planet, and if we’d have to be careful about that while rustling through the tall grass and bushes. 
 
    A few moments later, Nestryn stood back up, and his leather satchel bulged slightly at the front. The botanist gasped excitedly and scurried over to a large cluster of boulders where some bright orange mushrooms grew. 
 
    “Oh, what a find!” Nestryn murmured. 
 
    “I love these shrooms,” Shalanna sighed with pleasure. “I did not allow myself to miss many things while I was imprisoned by the Demon Lord, but I could not stop myself from dreaming of all the delicacies we were deprived of.” 
 
    “It pains my heart greatly to know you were that monster’s prisoner for so long.” Elora frowned deeply at her friend. 
 
    “I prefer to focus on the fact that I am still alive.” Shalanna shrugged as she collected the bright orange mushrooms. 
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed, and I recalled the horrific roasted human legs I’d watched the Demon Lord devour before I’d had a chance to slaughter the bastard. “There are far worse things that could have happened to you.” 
 
    “Come, we should move on,” Elora said. 
 
    “Quite right,” Nestryn agreed. 
 
    We started walking again and moved further into the forest. The distant sounds of small animals rustling through the brush and the buzzing of insects played like a constant soundtrack to our journey. Nestryn led us on a zigzagging path through the forest that was directed by each new area of edible plants he spotted. 
 
    By the time we reached the furthest areas of the forest that we’d explored, our bags were nearly halfway full already. I was pleased to see that our outing was going to be fairly successful, and we hadn’t run into any trouble so far. 
 
    But that was when we stumbled upon an area of destruction that cut through the trees and the brush. I almost missed it at first, because the various ruined plants were spread widely through the dense forest, but once Shalanna pointed to a broken tree limb, the destruction was all I could see. 
 
    Smaller trees had been snapped like twigs about five feet off the ground, and whole bushes had been torn up out of the ground, roots and all. The ground was trampled, and the rich soil was torn up like a new field that had been prepped for spring planting.  
 
    “What has happened here?” Shalanna asked, and the black-haired warrior shook her head slowly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. 
 
    “Looks like something trampled through the forest.” Elora shrugged and kept walking further east toward our intended destination. 
 
    “Perhaps it was a troll,” Nestryn suggested. “Whatever it is, I would rather not encounter it.” 
 
    “Honestly, me, neither,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Oh!” Nestryn suddenly gasped with excitement, and he darted through the forest to a large bush that had bright red berries in large clusters all around its leaves. “What an incredible find!” 
 
    “Is that…?” Elora breathed. She shook her head in disbelief, and her long silvery braid slithered like a snake down her back. “It could not possibly be…” 
 
    “Ah, but it is,” Nestryn confirmed as he inspected the wide teardrop-shaped leaves more carefully. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    The leaves were unlike anything I was familiar with, but the bright red berries looked like tiny cherries. I assumed by Nestryn’s excitement that this plant was either a good source of food or perhaps a fine medicinal plant. 
 
    “This is a borddle berry bush!” Nestryn announced. The botanist pulled a small dagger from his belt and carefully clipped a bunch of berries at the base of their branch. He held them up to examine them more closely. “What a magnificent find!” 
 
    “It has been years since I have tasted a borddle berry!” Elora sighed, and her amber-red eyes got this dreamy faraway look to them. “Are they ripe, Nestryn?” 
 
    “Perfectly so.” The brown-haired elf grinned excitedly and plucked one berry from the bunch to hand to my lover. “Have a taste.” 
 
    “Borddle berries,” Shalanna murmured. “I have been told my grandmother used to make a borddle berry pie that was loved by all my family members.” 
 
    “So they’re edible, I take it?” I asked. 
 
    I watched Elora’s face light up with pure joy as she popped the marble-sized berry between her full lips. Then she closed her eyes and sighed with pleasure as she bit into the plump fruit. 
 
    “Mmmm! Oh, it is exactly as I remember it,” Elora hummed. 
 
    “May I try one, please?” Shalanna asked in a hushed tone. “I have always wondered what they taste like.” 
 
    “Certainly,” Nestryn replied, and he handed another berry to the short-haired woman. Then he offered another bright red berry to me. “Levi, would you like to try one as well?” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” I said, and I took the small berry from him. 
 
    I held the little ball up to my nose, and I found that it had a mild and gentle scent that was sort of like a pomegranate mixed with a kiwi. A quick hum of surprise escaped me as I popped the berry onto my tongue and bit down. 
 
    Flavor exploded in my mouth as the sweet juice escaped through the broken skin of the borddle berry. It may have smelled vaguely familiar, but the flavor was unlike anything I’d ever tasted before. It was sweet but mild, and it was a great luxury after three weeks of much blander veggies and salted meats. 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “That’s amazing.” 
 
    Shalanna grinned at me and ate her borddle berry, and I thought she might faint with her enjoyment of the flavor. 
 
    “Ooooohhhh,” the black-haired warrior sighed, and her knees went a bit wobbly. “That is even better than I always dreamed it would be.” 
 
    “Are these a super rare fruit or something?” I wondered. 
 
    “They are not common in this region,” Nestryn explained. He carefully cut a few more bunches from the bush and handed them to Elora. “They thrive in a rather warm and dry climate.” 
 
    “I wonder if the expansion of the lava fields has allowed them to flourish here,” Elora mused as she gently laid the clumps of berries into a burlap sack. 
 
    “That is quite possible.” Nestryn nodded. “The world has changed much since Ragnarok. It is impossible to know what other delights we may come across.” 
 
    “We’re really lucky to have you with us, Nestryn,” I praised the shy botanist. 
 
    “I am very happy to help, Levi,” Nestryn said. “Come, we should keep moving. There is yet more to explore.” 
 
    “I wonder what else we may find.” Elora grinned playfully at me. 
 
    We walked a bit further into the forest, and Nestryn began to point out several plants that were worth collecting. He identified a few species of mushrooms for us, several green leafy things that he said were good for salads, and we even found a decent-sized patch of a strange root vegetable. 
 
    “You can identify them by this odd triangular point at the end of the leaves.” Nestryn gripped the thick plant at its base and steadily pulled the roots from the ground. 
 
    A long bulbous thing was attached to the roots of the plant, and it was a dull brown color. The vegetable was slightly bumpy and came to a rounded point on the deep end. 
 
    “They look like potatoes mixed with carrots,” I commented. 
 
    “It is a species of potato.” Nestryn nodded. “Though I do not know what a carrot is.” 
 
    “It’s another root vegetable we had back on Earth,” I explained. “They’re a lot longer and pointier than this, but they have this kind of texture, and they’re bright orange. Or sometimes they can be red, yellow, even white…” 
 
    “Ah, yes, we have those,” Nestryn said, and his hazel eyes lit up. “Here on Asgard they are called gulrots.” 
 
    “Huh, okay.” I raised my eyebrows with interest. 
 
    “I, for one, am surprised at how much of the forest still exists,” Shalanna mused. “I have long expected it to have been occupied or destroyed by the demons.” 
 
    “We are lucky that we have this resource at our disposal,” Elora said. My elf lover bent down and began to collect the fuzzy leaves of a small plant that reminded me of a fern. 
 
    “Yeah, we are,” I agreed. “I wonder if the demons just didn’t have any use for the forest.” 
 
    “It is possible,” Nestryn said, and then he frowned. “I would have thought they would destroy the forest simply for the fun of it.” 
 
    “Or to keep it from being used by anyone else.” Shalanna grimaced. 
 
    “Perhaps the Demon Lord allowed it to survive in the hopes that it would lure more survivors to the area,” Elora suggested. “Eventually, he would have consumed us all in the camp, and then what would he have done?” 
 
    Elora’s dark but true assessment of the possibilities left a bad taste in my mouth and killed the conversation in its tracks. 
 
    Shalanna looked sadly away and occupied herself with collecting a patch of small clovers, and Nestryn suddenly became very involved in pulling a potato from the ground. 
 
    We continued in strained silence for a while, and we moved deeper into the new part of the forest until my senses began to poke at me that something was wrong. I placed a handful of leaves into my bag and stood up to look around. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what had changed, but there was something nagging at me to pay attention. 
 
    Then it hit me: all the animal noises that had been filling the forest around us during our entire trip were suddenly gone. An eerie silence surrounded us like a thick fog, and my blood started to pulse in my ears. 
 
    “Levi?” Elora asked with worry, and she walked over to check on me. “Are you well?” 
 
    “Something is wrong.” I frowned around at the forest. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Shalanna whispered. 
 
    The tension in me spread to my companions, and they all stood up and walked as silently as possible over to my side. 
 
    “I’m not sure exactly,” I muttered. “But there aren’t any animals in this part of the forest.” 
 
    “Oh, no…” Nestryn breathed in, and his light-brown eyebrows rose up high on his forehead. “That is not a good thing.” 
 
    “Why not?” Shalanna asked. 
 
    “Small creatures will instinctively hide away when there is danger,” Nestryn explained. “I cannot see storm clouds in the sky, which means there is likely a predator in the area.” 
 
    “Aren’t we the predators?” Elora asked. 
 
    “Normally, I would agree with you,” I said. “But there were animals all around us making noises until we reached this part of the forest.” 
 
    “I must agree with Levi.” Nestryn frowned. 
 
    “A troll?” Elora wondered, and her eyes grew wide with fear. 
 
    “Demons?” Shalanna suggested. 
 
    Suddenly, we got our answer as a five-foot-tall bush with leaves the size of dinner plates erupted in a flurry of two-inch-long thorns.
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 Chapter 2 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Elora gasped, and she ducked down just in the nick of time as the thorns whizzed right through where she’d been standing a split second before. 
 
    “Get down!” I yelled to my companions. 
 
    I looked around, and it was like the forest was coming to life all around me. It reminded me of that scene in Jumanji when the vines took over the mansion, and I waited for a massive flower to open up and try to eat us alive. 
 
    I didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    Thick, bright green vines started to slither and crawl across the forest floor like massive snakes. The larger bushes turned their leaves toward us and extended long thorns and needles that dripped with a creepy yellow sap from their branches. 
 
    “We have ventured too far!” Shalanna cried, and she pulled a hatchet from her leather belt. 
 
    “We have to get out of here!” I shouted as I pulled my sword from its sheath. 
 
    Elora pulled her spear from her back and held it defensively out in front of her, and Nestryn just clutched his leather satchel to his chest like a shield. 
 
    “Protect Nestryn,” I growled to the ladies, and I swung my sword out at an encroaching vine. 
 
    “Yes, please!” The botanist shuddered, and his hazel eyes were filled with terror as he side-stepped behind us. 
 
    Then the forest apparently decided it’d had enough of us lurking through its trees, and it lashed out aggressively at us. A massive plant that looked a bit like a Venus flytrap with wide leaves that were a vibrant shade of red opened its fronds and stretched toward me. The sentient plant’s mouth was large enough to eat my head in one bite, and I didn’t want to stick around and find out if the thing had teeth. 
 
    I slashed at the hideous plant with my sword until it lurched backward with a bizarre screeching and hissing sound. Then I quickly turned around to find a spine-covered fern preparing to launch a volley of poisonous thorns in my direction. 
 
    “That yellow sap is acidic!” Nestryn shouted from behind me. “Do not let it touch your skin, or it will burn you!” 
 
    “Right!” I side-stepped quickly away from my companions in an attempt to lure the fern’s attention away from the others. 
 
    The angry leaves followed my movements a beat after I made them, and the thorns grew even longer. 
 
    I considered shifting into something to elude the thorns, but I decided I would be more helpful to my companions in my human form with my sword at my disposal. 
 
    Just then, the fern’s yellow-tipped thorns seemed to tighten with tension like a house cat about to spring, and I launched myself out of the way just in time. The thorns slammed into the bark of a tree only a foot behind where I’d been a second before. 
 
    Then my jaw nearly hit the dirt as the tree’s previously healthy bark rapidly turned a sickly shade of black, and it began to flake away from the trunk to expose heavily diseased wood underneath. 
 
    I didn’t waste a moment gawking. Instead, I bolted over to the thornless fern and slashed it straight through the middle stalk. The leaves trembled and hissed slightly as they dropped to the ground, and the damaged stalk withered and curled in on itself. 
 
    I turned back to check on my companions just in time to watch Elora slice through the two-inch-thick stem of a bright purple blossom that had waxy petals. The center of the two-foot-wide flower was a shade of yellow that screamed danger, and foot-long tendrils reached out from the middle toward Elora’s face. 
 
    The second her spear cut the stem in two, the blossom’s petals stretched out and seized like they’d been hooked up to a small electric current. Then they dropped one by one from the flower and shriveled up on the ground. 
 
    Nestryn cowered on top of a large boulder just behind where Elora stood, and he clutched his full leather satchel in front of his face and shook with fear. 
 
    “Ahh!” Shalanna screamed suddenly. 
 
    My heart leapt in my chest as I recognized the terror in the black-haired warrior’s voice, and my eyes darted wildly around until I spotted her. 
 
    A thick vine had tangled itself all the way up the short-haired woman’s left leg and lifted her straight into the air so she dangled upside-down several feet above the ground as she slashed out at the vine with her hatchet. She managed to cut a small divot into the vine before another thinner limb reached up, knotted around the weapon, and yanked it from her grasp. 
 
    “Elora!” Shalanna cried out as she was hauled into the leafy canopy of a thick tree. 
 
    “Shalanna?” Elora turned around fast and searched for her former apprentice. 
 
    I scanned the area, and I knew there was no way I would be able to climb that tree by myself. I also knew that unless I could see the black-haired woman, I wouldn’t be able to help her. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed, and I felt the dump of adrenaline in my brain as I decided what needed to be done. 
 
    I felt short wiry hairs sprout out all over my body as my limbs began to adjust in length. The muscles of my arms, shoulders, and back became powerfully dense as my back leaned further forward, and I found myself on all fours. I looked down to see dark brown hands with opposable thumbs and strong fingers, and I realized I’d shifted into a fucking huge gorilla. 
 
    I didn’t waste a second, I just threw myself at the middle of the trunk of the tree where Shalanna’s cries were coming from. I clambered up the trunk as fast as I could and disappeared into the canopy. 
 
    Once I was deep within the branches, I could see the black-haired woman’s pale skin through the thick leaves. I launched myself across the branches and grabbed hold of the vine that was wound all the way up her leg and torso. The vine had begun to wind its way around Shalanna’s throat, too, and she stared at me with fear plain in her silver-flecked blue eyes. 
 
    I let out an aggressive hoot and gripped the vine in both of my gorilla hands. Then I clamped my jaw down hard on the plant and tore through it in one aggressive bite. 
 
    “Aahh!” Shalanna sucked in a desperate breath, and some of the fear seeped out of her beautiful eyes. “Levi? Is that you?” 
 
    I huffed in confirmation and continued to rip and tear the vine away from her leanly-muscled body. I didn’t stop until the destroyed chunks of vine dropped from the tree entirely, and then I held my hand out to Shalanna. 
 
    “Thank you,” the fierce warrior breathed with relief, and she laid her hand in mine. 
 
    “Ummn,” I grunted, and I helped Shalanna climb onto my thickly-muscled back. 
 
    Then I climbed more slowly back down the tree to the forest floor. 
 
    “Shalanna!” Elora cried, and she finished demolishing another thick vine before racing over to us. “Oh, Levi, that was incredible.” 
 
    I took a few deep breaths as Shalanna righted herself back on her feet, and my body began to revert to my normal form. The dark brown hairs disappeared, and I returned to my upright stance. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” I said quickly. 
 
    “I could not possibly agree more!” Nestryn nearly shrieked with how terrified he was. Then he scurried off his boulder of safety and tore ass back in the direction we’d come from. 
 
    “Come on!” I urged the ladies. 
 
    Shalanna quickly grabbed her hatchet from where it had fallen, and she slashed out at another vine that creeped toward her. 
 
    Then the three of us took off running after the botanist. Nestryn was surprisingly fast, and he had nearly escaped the violent area of the forest already. 
 
    “Hurry!” Elora panted as she cut through another Venus flytrap-like plant that suddenly sprang up from the foliage. 
 
    We ran south at full speed until we were all sure we were safely out of the dangerous section of the forest. 
 
    Nestryn leaned against a peaceful and motionless tree as he struggled to catch his breath. Shalanna, Elora, and I jogged up to the brown-haired elf, and I looked him over quickly to make sure he wasn’t injured. 
 
    “Let us never return to that location,” the botanist begged. 
 
    “I think that’s probably wise,” I said. “Are you alright? Did you get hurt?” 
 
    “No, no.” Nestryn shook his head and swiped a hand across his sweaty forehead. “I feel quite ashamed that I was of absolutely no use back there, but I am uninjured.” 
 
    “You were of use, Nestryn,” I countered. “You alerted us to the dangers of the acidic sap. We all stood a better chance thanks to your knowledge.” 
 
    Nestryn dipped his head in a sheepish bow, and then I turned to the ladies.  
 
    “What about you two?” I asked. “Any injuries?” 
 
    “No, I was not harmed,” Elora answered. 
 
    “I have a few scrapes, but it is nothing serious,” Shalanna said. She pointed to a small abrasion on her knee and another across her thigh. 
 
    “Do you think it was the vines?” I asked as I knelt down in front of her to examine the shallow wounds. 
 
    “Yes,” Shalanna said in a breathy voice as she looked down at me, and a slight blush spread across her pale cheeks. “They were quite rough.” 
 
    “Nestryn, do you think we should worry about poison from those vines?” 
 
    “I do not believe so,” the botanist replied. “Based on my extensive knowledge, vines such as those will not have any poisonous effects. We should cleanse the abrasions when we return to the castle to prevent infection, but you should be fine otherwise.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Shalanna said without taking her bright blue eyes away from my face. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” I cleared my throat and stood back up. “Come on, let’s get back. I think we have enough food from earlier to call this a successful trip.” 
 
    “I agree,” Elora sighed and laced her fingers through mine. 
 
    “We can always collect anything we come across on the journey home as well,” Nestryn pointed out. 
 
    We hiked through the forest in silence for a few minutes before Elora cleared her throat and spoke. 
 
    “Do you think the aggressive plants are why this forest still stands?” my elf lover wondered. 
 
    “That is a sound theory,” Nestryn murmured, and he tapped a finger on his chin thoughtfully. “The forest is clearly capable of defending itself, and I expect that even demons would have enough intelligence to learn to stay away from a vicious enemy such as those plants.” 
 
    “We should be mindful of that area of the forest,” Shalanna said as she rubbed her upper arm gently. “It is not worth the risk when we have so much more forest that is safer than that.” 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded. “We’ll make sure everyone in the castle knows about the dangerous forest and to stay away from it.” 
 
    “I believe I can add it to the map I am working on,” Nestryn mumbled in a distracted way. He was ticking off something on his fingers, and it was clear he was deep in thought. 
 
    The botanist had told me he often felt like there was little he could do to help, but he had a number of useful talents. Beyond his extensive knowledge of plants and animals, he had also enjoyed cartography as a hobby before Ragnarok. He’d never had the time, or materials, to enjoy the pastime since the demons had taken over the world, but when I’d found out about the skill, I’d tasked him with creating a new map of the land for us. 
 
    “Whether the forest is keeping the demons out or not,” I said, “it’s a good thing that we haven’t run into any.” 
 
    “As of yet,” Elora corrected me with a playful smirk. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I chuckled. “You’re right, and we won’t be letting our guard down any time soon.” 
 
    “Good, because there is still much we do not know about the world and how it is now.” Elora frowned. 
 
    The beautiful Valkyrie elf was still adjusting to the fact that the entire world was potentially open to her again. She and all the others had lived under the thumb of the Demon Lord for decades, and that was their entire lives for some of them. I got the feeling Elora was nervous to hope for something better because she had witnessed the downfall of the Aesir herself and then lived in such horrible conditions for so long. Even now, after a few weeks of being free from the Demon Lord, I caught her growing more nervous and agitated as the full moon drew close again. 
 
    “Look,” Nestryn gasped. He stretched out a hand and pointed at a large oak tree that had been knocked down. 
 
    The tree’s trunk was splintered and broken about two feet off the ground. Its leaves were wilted but still green, so the tree couldn’t have been broken more than a few days ago. 
 
    “What do you think did this?” Elora wondered. 
 
    We walked over to get a closer look at the frayed ends of the trunk where it lay beside the splintered stump. It looked like some massive creature had snapped the large oak tree like a toothpick. 
 
    “Something very large,” Shalanna breathed. 
 
    “Or something very angry,” I said. 
 
    “Perhaps we should not linger to find out,” Nestryn suggested, and he sighed with wariness. 
 
    “Nestryn’s right,” I said. “Let’s get out of here, we’ll be back in the safety of the castle soon.” 
 
    “That is still so odd to me,” Shalanna murmured with a grin of appreciation for the ironies of the world. “The castle was never a place of safety to us, and now it is our fortress and our home.” 
 
    “Funny how things can change,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yes. It is,” Shalanna hummed. 
 
    She gave me a small and thoughtful smile, and I couldn’t help but notice the blush that spread up her pale throat and across her cheeks. 
 
    Something stirred in my blood as I recalled the bit of Shalanna’s tragic story that I’d learned so far, and I was suddenly inclined to move much closer to her, but I dutifully pushed the warmth away. I had made a commitment to Elora weeks ago, and I would not betray her or hurt her because another beautiful woman gave me the occasional lingering glance. 
 
    I’d always been a believer in monogamous relationships, and I didn’t see any reason to change that now. But a teasing voice in the back of my head laughed at that idea and suggested that a God King who could change forms had the right to do whatever, and whomever, he pleased. 
 
    I forced my thoughts away from Shalanna’s gorgeous face and the alluring curve of her hips, and I wondered what could be doing such damage in the forest instead. Maybe Elora was right, and there was a troll wandering through the trees somewhere, but something deep in my gut told me it wasn’t as simple or straightforward as that. 
 
    Thankfully, we strolled up to the base of the mountains that surround the castle just then, and I was able to shove the troublesome thoughts away. At least for the time being. 
 
    We hiked back through the narrow mountain pass to the castle fortress. The guards had changed while we were away, and now Rathal, Goren, and two middle-aged men I’d freed from the castle’s dungeons stood on the fortress’ outer walls. 
 
    “Welcome back!” Goren shouted down with an excited smile. 
 
    “Thanks, Goren,” I called up to the curly-haired boy. 
 
    We walked through the main gates, up the stone front steps of the castle, and into the wide double front doors. 
 
    “Let’s bring all this stuff to the kitchens,” I suggested. 
 
    “Very good,” Nestryn agreed. 
 
    I led the way through the entrance hall and down the narrow servants’ stairs to the kitchens below. The smell of roasting cockerel and boiling potatoes greeted us before we reached the bottom. 
 
    “Welcome home, my lord,” Ingrid said dutifully as she chopped a huge pile of wild onions into thin strips. 
 
    “Hello, Ingrid, it smells amazing in here,” I greeted the sweet older elf and laid my bag on the long empty table by the door. 
 
    Sassa grinned from the table as she kneaded a large ball of dough, and I was pleased to see that she’d pulled her long blonde hair back into a low ponytail, and there was a bit of flour on the large swath of scar tissue that covered the left side of her face. 
 
    I had a feeling that Ayen’s deep love and affection for the pleasant and shy woman had given her the confidence to stop hiding behind the curtain of her long hair. The bond between the two was obvious and made my heart warm. 
 
    “Hello, Sassa.” I smiled gently at the kind woman. 
 
    “Welcome home, my lord,” Sassa replied in a soft voice. 
 
    Elora, Shalanna, and Nestryn laid their full packs beside mine on the table, and Ingrid’s pale green eyes went wide with excitement. 
 
    “Oh! I can see you were quite successful on your gathering mission.” Ingrid grinned, and she wiped her hands on her apron and bustled over to inspect the contents of our bags. 
 
    “Very much,” Elora said. “At least, until the forest began to attack us.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Ingrid gasped. 
 
    She turned to look at Elora with a potato in each hand, and shock was clear on her face. 
 
    “Whatever do you mean, the forest attacked you?” Sassa asked. 
 
    “It seems that deeper in the forest to the north the plants become rather… intelligent,” Nestryn explained. 
 
    “Oh, my gods,” Ingrid breathed. “Odin save us.” 
 
    “Thankfully, the area is pretty deep and far away from us,” I said. “We should be able to just avoid it altogether.” 
 
    “Well, that seems like a rather wise choice, my lord.” Ingrid nodded as if the matter was decided, and she returned to digging through our packs. “Bless my soul. Are these borddle berries?” 
 
    “They are!” Elora grinned brightly. “I was hoping you could make a pie with them?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dare do anything else with them,” Ingrid giggled with excitement. “There are so many here, perhaps I could even prepare some borddle berry jam. For special occasions, of course.” 
 
    “Do with them as you see fit, Ingrid,” I chuckled. “I trust your judgement implicitly.” 
 
    “Another very wise choice,” Elora said. 
 
    “How is the sorting of all those stored things coming along?” I asked the elven housekeeper. 
 
    “It should be coming along quite nicely, my lord.” Ingrid smiled. “I left Merial, Ylva, and Herwin to continue sorting through everything. I instructed them to seek out my son if they needed more help.” 
 
    “Excellent, thank you,” I said. 
 
    “Is there anything else, my lord?” Ingrid asked with an armful of fresh produce. 
 
    “Not right now.” I smiled. “I’m going to go check in with Ayen.” 
 
    “Very well, my lord.” Ingrid bobbed in a short curtsy and then carried her load over to the wash basin to begin preparing it. 
 
    My companions and I left the kitchen and returned to the entrance hall. 
 
    “I believe I will work on my map while the information is still fresh in my mind,” Nestryn announced. His eyes were a bit far away, like he already had the large parchment map laid out in front of him, and then he wandered away without another word. 
 
    “I would very much like to bathe,” Shalanna sighed, and she looked down at the dirt all over her arms and legs from the vines. 
 
    “That is a good idea,” Elora agreed. “Make sure you clean those cuts like Nestryn said. We do not want you to develop an infection.” 
 
    “I will,” Shalanna murmured like an obedient child. 
 
    Elora smiled at her former apprentice, and I was reminded of the large age gap between the two. Despite appearing to be the same age, Elora was somewhere around two hundred and fifty years older than the other woman. 
 
    I smiled at Shalanna as she walked away and left Elora and I alone in the entrance hall. 
 
    “What are you going to do with your afternoon?” I asked my gorgeous lover as I wrapped my arms around her. 
 
    “I believe I will go and help sort through all the items Ingrid discovered this morning.” Elora leaned up and kissed me. “I am quite curious about what they have found thus far.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea, see if there’s anything good we can snag for our room,” I said, and I gave her a heated look as I slid my hands slowly down her back. 
 
    “I will,” Elora giggled, and then she danced out of my arms and disappeared up the stairs. 
 
    I watched the delicious sway of her hips under her tight leather shorts as Elora walked up the stairs, and I already couldn’t wait to have her in my arms again. 
 
    I was a bit astounded by how quickly the fierce warrior had burrowed herself deep into my heart, and I couldn’t imagine my life without her by my side. Being with Elora felt as natural as breathing to me. 
 
    Even though she was an elf with pale blue skin and otherworldly eyes that shone like ambers and rubies. 
 
    I was well lost in my thoughts when Ayen’s broad-shouldered frame sauntered down the stairs from the east wing and into the entrance hall. 
 
    “Welcome back, my lord!” Ayen said. He bent in an excessively deep bow, and there was a teasing glint in his midnight-blue eyes. “How was thy journey?” 
 
    Frida bounded right over to me and nuzzled affectionately against my legs as I reached down to give her a thorough petting. 
 
    “Exciting,” I chuckled at the playful man. 
 
    Ayen had taken to castle life quickly, and his good humor had expanded just as fast. I’d always liked the big blond man’s joking nature, but the relative security and stability I’d provided for us by killing the Demon Lord had allowed him to set down the worry that had plagued him before. 
 
    “Exciting indeed?” Ayen raised his blond eyebrows in curiosity. “Things have been quiet here, but I cannot wait to hear about your adventures.” 
 
    “Well, we ran into a bit of trouble deep in that new area of the forest we went to explore,” I explained. “As it turns out, there is a part of the forest that’s not only intelligent, but aggressive as well.” 
 
    “An aggressive forest,” Ayen said with a gleam of intrigue in his eyes. “That certainly does sound exciting.” 
 
    “And deadly,” I muttered. “Many of the plants were very poisonous, and not just ‘don’t eat me’ poisonous, but ‘I’m going to throw poisoned thorns right at your face’ poisonous.” 
 
    “I am now quite sorry I declined to go with you on this gathering excursion!” Ayen laughed, and his voice echoed throughout the large stone room. 
 
    “We could have used you,” I chuckled. “Shalanna got scraped up a little bit, but we managed to get out of there intact.” 
 
    “I am quite glad no one was seriously injured,” Ayen said. 
 
    “Me, too,” I agreed. “So, nothing happened while we were gone?” 
 
    “It has been very quiet,” Ayen confirmed. “Mostly the people have been continuing to settle into their rooms. There was some excitement about the hidden room Ingrid discovered, but it did not last long. I believe we are all quite content to have a lengthy period of quiet and easy days after so many years of hardship.” 
 
    “You’ve all earned it,” I said, and pride swelled in my chest to know that I had brought that peace to these people. “I’m going to go up to my room and relax for a bit.” 
 
    “As is your right as…” Ayen bowed deeply again and smirked up at me, “our lord.” 
 
    “Hey,” I chuckled. “You know I didn’t tell anybody to call me that.” 
 
    “You also have not stopped them from calling you that, Levi.” Ayen grinned at me with affection. He kept his opinions mostly to himself unless I asked him for them, and I was grateful for a companion and confidant like him. 
 
    He was a good dude.  
 
    “That’s true,” I admitted. 
 
    “I suppose it is merely the first stop on the long road to becoming God King,” Ayen murmured, and he stroked his short blond beard. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and walked up the stairs. “I’ll see you later, Ayen.” 
 
    Then I nodded at Frida to follow me, and she quickly fell into step beside me.  
 
    Ayen’s deep chuckling laughter echoed through the room along with his footsteps as he walked out of the entrance hall in the direction of the kitchen. I assumed he was on his way toward his love, and I smiled to myself at the image of Sassa smiling when he entered the room. 
 
    Then I sighed deeply and considered walking down to the end of the west wing to see how the sorting of the stored items was going, but instead, I walked into the master bedchamber across from the top of the stairs. The door was carved in an elaborate scene of rolling clouds, and my eyes lingered on the skyscape as I opened the door. 
 
    The room was nearly as I remembered it from this morning, with elegant white marble floors edged in gold, a wide-open doorway framed by smooth white columns, and a large balcony with a stone half-wall that looked out over the forest beyond the mountains. 
 
    The difference that was impossible to miss was the large four-poster bed that I’d spied in the hidden room just this morning. 
 
    It was now covered with a thick white mattress that appeared to have been kept in remarkably good condition considering how long it had probably been locked away in the dark. The mattress was bare, but I knew without a doubt that Ingrid wouldn’t let that stand for long. She probably had someone busy right that second with washing a set of white sheets until they practically shone. 
 
    I smirked to myself and walked over to investigate the bed a little closer. The bed was at least the size of a king-sized mattress back on Earth, and it was the perfect height, in my opinion. The four wooden posts were carved with intricate knotwork all the way up, and the headboard was carved with a similar scene as the door, with rolling clouds over a wide ocean. 
 
    I had to admit, at least to myself, I was a bit relieved that the bed wasn’t identical to the one I’d dreamed about when I’d first arrived on this planet. It had been eerie enough to sleep in a room that was indistinguishable from my dreams. I’d been experiencing odd instances of deja vu all over the castle, and I longed for my bedroom to allow me a bit of relief from it all. 
 
    “It is quite lovely, is it not?” Elora’s voice murmured from behind me. 
 
    I turned around to find my lover leaning her hip against the doorframe with one hand on her narrow waist. 
 
    Frida sighed heavily as if she knew she wouldn’t be receiving any more attention from me tonight, and she wandered over to curl up on the balcony. 
 
    As horrid as the lava fields were to live near, I was grateful for the heat they gave off and the impact they had on Elora’s outfit choices. She wore a pair of leather shorts that rode up so high they barely fit into the definition of shorts. Her shirt was a thin white fabric with ruffles around the top and sleeves that laced loosely around her elbows. It hung around her shoulders, and I was sure I’d have been able to see her dusky-purple nipples through it if not for the leather bustier that cupped her full breasts and secured them perfectly in place with lacing at the front. Her leather sandals wound around her toned, pale blue legs up to the knees, and were secured by tiny copper-colored buckles at the back. Even her long silvery hair was alluring in the way she’d braided it over one shoulder and let the length dance over her breasts. 
 
    Elora gazed at me with hunger clear in her amber-and-ruby eyes as she took a step into the room. She kicked the door closed behind her and bent down to expertly unbuckle her sandals. My elven lover stood back up and kicked the leather shoes to the side, and then she started to slowly saunter across the room to me. 
 
    “I thought you were going to help with the sorting?” I raised a teasing black eyebrow at her. 
 
    “I simply could not focus after I found out that this lovely bed had been delivered to our room,” Elora purred.
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 Chapter 3 
 
    Elora walked across the room toward me like a prowling cat stalking her prey, and I was more than happy to play the role of being her mouse. My body felt hot, and my shaft began to press uncomfortably against the front of my leather pants. 
 
    “It’s a really nice bed, isn’t it?” I murmured. My hands itched to reach out and touch Elora, but I forced myself to stay where I was and wait for her. 
 
    “I believe it will provide us many splendid nights of sleep,” Elora cooed as she reached up and tugged slowly at the leather lacing that held her perfect breasts in place under her bustier.  
 
    “I expect it will provide us with a good space for other activities, too.” I swallowed hard as the leather fell apart, and her nipples tightened and pushed urgently against the thin material of the white blouse she wore under her bustier. 
 
    “Whatever do you mean…” Elora purred, and she put a heavy dose of playful exaggeration at the end of her sentence, “my lord?” 
 
    Elora played with the ruffled hem of her white shirt where it lay just above the bottom of her ribcage. I could see the supple curve of the underside of her breasts as she stopped just in front of me. There was only a few inches of space between us, and the heat rolling off of her lovely, pale blue skin ignited a raging inferno in me. 
 
    “Have I ever told you how fucking gorgeous you are?” I murmured as I slowly wrapped my hands around her narrow waist. “How damn sexy you are?” 
 
    “No, not today,” Elora said with a teasing grin. 
 
    “Well, let me tell you now,” I whispered low in her pointed ear. Then I started to plant a row of hot kisses down the length of Elora’s slender neck to the curve of her bare shoulder. I marked every word with a kiss as I moved across her collarbone. “You. Are. The. Most. Delicious. Woman. I’ve. Ever. Seen.” 
 
    “And you are the most compassionate and heroic man I have ever known, Levi,” Elora sighed as she leaned heavily into my arms. 
 
    I supported her slight weight with my left arm around her middle and back, and I smiled against her pale skin. Then I caressed up Elora’s side with my right hand and grazed my palm over the tip of her breast until the nipple tightened into a hard bud. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Elora hummed. “That feels wonderful. I have missed your touch these past few days.” 
 
    “We’ve been way too busy,” I agreed. 
 
    I moved my hand up to the wide collar of her shirt and tugged it down until her delicious curves were naked in front of my face. Then I wrapped my lips around her dusky-purple nipple and bit down gently with my teeth. 
 
    “Oooh,” Elora gasped and arched her back. 
 
    “I’ll have to get better at delegating things so I can give you the proper attention you deserve,” I said as I shifted my mouth to her other breast. 
 
    Elora’s hands found their way to my chest, and her fingers knotted in the thin fabric of my cotton shirt. She sighed and lifted her head to stare into my eyes, and the hunger was clear in their amber-and-ruby depths. 
 
    “I want to taste you,” Elora pleaded. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” I smirked and made sure she was stable on her feet. Then I let go of Elora and quickly yanked my shirt over my head and tossed it to the side. 
 
    Before the shirt had even hit the floor, Elora’s fingers tugged at the lacing at the front of my leather pants, and she sank to her knees in front of me. She pushed my pants down as she went until they knotted around my ankles on the floor. 
 
    I stepped out of the pile of leather, and I reached out with my right hand to grab hold of the wooden post beside me as Elora’s hot lips wrapped around the head of my dick. I looked down at her beautiful face and sank my left hand into the silky river of her silver hair. 
 
    Elora gazed up at me with her doe-like eyes as she slowly swallowed my length. Then she slid her tongue along the underside of my shaft as she pulled back until my cock popped out of her mouth. 
 
    “Mmm,” Elora hummed with appreciation as she licked her lips. 
 
    She flicked her tongue over my tip to taste the offering of my pre-cum, and my eyes rolled back in my head. Elora sucked my dick with the kind of heat and passion I’d never expected to experience for myself. She was an incredibly generous lover, and I relished in every second of having sex with her. 
 
    Especially when she was so determined to spoil me with her mouth. 
 
    Pleasure trickled down my spine and flowed into the molten lake of lava deep in my gut as Elora lavished attention on my cock. The tension at the base of my spine began to build, and I tightened my fingers in her glossy hair and pulled her mouth away before I lost myself. 
 
    “My turn,” I groaned. 
 
    “Oooh,” Elora moaned quietly and licked her lips as she rose to her feet. 
 
    A deep blush spread across her entire body and turned her pale blue skin a delightful shade of lavender as I laid my hands on her hips and pivoted her around. I guided my elf lover back until her leather-clad ass bumped against the thick mattress. Then I hooked my fingers into the closure at the front of her shorts and peeled the brown leather down over her shapely thighs. 
 
    “Ah,” Elora gasped as the evening breeze flowed into the room from the open balcony and danced across her skin. 
 
    The gentle breeze was refreshing, and I could taste the hint of sea salt in the air as I guided Elora down to lay on the bed. I placed my hands on the insides of her smooth thighs and pushed her knees open wide with her calves hanging over the edge. Then I sank down to my knees between her thighs and leaned forward until I could smell the heady scent of her arousal. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I hummed with appreciation, and I slid my tongue all the way up Elora’s wet heat. 
 
    “Ooooh, Levi,” Elora moaned, and she collapsed back on the mattress as she dug her hands into her hair. 
 
    I smirked to myself and went in for more. I teased my hands gently along the insides of Elora’s thighs as I slowly tortured her pussy with carefully paced strokes of my tongue. I made sure to avoid touching her clit at all to build up the suspense and tension for her, and I knew she was getting frustrated with my teasing when her legs started to tremble and she groaned deep in her throat. 
 
    “Leviii, pleeeaaase,” Elora pleaded with me, and she lifted her perfect ass slightly off the bed to try and push her clit onto my tongue. 
 
    “Whatever you want, love,” I murmured and pressed a hot kiss to the hollow where her thigh met her pelvis. 
 
    Then I gave her exactly what she wanted. 
 
    I flicked my tongue over the swollen bud of her clit and back down again like she was the most exquisite ice cream I’d ever eaten. I caressed up the inside of her thigh with my right hand until my thumb brushed along the outer edges of her pussy lips. 
 
    “Ooooh, touch me, Levi,” Elora groaned, and she hooked her left thigh up over my shoulder. 
 
    I circled my tongue around her clit and brushed through her slick folds with my thumb until her thighs trembled around me, and I knew she was close. I listened closely to Elora’s breathing, and she gasped with pleasure when I flicked my tongue back and forth. Smugness flashed through my chest, and I continued flicking her little bud with that motion as I thrust two fingers deep into her tight tunnel. 
 
    “Oooooh, yeeeees, right there!” Elora cried out, and her legs squeezed around my back as she tumbled into blissful oblivion. 
 
    I flattened my tongue out over her clit and coaxed her slowly through the crashing waves of her orgasm as she shuddered around me, and her juices dripped down my fingers. 
 
    After a moment, Elora’s ragged breathing started to even out, and she relaxed onto the mattress. 
 
    “Oh, Levi, you are the most amazing lover,” Elora sighed, and she caressed her hands slowly down her chest. 
 
    “I do what I can.” I smirked and pressed a loving kiss to the tender skin of her inner thigh. Then I rose to my feet and hooked my hands under her knees. 
 
    This bed really was the perfect height, and I smiled as my cock brushed against Elora’s wet pussy lips. I gave her one more gentle nudge to let her know what I was about to do before I slid slowly into her wet heat in one long thrust. 
 
    “Yeeeeeesss,” Elora groaned, and she wrapped her legs around my hips and pulled me in as deep as I could go. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered low in my throat as I felt her silky-slick walls clamp around my shaft. 
 
    I braced my feet on the cool stone floor and hooked my hands around Elora’s hips. Then I pulled back until only the very head of my dick remained inside her sweet body. I lingered for a long second until Elora started to pull me back in with her legs, and then I thrust back into her.  
 
    Hard.  
 
    “Oh, gods,” Elora moaned as soon as I was deep inside her again.  
 
    I could almost taste her pleasure on my tongue as I set a steady and hard pace. I braced my thighs against the side of the bed and fucked her exactly the way I knew she liked. Golden lightning started to flash behind my eyes, and I clenched my teeth against the rising pleasure. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re so tight,” I growled, and I leaned forward and braced my hands on either side of my elf lover. 
 
    “You are so hard,” Elora gasped as I fucked her. “You make me feel so good. I love when you are inside me…” 
 
    I groaned as she pulled me faster into her eager pussy. I laid down on top of her and wrapped my arms under her back. 
 
    Suddenly, Elora gripped me tight with her legs, braced her hands on my shoulders, and rolled me onto my back. 
 
    “Shit,” I chuckled as I reoriented myself with Elora on top of me. 
 
    “It is my turn now to make love to you,” Elora whispered. 
 
    Then she braced her hands on my chest and slowly rose her ass off of my lap and impaled herself once more on my cock. Her beautiful amber-red eyes rolled back in her head, and she bit down on her bottom lip. 
 
    I cupped her perfect ass with both of my hands, and I helped lift her off my hips and then let her drop back down again. A heady wave of desire rushed through my veins, and I clamped down hard on my pleasure as she rode me with slow purpose. 
 
    “Oooh,” Elora moaned, and she started to bounce a little faster. 
 
    I squeezed her tight ass with my left hand and reached up to cup her soft breast with my right. I pinched her nipple between my thumb and index finger and then reached over and paid a little attention to her other nipple. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re so damn sexy,” I growled, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her tits as they bounced above me. 
 
    “Oh, Leviii,” Elora moaned, and her movements started to lose some of their rhythm. 
 
    Her thighs trembled on either side of me, and I could feel her pussy start to quiver around my cock, so I slid my hand down between us and rubbed tight little circles over her clit with the pad of my thumb as I let the tidal wave of my pleasure crash freely through my body. 
 
    Elora shouted out in climactic bliss as I pushed her over the edge. The quaking of her inner walls dragged out my own climax, and we fell into the abyss together. 
 
    Bright pricks of rainbow-colored light flashed behind my eyelids, and my toes went numb with the intensity of my orgasm. Pleasure speared through my brain, and my tongue tingled as I pumped my seed deep inside her pussy until I felt sure it was gushing past the puckered entrance of her fertile womb. 
 
    “Uuuuhhh,” Elora groaned as she collapsed onto my chest. Then she kind of melted on top of me with complete satisfaction and started to giggle. “You are amazing.” 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I countered, and my voice sounded breathless even to me. “Ahhh, I’ll never get tired of fucking you.” 
 
    “I believe I could have a thousand years of making love with you and still crave you as much as I do right now,” Elora sighed. Then she pressed a gentle kiss to the underside of my jaw and rolled to the side. 
 
    I pulled my beautiful elf close to my side, and I smoothed my hand down the length of her disheveled braid. 
 
    “I love you, Levi,” Elora murmured, and her voice was heavy with sleep. 
 
    “I love you, too.” I kissed her temple. 
 
    I brushed my hand gently up and down her back until her breathing was slow and even, and I glanced down at her peaceful face and smiled to myself as warmth spread through my chest. 
 
    I was completely content to watch her sleep for a while. 
 
    Elora was the most wonderful creature I’d ever seen, and her face took on an innocent kind of beauty in the relaxed bliss of post-orgasmic sleep. 
 
    I studied her half-light and half-dark elf face. She was a beautiful combination of fair skin, elegant features, and fierce strength. Elora had caught my attention the moment I’d laid eyes upon her, and I’d been enthralled by her beauty, but then I’d discovered she had a kind heart, too. She was delicate but nowhere near weak or fragile, and then I’d seen her fight. The way she’d slaughtered the demons who’d attacked the camp had amazed me. 
 
    Then she’d led me out to the beach in the light of the almost full moon and stripped all her clothes off. I’d been pretty much hers ever since, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    A while later, I heard a quiet knocking at the door. I carefully pulled my arm out from underneath Elora and climbed from the bed. I padded over to the door and pulled it open just an inch to peek into the empty hallway. 
 
    When I saw a thick pile of freshly washed sheets and blankets stacked on the floor, I knew the quiet knock had been Ingrid. I smiled at her endless attention to her duties and checked the hall for any passersby. Then I opened the door and quickly scooped up the pile of bedding. I closed the door with my foot and carried the stack over to the small wooden shelf we’d brought from my hut in the camp. I laid them on top and shook out one of the blankets, and then I laid it over Elora’s peaceful form. 
 
    “Mmmm,” my lover hummed contentedly in her sleep, and the corners of her mouth turned up in a small smile. 
 
    I wandered over to the balcony and stepped out into the fresh ocean breeze that blew in from the southeast. Frida twitched slightly in her sleep, and then she started to whine and began running while laying down. I knelt down and gave her a soothing pet until she settled back into her sleep. 
 
    It was a beautiful night. Whenever the winds shifted north from the sea, the smoke from the lava fields would be pushed further north as well, and we’d get the most magnificent view of the stars in the night sky. The moon was bright in the black sky tonight, and it was a bit less than half-full as it shone down on the expanse of the forest. Just last month, the people of the camp would have been a week or so out from being forced to deliver three of their own to the Demon Lord in this very castle, and now they were all free and safe inside these stone walls. 
 
    I took a deep breath of the salty breeze and walked back over to the bed. I crawled in beside my lover and pulled the blanket over me. 
 
    Elora nuzzled close against my side and hummed in her sleep, and I breathed in the scent of her silvery hair before I slipped into a deep sleep. 
 
    Vivid dreams took hold of my thoughts in the early hours of the morning, and I found myself wandering through a lush garden of brightly-colored flowers and perfectly manicured shrubberies. I glanced down at myself and found that my clothes were made of the finest silks. My tunic fell to mid-thigh and was a vivid shade of emerald green with a thin design of blue embroidered expertly along the hem. I wore fine leather sandals and black trousers that fit like a glove over my muscular legs. I looked around me at the gardens before I continued to stroll comfortably along the path of smooth stone. 
 
    It was a pleasant day, and the sky was a clear blue with the occasional puffy white cloud. I was comfortable and truly content as I strolled through the gardens, and I knew they were mine to enjoy as I saw fit. 
 
    Then I turned a corner around a large fruit tree that dangled with ripe yellow fruits that looked sort of like apples, and that’s when I saw the magnificence of the Spire in the bright mid-day sun. 
 
    The crystal columns shone like the sun itself, and my eyes began to water as I tried to look at it. Before I could enjoy the beauty of the castle, a sharp hissing noise startled me. 
 
    I glanced to my right and saw a long, dark green snake slither out of the bushes nearby. The snake was at least twelve feet long, and it had an odd pattern of interlocking triangles all along its body. 
 
    I took a step away from the snake and tried to speak, but my lips wouldn’t open. It was as if I’d applied super glue like Chapstick, and panic started to rise in my throat. 
 
    “Mmmm!” I tried to command the snake to leave, but no words came out of my locked-together lips. 
 
    The snake reared back, opened its mouth wide, and hissed at me. Little flecks of milky venom sprayed out at me and sizzled like acid when they landed on the stone path. 
 
    I started to back away from the snake, but it slithered after me at a rapid pace. It moved faster than any snake should have been able to move, and I stumbled backward in an attempt to escape from the aggressive reptile. 
 
    Finally, I turned around and bolted down the path as my heart thundered in my ears. I skidded around the corner and pushed my legs as fast as they could go. Then I glanced back over my shoulder, and I saw that the snake was racing after me. 
 
    And it was getting closer. 
 
    Sweat dripped down my forehead as I pushed myself faster. The snake hissed behind me, and panic flooded my brain. The terror made me clumsy, and the toe of my leather sandal caught on the lip of a stone on the pathway. 
 
    “Aaahhh!” I shouted, and my lips tore painfully apart from one another as I careened to the ground. 
 
    My hands and knees slammed into the stone path, and I quickly turned back just in time to see the snake’s wide-open mouth flying toward me through the air. 
 
    The last thing I saw was the deep blackness of the snake’s hungry throat before I shot straight up in my new bed and found myself lost in a fog of confusion. 
 
    My body was soaked with sweat, and my heart was racing like I’d run a marathon at top speed. I looked around the room four times before reality finally sank in, and I knew it had just been a horrific dream. 
 
    I didn’t know if it was the water here, or the fact that this world had magic, but every dream I’d had since landing on Asgard had been incredibly realistic and intense. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered and swiped the sweat away from my face. 
 
    I glanced down at Elora and saw that she was still sleeping soundly beside me. Frida had curled up on the foot of our bed at some point, and she snored softly as she slept. I heaved a sigh of relief and carefully climbed out of the bed to keep from disturbing them. 
 
    I padded across the cool stone floor to the balcony and stared out at the forest beyond the mountains that surrounded the castle like a protective border. 
 
    The sky was still dark aside from the stars and the almost half-moon, and I guessed that the sunrise was still a few hours away. I braced my hands on the stone wall of the balcony and stared blankly off into the distance. 
 
    The gentle breeze from earlier in the night was still blowing in from the sea, and the leaves of the forest moved slightly in the darkness. Further away, on the western edge of the deep forest was another narrow range of mountains that ran north and separated the forest from the lava fields. I focused on the line of the peaks against the star-studded sky, and I wondered if that mountain ridge had protected the forest from being consumed by the lava fields. 
 
    Then I took several deep breaths and shoved the lingering anxiety of the nightmare out of my mind. 
 
    That’s when a slight movement along the mountain ridge caught my eye. 
 
    I rubbed the heels of my palms over my eyes and blinked several times to clear my vision, but the blur of white was still there. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and I couldn’t take my eyes off of the thing’s stilted movements. It crawled like a hideous spider that had been filmed in slow-motion and then sped up so that every third frame was dropped. 
 
    I squinted slightly and wished my vision were more clear, and as I stared at it, I could almost make out the grotesque features. I could have sworn the creature stopped and turned to look at me. 
 
    Whatever was moving up the mountainside appeared to be about the size of a man, or maybe a bit larger, but it was hard to tell from this distance. It was bright white in the light of the moon, and it scurried up the mountainside like a spider with awkward movements. I wondered if this creature was connected to the broken trees and damage we’d encountered in the forest yesterday, and my instincts said there was a definite possibility. 
 
    In my experience, the creepiest, craziest options tended to be more likely in a place like Asgard. 
 
    I couldn’t tell if it was some kind of primate, reptile, or even how many legs the creature had, though, and I longed to get a better look at it. Then it scurried away at a blinding speed and disappeared into a pitch-black shadow on the side of the mountain like it had vanished into thin air. For a moment, I considered shifting quickly into a hawk and soaring out to take a closer look, but Elora’s gentle voice stopped me before I could initiate the shift. 
 
    “Levi?” my lover sighed as she stretched in the massive bed. “What are you doing over there?” 
 
    “I was just getting some fresh air,” I murmured as I walked back over to her. 
 
    “Come back to bed.” Elora held the blanket open for me and rested her head back on the thick mattress. 
 
    I climbed back into bed beside my naked elf, and I buried my nose in her fragrant hair as I pulled her in close to me. 
 
    She wiggled her butt against me and sighed contentedly, and then she quickly fell back asleep. 
 
    I worked to match my breaths with her slow and steady breathing, and I pushed all thoughts of creepy crawling white creatures out of my mind. I consoled myself with the knowledge that there would be time to investigate the creature tomorrow. The instinctive distaste for the sight settled into the back of my mind, and I knew it would pester me relentlessly as soon as I woke up. 
 
    After a while, I slipped back into a mercifully dreamless sleep. 
 
    Several hours later, I was awoken when Elora shifted and stretched her long limbs out. Then she hummed sleepily and rolled over to press her face against my bare chest. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I grumbled. I had zero desire to be awake just yet, and I pulled Elora closer to me. 
 
    “Good morning, my love,” Elora murmured. Her breath was warm against my chest, and her long silvery eyelashes tickled my skin. 
 
    “Nope.” I shook my head and squeezed her tighter. 
 
    Frida stretched and yawned on the foot of the bed, and then she hopped down onto the floor. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Elora chuckled, but she didn’t try to pull away. 
 
    “Nope, it’s not morning yet.” I smirked. 
 
    “It most certainly is,” Elora giggled. “Can you not see the sunlight coming in through the doors?” 
 
    “Nope, that’s just your imagination,” I murmured. I pried one eye open to look down at my lover in the early morning light. 
 
    “You are a silly man,” Elora giggled. “Come, we should rise with the sun. There is much to do today.” 
 
    The memory of what I’d seen crawling up the mountainside scurried out of the back of my brain, and I was suddenly wide awake. 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned and rolled onto my back. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Varian wanted to lead a fishing expedition to the shore…” Elora began as she threw the blanket aside and stood up from the bed. “And Ingrid will certainly be making good progress on the room of stored items. I am quite curious to see what…” 
 
    Elora’s voice stopped as she turned back to look at me, and I knew she could read the tension on my face. 
 
    “Levi?” Elora asked, and she knelt beside me on the bed. “What is it? What is on your mind?” 
 
    “I saw something last night,” I said. I sat up and rubbed my hands over my face. “Something crawling up the mountainside.” 
 
    “I do not understand,” Elora said. “Why does this have you so worried?” 
 
    “I’m not sure exactly,” I admitted, and I stared deep into her amber-red eyes. “Maybe it’s just my protective instincts flaring up, but if there’s something creepy skulking around in the night out here, I want to know exactly what it is and if it poses a danger to us. I think we need to find out more about what I saw.” 
 
    “Very well,” Elora agreed without another question. “We shall investigate this. Perhaps it is related to the damage we found in the forest.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought, too.” I gazed at my lover with admiration, and I wondered at how I’d gotten so lucky. I couldn’t totally explain what I’d seen, but Elora trusted me enough to want to look into it, too. 
 
    “I love you,” I sighed. 
 
    “I love you, too.” Elora grinned and kissed me, and then she sauntered over to a neat pile of clothes on the stone floor. 
 
    “We really need to get some furniture in here,” I chuckled. 
 
    “My things are just fine on the floor,” Elora assured me. “But perhaps we may find some things in storage.” 
 
    “That would be nice.” I nodded. “But I think we need to focus on the creature first. We need to know about anything that poses a threat to us and the life we’re trying to build here. I won’t allow anything to put you, or our people, in danger ever again.” 
 
    “And that is why you are a strong and noble leader, Levi,” Elora murmured. She placed her hand gently on the side of my face and leaned in to kiss me. “Come, let us first have breakfast, and then we can begin to make a plan.” 
 
    I grinned at my lover and stood up from the bed, and then I walked over to where my clothes were stacked neatly on the floor beside Elora’s things. I sighed as I realized Ingrid must have snuck in to tidy up our mess a bit, but then we got dressed in our usual clothes that always reminded me of a cross between Old Norse and pirate aesthetics. 
 
    Elora quickly brushed out her long silvery hair and twisted it back in a braid that fell halfway down her back before it cascaded loosely to her hips. She wore her short leather skirt today with a cropped leather corset-looking top that pushed her breasts together to create the most alluring cleavage. 
 
    I really wanted to bury my face in her tits, but I shoved my rising arousal away and pulled on some rough cotton pants that cuffed just below my knees. I yanked my mid-calf leather boots on and quickly laced them up, and then I pulled a dark brown cotton tunic over my head. I hoped that in the future I could provide Elora with fine gowns and rich fabrics, and I wondered what she would look like in something that was the same amber-red color as her eyes. 
 
    I took my lover’s hand in mine and led her out of our room and down the wide double-staircase to the entrance hall below, and Frida loped lazily behind us. 
 
    Everyone had collectively agreed that the former dining hall was just not a good option for our use, especially for its intended purpose. Nobody felt comfortable eating where so many family members and loved ones had been consumed by the Demon Lord. Instead, we’d designated another large space on the opposite side of the castle as a dining hall. 
 
    I suspected the room had once been used to host fancy parties and balls because the floor was a gorgeous, dark blue marble that had been inlaid with flecks of diamonds to mimic the night sky. In the center of the huge room was a mosaic made of gems and perfectly cut bits of marble. The image was of a bright moon ringed in delicate knotwork. A large chandelier hung high above the expertly tiled floor, and a hundred tiny sapphires hung like raindrops from the wrought-iron frame. We didn’t have enough candles to properly light the thing, but I expected it would cast gorgeous spots of blue light all over the ballroom when it was lit. For now, we’d been using the wall sconces and the skylights. 
 
    Several mismatched wooden tables that had been salvaged from the castle as well as brought in from the encampment lined the large room. The three blonde sisters, Azariah, Arlindra, and Astrid, sat around one small square table as they enjoyed a simple breakfast of sweet bread and dried meat. Varian, the brown-haired warrior who’d helped me liberate the castle, sat beside Arlindra, and they kept sneaking glances at each other. Goren sat with his white-haired father at another table, and beside them Rathal and his sour-faced wife Ylva sipped slowly at some rabbit stew. 
 
    “Good morning, my lord,” Ingrid said as she bustled quickly through the room with a large silver tray filled with fresh water in silver cups. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said. 
 
    “It smells incredible in here, as always!” Ayen announced with his usual boisterous laughter as he entered the room with Sassa on his arm. “Good morning, Levi!” 
 
    Frida bounded right over to Ayen for a bit of morning pets, and she sniffed excitedly at his hands for something delicious. 
 
    “In a moment, you silly beast,” Ayen laughed at my wolf-shark pup. 
 
    Frida was the size of the thickest Great Dane I’d ever seen, but she was still just a baby at heart. 
 
    “Good morning, Ayen,” I chuckled at the exuberant man, and I smiled at Sassa. “I’m glad you’re here, I wanted to talk to you about something.” 
 
    “Well, let us discuss this matter while we break our fasts,” Ayen suggested. 
 
    “An excellent suggestion,” Elora said. “Good morning, both of you. How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Very well, thank you,” Sassa said in her soft voice. 
 
    “Have a seat, my lord,” Ingrid called to me from a table near the middle of the room where food and cups were set out. “I shall bring you a plate.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ingrid,” I said. It still felt a bit weird to be waited on so completely, but that didn’t make it any less enjoyable. 
 
    Ayen, Sassa, Elora, and I sat down at a rectangular table near the wall of windows on the eastern side of the room, and the sun shone cheerfully down on us. Ingrid bustled right over with a plate for each of us, and she dutifully placed our meals on the table. 
 
    “Enjoy, my lord.” The old elf dipped in a little curtsy and then skittered over to her husband and son to enjoy her own breakfast. 
 
    I smiled at the way Quintus’ eyes lit up when his long-lost wife kissed him on the cheek and the innocent joy on their half-elf son’s youthful face. 
 
    I wasn’t one who normally cared about making others happy, but the scene did make my chest feel warm and fuzzy.  
 
    I’d reunited a lot of people, including Ylva with her older sister Merial, and the two blonde warrior sisters, Azariah and Arlindra, with their youngest sister, Astrid. But this little family of three was the one I’d been the most pleased about. Goren was a brave and kind boy, and his father was clearly still smitten with his elf wife even after all the years they’d spent together and apart. 
 
    I turned my thoughts to the business at hand, and I decided that I wanted to lead a team to the mountain ridge where I’d seen the mysterious crawling creature. Although, I was still committed to allowing the people under my care to have a say about the way things were done around here. I might have become a ruler, but I was committed to being a respectful and caring one. Plus, maybe one of the older elves might know what it was I’d seen, and we could possibly forgo the efforts of a search. 
 
    Wyn walked into the ballroom-turned-dining hall just then and smiled when he saw us. The ancient elf who’d been like a grandfather to Elora her entire life stroked one hand down his long gray beard as he leaned on his walking staff. His dark gray robes swished softly around his feet as he walked over to our table. 
 
    “Good morning all,” Wyn greeted us. 
 
    “Good morning,” Elora said. “How did you sleep, Wyn?” 
 
    “Very well,” the wise, old elf eased himself slowly into the chair beside Ayen. “I was delighted to hear of the discoveries Ingrid made within the castle yesterday morning.” 
 
    “As were we all.” Sassa smiled sweetly, and then she blushed slightly as she turned to me. “We discovered another smaller bed behind the large one that was placed in your room, Levi. Ingrid and I agree that Wyn should have it.” 
 
    “I completely agree with that,” I assured her. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    Wyn had been welcoming to me from the very moment he’d laid eyes on me, and though his wisdom and guidance were often laced with confusing riddles, he was a good man. He’d kept these people alive for decades. He’d raised Elora from infancy and remained by her side long after her mother was killed in Ragnarok. The man deserved much more than just a suitable place to sleep. 
 
    “What adventures will fill this day, hmm?” Wyn asked as he bit into a thin slice of rabbit jerky. “Anything interesting?” 
 
    “I swear you know when things are up,” I chuckled. “I saw something last night. Something white that crawled up the mountain range that curves along the western edge of the forest.” 
 
    “Curious,” Wyn hummed as he stroked his beard thoughtfully. “What do you make of this?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t like it,” I said. “Something about the thing… the way it moved. It made me think of every horror movie I’d ever seen.” 
 
    “What is a moo-vee?” Sassa asked, and she tilted her head slightly to the side with confusion. 
 
    “Like a story,” I explained. Then I glanced at my companions. “It made a shiver go up my spine. I was wondering if one of you might know what the creature could be?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” Ayen shrugged his shoulders and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “Neither do I,” Elora said. “I know of no creatures that fit your description.” 
 
    “Wyn?” I asked. “Do you have any idea what it might be?” 
 
    “I am afraid I will be of no use to you in this instance,” Wyn said. “I expect closer investigation will be needed to learn if this creature is a threat, and to learn if there are more than just the one you saw.” 
 
    “Oh, I did not consider the possibility of that,” Elora breathed, and her silvery eyebrows knitted together with concern. “There very well could be more of them.” 
 
    “We need to send a team out,” I decided. “Anything we don’t have ample information on poses a threat to us. Besides, if we find nothing threatening out there, we could still use the outing to bolster our food supplies a bit more. We were a bit interrupted on our mission yesterday.” 
 
    “A wise decision, my boy,” Wyn murmured, and he smiled at me like a calculus professor whose student had just solved a complicated equation. 
 
    I smiled at his affectionate phrasing. Wyn hadn’t bothered with altering the way he addressed me, and I would sooner choke on my own tongue than tell an almost eight hundred year old elf to call me “my lord.” 
 
    “Well, whatever are we waiting for?” Ayen smirked, and he pushed back from the table with so much vigor that his chair scraped along the floor and drew the whole room’s attention. “Let’s have ourselves an adventure.” 
 
    “An adventure?” Arlindra asked, and the muscular woman’s blue eyes sparked with interest. “What kind of adventure?” 
 
    “I saw something along the mountain ridge last night,” I explained. “We’re going to go check it out and make sure it’s not a threat to us.” 
 
    “We will accompany you,” Varian declared, and he nodded at the blonde warrior by his side. 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed. “The more, the merrier.” 
 
    Just then, Shalanna walked into the elegantly decorated room, and she headed straight over to our table. She looked just as gorgeous as ever, and I had to force my eyes away from the ample swell of her breasts where they threatened to spill over the top of her leather corset. A thin ruffle of cream-colored cotton poked out from the top of the corset and looped over her shoulders in narrow straps. She wore a pleated skirt made of a thick brown linen that fell to mid-thigh, and a wide leather belt was secured tightly around her hips. Her short black hair poked up from her head like an adorable pixie creature, and I wondered if there was a bit of elf or other species in her family bloodline somewhere. 
 
    “I shall come as well,” Shalanna declared, and then she grinned. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To investigate a creature Levi saw last night,” Elora explained. 
 
    “My lord!” Ingrid shouted with excitement as she bustled quickly over to our table. “Before you depart the castle, I have found something I think you may be interested in.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I stood from the table. “Something from that hidden room?” 
 
    “Quite right, my lord.” Ingrid nodded her head with so much enthusiasm that her black hair started to slip from the bun at the back of her head. “There was a large trunk with a solid lock, but Astrid has just found the key!” 
 
    “Okay…” I nodded slowly, but I wasn’t totally sure what was so exciting about this. 
 
    “My lord, nothing else was locked within the room,” Ingrid explained like she was trying to get a dog to understand how to breathe underwater. “Only this trunk had a lock. I expect there may be something rather important or valuable inside. Shall we have a look?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I said. 
 
    It was a little odd that only this trunk was locked, and I had to admit it piqued my interest. Everything had been packed away so neatly in that room, and the more I’d thought about it, the more I wondered why the previous owners of the castle had intentionally stored those items away in that room. 
 
    In the chaos of Ragnarok, what would have been the point of that, unless they had intentions of returning to the castle to reclaim it? 
 
    Ingrid grinned brightly and scurried out of the room without another word. 
 
    Ayen, Sassa, Elora, Shalanna, Varian, Arlindra, Wyn, and I followed her out of the huge dining room and back to the entrance hall. 
 
    There was a large wooden trunk with heavy brass hinges and a thick lock at the front sitting in the middle of the stone floor. It had massive copper handles anchored on either side, and two of the men who’d been locked in the dungeons stood on either side of it. The corners were covered in copper plates that had grown dull with age and disuse, and there were handprints in the thick layer of dust on the top. 
 
    “Huh,” I breathed as I stepped forward and ran my hand through the layer of dust on the top. I wiped the dust away and discovered that the top of the trunk was carved with the same rolling clouds as the door to my room and the headboard of my bed. “Wow.” 
 
    “It is quite heavy, my lord,” the human male with reddish-brown hair said. 
 
    Cedoric had been one of the villagers that had sacrificed himself to the Demon Lord to protect the others, and because of his immense physical strength, the Demon Lord had kept him alive. 
 
    Shalanna had since confessed to me that Cedoric had been provided with more food than the other prisoners because of his usefulness as a workhorse. She’d explained that, in the beginning, the muscular man had tried to refuse the food or share it with the others, and he’d received brutal beatings for his noncompliance. He was a quiet man with a kind heart, and I was glad to have been able to free him from such that kind of moral torment. 
 
    “Well, let’s open it and see what’s inside,” I said. 
 
    Ingrid slowly inserted the heavy iron key into the lock and tried to turn it, but decades of disuse had made the tumblers stiff. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Ingrid grunted as she tried to force the key. 
 
    “Let me try,” I offered, and I held out my hand for the key. 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” The older elf handed me the key and stepped back. 
 
    Another wisp of deja vu fluttered through my chest as I inserted the key into the lock, and I found that it turned quite easily for me. I pushed the heavy lid of the trunk open and looked inside. 
 
    The trunk was filled with items of all sizes that had been carefully wrapped in canvas. The one that caught my attention was a wide and fairly thin object that stood upright at the back of the trunk. The very corner of the canvas had slipped off the item to reveal what appeared to be an elaborate golden picture frame. 
 
    I stood up and carefully grabbed hold of the picture, and it slid easily from the trunk. 
 
    “Is that a painting?” Ayen wondered. 
 
    “Perhaps it is of the previous owners of this castle,” Elora mused. 
 
    “Maybe…” I breathed. 
 
    It was roughly three feet wide by two feet tall, and had just managed to fit inside the trunk. I perched the covered picture on the edge of the trunk and removed the canvas with one hand. 
 
    The painting was of three men standing side by side. The man in the middle was a bit shorter than the other two, and he had a thick gray beard and a black patch over his right eye. He smiled serenely out of the painting at me with his one dark gray eye like he knew every one of my secrets. I recognized him as the same man in the only other two bits of art I’d seen on this planet. 
 
    Once we’d killed the Demon Lord, and I’d had a minute to speak with Wyn, I showed him the small painting that had been left in the hut I was given in camp. I’d asked who the man was, and Wyn had confirmed it was a very accurate likeness of Odin Allfather, the king of the former pantheon of gods. 
 
    The man to the left of Odin was a full head taller than him with shining golden hair that was twisted in neat braids on either side of his head. He had a thick square jaw covered with a thin blond beard and piercing blue eyes. He grinned with a touch of smug confidence that I instantly disliked. 
 
    The man to the right of Odin was just a hair shorter than the other, and he was nearly the opposite of the thick blond man. He had a narrower jaw that was clean-shaven, with wavy black hair that looked like it wanted to start a revolt against all brushes and combs in the universe. His bright green eyes sparkled with playful mischief, and his lips quirked up teasingly at the corners. He was the kind of man who looked like he wanted to find the fun in any situation. 
 
    “Is this…” Sassa breathed with reverent wonder in her voice as she looked up at Elora and Wyn. 
 
    “It is no other,” Elora murmured as she stared at the painting. 
 
    “This is Thor, God of Thunder, Odin Allfather, and Loki, God of Mischief,” Wyn confirmed as he pointed at the men from left to right.
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 Chapter 4 
 
    I stared at the three men as the same weird feeling of familiarity washed over me again. I tilted the painting back slightly, and I could have sworn their eyes followed me. 
 
    “The castle must have belonged to one of the brothers,” Elora murmured, and she laid her head gently against my shoulder. 
 
    “Quite right,” Wyn agreed. “Odin Allfather resided in the Crystal Spire for millennia until Ragnarok.” 
 
    “I wonder which brother lived here,” Ayen said. 
 
    “I am doubtful we will ever know for sure,” Ingrid sighed. “So much of our history has been lost during the decades of chaos brought about by the demons.” 
 
    I studied the two brothers’ faces a moment longer before I carefully handed the painting to Ingrid. 
 
    “Would you find a good place to hang this, please?” I asked the housekeeper. 
 
    “Certainly, my lord.” Ingrid bobbed in a curtsy as she took the painting from me. “Anywhere in particular?” 
 
    “Somewhere it can be enjoyed by everyone, I think,” I said. 
 
    There was something novel about the painting, and I wanted the opportunity to study it more later, but I also knew that all the people within the castle would appreciate being able to enjoy seeing the faces of their lost gods. Odin and the other Aesir might be gone from this world, but they lived on in the hearts of my people. I wasn’t about to tear their faith away from them. 
 
    And to think, one of these men, or more likely, all three of them, had walked through this castle in the past. It was like something out of a dream. A castle that had belonged to a literal god was now mine. The thought made me even more determined to follow the destiny that supposedly lay at my feet, and I suddenly wondered if I would ever see the Völva woman, Sylmarie, again. 
 
    I pushed the distracting thoughts away and turned my focus back to more immediate concerns. 
 
    “Come on,” I said to my companions. “We should get going if we’re going to make it to the mountains and back to the castle before nightfall.” 
 
    “I shall maintain the castle in your absence, of course,” Ayen said with a proud smile as he petted Frida. 
 
    My wolf-shark pup stayed obediently by Ayen’s side without having to be told, but her eyes filled with the kind of betrayal a little kid felt when their parents ate all their Halloween candy before morning. 
 
    “I know you will.” I grinned at my friend. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I believe we will have everything sorted from the hidden room by the time you return, my lord,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Thanks, I look forward to seeing what you find.” I patted the black-haired elf on her arm. “Alright, let’s go see if we can figure out what that creature was.” 
 
    My companions and I quickly gathered up our weapons and a few bags to collect food, and then we headed to the doors. 
 
    Ayen wrapped his arm around Sassa’s shoulder and waved at us as Elora, Shalanna, Varian, Arlindra, and I walked through the castle’s wide doors. 
 
    We marched together through the outer gates and around to the narrow mountain pass that led to the forest. We hiked north in a single file line along the base of the mountain range toward where I’d spotted the white creature. 
 
    I recalled the disturbing way it had slithered up the mountainside, and I looked up at the sheer angle to my left. Anything that could climb a nearly vertical cliff face at that kind of speed had the potential to be a serious threat. 
 
    “Did you ever meet Odin Allfather, Elora?” Arlindra asked after a long while of silence. 
 
    “Oh,” Elora gasped softly with surprise. “I assume you mean when I was a Valkyrie?” 
 
    “Yes, the Valkyries were Odin’s warriors, correct?” Arlindra asked. 
 
    “We were.” Elora nodded. “But we were also tasked with many other duties throughout all the regions of Asgard. I am sad to say that I did not ever have the honor of meeting with Odin personally, but many of my sisters did.” 
 
    “I wonder what he was like,” Varian said. 
 
    “He was said to be firm, but kind,” Elora offered. “One Valkyrie who helped to train me had been in service to Odin for nearly two hundred years. She said he had an affinity for dry humor, and he would often tease the Valkyries.” 
 
    I smirked to myself at that and wondered if his son Loki had gotten his tendency to play tricks from his father. 
 
    Elora continued to entertain Arlindra and Varian with anecdotes about her time as a Valkyrie while we hiked along the base of the two hundred foot tall ridge of cliffs. 
 
    After a while, I started to feel a growing sense of caution, and something in my gut told me we were close to the suspicious white creature. 
 
    “Sshh,” I hushed my companions and tapped one finger against my lips. “We’re close.” 
 
    Elora nodded in agreement and motioned for the others behind her to step carefully. We were seeking information at the moment, not a fight. 
 
    I took several steps closer to the forest on my right to get a better look up at the cliffside above us. One scan of the vertical ridges revealed the black shadow of a cave entrance about forty feet up. 
 
    “Look,” I said quietly, and I pointed up at the opening in the mountainside. 
 
    “A cave,” Shalanna murmured. “Do you think the creature could be living in there?” 
 
    “It’s possible.” I nodded. 
 
    I sighed as I stared up at the rocks. That’s when I noticed a series of at least half a dozen other cave entrances higher up the cliffside. I watched them closely for a second to see if there would be any movement from inside, but there was nothing. Then I studied the topography of the mountain. It was way too steep and smooth for even an experienced free climber to try and scale, and I knew what I needed to do. 
 
    “I’m going to shift and head up there to get a closer look,” I said, and I looked at my companions. “All of you stay here and keep a lookout for movement from the forest and the other caves.” 
 
    “I thought you might decide as such,” Elora said. “There appears to be no other way to get up there for us.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said as the image of the crawling white beast returned to my mind. 
 
    I leaned into the animalistic fear that the creature had stirred in the back of my mind, and I felt the dump of adrenaline in my brain. I thought about my need to reach the cave silently, and my desire to be stealthy during my reconnaissance. I thought about all the weight and responsibility that rested on my shoulders. 
 
    A second later, I felt my limbs begin to shift and change. My arms and legs thinned out and multiplied as I lowered down to the ground. My nose shrank back into my face, and my teeth turned into little feelers as my vision intensified into crystal clear clarity. 
 
    My companions’ eyes went wide as they watched me shift into a huge spider that reminded me a little of a tarantula, and once the shift was complete, Elora smiled at me. 
 
    “You are the most beautiful spider I have ever seen,” my lover whispered as she knelt down to stroke a finger along my hairy back. “Be safe, my love.” 
 
    I lifted one of my long legs to assure Elora I would be careful, and then I scuttled up the side of the mountain. 
 
    Maneuvering in different forms was still a bit odd for me, but I was impressed at how easily I’d been able to shift lately. I’d been practicing during any free time I’d found between leading the people, taking care of the castle, and fucking my elf lover. I’d found that thinking about how much my people were dependent on me was just as important as the chemical dump of the fight or flight hormones. Which was a nice discovery. Using up all that adrenaline often left me feeling a bit off for a short time after a shift. Plus, I knew that prolonged survival stress like that could cause real damage to the brain, and it wasn’t like I had access to modern medicine on Asgard. 
 
    I scurried up the mountainside, and with all eight of my legs I was able to move pretty quickly. I reached the mouth of the cave a few moments later and scurried onto the ledge. The mouth of the cave was fairly smooth all around the edges, but I didn’t pay much attention to it. I slowly moved further into the blackness of the cave, and I started to sense the slow vibrations of movement through my spider receptors. 
 
    My heart started to beat a little faster, and I moved as close to the wall of the cave as I could. I took a few steps and found a bend in the cave, and as I walked around to the other side, I discovered a group of about twenty-five men and women huddled together around a small fire. 
 
    The people had thick curly hair in various shades of brown and blonde. The men had heavy beards that hung down to their chests in intricate braids, and the women’s hair was pulled back in complicated braided patterns as well. They wore sturdy linen clothes in muted shades of brown and red, and leather armor was secured over their chests and arms. I could see the glint of metal weapons leaning against the cave walls all around them. Mostly they were axes, but I spotted some swords, too. 
 
    One man who sat in the middle of the group had a massive war hammer leaning against his crossed thighs. His reddish-brown and gray-streaked beard fell nearly to his waist in three interwoven braids, and he watched the others with a kind of parental concern in his dark green eyes. It was clear to me that this man was the group’s leader. 
 
    A burly man with short-cropped, salt-and-pepper hair and a beardless face that stuck out like a sore thumb sat beside him. The large man’s steely gray eyes flicked around the cave with agitation. He opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something, but he closed it again without a word and frowned. 
 
    I watched them with astonishment for a few moments as I tried to wrap my mind around the fact that there were more survivors in our region. They had rounded human-like ears, so they definitely weren’t elves, but there was something about them that made me think they weren’t humans, either. I couldn’t put my finger on it exactly. 
 
    They sat incredibly still, and when they did move, it was with a level of silence that appeared to cause them a lot of stress. Any little sound that echoed through the cave drew the eyes of every person in the group. They all had dark shadows under their eyes, and they all had a general sense of weariness about them. 
 
    I could see they were living in a constant state of fear, and I wondered if the creature I’d seen last night was involved. As far as I was aware, the only other danger that lingered close by was the danger zone of aggressive plants in the forest, but it wasn’t like the plants could follow these people back to their caves. Finding these people here, trapped and scared, made me sure I’d done the right thing by coming to investigate the white creature. 
 
    “We will not last long here, sire,” the bald man whispered to the leader of the group. 
 
    “Do you think I am ignorant of this fact, Hezzig?” the triple-braided leader grumbled quietly, and his bushy eyebrows furrowed in frustration. He tugged lightly on the corner of his long mustache before he continued. “What would you have me do? You know as well as I that the demons would tear us to pieces the instant we tried to flee.” 
 
    The king’s words struck me suddenly, and I wondered how the fuck demons were reaching these people way up here. I couldn’t think of any way that demons would be able to climb the side of the mountain with hooves, unless there were some other kind of demons around here. 
 
    Shit, what if the white creature I’d seen last night was some new kind of crawling, creepy white demon? 
 
    “Yes, my king,” Hezzig agreed, but he didn’t stop. “But there must be something we can do…” 
 
    “At this rate, we will all starve to death or be eaten by the beasts,” another man with a short, dark brown beard whispered urgently. 
 
    “You are correct, Rig,” the king murmured. He didn’t add anything more, and the group fell into silence once more. 
 
    So they were trapped here by some group of demons. I wondered if it had been the Demon Lord who had trapped them, but that didn’t seem to fit. Even if it had been that tyrannical bastard these people were afraid of, it wouldn’t explain why they were being so quiet. 
 
    Besides, as excited as I was to find more survivors, I still had a mission to accomplish here today. These people were definitely not the disturbing white creature I’d seen, but maybe our problems were connected. 
 
    I scurried back to the mouth of the cave and picked another entrance at random to investigate. I crawled up the mountainside to my next target and found that the edges of this entrance were jagged and rough. 
 
    I walked a few paces into the mouth of the cave and suddenly heard the deep rhythmic breathing of many bodies. I scurried further in and waited for my eyes to adjust to the empty blackness of this cave. My spider eyes quickly focused, and I found that I was standing face to face with the hideous white body of a sleeping demon. 
 
    Animalistic panic flashed through my brain, and I bolted backward several steps. That’s when I realized it wasn’t just a few of these hideous white demons. 
 
    There was a massive pile of them all sleeping together like a monstrous amalgamation of limbs straight out of David Cronenberg’s imagination.
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 Chapter 5 
 
    I didn’t know if spiders could throw up, but the contents of my stomach churned uncomfortably as I stared at the massive pile of hideous white creatures, and the king’s words returned to me. He’d said that demons had been keeping them trapped in the cave, and now, as I looked at these ugly fuckers, I knew they were a new kind of demon I hadn’t even seen yet. 
 
    And they were creepy as fuck. 
 
    They were pale white with sickly black veins running all over their skinny and hairless bodies. They had long and thin arms and legs, and unlike every other demon I’d seen on this planet, they had long opposable toes instead of hooves. They didn’t have any eyes that I could see, but they had long pointed ears like a Townsend’s bat. They reminded me of star-nosed moles or naked mole rats with their lack of any eyes, and I figured they were completely blind. Instead of noses, they had two little slitted nostrils, and I couldn’t help but think of Voldemort’s eerily smooth face. 
 
    These ugly fuckers must be nocturnal, and I would have bet my entire castle on the fact that they had a super acute sense of hearing to compensate for their lack of eyes. 
 
    Suddenly the conversation I’d overheard in the other cave made sense. Those people must be hiding away from these albino demons, and they were being painfully quiet to keep from waking the bastards up. 
 
    I scurried around the perimeter of the sleeping mass to try and get a feel for how many demons there were all piled together, but it was nearly impossible to tell. The pile was at least two or three demons deep, and I guessed there were thirty demons at minimum. 
 
    I clamped down on my urge to vomit and scuttled a bit closer to get a better look at one of the demons at the edge of the pile. It seemed a bit smaller than the rest, but it was still at least as tall as Ayen. They were much thinner throughout their bodies, though, with lean muscles that ran under their almost translucent skin. I could see the blood slowly pumping through its black veins, and its chest rose in steady and shallow breaths. 
 
    The demon closest to me took in a shuddering breath and released a loud snore as it shifted in the pile, so I froze in place until the beast’s mouth hung slack once more in the depths of unconsciousness. Now I could see that the demons had long and thin fangs that jammed out of their mouths at awkward angles. The ugly fucker started to drool, and when the yellowish saliva dripped onto the stone floor below, it sizzled and evaporated. 
 
    Fuck, these things had acidic saliva like that bastard who’d knocked me through the rainbow portal. 
 
    The people huddled together in the cave below me must be very strong if they’d staved off being destroyed by this horde of albino fucks, and I knew that saving them had just become my top priority. 
 
    I decided to check out the other cave entrances to make sure there weren’t more demons or survivors in any of them. I scuttled back out onto the sheer mountainside and scurried up to the next entrance, but it was blocked. 
 
    There had clearly been an entrance here at some point, but the cave had collapsed and sealed off the tunnel completely. After further investigation, I found that every other tunnel was like this. None of them went more than a few feet into the mountainside, and they all ended in some sort of cave-in. I wondered at the stability of the mountain, and added the threat of a cave-in to the people’s lives in the bottom cave. 
 
    We needed to get them out, and quickly. Between the threat of the albino demon horde, and the possibility of the ground eating them up in a rockslide, they wouldn’t last long at all. 
 
    I quickly scurried back down to the first cave where the blonde and brown-haired people sat silently huddled around their meager fire. I studied them for a moment, and I couldn’t help but notice the fine craftsmanship of their weapons. The axes shone with lethally sharp edges, and I could see that they were strong and solid weapons. 
 
    They were made of a metal that looked kind of like steel, but the color was darker than any other steel I’d ever seen before. I didn’t know if that was just what steel on Asgard looked like, but I supposed it was possible it wasn’t steel at all. Maybe these people had forged their weapons out of some kind of metal I’d never seen before. I was on a totally different planet, after all. It was possible that the composition of minerals in the ground here was totally different from earth. I had no idea what kinds of elements made up the land or even the atmosphere here. 
 
    I longed for a heavy broadsword like one of these. They had sturdy handles wrapped in fine bands of leather, and the fullers that ran down the middle were somehow beautiful as well as useful. The blades were carved with the same kind of intricate knotwork I’d seen all over the castle, and I could imagine the joy on Ayen’s face when he saw the king’s war hammer. I wondered if these people had crafted the weapons, or if they had simply managed to maintain them for all the years since Ragnarok. 
 
    Hezzig, the bald man beside the king, stood up and tiptoed over to a wooden bucket that sat below a dripping stalactite, and he took a small sip. So that was how they’d been getting water. It was pretty genius, but it wasn’t even close to sustainable. 
 
    “We are running dangerously low on food,” a thick woman with blonde hair said to Hezzig in a hushed voice. “How much water is there today?” 
 
    “Not enough, that is for certain,” Hezzig replied in a frustrated whisper. “The king has decided to cut our rations in half.” 
 
    “We are hardly maintaining our strength as it is,” the woman whispered, and fear edged her voice. “Something must be done, or we will all die here in this place.” 
 
    “If only I could forge more weapons…” Hezzig grumbled, and he took one more small sip from the water barrel. 
 
    “You know why that is simply not possible,” the woman replied. “We can barely walk around without waking up the demons, can you imagine the effect your hammer would have on the beasts?” 
 
    “I know,” Hezzig sighed heavily and turned back toward the fire. 
 
    That was when I spotted the smithing hammer tied to his thick leather belt, and I knew that Hezzig was a blacksmith of some kind. Now I was even more determined to free these people from the demon horde that slept in the cave above them. 
 
    A weaponsmith would be completely invaluable to our survival, and to my conquering of all the evil entities on this planet. 
 
    He walked back over to sit beside the king as I hurried back out of the cave. I scuttled down the cliffside and dropped down to the rich soil between the base of the mountain and the edge of the forest. 
 
    I took several deep breaths and focused on the sensation of my limbs returning to their normal size and number. The shift came quickly and almost naturally, and I smirked to myself at the improvements I’d made. 
 
    “Levi,” Elora sighed and hugged me. “What did you find?” 
 
    “A lot,” I said in a hushed tone. “Let’s move away from here so we can talk.” 
 
    Shalanna raised a curious black eyebrow at me but started to walk south back toward the castle. Varian and Arlindra followed suit, and I took Elora’s hand in mine and led her behind the others. 
 
    We walked for about five minutes before Elora’s curiosity got the better of her, and she stopped in her tracks. 
 
    “What did you find?” my elf lover demanded. 
 
    “Survivors,” I said. “And a pile of demons.” 
 
    “Survivors?” Shalanna’s eyes shone with hopeful excitement. 
 
    “What kind of demons?” Varian asked at the same time. 
 
    “Oh, goodness,” Arlindra hummed. 
 
    “The first cave I went into there was a group of maybe twenty-five men and women,” I explained. “They were whispering and keeping really quiet.” 
 
    “That is odd.” Elora furrowed her silvery eyebrows at me. 
 
    “I thought so, too.” I nodded and started to lead my companions back through the forest. I was eager to get back so we could begin to plan a rescue mission, and to see if Wyn knew anything about these new albino demons. “So I went into the next cave up and found this huge pile of sleeping demons. They were all white, and they didn’t have any eyes. They had huge ears, so I bet they hunt through sound and vibrations.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Varian agreed. 
 
    “Why have we not seen these creatures before?” Arlindra wondered. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure they’re nocturnal.” I frowned. “And they’re definitely keeping the survivors trapped in the caves. Their king said something about the demons killing them the instant they tried to escape.” 
 
    “King?” Elora repeated with confusion. 
 
    “That’s what they called him.” I shrugged. “One of the men called him ‘sire,’ and then I overheard him speaking with one of the women. He said the king was going to cut their rations in half.” 
 
    “They are trying to make their food supplies last,” Shalanna concluded, and her eyes grew dark as if she were remembering something horrible. “The other prisoners and I had to do that on more than one occasion in the Demon Lord’s dungeons. It never ended well for anyone. The body cannot survive on barely any food.” 
 
    “That’s basically what the woman said, too,” I said. “And the longer we wait to rescue them, the weaker they’ll get. If we can get to them sooner, they will probably be strong enough to help us in their escape.” 
 
    “Do you suppose these blind demons are the ones who have been tearing up the forest?” Varian asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I muttered. “I mean, yeah, it’s possible, but based on what the survivors were saying, it sounds more like the demons have been focusing on keeping them held captive. Plus, these demons are obviously blind, so they wouldn’t have stood an ice cube’s chance in hell against those aggressive plants in the danger zone.” 
 
    “Danger zone?” Shalanna asked. “That is a curious name.” 
 
    “You must admit,” Elora chuckled. “It is very accurate.” 
 
    We walked in silence for a few more minutes, and I replayed what I had learned about the survivors in my head. 
 
    “We must rescue these people,” Shalanna declared a moment later. Her silver-flecked blue eyes shone with determination. 
 
    “I agree,” Elora said. 
 
    “I know.” I grinned at the two warriors. “I fully intend to save them from the demons and invite them to come join our community. Besides, one of them was a blacksmith or something.” 
 
    “Indeed?” Varian asked with intense interest. “How do you know this?” 
 
    “He had a smithing hammer on his belt,” I explained. “Also he talked to one of the women about wanting to forge more weapons, but they both agreed there was no way they could do that because of the noise it would make.” 
 
    “It must be terrifying to have to live in such utter silence,” Shalanna said, and a shudder ran through her. 
 
    “We must save them,” Varian reiterated. 
 
    “We will,” I assured my companions. 
 
    “How do we do it?” Arlindra wondered. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” I said. “I think I need more information. I’d like to go back and speak with their king. I want to learn everything I can about those white demons before we go head-first and unprepared into a battle.” 
 
    “That is wise.” Elora smiled at me. 
 
    “What else can you tell us about these people?” Shalanna asked. 
 
    “Yes, please tell us what they were like?” Arlindra added. 
 
    “Well, there were more men than women,” I said. “The men had long beards that were braided, and they had really good-looking weapons. Mostly axes, but there were some swords, too. And the king had a war hammer by his side.” 
 
    “Ayen will love that.” Elora grinned. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I thought, too,” I chuckled. “They were catching water that was dripping from the cave wall to drink, so they’re clever. But it sounded like they were quickly running out of supplies. I don’t think they have more than a few days at most.” 
 
    “We must act quickly,” Shalanna said. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “Speaking of, we should try and collect some food before we get back to the castle.” 
 
    “We did collect some lion flowers while you were in the caves,” Elora said as she patted the burlap bag tied to her belt. 
 
    “We also found a patch of mushrooms, and some wild gulrots as well,” Arlindra added. 
 
    “That’s good,” I said. “Might as well fill up our bags while we’re out here, though. If things go as planned we’ll have twenty-five more mouths to feed very soon.” 
 
    “Quite right,” Varian chuckled. 
 
    We were well out of range of the danger zone, so we wandered further into the forest and began to spread out in search of edible and medicinal plants. Elora pointed out a pretty light-green plant that sprouted in a frilly circle at the top. 
 
    “This is a frilly dill,” Elora giggled. 
 
    “Aw, that’s cute,” I laughed. 
 
    “It is a silly name,” Elora agreed. “But it makes a fine poultice for healing burns. We used a lot of this when Sassa was burned in the lava pool.” 
 
    “Let’s get it all, then,” I said. I bent down to start collecting the circular frills at the top, but Elora stopped me. 
 
    “No, Levi,” my elf said. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “The flowers are of no use to us,” Elora explained. “Collect the little leaves on the stalks. That is what makes the healing balm.” 
 
    “These little things?” I asked, and I plucked one of the tiny, oval-shaped leaves from the stalk. The delicate little leaf was about the size of a dime, and it felt like tissue paper in my hands. “You used these?” 
 
    “Yes, they are very valuable to us because they are so small,” Elora sighed. “It took many journeys to the river to collect enough of them to soothe Sassa’s wounds.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. “That’s amazing.” 
 
    “Ayen made several trips by himself over three days.” Elora’s amber-red eyes became distant as she recalled the memory. “He was so worried about her. I believe Ayen has loved Sassa for many years.” 
 
    “I’m glad he finally spoke up about it,” I said. 
 
    “As am I,” Elora giggled. “Sassa spoke quite often in her fever dreams while she healed, and she called out Ayen’s name several times. I urged her to speak to him after she was healed, but she refused.” 
 
    “How come?” I asked. 
 
    “She said there was no way such a handsome man would love her after she had been so badly scarred.” Elora frowned. “I tried to tell her about his feelings for her, but she begged me to put the issue away.” 
 
    “Huh.” I shook my head. “I’m glad they finally found their way to one another.” 
 
    Elora smiled sweetly in agreement, and we went back to collecting the tiny oval leaves. I plucked as many leaves as I could without damaging the plant too much, and I carefully laid them in the small sack on my belt before we moved further into the forest. 
 
    “Ah what a wonderful find, Arlindra!” Varian’s voice echoed through the trees from a short distance away. 
 
    I wandered over to see what they’d found, and my eyes went wide at the sight of the bright blue fruits dangling from a tree with gnarled, twisted limbs. Elora followed behind me and grinned when she saw the robin’s egg blue fruits. 
 
    “Is that tree supposed to look like that?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yes,” Elora giggled. “That is a bodlin tree. The fruits are delicious, and they have much nutritional value. They have a large seed in the middle that we may be able to harvest and plant within the castle walls. The bodlin tree is very hardy and grows even in rocky soil.” 
 
    “You know, I’ve been thinking we should try to start a garden at the castle,” I said. 
 
    Shalanna came over to help Arlindra and Varian collect the bright blue fruits from the tree. Varian crouched down, and Arlindra climbed onto his shoulders to reach the higher ones. 
 
    “A garden is a lovely idea,” Shalanna said. 
 
    “Well, we can’t gather forever,” I said. “We need something that’s sustainable for the long-term. I’d like to eventually raise livestock, too. Maybe domesticate a few wild cockerels and keep a supply on the grounds.” 
 
    “We could do that with some wild rabbits as well,” Elora suggested. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “I also want to look into an irrigation system.” 
 
    “What is an irrigation system?” Shalanna asked with confusion in her blue eyes. 
 
    “It’s for bringing water to where we need it,” I explained. “We can build pipes that can carry water from the river to the castle, or maybe we could dig a well if we could locate water deep under the ground. Either way, we need something that’s easier to access than the river itself.” 
 
    “You will never cease to amaze me, Levi.” Elora shook her head lovingly at me. 
 
    “There are a lot of people depending on me for their survival now,” I murmured to my lover. “I want to do what’s best for them. If we’re smart and plan ahead, we can do more than just survive, we can thrive.” 
 
    Elora gazed at me with deep love in her eyes, and then she leaned her forehead against my chest and sighed with contentment. 
 
    Once all the bodlin fruits were collected and safely tucked away in Varian’s satchel, we moved further south through the forest. We collected various other edible plants along the way, and soon our packs were full, and I was feeling pretty accomplished. 
 
    I’d discovered a new group of survivors, I’d identified the creeping white creature as a significant threat, we’d collected a lot more food, and had managed to avoid any trouble. It was a good day. 
 
    At least, it was until we came upon the part of the forest we had passed through just yesterday. 
 
    Our jaws dropped as my companions and I looked around at the fresh destruction around us. 
 
    “Oh, my gods,” Elora gasped as she stared at a tree that had been ripped out of the ground by its roots. 
 
    “We were here just yesterday,” Shalanna breathed. 
 
    “Whatever’s been tearing up the forest is still out here.” I frowned, and I gauged how close we were to home. “I don’t like how close it’s getting to the castle.” 
 
    “Far too close for comfort,” Varian agreed. 
 
    “What shall we do?” Arlindra asked. 
 
    “Well, until we know what’s causing this damage, there isn’t a whole lot we can do about it,” I muttered and raked my hand through my unruly hair. 
 
    “This damage is very fresh,” Elora sighed as she inspected the roots of the trees. “The insects have not abandoned this soil yet.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Nestryn told me that insects will abandon the roots of a damaged tree like this within the first few hours,” Elora explained. “The worms and grubs are still in the soil, so it is likely that this happened since we left the castle this morning.” 
 
    “Then… it is not the sleeping demons who have damaged the forest,” Shalanna sighed. 
 
    “It appears that way.” Elora nodded. 
 
    “It could still be a troll,” Arlindra pointed out. 
 
    “I do not believe so,” Elora said. 
 
    I looked around at the destruction, and my heart sank as I saw how wide-spread it was. We needed to stop whatever was doing this. The forest was vital to our survival. I scanned the area for anything that might help us decipher what was causing all this, and then I noticed the hoofprints in the churned-up soil. 
 
    I walked a few feet forward along the path of wreckage, and I moved carefully so as not to ruin the prints. 
 
    “Levi?” Elora asked. “What do you see?” 
 
    “Footprints,” I said as I turned around. “Hoofprints, actually.” 
 
    My companions walked over to where I was standing, and they all gasped as they saw what I was looking at. 
 
    Massive hoofprints the size of dinner plates led away from the destruction in a cluttered mess of tracks. They were dug deep into the rich soil like whatever creature had made them was moving fast. There was a triangular divot in the front of the hoof marks, and my mind immediately went to the Demon Lord’s cloven hooves. 
 
    “Do you think…” I started to ask, but then the sound of thundering footsteps started to rumble toward us. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Shalanna asked. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I cursed low in my throat as the sound of splintering woods and falling trees joined in with the thundering feet. 
 
    Then a herd of enormous moose burst through the forest and stampeded straight for us, with hideous, empty eye sockets and foam dribbling from their gasping mouths.
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 Chapter 6 
 
    “Odin’s beard!” Arlindra shouted. 
 
    We threw ourselves out of the path of the rampaging moose just in time to watch them race past in a rabid frenzy of trampling hooves and insane screams. They ran around blindly and smashed into anything and everything in their paths. They trampled the trees and brush as well as each other. 
 
    One of the smaller moose who was already badly bruised and bleeding from its empty eye sockets tripped over its own front feet and plummeted face-first into the dirt. The moose behind it didn’t even slow down. They just smashed the poor, insane creature into a bloody pulp on the ground. 
 
    “Fuck,” I gasped. 
 
    I took a closer look at the rabid creatures and saw that all of their eyes were completely missing. Instead, there were just empty, bloody sockets that looked like they’d been carved out like pumpkins for Halloween. I shuddered as the hideous beasts screeched and bellowed as they trampled through the forest. 
 
    I didn’t even have to focus on my adrenaline to begin shifting. My arms and legs began to extend as easily as if I’d moved to draw my sword. My knees rose up high, and my feet lengthened until my ankles were two feet off the ground. Wiry gray hair sprouted all over my body, and my nose stretched out as my teeth elongated into sharp fangs. My ears shifted up the sides of my head, and my fingernails curled down into razor-sharp claws. I glanced down at myself and saw that I’d shifted into an eight-foot-tall bipedal wolf. 
 
    I looked around at about a dozen of the hideous beasts as my companions launched into action. Varian pulled his sword from its sheath and plunged it right into the throat of a passing moose. The poor rabid creature’s blood sprayed out like a busted water balloon, and the smell of rotting meat erupted all throughout the forest around us. 
 
    “Ugh!” Varian buried his nose and mouth into the elbow of his free arm. “There is something very wrong with these animals!” 
 
    Elora skewered her spear into the hollow at the base of one moose’s throat. It penetrated rapidly through the creature’s neck and burst out from between its shoulders. 
 
    “It is as if they are rotting from the inside out!” Elora shouted as she tore her spear free from the sputtering beast. 
 
    “Kill them all!” I shouted, and I was surprised to hear real words coming from my wolfish snout. My voice was slurred slightly from the extra-long canines I now had, but my words were completely intelligible. 
 
    “Oh!” Shalanna gasped with surprise as she swung her left-hand hatchet into the front knee of a raging moose. She finished the beast off with another strike directly into the side of the creature’s skull, and then she turned quickly to me. “You can speak!” 
 
    “Later!” I growled, and I grabbed onto a passing moose with my long-clawed hands. 
 
    This form was impressively strong, and I hauled the moose off the ground and slammed it back down with all of my strength. The insane animal’s breath whooshed out of its lungs with the impact, and it was stunned for a moment. 
 
    I didn’t give the moose time to recover, instead I tore into its throat with my clawed hands and sneered at the repulsive stench of long expired ground beef that filled my wolf-like nose. Elora was right, these beasts were rotting on the inside as if they were already dead. 
 
    Fucking gross.  
 
    Shalanna kept ruthlessly swinging her matched set of hatchets to chop at the muscles on the back legs of a moose. She managed to flay chunks of meat off the beast’s bone, but it just kept whipping its massive head around to snap at her. Its front hooves stamped hard against the ground as it fought to reach her, and Shalanna dipped and wove in the effort to evade the crazed animal’s attacks. 
 
    “Aaahh!” Shalanna let out an aggressive war cry and slammed her right hatchet straight into the demented creature’s knee joint. 
 
    Finally, the moose screamed, and its broken knee gave way under its heavy body. The insane beast foamed at the mouth, and its empty eye sockets dribbled with dark brown blood. 
 
    Shalanna darted around to the creature’s side, hacked into the back of its neck, and swiftly severed its spinal column. The beast’s foam-rimmed mouth sagged open, and it collapsed the rest of the way to the ground. 
 
    I reared around and slashed my claws clear through the throat of another two moose that barreled toward me. I stretched out my long wolf arms and grabbed hold of their windpipes, and I tore them straight out of their necks. The moose tried to scream, but no sounds came out as their rotting blood spewed out of the ruined tissue and congealed immediately on the ground. 
 
    Varian came up beside me with his sword held high and swung it up into the thick muzzle of another rabid moose. The brown-haired warrior put so much force into the swing that he cleaved straight through the beast’s face and tore its lower jaw clean off. Dark brown blood flew like watered-down pudding up into the air and splattered all down the front of Varian’s leather vest. 
 
    The grotesque smell of rotting flesh turned my stomach and kept me from tearing into the rabid beasts with my fangs. Instead, I used my muscular arms and razor-sharp claws to rip the dangerous animals into pieces. 
 
    The moose screamed and wailed in agony before we even laid our hands on them, so I could only assume that they were already in immense pain from whatever had destroyed their eyes. 
 
    After we had killed several of them, the other insane beasts began to trip and stumble over the dead bodies of their herd. The realization that they were being killed must have hit, because the remaining moose screamed with terror, and their movements became dangerously erratic. 
 
    Their hooves pounded and stomped hard into the rich soil, and they crashed into everything in their way. Before long, there was a wide circle of destruction and chaos that stretched over a fifty-foot radius all around us. 
 
    One moose who had more foam dripping from its mouth than the others was skinny, and it looked further gone than the rest of its herd. Its body was emaciated like a half-starved work horse, and its fur was patchy and actively falling out in chunks. The poor beast screamed in agony as it threw itself on the ground and wriggled like a flea-infested dog, and it scraped its face against the torn-up soil. 
 
    I caught sight of Elora from the peripherals of my wolf vision as she swung her spear over her head and skewered the long spearhead straight down into the face of the writhing moose. 
 
    The beast’s brow rose up in shock as the blade pierced into its skull, and then its whole body relaxed at its last breath whooshed out of its lungs. 
 
    Elora frowned heavily at the poor beast, and as she pulled her spear from the moose’s skull, it shattered and collapsed like a house of cards. 
 
    I pivoted around fast to look for my next target, and all I saw were half-rotten bodies and huge antlers all around us. 
 
    “Are there more?” I asked, and my voice was gravelly and slurred around my long fangs. 
 
    “No, that was the last of the beasts,” Elora said as she yanked her spear out of a dead moose’s side. 
 
    “There was something very wrong with these creatures,” Arlindra said. 
 
    “Many years ago, an older man came to the camp,” Elora said. “He spoke of a small and strange demon that burrowed into the brains of any animals they could find.” 
 
    “Parasitic demons,” I growled. “Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    “He said the two people he and his wife had been traveling with had been taken over by the creatures,” Elora continued. “He was forced to kill them.” 
 
    “How horrible.” Arlindra shuddered. 
 
    “We must burn the bodies,” Elora said with a firm voice full of authority. “Or the demons will just crawl out of these poor creatures and find new hosts.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Varian asked, and the look of horror on his face made it clear he didn’t really want an answer. 
 
    “The demons claimed his wife afterwards,” Elora muttered. “He was forced to kill her as well.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” I asked. 
 
    “He arrived at the camp weak and sick in the head,” Elora sighed. “He volunteered for the full moon sacrifice a week later.” 
 
    Arlindra and Varian shifted uncomfortably and then began to gather as many dried out branches as they could find. 
 
    “We should hurry,” I said. 
 
    Then I took several deep breaths and focused on returning to my human body. I kept my eyes on the corpses as I felt my wiry fur shrink back into my body, and my limbs returned to their normal state.  
 
    Ayen and Varian began to lay out some larger branches as a base for our pyre, and they kept the designated burning area at the very center of a destroyed spot to keep the fire from spreading through the forest. My companions and I moved rapidly to pile the huge bodies together on top of the branches, and then we piled our wood and tinder around the bodies. 
 
    Shalanna pulled a small piece of flint from her belt and crouched down beside the pile of dried leaves. She struck at the flint with her dagger and expertly ignited the tinder, and then she blew gently on it to spread the flames. The dried out chunks of bark from the damaged trees caught quickly, and a short time later, the pile of corpses were burning. 
 
    Admiration sparked in my chest as the beautiful, black-haired woman nurtured the small flames into an inferno, and the clear view into her cleavage that her crouching position offered wasn’t too bad, either.  
 
    Then hideous screeches that whistled like steam from a tea kettle erupted from within the dead moose. One of the bodies on top started to shudder, and a small demon the size of a squirrel tore its way out of the moose’s throat. The little creature tried to escape from the flames, but its body ignited like gunpowder, and it exploded in a small spray of black blood. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered. 
 
    Several more explosions came from within the burning moose bodies, and my eyebrows creeped into my hairline with surprise. We stood in silence as the flames burned through the corpses, and several minutes after, the last demon exploded like the final kernels in a bag of microwave popcorn. 
 
    We collectively sighed with relief that the job was done. 
 
    “Look at us,” Varian said in a light tone that only sounded a little forced. “Killing more demons and saving more lives.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” I said. “Let’s get home so we can start planning on how to save even more lives.” 
 
    “Quite.” Arlindra nodded and started to hike back in the direction of the narrow pass that led through the mountains. 
 
    “I am glad we were able to identify what was tearing up the forest,” Shalanna said as we walked. 
 
    “As am I,” Elora agreed emphatically as a shiver ran down her spine. “I was quite anxious that the destruction had been caused by a troll.” 
 
    “I am very glad it was not a troll,” Shalanna sighed. 
 
    “Mmm,” Elora hummed in agreement. 
 
    “It is good that we were able to put the poor moose out of their misery,” Arlindra added. “The creatures were clearly suffering.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine what that must have been like,” I sighed. 
 
    Stress sweat started to gather on my forehead as I tried to imagine a small demon eating its way through my eyeballs and piloting my body like its own personal limousine. It was like something from The Night of the Living Dead made a love child with something from Rob Zombie’s imagination. A parasitic demon that turned the host into a half-living zombie and walking buffet would surely add to any person’s nightmare list. 
 
    “I am certain it must have been entirely horrid,” Elora muttered with a faraway look. “The old man who first told me about these creatures had been quite traumatized by the experience of witnessing them consume his wife. He was visibly relieved when we assented to his insistence that he be allowed to volunteer as a sacrifice.” 
 
    Elora and Shalanna walked with their arms looped together and their heads leaned close together. They spoke quietly with each other for a while, and I walked several paces behind them to allow them a bit of privacy. The two had a long history of friendship and partnership that went back many years, and I had no desire to intrude on their relationship. 
 
    The mood around us grew heavy, and we sank into tense silence as we marched single file through the narrow mountain pass. Three men I recognized from the dungeons patrolled the top of the castle’s outer walls along with Cedoric, and I nodded at the large red-haired man as we passed through the gates. 
 
    The entrance hall was empty and illuminated by an array of candles that cast a soft yellow glow flickering through the stone room. 
 
    “Good night,” Varian said as he took Arlindra’s hand and led her off to the east wing. 
 
    “Please, let me know anything I can do to help in regards to the survivors,” Arlindra called softly over her shoulder. Then she smiled and turned back to her brown-haired companion. 
 
    “I am going to find Wyn and inform him of everything we learned today,” Elora said. “I think you should go and have a bath and relax. You have earned it.” 
 
    “Thank you, my love,” I murmured. I laid a loving kiss on Elora’s pale blue cheek and smiled at Shalanna before I walked up the stairs. 
 
    When I walked into the huge bedroom I shared with Elora, there was a wooden wash basin sitting in the middle of the room waiting for me. It was mostly full, and the hot water steamed invitingly as I walked forward. There was a gentle hint of honey in the air, and it made my muscles ache at the thought of sinking into the hot bath. A small shelf on the side of the tub held a bar of creamy white soap and a small orange sea sponge. 
 
    Frida was curled up on the bed sound asleep. I walked over to pet her gently, and she rolled over and sleepily licked my hand. 
 
    “My lord,” Ingrid announced herself in a soft voice. “I have one last bucket of water for your bath.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ingrid,” I sighed. “Come on in.” 
 
    Ingrid smiled as she bobbed in a little curtsy, and then she bustled into the room with a tin bucket filled to the rim with more steaming water. She expertly poured it into the large wooden bathing tub, and the water sloshed to the perfect depth. 
 
    “How did you know I was home?” I asked. 
 
    “Cedoric spotted you and the others coming through the mountain pass,” Ingrid explained. “Lady Elora had instructed us to prepare a bath on your return.” 
 
    “Of course, she did.” I smirked to myself at my attentive lover’s forethought. “It’s wonderful, Ingrid, thank you very much.” 
 
    “You deserve all of the comforts we are able to provide for you, my lord,” Ingrid said, and her green eyes shone with loyalty. “Not only did you save us from the horrors of the Demon Lord’s rule, but you have been a kind and benevolent lord every step of the way. We are all filled with gratitude for you and what you have done for us.” 
 
    “I’m just glad I could help,” I said. 
 
    “You have done so much more than that, my lord,” Ingrid assured me before she tucked her tin bucket under her plump arm and bustled back out of my room. 
 
    The door clicked softly behind her, and I was left alone to process all of the events of the day. 
 
    I stripped off my clothes and stacked them outside the door for Ingrid to wash as she had insisted I do. It was taking some getting used to, but I had to admit, I really liked being taken care of. Any comfort was welcome in a world as harsh as this one. 
 
    I padded silently across the cool stone floor and gripped onto the edges of the wide and deep bathtub. I dipped my left foot in, and a shiver raced all over my body at the pleasantly scorching heat of the tub. 
 
    “Ahhhh, yeees,” I sighed with pleasure as I sank into the hot water that was laced with a touch of honey, and something else that I couldn’t identify. 
 
    I leaned back against the wooden tub and let the heat ease the tension from my muscles. I was a bit surprised that all the physical exertion I’d been doing every day hadn’t left me feeling totally worn out. I had always been pretty active and in good shape, but life on Asgard was fucking tough. There was never a day that went by without combat training, or hauling buckets of water, or fighting demons. I often curled up at the end of each night and was surprised at how little soreness was in my muscles. It felt like a good workout rather than fighting for survival on a strange alien planet that was riddled with actual demons. 
 
    I figured I was just taking to this life well enough, and that I was getting stronger every day. 
 
    The small group of stranded survivors creeped into my mind, and I wondered who they were and where they’d come from. I could only assume that Elora and the rest of the camp hadn’t known about them because the Demon Lord had restricted their movements to the very end of the river. They’d hardly known about the forest at all, and they certainly hadn’t known how large it was. 
 
    The survivors in the cave had managed to keep themselves alive despite the harsh realities of this world, and now they were fending off the horde of albino demons with little to no supplies. 
 
    I felt a sudden need to get up and go tear the entire horde to pieces and save the people right this second, but I took a deep breath instead. Going head-first into that cave without a plan was probably the worst possible thing I could do. It was far more likely that the demons would grab whatever survivors they could and kill them on the spot, or worse, escape with them in their grasp. Then the people would be lost to me and end up suffering a far worse fate. 
 
    No, I needed to wait and come up with a plan before I could save them. Instead, I started to consider how to present myself to this bearded king and his small group of subjects. I could shift and return to my human form in front of them like I had with Ingrid and Astrid, but that had the potential to frighten them even more. 
 
    Maybe we could write another letter, but I knew it was possible these people wouldn’t be able to read it. Written language had faded from the world since Ragnarok, and I had no idea how old these survivors were. I’d known that Ingrid would be able to read the letter because of her age and the fact that she had grown up in the stable world of Asgard before the demons had taken over. 
 
    The people in the cave were definitely not elves, so I had to assume that even the oldest of them was too young to remember the world before this one. 
 
    The longer I thought about it, the more I decided that a letter wasn’t my best option because there was too much room for problems to arise. And besides, I was going to have to shift to be able to get back to the cave entrance anyway. There was no way I could climb that mountainside in my human form. 
 
    I sighed and closed my eyes as I thought about what kind of animal would be best for leading those survivors into a level of comfort that would help them to trust a total stranger. 
 
    The door opening caught my attention, but I figured it was Elora returning from her conversation with Wyn. I didn’t bother to open my eyes, I just turned my head slightly toward the sound of gentle female footsteps walking toward me. 
 
    “I want to go back and speak with that king tomorrow,” I said. 
 
    Elora didn’t say anything as she stopped beside the tub, but I heard her sink down to her knees beside me, so I opened my eyes to see what she thought. 
 
    Instead of my silver-haired elf, my eyes landed on Shalanna’s short black hair, and I nearly choked on the hard flash of arousal that spread through me as I realized she was shamelessly gazing at my naked body in the bath. 
 
    “Shalanna,” I mumbled once my brain started functioning again. “What…” 
 
    “I wanted to thank you for saving my life,” Shalanna murmured as a coy smile spread across her gorgeous face. “Those vines would have strangled the very life from my chest.” 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed, and I shifted in the tub as my dick hardened. “You’re welcome. I wouldn’t be a very good leader if I’d let you die, now would I?” 
 
    “Certainly not.” Shalanna grinned, and her silver-flecked blue eyes darted quickly to my crotch before a deep flush spread up her neck. “I was most impressed by your prowess in battle today.” 
 
    “You were pretty impressive yourself.” I smirked at the sexy warrior as her eyes wandered more boldly over my wet chest. 
 
    Shalanna smiled softly at me and reached across the tub to pick up the sea sponge and soap. She dunked them into the water, and the backs of her knuckles brushed against my lower abdomen. 
 
    Heat flooded through my veins, and my cock stiffened almost painfully as she lathered the sponge with the rich soap. I clenched my teeth as Shalanna began to scrub the lather over my chest and shoulders. 
 
    “I’m entirely capable of washing myself, you know,” I chuckled as I leaned into her touch. 
 
    “I am sure you are,” Shalanna whispered in my ear. 
 
    Then her fingers carded up into my hair, and she massaged my scalp with her short nails. Shivers of pleasure raced over my skin, and my cock throbbed with arousal. I couldn’t think of anything except how incredible Shalanna’s fingers felt on my body. 
 
    “Mmm,” I hummed in pleasure. 
 
    “You are very handsome, Levi,” Shalanna whispered in my ear. 
 
    And I couldn’t help but notice that her voice had become gravelly with desire as her right hand wandered down my chest toward my rock hard shaft.
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 Chapter 7 
 
    “I wonder if you know the trouble you’re making here,” I mumbled as I tried to get a grip on my self-control. 
 
    “I may be innocent,” Shalanna murmured, and she leaned further over my shoulder to reach for my erection. “But I am not naive. I know exactly what I am doing.” 
 
    Elora’s smiling face shoved itself to the forefront of my mind, and I wrapped Shalanna’s wrist in my fingers to stop her. I couldn’t bear to betray Elora by fucking someone else, and I took a deep breath to regain full control of my baser instincts. 
 
    “I know what you are thinking,” Shalanna said before I could speak. “You are worried about Elora, and how this may hurt her.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course, I fucking am,” I grumbled. “I love her, Shalanna, and I won’t do anything to hurt her.” 
 
    “She and I have spoken,” Shalanna said simply, and she gazed into my eyes with sincerity. 
 
    “Really?” I breathed as my desire threatened to shut out every bit of sense I had. 
 
    “Elora and I have never had secrets from one another, and she has always been able to see inside my head.” Shalanna smiled playfully. “She could tell from the moment she saw me looking at you that I desired you. Elora encouraged me to come to you this night.” 
 
    “She did…?” I hummed, and I almost couldn’t believe it. “She knows you’re here?” 
 
    “Why ever do you think she went right to Wyn’s rooms upon our return to the castle?” Shalanna giggled. “Why do you think she has not yet returned to your room? She wants us to be together. She wants us to be lovers, just as you and she are.” 
 
    My mouth opened to try and argue, but I knew that Shalanna was right. I thought back to the way the two women had spoken so quietly to each other on our hike back home this evening. I couldn’t keep the smirk from my face as I remembered the teasing way Elora had glanced back at me and then turned to Shalanna and giggled. I hadn’t thought much of it at the time. My thoughts had still been heavy with the revelation of the survivors in the cave, but now it made complete sense. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered under my breath, and I slowly released Shalanna’s wrist. 
 
    “Relax,” the black-haired beauty cooed in my ear as her hand wandered further down. 
 
    I relaxed back against the tub as Shalanna’s hand wrapped around my aching shaft. Then she started to caress slowly up and down my length with tentative strokes, and I realized she had admitted to being a virgin just a moment ago. I’d never taken someone’s virginity before, and the idea of being the only man who’d ever gotten to fuck this gorgeous warrior turned me on even more than I already was. 
 
    Shalanna moved the soapy sponge back over my shoulders as she stroked my cock with her other hand, and the combination of being washed and jerked off at the same time was incredible. She released my dick long enough to shift around to the side of the tub and perch on the edge. Then her hands returned to my hot flesh, and I forced my eyes open to watch her. 
 
    “You’re so gorgeous,” I said, and my voice was raspy with passion. “I’ve wanted you ever since I first saw you.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” Shalanna gasped softly, and her blush deepened to a bright shade of red as her hands continued to wash my body. 
 
    “I tried not to think about you touching me just like this.” I reached up and slid my wet hand up the smooth skin of her pale thigh, and I swiped my thumb under the hem of her pleated linen skirt. “Or getting to touch you like this.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Shalanna hummed as her eyes slowly slid closed. 
 
    I pushed my hand further up under her skirt until I found the crease where her thigh met her hip, and I stroked along the sensitive curve toward the center of her arousal. I watched her bite into her pouty lower lip as I found the small patch of curls between her thighs, and my mouth started to water.  
 
    I lifted my other hand and nudged her knees as far apart as they would go without tipping her off-balance and knocking her to the floor. Then I inched my thumbs closer to her pussy, and my brain burst into light as I reached my goal and discovered how ready Shalanna already was for me. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re so wet,” I growled. 
 
    “Oh!” Shalanna gasped and gripped my shoulders to keep from toppling to the ground. “I want you, Levi. I want you to touch me like no man has ever touched me before.” 
 
    “Good, because I’m going to do just that.” I smirked and moved my hands to quickly yank the laces of her corset loose. 
 
    The leather fell open, and goosebumps rose over her full breasts as the night air rushed over her heated flesh. I leaned forward and buried my face between Shalanna’s breasts as she wrapped her hands around the back of my neck. The fabric of her corset fell away with one push at the sides, and then I wrapped my hands around her slender waist and tugged her into the bathtub on top of me. 
 
    Water sloshed over the sides and puddled on the stone floor, but I couldn’t have given less of a shit at the moment. The wooden tub was just wide enough for Shalanna to brace her knees on either side of my hips, and I nudged up against her entrance with my rock hard dick. 
 
    “Oooh, Levi,” Shalanna moaned and gripped my face in her hands. Then she leaned down and captured my mouth in an innocent exploration that was driven by instinctual desire. 
 
    There was no finesse to Shalanna’s kiss, just the inexperienced desire of someone who was hungry, so I gently guided her tongue with my own, and I adjusted her in my lap until the head of my shaft slid between the hot lips of her pussy. 
 
    The sexy black-haired warrior pulled back, and her breaths puffed hot across my face when she spoke. 
 
    “I want you inside me,” Shalanna pleaded. “Please, make me a woman. Make me yours…” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I groaned, and I slowly slid up into Shalanna’s tight tunnel. “You’re so tight.” 
 
    “Ahh!” Shalanna hissed through her teeth as her body instinctively tightened around my intruding shaft. 
 
    I paused and stroked my hands slowly down her back, and I kissed across her collarbone. 
 
    “Relax,” I whispered. “Don’t fight it. It might hurt a bit at first, but as soon as I’m deep inside of you, it will feel amazing.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Shalanna hummed and tried to relax her body. 
 
    I caressed up her sides and moved my hands around to cup her breasts, and then I pinched her nipples until they tightened into little hard nubs. 
 
    “Oooh,” Shalanna moaned, and a shiver raced down her spine as she finally sank completely onto my cock. 
 
    “How do you feel?” I murmured into Shalanna’s ear, and I slid my hands down her wet back until I cupped her ass. 
 
    “Fuuuuull,” Shalanna groaned, and she started to gyrate her hips instinctively against me like she had an itch she didn’t quite know how to scratch. “More. Levi, please, I want more.” 
 
    “I’ll give you everything you want, sweetheart,” I growled in her ear, and I lifted her off my cock and let her slowly sink back down on my length again. 
 
    “Ooooooohhh,” my black-haired virgin groaned low in her throat as she experienced the pleasure of her first fuck. 
 
    I put a short leash on my own pleasure before I lost control, and I lifted her slowly on my lap until she adjusted to my girth. I was determined to get her off, but I wouldn’t push her until she was ready. 
 
    Shalanna started to writhe on top of me, and she braced her palms on my chest as she stared into my face with heavy-lidded eyes. 
 
    “More, Levi, give me more. I can take it. I want it. I want you.” Shalanna’s words growled through clenched teeth, and then she leaned forward and captured my mouth like a starving woman being offered an apple. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I groaned into her hot mouth, and I gripped her narrow waist in both of my hands. 
 
    The water began to slosh over the edges of the tub again as I lifted Shalanna’s body up and down on my shaft with increasing speed. I listened carefully to her gasps and moans as I went. At first, I let her drop at her own speed and impale herself on my cock, but then Shalanna moaned in frustration. 
 
    “Oooh!” Shalanna gasped as I started to pull her forcefully down onto my dick. 
 
    “Fuck,” I growled through gritted teeth as pleasure seared through my nerves. 
 
    I pulled her firmly and slowly down onto my pelvis, and I felt her begin to pick up the pace, so I shifted my right hand around between us until I found her swollen clit with my thumb. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Shalanna cried out as I rubbed over the sensitive bundle of nerves. 
 
    “Do you like that?” I smirked. 
 
    I rubbed up and down over her clit in a rhythm that was opposite to my thrusts. I rubbed down as I helped lift her up, and then I rubbed up when she sank back down onto my cock. Her pussy dripped with her juices, and I pressed my hips higher up so she couldn’t rest on the floor of the tub. Shalanna had no choice but to take me balls deep into her swollen pussy, and her eyes began to roll back into her skull as she experienced the incredible pleasure of our lovemaking. 
 
    “Yeeeees,” Shalanna moaned. “Yeeees, I love it. Do not stop!” 
 
    My breaths came hard and fast as I felt Shalanna’s pleasure building within her, and her inner walls quivered around my cock. I rubbed her clit with more urgency as I felt my own pleasure beginning to creep toward the pinnacle. Finally, I couldn’t control myself a second longer, and I knew I had to fill her up with my seed.  
 
    “Climax for me,” I growled as I grabbed onto Shalanna’s hips and held her in place. “Climax as I pour deep inside of you.” 
 
    “Oooooh!” Shalanna cried out with shock and orgasmic bliss as her entire body clenched around me, and I fucked upward into her eager pussy until we both plummeted into the abyss a moment later. 
 
    Sparks of rainbow-colored pleasure flashed behind my eyelids as I pumped my hot seed deep into my black-haired lover, and I eased back on my powerful thrusts to coax us both through our shared climaxes. Liquid gold flowed through my veins and coated every one of my cells as my body rolled through the final crashing waves of pleasure, and Shalanna moaned and gasped as her tunnel gripped onto me like an oiled fist. 
 
    Then Shalanna collapsed onto my chest, and her sperm-coated walls trembled around me as she gasped for air. 
 
    “Oh, my gods,” Shalanna finally muttered once her breathing eased back to a more normal rhythm. “That was incredible, it was so much… more than I had ever expected it to be.” 
 
    “What did you expect?” I chuckled, and I moved my hands up and down her back in a soothing touch. 
 
    “My parents were promised to one another even from the time of their births,” Shalanna sighed. “They were each born near the tumultuous time of Ragnarok’s end and raised in a state of constant survival in the aftermath. When my grandmother perished in the final battles, their wards chose to remain faithful to the prearrangement, mostly in the hopes of them surviving better together one day. But there was no love between them as they grew, or even kindness, and my father finally died during a demon attack shortly after I was born. I did not know him, but my mother never had anything pleasant to say about him other than that he had kept her alive. I did not expect lovemaking could be so… pleasant.” 
 
    “It can be very pleasant,” I murmured. 
 
    “I can see that,” Shalanna giggled and sat up to look at me. “When I met you, I began to feel my body awaken, so I sought out advice from Elora, as I have always done since she began to teach me. Elora explained what passion and desire are, and then she encouraged me to pursue those feelings.” 
 
    “I’m really glad she did,” I sighed. “And I’m really glad you took her advice to heart.” 
 
    “As am I,” Shalanna giggled. “I should be going, though, Elora will return soon.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, but my heart sank at the idea of Shalanna leaving my presence. I held out my hands to help her step out of the tub, and then I quickly stood and grabbed a length of thick cotton for her from the pile that Ingrid had provided for me. “Here.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Shalanna blushed as she began to dry herself off. She winced slightly as she dabbed the fabric between her thighs. “Oooh.” 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, a bit sore.” Shalanna blushed even more furiously and smiled at me. “It is a good kind of sore, though.” 
 
    “Mmm,” I hummed with appreciation, and I knew exactly what she meant. 
 
    “I believe I would like to be sore this way again,” Shalanna whispered. 
 
    “I’d be happy to help you with that any time you want.” I smirked. 
 
    Just then, the door opened silently, and Elora slipped inside to find us both completely naked except for the dripping wet skirt that hung heavily around Shalanna’s hips. 
 
    And my seed dripping out of her freshly filled pussy.  
 
    “Hello,” Elora hummed as she looked at us. “I see you two enjoyed your evening.” 
 
    “We certainly did, you mischievous minx, you,” I laughed at my silver-haired elf. 
 
    “I am very happy that you did.” Elora shot me a broad smile filled with exaggerated innocence. “And I trust that you took good care of Shalanna.” 
 
    Shalanna giggled and hid her face behind her hands, but then she whispered, “He did.” 
 
    I studied Elora’s face for a moment and was astounded by the happiness and pride that I saw in her eyes, and then as I looked closer, I saw lingering desire deep in her amber-red eyes. I suddenly imagined the possibility of having both of my fair-skinned lovers at the same time, but I tucked that idea away for later use. 
 
    “I will leave you two to get some sleep,” Shalanna murmured. She walked nervously up to me and quickly stood up on her tiptoes to kiss me. 
 
    Boldness surged through my chest, and before she could leave, I took Shalanna in my arms and gave her a thorough kiss. Then I made sure she was steady on her feet, and I let go. 
 
    Shalanna giggled like a school girl and then wandered out of the room like she was lost in a dream. 
 
    Elora smiled as she closed the door behind her apprentice, and then she turned back to smirk at me. 
 
    “Did you enjoy making love with her?” Elora asked in a sultry voice as she walked back over to me. 
 
    “I did,” I confirmed, and I wrapped my arms around my elf lover. “How long have you two been planning this exactly?” 
 
    “Since the day after you killed the Demon Lord,” Elora said, and she walked her fingers up my chest in a playful way. “Shalanna deserves happiness and pleasure after all the hardships she has endured, and you deserve anything you desire.” 
 
    “And what made you think I desired Shalanna?” I teased. 
 
    “I am not blind, Levi,” Elora giggled and smiled at me. “I have seen your lingering gazes upon her. She is a very beautiful woman, and you are a very handsome man.” 
 
    “You’re incredible,” I sighed, and I pulled Elora into my arms. “How are you?” 
 
    “Quite exhausted,” Elora yawned. 
 
    “Me, too.” I kissed the top of Elora’s silvery hair and led her over to our bed. “Let’s get some sleep.” 
 
    “I want nothing more than to curl up in your arms,” Elora hummed. 
 
    I scooped my arms under Frida and moved her to the very end of the bed, and then I pulled the blankets back and turned to watch Elora as she striped away her leather corset and skirt. She dropped them on the floor and then walked over to the bed in all her glorious nakedness. 
 
    My elf lover climbed into the bed and curled up against my side as she nuzzled her cheek against my chest. 
 
    “I am very glad you enjoyed Shalanna,” Elora sighed and yawned. 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” Elora hummed, and then her breathing evened out with deep sleep. 
 
    I smiled to myself as my silver-haired lover sank into a restful slumber, and I soon drifted off to sleep as well. 
 
    My sleep was filled with vivid and intense dreams again, but they were much more pleasant than they’d been since I first arrived on Asgard. 
 
    I dreamed of the Crystal Spire, and it was returned to all its former glory. The towering columns shone in the bright sunlight, and the lava fields were calm and covered in black volcanic rock. The erupting lava had been tamed, and fresh green plant life had started to sprout at the edges of the formerly barren wastelands. 
 
    I stood on a massive stone balcony at the top of the Crystal Spire and gazed out at all the land for hundreds of miles around, and I knew that it was all mine. The forest was lush and green with fresh life, and a prosperous city was blooming all around the castle. 
 
    A proud smile spread across my face as I looked over my kingdom, and then I turned and walked back into the Crystal Spire. 
 
    A massive marble-lined throne room awaited me. There was a long stone table covered with all the best delicacies that any man could ask for: Fine red wine in glass decanters, huge silver platters piled high with fruits of every color in the rainbow, a roasted boar sat in the middle of the huge table, and a platter of fine cheeses in every shade of yellow and orange that were sliced into perfect little cubes. I plucked a borddle berry from the tray and savored the rich sweetness of the bright red berry. 
 
    Then I walked through the brightly-lit room and realized that green silk robes flowed gently around my legs as I moved. The fabric was smoother than anything I’d ever felt before, and it was like wearing liquid silver. They were a vivid shade of emerald green, and my feet were clad in supple leather sandals. 
 
    “My king,” a soft female voice echoed around the massive throne room. 
 
    I searched for the melodic sound, and I turned around to find six gorgeous women standing around a huge marble throne. Elora and Shalanna stood on either side of the throne, and they wore flowing gowns in the same fine silk as my own clothes. Elora’s dress was a bright ruby red with gold thread embroidered in twisted knotwork around the collar and under her breasts. Shalanna’s dress was a vivid sapphire blue with silver threads that perfectly matched her intense eyes. 
 
    I smiled at my lovers and then looked at the other women. I didn’t recognize three of the others, but I was unsurprised to see Sylmarie among the group. Her glossy black hair was so dark that it shone with a bluish tint as it fell in heavy waves past her waist, and her piercing, dark blue eyes were locked on my face. The Völva wore a similar silk gown as the others in a bright yellow that made her pale skin shine in the bright sunlight. It was draped alluringly around her slender frame and brushed around her bare feet on the marble floor. 
 
    It was difficult to pinpoint anything concrete about the other three women’s faces or bodies. Their long hair kept shifting between blonde and brown, and their faces were slightly blurred like I was looking at them through a foggy window. Their silk gowns were in bright shades of purple, pink, and orange, and they all fit over their curves in the most alluring ways. 
 
    The one thing that I could make out quite clearly was the huge, feathered wings that sprouted out of the shortest woman’s back. They were bright white and almost iridescent in the sunlight, and I wondered if she was an angel. 
 
    Sylmarie walked forward and placed her hands gently on either side of my face. She leaned up on her tiptoes and whispered urgently to me. 
 
    “Do not trust the raven.” Sylmarie’s dark blue eyes blazed with intensity. 
 
    The white marble throne room began to spin and slip away as I fell through a bright blue sky. Then I opened my eyes, and I was in my bed with Elora sound asleep beside me. 
 
    The morning sun flowed in cheerfully through the open balcony, and I could see the clear sky above. The wind must have still been coming in from the ocean and keeping the smoke of the lava fields held at bay. 
 
    I rubbed a hand over my face as I tried to recall all the details of the dream, but they slipped away, and I was left with a vague sense of accomplishment and contentment. I sighed and stretched my arms over my head as Elora began to stir beside me. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Elora hummed as she curled back up in my arms. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Really well,” I murmured, and I placed a gentle kiss on the top of her head. “I’m pretty sure I dreamed about being the God King.” 
 
    “Did you?” Elora asked, and she opened her amber-red eyes to gaze up at me. 
 
    “Yeah, you were there, and Shalanna, too,” I said as I tried to remember all the details, but it was fuzzy. “And Sylmarie told me not to trust the raven again.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Elora hummed. “It is curious, no one has seen a raven in decades. Perhaps there is a statue of some kind that will appear misleading.” 
 
    “Maybe… Were raven statues common on Asgard?” I asked. 
 
    “Fairly so, yes.” Elora sat up on the bed. “Odin Allfather had two raven companions, Huginn and Muninn. They carried news back from Midgard for him, and he was quite fond of them in return, so it is likely that we may come across some visage of the ravens.” 
 
    Before I could say anything, there was a gentle knock on the door, and Frida’s shark head popped up with sudden alertness. Her beady black eyes narrowed as she watched the door like a hawk. 
 
    “Come in,” I called. 
 
    Ingrid pushed the door open with her hip and carried a large silver tray into the room. It was piled high with dried meat, fresh fruits from the last two days of food gathering, two cups, and a large pitcher of clear water. 
 
    “Good morning, my lord,” Ingrid greeted us. “Lady Elora.” 
 
    “Good morning, Ingrid,” Elora sighed. “You need not call me ‘lady.’ It is entirely unnecessary.” 
 
    “I’ve brought you breakfast.” Ingrid completely ignored Elora’s comment, and instead she just set the tray on the foot of the bed. 
 
    Frida started to sniff aggressively at the meat on the tray, and I chuckled at my adorably ferocious predator. 
 
    “Quit it,” I chided my wolf-shark pup gently, and I pushed her nose away from the tray. 
 
    Frida whined and laid her head obediently on the bed, but her black eyes gazed longingly at the tray. 
 
    “Do not worry, darling,” Elora cooed at my pet like she was a sweet little rabbit rather than a fierce apex predator. Then my elf lover took a rather large chunk of dried meat and held it out for the wolf-shark. “There you are.” 
 
    Ingrid eyed the exchange with slightly nervous eyes, and she brushed her hands on her apron. 
 
    “Can I get you anything else, my lord?” the elven housekeeper asked. 
 
    “No, Ingrid, thank you,” I said as I sipped the cool water. 
 
    Ingrid bobbed in her polite little curtsy and then ducked out of the room without another word. Elora and I ate in comfortable silence for a few moments, but she kept looking at me with curiosity in her amber-and-ruby eyes. 
 
    “What?” I chuckled after the tenth flick of her eyes to my face. “You look like you want to ask me something.” 
 
    “I simply wanted to make sure you enjoyed yourself with Shalanna last night,” Elora asked with a coy smirk. 
 
    “I did,” I laughed. “Are you sure you’re okay with it? I tried to stop her, but she said you had talked about it, and that you had encouraged her to come to me.” 
 
    “Yes, this is true.” Elora nodded. “Why would you try to stop her? I have seen that you desire her, and she clearly desires you as well.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to hurt you, or betray you,” I said. “I love you very much, and I never want to hurt you in any way.” 
 
    “Why would that hurt me?” Elora asked, and her silvery eyebrows furrowed in confusion. 
 
    “I just assumed you wanted a monogamous relationship.” I shrugged. 
 
    “Monogamous?” Elora shaped her lips around the unfamiliar word. “What is this word?” 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed, and I was reminded again that I wasn’t on Earth anymore. Asgard was so different from what I was used to. “Monogamy is when two people are in a committed relationship with just each other. They make a decision not to be with anyone other than each other in a romantic or sexual way. If one of them has sex with someone else, it’s called ‘cheating,’ and it can be very emotionally painful.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Elora hummed as she thought that over. “This is not something that is often found on Asgard. It is even more rare for people of higher stations, and especially for Kings and God Kings. Why, Odin Allfather had at least six lovers.” 
 
    “Six?” I asked. “At the same time?” 
 
    “Some of them, yes.” Elora smirked. “And those were simply the lovers that were well known. I would not be surprised to learn there were others that he had. Kings always have many lovers and wives to ensure they have many strong offspring. You are no different, so you should have many women.” 
 
    I couldn’t think of what to say, I just allowed my brain to swirl with the possibilities and the hazy memory of the six women in my dream. 
 
    “There are many advantages to becoming God King,” Elora giggled. “I would never expect you to deny yourself of what or whom you desire.” 
 
    “You’re amazing, did you know that?” I smiled at my elven lover and leaned in to give her a passionate kiss. 
 
    “I am simply me,” Elora murmured. 
 
    “You’re gorgeous, and sexy, and kind, and strong, and brave,” I said, and I let all the love I felt in my heart seep into my words so that she would know how sincere I was. “You’re the most amazing person I know.” 
 
    Elora just blushed under my praise and chewed delicately on a ripe blue bodlin fruit. 
 
    I gazed at her for a few more minutes until the reality of our world began to creep back in. The clustered group of nearly silent survivors trapped in the cave in the mountains pushed insistently back into the front of my mind, and I knew I needed to go meet with their king. 
 
    “I’ve decided I want to go speak with the survivors by myself this morning,” I said. 
 
    “Hmm.” Elora pursed her lips together. “Are you certain it is safe to go alone?” 
 
    “Yeah, I want to fly there,” I said. “That will save me time, and I won’t have to go through the forest. Plus, I think it’s important for them to see me shift. I mean, there’s no other way to get to the cave anyway. I’d have to shift even if I went out there on foot.” 
 
    Elora was quiet for a moment as she thought over everything, and I watched her expression change from concern to agreement. 
 
    “Very well,” Elora said without further argument. “I trust your judgement, Levi, and we will go about their rescue in whichever way you think is best.” 
 
    “I don’t want to freak them out,” I explained. “I considered writing a letter like we did when I first met with Ingrid, but I don’t know if they’d be able to read it.” 
 
    “There were no elves in the group?” Elora asked. 
 
    “No, I didn’t see any pointy ears,” I confirmed. “I’m pretty sure they were all human, based on the looks of them.” 
 
    “If this is true it is indeed unlikely that any of them would have the ability to read,” Elora said, and she tapped a finger thoughtfully against her lips. 
 
    “So I was thinking I would fly out in my hawk form,” I said. “It’s small enough to not be an immediate threat. Then I could get their attention and try to indicate to them that I’m there to help. I’m just not sure how exactly.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could bring them a symbol that any person of this world would surely still have memory of,” Elora said, and her voice grew faraway as she spoke, like she was remembering something from long ago. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” I asked. 
 
    “Some legends and stories are so important to the hearts of any person of Asgard that they may have survived.” Elora climbed off the bed and walked over to the wooden shelves we’d brought from my hut in the camp. She picked up a small wooden box and began to rifle through its contents. Then she returned and placed a small circular piece of copper in the palm of my hand. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked. 
 
    There was an engraving of a large tree with a circular canopy that filled the top half of the round copper piece. The roots of the thick tree spread out on the bottom half of the coin and created a nice balance to the image. 
 
    “This is Yggdrasill,” Elora said. “It is the Tree of Life, and it connects all of the nine realms together as one though its branches and roots. If any symbol has survived through the years of hardship to the current generation, it will be this.” 
 
    “Can I borrow this?” I asked, and I curled my fingers around the copper coin. 
 
    “Certainly.” Elora smiled at me and picked up another piece of dried meat to hand to Frida. 
 
    Elora raised the jerky into the air, and my wolf-shark pup hopped off the bed and sat obediently on the stone floor. Her shark-fin tail wagged eagerly back and forth as she waited. 
 
    “Good girl,” Elora praised the fierce hunter and tossed the meat into Frida’s fang-filled mouth. Then she reached down and petted the wolf-shark’s head. “Oh, you are a bit dry today.” 
 
    “I bet you could do with a nice swim, couldn’t you, girl?” I said to my pet. 
 
    Frida answered with a happy yip of agreement and spun in a large circle. 
 
    “May I take Frida to the river while you are away?” Elora asked, and her amber-red eyes shone like a little kid asking if they could play with their newest toy. 
 
    “I was hoping you would,” I chuckled. “Don’t go alone, though, please. We don’t know if there are more of those parasitic demons out there.” 
 
    “I will ask Shalanna to go with me, and I expect that Ayen would like to get out of the castle as well.” Elora grinned, and she hopped out of bed to get dressed. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. “Would you please ask Azariah to look after things while we’re all out?” 
 
    “Certainly.” Elora nodded as she pulled a dangerously sexy leather bodysuit up over her ample curves. 
 
    It was like a leather swimsuit. The leg holes rode high up to her waist, and narrow straps looped around the tops of her hips. The top dove down in a deep V that exposed her cleavage and made my mouth water. There were little metal chains that held the front together and somehow added to the overall appeal of the garment. It all connected to a leather choker that sat snuggly around her slender neck, and my brain basically malfunctioned as I looked at her pale blue skin. 
 
    “Are you well?” Elora asked, and she laid a hand on her narrow waist as she kicked one hip out. 
 
    “Where the hell did you get that?” I licked my lips. 
 
    “I found it among the many things Ingrid has dug up in the castle,” she said with a modest shrug. “I think it suits me alright.” 
 
    “Hell yeah, it does, you’re so fucking gorgeous,” I sighed, and I allowed myself one more good, long look at my sexy elf before I turned away to pull on my clothes. 
 
    Elora walked over and gave me a quick kiss, and then she smiled at me. “You are gorgeous as well, my love. Be safe. I will see you later.” 
 
    “I will,” I assured her as I tugged on my leather pants. “Be safe.” 
 
    Elora smiled and whistled for Frida to follow her. The wolf-shark pup bounded excitedly over to my lover, and they disappeared out of sight together. 
 
    I tied the lacing on my pants and pulled a short-sleeve cotton tunic over my head. I tucked the soft fabric into the waistband of my pants and tugged on my sandals before I holstered my sword to my belt and walked over to the balcony. 
 
    “The coin,” I muttered to myself, and I walked back to the bed to pick up the small engraving of Yggdrasill. 
 
    Then I walked back to the balcony and laid the copper circle on the stone at my feet, and I shifted my thoughts to the people who were clinging to survival in a dark cave under the immediate threat of death by albino demons. 
 
    Tension started to build up in the back of my neck, and I leaned heavily into the stress and responsibilities that rested squarely on my shoulders. I felt the adrenaline begin to trickle into my brain, and I strained to let more of the fight or flight hormone loose. There was no need, though, because even a small bit of the stress hormone allowed my fingers to begin to shift into long brown feathers. My nose extended and curved down into a sharp point as my vision became piercingly sharp. I shrank down to about a foot tall, and my toes curled into sharp talons. 
 
    I stretched my wings out, and then I scooped the medallion of the Tree of Life into my right talons. I flapped my wings hard and launched myself from the balcony. 
 
    Far below on the rocky ground, Frida let out a small howl, and I gazed down as I circled around. Elora waved, and Shalanna pointed at me as Ayen laughed boisterously. Frida hopped into the air twice before I soared off toward the caves. 
 
    It only took me a matter of minutes to fly north along the ridge of mountains to where the nocturnal demons slumbered in a massive pile. I flew around once and then stretched my wings out and glided into the smooth-edged entrance of the cave where the survivors were huddled around their campfire in utter silence. 
 
    I landed gracefully on the stone floor of the cave just a few feet inside, and several pairs of eyes looked up at my entrance. 
 
    “A hawk?” the woman I’d seen speaking with the bald man Hezzig yesterday gasped. 
 
    Several others hushed her with fearful glances to the ceiling above, and the woman cowered suddenly. 
 
    “In all my years,” the king whispered as he stood from his place beside the small fire. He lifted his heavy warhammer and carried it in both hands as he stepped around the fire, and the three braids of his beard swayed with each step. “I never expected to see a hawk again.” 
 
    “What does it mean, sire?” Hezzig asked. 
 
    The two men walked slowly and carefully toward me, and I remained as still as I could. I blinked up at them in what I hoped was a calm way, and I placed the Yggdrasill coin on the cave floor in front of me. I nudged the copper coin forward with my beak and looked directly into the king’s dark green eyes. 
 
    “What have you got there?” the triple-braided man shifted his hammer into one hand and knelt down in front of me. 
 
    I could see that his hands were covered in little white scars as the king picked up the coin and inspected it. His bushy burnt-red eyebrows rose as he saw the circular tree design. 
 
    “Yggdrasill,” the king murmured in a reverent tone. Then he looked back at me with wonder and curiosity in his eyes. “Are you a friend come to help?” 
 
    I nodded my head once and took a few steps back. I couldn’t help but think how useful it would be if I could shift slowly back to my human form. That would allow these people a bit more time to adjust to what was happening. I didn’t want to surprise them and cause anyone to make too much noise from the shock of it. 
 
    I took a deep breath and began to will my limbs back to their human form. I was astonished to find that my body stretched back to my six-foot, four-inch self slower than it ever had before during a shift. My beak retracted back to my human face as the feathers disappeared from my arms. 
 
    The king stared at me with wide eyes, and he blinked in confusion for a moment. 
 
    “My name is Levi, and I’m here to help,” I whispered.
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 Chapter 8 
 
    A woman fainted, and two burly-chested men quickly caught her before her unconscious body could make a noise. 
 
    “My word,” the king breathed. “You are a shifter.” 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered. “I’ve come to help.” 
 
    “King Finnern?” Hezzig murmured, and it was clear by the tension in the bald man’s shoulders that he wanted assurance from his king before he decided what to think of me. 
 
    The triple-braided man nodded at his beardless subject and kept his eyes on me. 
 
    “Where have you come from, Levi?” King Finnern asked without hostility. 
 
    “I am originally from Midgard,” I whispered, and I paused to allow the people a moment to process this information. “I came to Asgard about four weeks ago. I discovered that I have shifting magic. Together, with the help of the people east of the mountains, I was able to shift into a tarantula and defeat the Demon Lord who had taken up residence in the castle north of the Broken Spire.” 
 
    The king’s dark green eyes went wide at my words, and he nodded slightly with a look of admiration on his bearded face. 
 
    “You defeated the Demon Lord?” a younger-looking man with a beard that was only two inches long asked me with wide brown eyes. 
 
    “Yes, I freed the people from his tyrannical rule,” I said softly. “And now I want to help you get free from the situation you’re in. I came here yesterday and discovered the white demons in the cave above. I assume they are what is keeping you all trapped in this cave?” 
 
    “Let us sit and speak,” King Finnern offered, and he led me closer to the quietly crackling fire. 
 
    King Finnern sat back in his place on the short log that laid on its side next to the small fire, and he indicated that I should sit to his left. Hezzig stared at me with suspicious eyes as he sat to the king’s right, and the others filed in around us and waited patiently to hear what their king had to say. 
 
    “You are correct about the demon horde above,” King Finnern sighed. “This cave was once the entrance to a sprawling underground city. My people have lived in these mountains for thousands of years, and the mountain kept us safe during the tumultuous times of Ragnarok, and the demon-infested years since.” 
 
    The king spoke about the underground city like he’d been there, but he looked to be about forty-five years old. I wondered again if these people were human, and how old they all were. I waited silently as King Finnern continued speaking in a hushed voice. 
 
    “We had been doing well enough,” Finnern said. “The Demon Lord seemed content to ignore us so long as we kept out of the way of his minions. We did not know that there were more people on the other side of the mountains.” 
 
    “The Demon Lord had been keeping them prisoner,” I explained. “He’d been forcing them to sacrifice three of themselves to his appetite every full moon.” 
 
    “Horrid.” An older man with a heavy dose of gray in his brown beard grimaced. 
 
    “And you saved the people from the Demon Lord?” Finnern asked. 
 
    “Yes, I couldn’t stand to let them continue to be killed by him,” I muttered. “And when I discovered you and your people here in this cave, I knew I had to help you as well.” 
 
    “We could certainly use your aid,” Finnern sighed, and then he shook his head apologetically. “Forgive me, I have not properly introduced myself. I am Finnern, King of the Dwarves.” 
 
    My mind was suddenly filled with images of John Rhys-Davies as Gimli in the Lord of the Rings movies, but these people didn’t match with that imagery at all. They had the beards and the axes, sure, but they weren’t short. They were all close to what I considered average height, and several of them seemed to be as tall as me, or even taller. 
 
    “You look surprised,” Finnern said, and his thick mustache twitched with humor. “Did you not expect a king to be hiding in a dark cave?” 
 
    “It’s not that,” I whispered. “I just… I thought… you see, on Midgard, dwarves are always described as… Well, short.” 
 
    “Yes.” King Finnern rolled his eyes with exasperation. “The legend of my people’s short stature goes back thousands of years. You see, we have always been the craftsmen of Asgard, and this often put us in a lower class of society. My people are extremely talented in smithing, though, so the Aesir employed us to forge their weapons and armor, but that still didn’t change how the world saw us. The lack of nobility for my people was often translated as a lack of physical stature as well, but as you can see, we are much the same as you.” 
 
    “I am learning a lot about Asgard,” I murmured. I liked this man, he struck me as a good leader, and I could tell his people respected him. 
 
    I wondered briefly how he may feel about my supposed destiny to become God King of the nine realms, and whether he would feel threatened by that. I liked Finnern, and I didn’t want to have to overthrow him or end up in a constant power struggle with him or his people. 
 
    “There is much about our world that has changed since the time of Ragnarok,” Finnern sighed. 
 
    “What can you tell me about the demons?” I asked a moment later. “I got a good look at them. They appear to be blind, and I figured they compensate for their lack of sight with very sensitive hearing.” 
 
    “Excellent observations,” Finnern murmured with a spark of admiration in his eyes. “That is why we keep so quiet in here, and why we are quite cornered.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded, and I pointed further into the cave where it became as dark as the depths of space. “You can’t escape through the tunnels?” 
 
    “The tunnels used to run for thousands of miles,” Finnern said, and his eyes grew sad with longing. “But many of the tunnels collapsed during the events of Ragnarok. I nearly lost my leg in one such collapse.” 
 
    King Finnern tugged the leg of his dark brown leather pants up and pointed at a long scar that ran across the skin just above his left knee. I took a moment to look at the old wound as I realized he had probably been a fully-grown man during Ragnarok, which made him significantly older than he looked. 
 
    “There were once thousands of my people to keep and maintain our underground cities,” Finnern continued as he adjusted his pant leg back into place. “Now we are all that remains of my once great people. With so few of us, we have been unable to maintain the tunnels. Most of the caves have collapsed in disrepair and from the quakes that come from volcanic activity. And then we intentionally destroyed the other entrances that led to this cave to keep the demons from sneaking up on us from the other side. We trapped ourselves, but it has bought us time to try and formulate a plan.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I sighed. These people had lost everything, and now they were being held hostage by a horde of hideous white demons. “What’s your plan, and how can I help?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, we have no plan,” Hezzig answered, and his tone was frustrated. 
 
    “And we are running out of supplies,” another man added. 
 
    “Hezzig and Gorn are correct,” King Finnern sighed. 
 
    “Well,” I breathed, and I looked around at the fearful faces of the dwarves. “I won’t let you die here in this cave.” 
 
    “Please, will you stay and have a mug of hot grog with us?” King Finnern asked. “It is not much, but it is good for the soul.” 
 
    “I would enjoy that very much, thank you.” I nodded at the man. 
 
    Then I thought about the predicament of the dwarves as he instructed a small blonde woman in a dark brown dress to prepare mugs of hot grog for everyone. 
 
    I felt duty-bound to help them, and not just because they would be a useful addition to the community I was building within the castle walls. Which they certainly would. The dwarves were hardy people, with a desire to survive, and they had weapons. Strong axes and heavy broadswords leaned against the cave walls all around me, and now that I looked around, I could see tools as well. There were hammers, saws, axes, and chisels stacked neatly in the corner. 
 
    But besides that, I also felt a duty to be worthy of becoming the God King. I didn’t want to just fall into the title because that was what Fate apparently had planned for me. If I did ever end up sitting on a throne, I wanted to know that I had earned my place to rule. 
 
    “Thank you, Clara,” King Finnern whispered to the short woman when she handed us all steaming mugs. Then he turned to me and watched me intently. “Have a sip, it’s rather good despite our lack of supplies.” 
 
    I sniffed at the dark amber liquid, and it smelled like a mix of rum with a touch of apple spice. I sipped the hot grog and was pleasantly surprised by the warm and full flavor. It was rich and rolled over my tongue in a series of different notes. First the barley and hops of a good beer, then a touch of honey wheat bread fresh from the oven, and finally a hint of apple spice that lingered on my tongue. 
 
    “Mmm,” I hummed softly, and I nodded at the dwarf king. “That’s really good.” 
 
    “You should taste it when we have access to a full kitchen.” Hezzig nodded like a man who’d tasted every batch of the grog the dwarves had ever produced. 
 
    “I hope I will get the opportunity to,” I assured the man. “Do you make the grog?” 
 
    “Most certainly not,” Hezzig scoffed, and he patted the hammer on his belt. “I am the only remaining smith of my line.” 
 
    “We were most revered for our mastery of the hammer and forge.” Finnern smirked as he boasted. “It was Hezzig’s own great-grandfather who forged Mjolnir for Thor.” 
 
    “Mjolnir,” I said, and I tried to remember where I’d heard the name before. “Was that Thor’s hammer?” 
 
    “The one and the same.” Hezzig grinned proudly. “My family was the only line of smiths the Aesir trusted to forge wings for their Valkyries as well. I am now the only surviving smith who knows the intricate craft of making wings.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed, and I immediately remembered what Elora had told me about her own lack of wings. She had been close to earning them when Ragnarok happened, and had long since given up on the hope that she would ever be blessed with her wings. I knew she would be thrilled to hear of Hezzig’s skills, and I became even more determined to free the dwarves from the albino demons. 
 
    “Hezzig’s father was the first smith to discover a way to quench our blades in the blood of demons to imbue the metal with extra powers.” Finnern grinned mischievously at me like he was sharing the most extraordinary secret with me. 
 
    “We have only ever had the opportunity to use the blood of demons from the lava fields on the other side of this mountain ridge,” Hezzig said with a frown. “I still suspect that other demon species would provide us with other abilities in our weapons, but we may never know for sure.” 
 
    “What does the lava demon blood do?” I asked. 
 
    “The weapons that are quenched in the blood of these demons cause any wounds made by our blades to bleed more rapidly and profusely than any ordinary weapon could,” Finnern explained. 
 
    “That sounds really useful.” I smirked at the triple-braided king. 
 
    “Extremely useful with demons around.” The king flashed me a ruthless grin. 
 
    “It is most unfortunate that demon blood is so hard to come by.” Hezzig frowned heavily, and he eyed the row of broadswords that leaned against the cave walls. “I have been able to forge only three weapons with this ability.” 
 
    I was incredibly impressed by the dwarves’ ingenuity and resourcefulness. I was very curious to find out what other qualities Hezzig may be able to forge into weapons if he could get his hands on other demons and their blood. 
 
    “Why don’t you escape outside during the day while the demons sleep?” I wondered. 
 
    “If we move too close to the mouth of the cave, they sense the vibrations and will attack.” Finnern frowned. “The demons will only move during the day to keep us trapped here.” 
 
    “Does sunlight hurt the demons?” I asked. 
 
    “Not that we have seen,” Hezzig said. 
 
    “They avoid it whenever possible,” Finnern added. “But it does not appear to injure them in any way.” 
 
    “We’ll find a way to help you,” I promised. 
 
    “It must be soon,” King Finnern said, and his bushy eyebrows knitted together. 
 
    “I can bring some supplies from the castle to help you get through,” I whispered. 
 
    “It is not only our dwindling supplies that make our immediate escape so crucial,” the triple-braided king muttered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, and my gut knotted with tension at the fear in the people’s eyes. 
 
    “Several of the demons have left to get their queen,” Finnern explained. “They are due to return any day, and then we will be horribly outnumbered.” 
 
    “There’s a demon queen?” I asked. “That doesn’t sound very good.” 
 
    “It is not,” Hezzig confirmed. 
 
    “These demons are unlike any others we have encountered,” Finnern sighed. “They behave like angry bees in a hive that is constantly feeling threatened. They move in large groups and appear to have little autonomy of their own.” 
 
    “How did you know about the demons going to get their queen?” I asked. “Do these demons speak?” 
 
    “In a manner,” King Finnern muttered. “They speak as a swarm just as they do everything else. They hold conversations among themselves as if they all share one mind. Their mouths will all speak the same words, and then they will answer themselves back without pause.” 
 
    “It is terrifying,” Clara whispered as she collected the empty mugs from us. 
 
    “It sounds pretty fucking creepy,” I agreed. “Do you think the demons all have a mental connection with the queen, and that’s how they communicate with her and each other?” 
 
    “I suppose that is possible,” Finnern mused. “I have not taken much time to consider how they do it. I have been rather focused on trying to keep my people alive.” 
 
    “Understandable.” I smirked. 
 
    All the information I’d gathered about the dwarves and the nest of nocturnal demons churned inside my head. I wondered if we might be able to whisk the dwarves away from the cave before the queen returned. If I brought enough warriors with me from the castle, we could fight off the demons and protect the dwarves. Once they were safely tucked away inside the castle, it would be much easier to defend them. Maybe the queen would even give up on the dwarves and leave in search of easier prey. Even if she didn’t, I knew that from within the safety of the castle we could defeat her and her nest of worker demons. 
 
    Then I considered the issue of how we would get the dwarves out of the cave without waking the demons up from their daytime slumber, and I decided I needed more insight on the issue. 
 
    I glanced outside and figured it was time I left and returned to the castle. My people and I had a lot of planning to do if we were going to rescue the dwarves from this cave before the queen returned. I guessed she was probably nocturnal as well, and that they would travel at night from wherever they were. If they didn’t return tonight, it was likely they would be back by the following day, so I wanted to get King Finnern and his people out of here before tomorrow was over. 
 
    “I have to go,” I whispered. “But I promise you, I will be back tomorrow, and we will get you and your people out of here safely. After we’ve killed the demon queen, you will be welcome to join us as part of our community or go out on your own to build yourselves a new life.” 
 
    “Your help will be greatly appreciated,” Finnern murmured. He stood up and walked beside me toward the cave entrance, and he stopped about eight feet away from the edge. “I feel as though I have failed as my people’s king. It is my job, my duty, to protect them, and under my rule we have lost hundreds of our people to this demon scourge.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve done the best you can under the circumstances,” I assured the triple-braided man, and I laid a hand gently on his wide shoulders. “It’s an impossible situation you’ve been forced into, and these people…” 
 
    I paused for a moment and urged Finnern to look around at the small group of survivors. 
 
    “My people,” he whispered, and his voice clenched with thick emotion. 
 
    “These people are still alive because of you,” I said. “You have not failed them.” 
 
    “Thank you, Levi.” Finnern grasped my arm solidly, and he looked at me with unshed tears in his moss-green eyes. “You have brought a spark of hope back to my people.” 
 
    “I’ll bring reinforcements and a lot more hope to you tomorrow,” I promised him. 
 
    King Finnern nodded, and he took a step back so I could shift back into my hawk form. I thought about the growing number of lives that rested solely on my shoulders, and the horde of demons that slept above my head like an angry nest of hornets. I felt the tension building in the back of my head, and my body began to shift into the agile and silent body of a hawk. 
 
    Then I nodded once more at the king, and I held out my talon toward him for the coin Elora had given me. He jumped a little with surprise before he opened his palm and held it out, and then I clutched the coin, launched myself into the air, and soared out of the cave. The rush of air under my wings was almost soothing after the heavy darkness and silence of the cave. The wind had shifted to the west and pushed me quickly back to the castle, and I landed on my balcony a short time later. 
 
    My room was empty, but the bed had been made, and Elora’s and my breakfast tray had been cleaned up while I was gone. 
 
    I hopped into the room and took several deep breaths, and I encouraged my body to shift back to its normal human form. It felt like a good stretch after a hard workout as my feathers disappeared and my fingers returned. I rose back up to my usual height, placed Elora’s coin on the wooden shelf, and strode to the door. I needed to find Elora, Ayen, and all the others so we could begin to form a plan to rescue the dwarves. 
 
    My footsteps echoed loudly on the stone floor until I accidentally walked across a pile of discarded towels. Then inspiration struck, and I stopped dead in my tracks as the sound of my feet on the floor was significantly muffled. 
 
    “Well, shit.” I smirked down at the length of cotton under my feet, and I knew how we could help the dwarves escape from the cave without waking the demons up. 
 
    I raced out of the door with a huge grin on my face, and I ran down the stairs two at a time. Ayen, Shalanna, and Elora’s voices echoed up through the entrance hall, and I spotted them entering the castle through the wide front doors. 
 
    “We shall feast this night,” Ayen boasted proudly, and he held up several large fish on a line as he puffed out his chest. Frida jumped up and landed on his chest with both of her front wolf paws, and Ayen hauled the fish out of her snapping teeth as he laughed. “These are not for you!” 
 
    “I will go tell Ingrid to begin preparations,” Shalanna said. 
 
    “Have Ingrid gather up all the spare blankets and towels that she can find while you’re at it!” I called down to my black-haired lover. 
 
    “Levi!” Elora smiled up at me as I ran down the last three steps. “What did you learn of the survivors?” 
 
    “And why do you need so many blankets?” Ayen asked. “Are the people at risk of dying from the cold in their cave?” 
 
    “I find that hard to imagine considering how warm the forest is,” Shalanna murmured. 
 
    “How about we all go to the kitchen together,” I suggested. “I’ll tell you all about everything I learned, and I can speak with Ingrid about the linens, too.” 
 
    Frida bounded over to me and sniffed excitedly at my hands. I gave her a thorough scratching and then stood up to wrap my arms around Elora. 
 
    “How did the survivors react to your shift?” Shalanna asked. 
 
    I took Elora’s hand and led my companions down the hall and stairs toward the kitchen. Frida eagerly followed us, probably in the hopes of getting some tasty meat scraps from the cooks. 
 
    “Really well, actually,” I said, and then I paused until we walked into the large kitchen that was filled with the savory scents of roasting vegetables and rising dough. 
 
    Ingrid, Astrid, and Sassa were hard at work preparing the castle’s next meal, and a younger elf I recognized as one we’d saved from the dungeons was bent over the wash basin scrubbing pans. Wyn was perched on a sturdy wooden stool at the end of the table, and it looked like he was enjoying some kind of delicious pastry of Ingrid’s. The old, bearded elf licked the ends of his fingers, and he grinned at us as we entered the kitchen. 
 
    “Welcome home, my lord,” Ingrid greeted me with a smile. “Did you learn much during your travels this morning?” 
 
    “I did.” I nodded. 
 
    I waited a moment as my companions settled themselves around the kitchen, and Ayen presented the half a dozen large fish he’d collected. 
 
    “Oh, these are fine sable fish,” Ingrid murmured as she hefted one of the fish in her hands. “I think they could even make a fine stew.” 
 
    “Please, Levi,” Shalanna almost begged as her silver-flecked blue eyes widened with curiosity. “What did you learn today? Tell us.” 
 
    “For starters, the people are dwarves,” I said, and before I could say another word, Elora and Ingrid both gasped audibly. 
 
    “Dwarves?” Ingrid breathed, and her hands stilled on the fish she had begun to descale. 
 
    “Odin’s beard,” Elora murmured. “I thought they had all perished in the days of Ragnarok.” 
 
    “Uh, no,” I said, and I glanced between the two elves to try and figure out why they seemed so struck by this news. It wasn’t like surviving in this world was impossible, they’d done it, after all. “Why are you two so surprised by this?” 
 
    “The dwarves once crafted all weapons for the Aesir,” Elora said. “It was a dwarf smith who crafted my spear, and I have never once had to sharpen its blade.” 
 
    Elora’s amber-red eyes grew faraway and wistful, and I wondered if she was thinking about the Valkyrie wings she’d never earned. 
 
    “Dwarves would indeed be very powerful allies, Levi,” Wyn murmured as he snatched another slice of honey bread from the cooling rack behind him. 
 
    Ingrid narrowed her green eyes at the gray-haired man, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Their mastery of the hammer and forge is legendary. Even I was raised hearing stories of the might of their weapons.” Ayen nodded emphatically beside her as he snuck a fish tail to Frida under the table. 
 
    “How have we never seen a dwarf in all these long years?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “King Finnern said that he and his people had survived Ragnarok and the years of chaos since by remaining in their underground cities,” I explained. “He said that they once had an expansive city that ran the length of the mountains and far beyond. Apparently, the volcanoes and earthquakes caused a lot of the tunnels to cave in over the decades. Then they were forced to collapse even more of the tunnels themselves when the albino demons found them. Finnern trapped himself and the last of his people in the cave where they are right now to keep the demons from sneaking up on them from behind.” 
 
    “Why do they not simply leave?” Astrid asked with a naivety that showed how young she really was. 
 
    “The demons who have posted themselves nearby have no eyes, they’re totally blind, but they have incredibly keen hearing,” I said. “King Finnern told me that if they step too close to the cave entrance, the demons can feel the vibrations, and they wake up from their sleep to attack them.” 
 
    “Do you think the demons can sense the dwarves’ movements in other parts of the caves?” Ayen wondered. 
 
    “I would assume so.” I nodded. “I think they probably just ignore the movements deeper in the cave, and they only pay attention to anything that might be the dwarves trying to leave.” 
 
    “Do you think it would be possible to go into the cave and kill the demons while they sleep?” Sassa suggested. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “There’s too many of them, and Finnern told me that’s not even the whole nest.” 
 
    “Nest?” Ayen asked. 
 
    “Yeah, apparently this particular breed of demon has a hive mind,” I said. “The dwarves told me that the demons speak as a collective, and that none of them have any individual intelligence of their own.” 
 
    “With every detail you share, I become more disturbed,” Elora sighed.  
 
    “That’s not even the worst of it,” I said. “They have a queen demon that thinks for them all. Finnern said that some of the demons had left recently to go and bring the queen to the cave, and once she and the other worker demons return, they will be terribly outnumbered.” 
 
    “We must rescue the dwarves as soon as we possibly can,” Elora said, and her pouty lips pursed with determination. 
 
    “I agree, and I had an idea of how to do it,” I said, and I turned to Ingrid. “We’re going to need as many blankets, towels, tapestries… any kind of linens or large fabrics we can spare.” 
 
    “Certainly, my lord.” Ingrid nodded and continued to expertly prep the fish as she listened. “Though… may I ask for what?” 
 
    “We’re going to make a path of blankets and anything else we can use to muffle the vibrations and sound of the dwarves’ footsteps,” I explained. “If we can quietly sneak them out of the cave without waking up the demons and get them safely back to the castle, then we can take on the demons on our own terms. Plus, nobody would be put in an unnecessary risk this way. Some of the dwarves look ready for a fight, but they are dangerously low on supplies. They’re probably weak from lack of food.” 
 
    “Are there any children?” Shalanna asked, and her eyes shone with worry. 
 
    “Not that I could see.” I shook my head. “Some of them looked young, but it’s hard to tell. King Finnern looks only a bit older than you, Ayen, but he spoke about the time before Ragnarok like he’d been there personally.” 
 
    “Dwarves are known to have long lives.” Elora nodded. “It is why they had become so masterful with their crafts. One dwarf would often have centuries to perfect their craft and pass on their knowledge to the next generation.” 
 
    “I figured they were more like elves than humans,” I said, and I forced the knowledge that Elora would outlive me by hundreds of years out of my head. This was not the time to dwell on such things. “So it’s possible they have some members that are Astrid’s or Goren’s age, but I didn’t see any very young children or babies.” 
 
    “I am glad,” Shalanna sighed with relief at that. 
 
    “So when do we go and rescue them?” Ayen asked. He grinned with the kind of excitement I used to get before a fight that had the potential of bringing me a big cash prize. 
 
    “There is not enough light remaining in this day to rescue them,” Wyn said as he gazed out the same small window in the kitchen that I’d used to escape the castle on my first covert mission. 
 
    “Wyn’s right,” I sighed. “We’ll have to wait until morning.” 
 
    “We should leave at first light in order to make the most of the daylight hours.” Ayen pressed his lips into a thin line. 
 
    “That is wise,” Sassa agreed, and she handed her lover a freshly roasted potato to taste. 
 
    “Mmm, delicious, my love,” Ayen murmured to the blonde woman. 
 
    “We’ll leave first thing in the morning.” I nodded. “Ingrid, please have all the available linens ready for us, and don’t waste your time washing them.” 
 
    Ingrid narrowed her eyes at me with the most sass I’d ever seen from the older elf. “As you wish, my lord.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled. “They’ll get filthy on the floor of that cave, so you’ll have your chance to wash them as thoroughly as your heart desires when we return.” 
 
    “Good,” she curtly replied. 
 
     “We should arrive at the cave around late morning,” I continued. “That should hopefully be when the demons are in their deepest sleep. We can tie the blankets and towels into a long rope, and then I’ll shift and carry the end up to the cave.” 
 
    “We should loop the rope over a nearby tree branch so that it does not drag along the floor of the cave,” Shalanna suggested. 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” I grinned at my black-haired lover. “Right, and then King Finnern and the other dwarves can help me lay out the blankets and create a nice cushy path for them all to walk across the threshold of the cave.” 
 
    “How will they reach the ground?” Elora asked. 
 
    “I was thinking about that,” I said, and I turned to Ingrid once more. “Do we have any actual rope in the castle?” 
 
    “We do, my lord.” Ingrid nodded. “About two hundred feet or so.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “Okay, in that case, we’ll use the rope to bring the blankets up, and that will save the time of having to untie them all. Then we can anchor the rope from inside the cave across the entrance and to a nearby tree, like Shalanna suggested. The people can use their axes and other tools to slide down the rope and into the tree. The wood of the trunk and the soil on the ground, plus the distance between there and the demons’ cave, should be enough to eliminate all the vibrations and keep from waking the nest.” 
 
    “That sounds like a fine plan, my boy.” Wyn smiled like a proud grandfather whose grandson had just rode his bike without training wheels for the first time. “I believe you have considered every angle of this mission and come up with wise solutions to every obstacle in your path.” 
 
    “Is there anything else that you can think of?” I asked, and I looked from the old, bearded elf to the others in the room. “Any problems we might encounter?” 
 
    “The only question I have is who will go with us?” Ayen smirked. 
 
    “Well, you’ll obviously be joining me,” I chuckled at my big blond friend. 
 
    “And I as well,” Elora said as if it was the simplest conclusion in the world. 
 
    “Quite right,” Shalanna agreed. “I will, of course, join you as well.” 
 
    “I would guess that both of my sisters will wish to accompany you, too,” Astrid said with an affectionate roll of her blue eyes. “They simply cannot stand to miss out on an adventure of this magnitude.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I laughed. “Do you think Varian and Elion would go, too?” 
 
    “If you ask them to join us, they will surely obey their lord.” Elora grinned. 
 
    “I believe Cedoric may be a useful man to bring along as well,” Sassa suggested. 
 
    “Is he a good fighter?” I asked. 
 
    “He has a very mean right hook,” Ayen laughed and rubbed at his jaw like he knew from personal experience. “He is also a master with an axe.” 
 
    “Alright, good.” I nodded. “What about… oh, what was his name…” 
 
    I struggled to remember the name of the elven man who’d been among the Demon Lord’s prisoners in the dungeons. He was a stout man with long hair that was somewhere between golden and the color of copper. I’d seen him taking up guard duty on the castle’s outer walls on a regular basis. He always had a shockingly long sword with him, and he was built like a fucking ox. 
 
    “The elf with the reddish-blond hair?” Shalanna asked. 
 
    “Yes, the really big guy with the huge sword.” I nodded. 
 
    “His name is Halrond,” Shalanna said. “I am certain that, after being freed from the Demon Lord’s clutches, he would follow you into any battle you would ask of him.” 
 
    “I think he’ll be quite useful on this mission,” I said. “We should be prepared for the demons to wake up. I’m hopeful we can be silent enough to get out of there without any incidents, but we should be ready for anything.” 
 
    Everybody in the room nodded warily at my words except for Wyn. Elora’s surrogate grandfather smiled at me like I was everything he’d ever longed for as a leader to the group. Pride swelled in my chest as I realized that was probably exactly what he thought. Wyn had supported me and encouraged the rest of the people in the camp to trust me from the moment I’d arrived. 
 
    I sometimes got the feeling that Wyn was more than what he seemed, though, and I wondered if he had a touch of magic himself. The bearded man in his long gray robes even looked like Gandalf the Grey, and I wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised to learn he was secretly a wizard. 
 
    “If you like, I can go and find my sisters and the others,” Astrid offered. 
 
    “Thank you, Astrid,” I said. “Shalanna, will you please go with her?” 
 
    “Certainly,” the black-haired warrior said. “I will answer any questions they may have, but I expect they will be as willing as the rest of us to follow you into any dangerous quests.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I sighed. I wondered how I had managed to earn the blind trust of so many people, but I guessed that saving them all from being quite literally eaten by a demonic lord would make just about anybody pretty loyal. “I don’t really have anything else to say. Get some good rest, all of you, and meet me in the entrance hall at first light.” 
 
    “Good night, my lord,” Astrid chirped as she ducked out of the kitchen and away from the kitchen chores. 
 
    “Sleep well,” Shalanna murmured. She blushed slightly as she looked back at me over her shoulder, and I couldn’t help but notice the bit of sway in her hips as she walked up the stairs. 
 
    “I believe I shall retire for the evening as well,” Wyn said with a bit too much innocence in his voice, and he plucked four more slices of the honey bread from the cooling rack. Then he darted surprisingly fast out of the kitchen before Ingrid could stop him. 
 
    “That man would eat nothing but honey bread if I allowed it.” Ingrid shook her head, but there was an affectionate smile on her face. 
 
    “Come, my love.” Ayen held his hand out for Sassa, but the scarred woman looked to Ingrid before she moved. 
 
    “Go, I can handle the rest of this,” Ingrid urged Sassa. 
 
    “Have a pleasant evening,” Sassa said. She laced her fingers with Ayen’s, and they walked out of the kitchen together. 
 
    “Here, my lord,” Ingrid said as she passed a linen-wrapped package to me. “I have prepared a sustaining dinner for you. You must not neglect your needs while you focus so completely on protecting the rest of us.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ingrid.” I smiled at the old elf and took the food she offered. I could smell the honey bread through the linen as well as some roasted potatoes and something salty and meaty. 
 
    Elora grinned at the elven housekeeper and led me out of the kitchen. 
 
    “Shall we return to our room?” Elora asked. 
 
    “I’m feeling a bit restless,” I said. “I think I’m going to go outside to the grounds for a little while. I want to have a look at the land and see where we might be able to start a garden.” 
 
    “That is a good idea.” Elora tried and failed to stifle a yawn. “Would you like some company?” 
 
    “You look tired,” I murmured to my silver-haired lover. “You go upstairs and relax, and I’ll join you soon.” 
 
    “Very well,” Elora sighed. “Come to bed soon, my love.” 
 
    “I will,” I assured her. 
 
    She leaned up and kissed me before she walked tiredly up the stairs to our marble-lined bedroom. Frida glanced quickly between us, but then she decided to go with Elora. My wolf-shark pup bounded happily up the stairs after my silver-haired elf. 
 
    I watched her go until she disappeared at the top of the stairs, and then I walked out the front doors and took a deep breath of the evening air. 
 
    The sun had just disappeared behind the volcanos to the west, and the stars were starting to twinkle far to the east above the dark sea. I wandered between the castle’s inner and outer walls and walked around to the northern courtyard. 
 
    The space that sat between the outer protective walls of the fortress and the exterior walls of the castle itself was a huge space. It was at least a hundred yards wide and roughly thirty yards deep. If we used the space wisely, we could grow enough different crops here to sustain the people within these walls. I would need to speak with Nestryn about what kinds of fruits and vegetables we could grow in this rocky soil, and I wondered if there was anything we could do to improve the quality of the soil for more picky plants. Maybe we could build some raised planter boxes and haul in some of the rich soil from the forest. 
 
    As I surveyed the area and planned which crops would fit nicely in which areas, I opened the linen-wrapped meal that Ingrid had given me. There was a small wooden bowl filled with roasted potatoes that made my mouth water, several slices of the sweet honey bread, and a full bottom half of a roasted rabbit. The food was delicious, and it satisfied me perfectly. 
 
    I was deeply lost in thought when the gentle sound of footsteps approached me from behind. 
 
    “Is something bothering you, Levi?” Shalanna asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    I turned around to watch the black-haired woman as she stopped a few feet away from me. 
 
    “I was feeling restless, so I came out here to get a feel for the space we have here,” I said. “It’s definitely large enough to fill with an expansive garden, and I want to make us as self-sufficient within these walls as possible.” 
 
    “I believe the people would love to have a garden to care for.” Shalanna smiled sweetly at me. “It has been a very long time since any of us have had something to look after and nurture. A garden would be healing for the people’s souls.” 
 
    “I was thinking I could put Nestryn in charge of the project,” I said. 
 
    “He is best suited to lead us to success with such a thing.” Shalanna nodded, and she gazed at me like she could see right into my soul. “There is more on your mind.” 
 
    “I’m just a bit tense about the rescue mission tomorrow,” I sighed. “The dwarves could be a hugely helpful ally to us. I mean, even if they weren’t, I’d still be really determined to rescue them. They don’t deserve to starve to death or be torn apart by the demons, and I just…” 
 
    I sighed as I realized I was rambling a bit, and I shrugged at Shalanna. 
 
    “You feel responsible for them,” Shalanna whispered. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I do,” I said. 
 
    “Because you are a good and kind leader,” Shalanna said. “You have proven yourself worthy of leading us, and I am most certain that you will continue to honor the people whose lives are in your hands. You need not worry about being a good ruler.” 
 
    “I’m not used to taking care of people. I just want to make sure I’m worthy of the loyalty that everyone seems so eager to give me.” 
 
    “You are,” Shalanna insisted. “Do not forget the kinds of lives we have lived for decades before your arrival on Asgard. For most of us, we have known nothing but abuse and torture. Your caring and respectful leadership is far better than any of us ever could have dreamed of.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right about that,” I scoffed, and I pulled up the memory of the bastard Ryfon who’d claimed the leadership role in the camp. 
 
    The one-eared elf had been a right asshole, and he’d used every nasty tactic he could to push the people into sacrificing themselves to the Demon Lord every month. I was still pretty suspicious about his connections to the demonic tyrant, but I’d never learned for certain if Ryfon had been working for the fucker. Even without confirmation, it had felt really damn good to put the bastard in the ground once and for all. 
 
    “Would you care to spar for a bit?” Shalanna suggested. “Perhaps some physical exertion will help to ease the troubled thoughts from your mind.” 
 
    “That could be fun.” I smirked at the gorgeous warrior.
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 Chapter 9 
 
    Shalanna pulled her matching hatchets from her belt, and I took a moment to look at them more closely. I hadn’t realized before, but the handles were made of thick bone wrapped in thin bands of fine leather. There were simple twisted knotwork patterns etched onto the sides of the curved blades, and they looked perfectly balanced in Shalanna’s dexterous hands. 
 
    I pulled my broadsword from its sheath, and I braced my feet apart as Shalanna smirked mischievously at me. 
 
    “I am waiting,” Shalanna teased, and she twirled one hatchet around her wrist in a perfectly practiced motion. 
 
    I grinned and lunged forward with my left elbow to fake her out, and then I swung my sword with my right. I pulled my strike back at just the last second to keep from giving Shalanna a full-strength blow, but she caught the edge of my blade with her hatchet. 
 
    Shalanna grinned at me, and she twisted her hatchet around to knock my sword away from her body. Then she side-stepped expertly to my left and came in for another blow. 
 
    I watched the swift attack from the corner of my eye, and I blocked her hatchet with the base of my sword. We traded strikes and attacks for a few minutes, and I was pleased to discover what a perfectly matched sparring partner Shalanna was. I put a little more force into my blows, and the short-haired warrior matched my energy every step of the way. 
 
    We circled around one another, advanced in, and retreated back like a well-rehearsed tango between two lovers. The pleasant warmth of physical exertion filled my muscles, and I felt the tension ease out of my body. 
 
    “Ahh!” Shalanna grunted as she threw all of her weight and strength behind her right hatchet. 
 
    I caught the razor-sharp edge at the last second with the blade of my sword, and my eyes went wide with admiration for Shalanna’s prowess. I wrapped my left hand over her fingers that gripped the handle of her hatchet, and I smiled at her as I stepped close enough to feel the puff of her breath across my cheeks. 
 
    “You’re a very impressive fighter,” I said. 
 
    “Elora has trained me well,” Shalanna murmured, and her silver-flecked blue eyes grew a bit hazy as she stared up at me. 
 
    “I can see that,” I hummed, and heat rippled over my body at the sexy warrior’s nearness. 
 
    Memories of her supple body tight around me in the tub last night flashed through my mind, and my breathing became ragged. 
 
    “Will this feeling ever go away?” Shalanna whispered. A bright flush spread across her cheeks, and her pulse thrummed rapidly under the hollow of her throat. 
 
    “What feeling?” I asked. 
 
    “This…” Shalanna released a breathy laugh and forced herself back. “Desire I have for you.” 
 
    “I hope it doesn’t.” I smirked. “And don’t you worry, I’ll take care of you soon enough, but I think we should get some sleep tonight.” 
 
    “I am certain that you are right,” Shalanna said, and she took a deep breath. “We must be well-rested and have the energy for the rescue mission on the morrow.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed, and I shot her a wink. “We can… celebrate later.” 
 
    “I must go to my bed now before I change my mind,” Shalanna laughed. “Thank you for sparring with me.” 
 
    “I enjoyed it.” I grinned. “Sleep well, Shalanna.” 
 
    “Sleep well, Levi,” Shalanna hummed, and then she disappeared into the darkness of the courtyard. 
 
    I gazed up at the half-moon and sighed. I figured it would be the gentlemanly thing to do to let Shalanna get inside before I followed. She was so sexy in such a different way than Elora, and they both made my blood run hot. 
 
    Elora was sexy in an experienced kind of way, and she knew exactly what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to tell me. But Shalanna was sexy in an innocent way, and I was looking forward to helping her discover what she liked and what drove her wild. 
 
    I took a few soothing breaths and tucked my sword back into its sheath before I began to walk around the castle to the front gates. The dark silhouettes of the guards at their posts on the outer walls gave me a sense of safety, and I walked into the castle and to my bed where I knew Elora would be waiting for me. 
 
    I stepped quietly into the room, and Frida’s smooth shark head popped up protectively from the foot of the bed. 
 
    “Shh,” I soothed my ferocious pet as I kicked off my shoes. 
 
    Frida blinked her black eyes slowly and laid her head back on the bed. She began snoring softly a moment later, and I smirked to myself. 
 
    I stripped off my clothes and tossed them by the door, and then I padded silently across the stone floor and climbed into bed beside Elora. 
 
    My silver-haired lover sighed in her sleep, but she didn’t move other than that. I pulled her in close to my side and listened to the steady rhythm of her breathing, and soon I sank into sleep beside Elora. 
 
    More intense and vivid dreams filled my thoughts, and I found myself wandering the halls of the castle. The stone floor and walls were somehow brighter than what I knew them to be, and the sconces on the walls were elegant wrought iron that matched the massive chandelier in the ballroom we’d converted into a new dining hall. The macabre demon horn sconces that the Demon Lord had decorated with were nowhere to be found, and all the furniture, art, and books that had been stored away in that hidden room were on full display around the castle. 
 
    I wandered into the room I now shared with Elora and found the bed to be much as I knew it, but it was in the middle of the room and faced out toward the balcony instead of against the wall. I furrowed my eyebrows as I looked around at the misplaced but familiar items of my castle, and I walked down the main double-staircase to the entrance hall. The large space between the two staircases was free of the destroyed foundation of the Demon Lord’s statue, and instead, the painting of Thor, Odin, and Loki that we’d uncovered in the trunk sat prominently on the wall. 
 
    The three Aesir’s faces existed with a sense of smug knowing, and as I gazed at them, I could have sworn the oil-painted eyes stared right back at me. 
 
    A deep and almost familiar voice echoed through the entrance hall from behind me. 
 
    “Trust no one,” the deep voice rumbled, and though it was firm and commanding, there was love and affection in it, too. 
 
    I turned around to try and find the voice, but there was no one in the castle’s entrance hall beside myself. A shudder raced down my spine, and the voice echoed as if coming from a great distance away. 
 
    “Trust no one,” the echo lingered for a moment. 
 
    Then I woke up so fast and hard that someone might as well have doused me in ten gallons of ice-cold water. 
 
    I sat up straight in bed and looked around with unseeing eyes for a second as the sensation of the voice lingered like a haze in my mind. 
 
    “Levi?” Elora murmured, and she reached out for me. “Are you well?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I sighed and squeezed her hand reassuringly. “Just another really intense dream.” 
 
    “I know that you have been having unpleasant dreams,” Elora murmured, and she laid her hand gently on my forearm. “Will you tell me about them?” 
 
    “I don’t really know what to make of them,” I sighed. “They feel so real sometimes, like memories almost. Sometimes it feels like I’ve been in these places before, but other times they feel just like regular dreams.” 
 
    “What do you dream about?” Elora asked. 
 
    “Asgard,” I sighed. “I think I’m dreaming of the times before Ragnarok… and of the day it happened, too.” 
 
    Elora just looked at me with patient openness in her amber-and-ruby eyes as she waited for me to continue. 
 
    “I dream about being in the Crystal Spire, the walls crashing down, and the ground opening up beneath my feet.” I frowned. “Sometimes there is darkness and demons around me, and other times it’s emptiness.” 
 
    “Was your dream this morning like this?” Elora asked. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I was walking around the castle in this dream. It was so familiar but… different. It’s hard to explain, but the castle felt… younger somehow. Then I went down into the entrance hall, and that painting of Odin and his sons was hanging on the wall where the Demon Lord’s statue was until we tore it down two weeks ago.” 
 
    “You dreamed of the painting?” Elora asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “And then there was a voice. A man’s deep voice, and it sounded so familiar. He told me not to trust anyone, and then I woke up here, next to you.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Elora hummed, and she was quiet for a moment. “Perhaps there are more to these dreams than what you are seeing.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I wondered. 
 
    “You must remember, Levi,” Elora said. “Asgard is filled with magic that Midgard has never had. Few things are as simple as they may appear here. Perhaps Sylmarie may be able to shed some light on these dreams of yours. I wonder if your ability to use shifting magic makes you more susceptible to other magical energies around you.” 
 
    “Huh,” I breathed. 
 
    I hadn’t considered that, but Elora was right. This world was so completely different from the planet I’d lived on until just a few weeks ago. I suddenly longed to speak with Sylmarie and have the chance to ask her about my dreams. Hell, I would have loved to just see the gorgeous fortune teller. Especially after she’d played such a prominent role in my dream of becoming God King the other night. She’d been so real in front of me. 
 
    I glanced toward the balcony and was almost relieved to see the beginnings of dawn on the eastern horizon. 
 
    “It’s just about morning,” I said. “We should get up and prepare for today’s rescue mission.” 
 
    “You are right. We have some dwarves to save,” Elora said. 
 
    My silver-haired lover flung the blankets aside and climbed out of bed so fast that Frida grumbled tiredly at her. 
 
    “Shall we bring Frida with us?” Elora asked as she rifled through her clothes. 
 
    “I thought about it,” I said as I petted the ferocious wolf-shark pup. “I’m not sure she can be quiet enough, though.” 
 
    Frida whined at me like she knew I was leaving her out of another adventure. 
 
    “Sorry, girl,” I soothed my apex predator. “This is a stealth mission. You’re a lot of good things, but stealthy is not one of them.” 
 
    I could have sworn Frida rolled her big black eyes at me, and then she rolled over on the bed. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “You’ll get your chance to tear into some demons soon.” 
 
    I stood up from the bed and turned around to find Elora fully dressed already. My sexy elf was wearing a sturdy leather vest that closed at the front and angled down to a shallow V at the top of her hips. Elora had selected snug pants in a thick linen that was a deep shade of gray, and they were cuffed around the middle of her calves. She’d pulled leather gauntlets up over her forearms and secured a thick leather cuff around her throat and shoulders. Her look was completed by a leather belt that was slung around her hips, and she secured a foot-long dagger into the sheath on her right side. Elora smiled at me as she twisted her ass-length silver hair into an elaborate braid that hung down the middle of her back. 
 
    “You look ready for battle,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You told us we should be prepared for the demons to wake up.” Elora shrugged. “I did not think you were joking, and I would rather be prepared for battle than caught lacking in the proper protections.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re brilliant,” I said. 
 
    Elora shrugged with exaggerated innocence, and then she whistled for Frida. “I will make sure this pretty girl has breakfast, and then I shall meet you in the entrance hall.” 
 
    “That sounds good, thanks,” I said. 
 
    Frida followed Elora out of the room, and I turned back to getting dressed. I pulled a short-sleeve cotton shirt over my head and shrugged on a similar leather vest as the one Elora had chosen. I decided against my leather pants for the sheer fact of comfort, and I decided to wear the thick cotton trousers instead. They were more comfortable, and I figured if we did have to fight the demons, I’d end up shifting anyway, and my clothes wouldn’t matter as much. I secured my leather belt around my waist and scrubbed my unruly hair away from my face. 
 
    I might have to ask Elora to give me a haircut before much longer. My wavy, dark hair had been getting long before I was even sucked through a portal and dropped on Asgard, and it would only get longer. Although, I had been debating on letting it grow out to match the general look that all the other men around me went for. I might look pretty dashing with my hair long and tied back in a ponytail. 
 
    I smirked to myself and strode out of my bedroom and down the massive staircase to the entrance hall. 
 
    Shalanna, Ayen, Azariah, Arlindra, and Varian were all standing around waiting for the rest of our companions to arrive. Elora walked back into the room at the same time I did and smiled at me. 
 
    “Did you leave Frida with Ingrid?” I asked, and my eyes went wide with surprise. 
 
    “No,” Elora chuckled. “Ingrid is making sure she has gathered all the linens for us. I left Frida with Astrid and Wyn. They were doting on her quite thoroughly when I left.” 
 
    “That wolf-shark will be the size of a troll when Wyn is done with her,” Ayen laughed. 
 
    “You’re one to talk!” I chortled. “You give Frida more scraps than anybody else does!” 
 
    “I know not of what you speak, my friend,” Ayen laughed boisterously, and his face split with a wide grin. 
 
    “I am glad to see we are all in an excellent mood this morning,” Elion said as he entered the room. The young, black-haired elf grinned, and his lavender eyes were bright with good humor. “I am hopeful that means we will have success on our rescue mission.” 
 
    “I hope so, too,” I said, and I clasped the narrow warrior’s arm in greeting. “Thank you for joining us.” 
 
    “I am glad to be of service,” Elion said. “And I am glad for the continued belief in my abilities.” 
 
    “I told you weeks ago, Elion,” I chuckled. “You have a kind of natural skill and bravery in battle that can’t be taught. The rest comes from experience.” 
 
    “I hear we have a group of dwarves to rescue,” Cedoric’s deeply booming voice echoed throughout the entrance hall. 
 
    I turned around and watched the large man with reddish-blond hair descend the stairs to join us. Just a step behind him was Halrond, and though he was at least a foot shorter than the man in front of him, he was a fair amount wider. They both were armed to the teeth. 
 
    Halrond’s almost comically large sword was strapped to his wide back and extended above his right shoulder and down past his left hip. He also had what would have been a regular-sized sword for any other man, but what looked like a large dagger on his massive frame strapped to his belt. 
 
    Cedoric carried his lumber axe in both of his hands. He had two daggers strapped to either side of his hips, and I could see a third anchored to his left calf. 
 
    “Thank you for joining us,” I said to the two large men. 
 
    “Certainly,” Cedoric said. 
 
    “I consider myself in your debt for the role you played in saving my life from the Demon Lord,” Halrond said, and he dipped his head in a respectful nod. “I will serve you however you request, my lord.” 
 
    “I know Shalanna has given you the rundown on our mission today, but did you have any questions about it?” I asked. 
 
    “No, my lord,” Halrond said, and Cedoric just shook his head beside the shorter man. 
 
    “My lord!” Ingrid called as she bustled into the entrance hall carrying a huge stack of blankets, towels, and other linens. 
 
    “Wow, Ingrid, that’s amazing,” I said as I looked at the huge stack. 
 
    “I have more, my lord!” The tall elf, Herwin, bustled in behind the housekeeper. 
 
    “This is perfect, thank you, both of you,” I said to the two elven servants. 
 
    They handed the stacks to each of my companions, and a moment later, everyone carried a few of the blankets under their arms, tucked into their holsters, or thrown over their shoulders. 
 
    “Let’s get going, then,” I said as I looked over the nine warriors around me. 
 
    We took a quick moment to check and secure our weapons, and then we filed out the front doors. I glanced up at the castle walls to see who was on guard duty, and I saw the older man, Rathal, watching the horizon with intent eyes. Ingrid’s young half-elf son was marching dutifully on top of the castle walls as well, and I spotted the man who had helped Cedoric carry the locked trunk down from the storage room. 
 
    “Rathal,” I called up to the older man. 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” Rathal asked. 
 
    “Keep the gates locked and secure until we return,” I ordered. 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” Rathal nodded his head, and his gray-laced brown hair fluttered in the gentle morning breeze. 
 
    “We’ll return as soon as we can,” I said. 
 
    I turned to look at my companions and nodded reassuringly at them. Then I led them around the castle to the narrow mountain pass, and we hiked up the steep incline in silence. 
 
    The mood grew heavy and tense as we descended back down into the forest and hiked along the base of the mountain ridge. The distant sound of small mammals and various insects in the forest mixed with the steady breathing of my companions as I led them north to the caves. Even the footsteps of the heavier men in our group seemed to be taken with extreme caution to keep our approach as silent as possible. 
 
    I watched the mountain ridge carefully and spotted the cave openings a few minutes before we stopped directly below them. My companions gathered quietly around me, and Arlindra, Varian, and Shalanna pointed out the entrances to the others who hadn’t yet seen the caves for themselves. 
 
    Elora walked over to me and leaned in close to my ear before she spoke. 
 
    “Be safe, my love,” my silver-haired elf whispered. 
 
    “I’ll tug on the rope when I get into the cave,” I said. “Then I want you all to tie the blankets up so we can haul them inside.” 
 
    “You can rely on us,” Elora said. 
 
    I nodded silently to her as I urged the stress of the mission and the weight of the dwarves’ lives through my mind. I focused on my need to be able to fly up to the cave and carry a significant weight with me, and an instant later, I felt the beginnings of a shift start to race through my mind and body. 
 
    My fingers stretched out into snowy-white feathers, and my arms extended into thickly muscled wings with a wide wingspan. My nose turned down into a curved black beak, and I shrank to about two and a half feet tall. I glanced down at myself and wasn’t totally sure what kind of bird I was at first, and then I tried to look over my shoulder, and my head turned all the way around. At that point I knew that I was a snowy owl. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” Shalanna breathed. 
 
    “There is a very fine and strong tree right over here,” Ayen said in a surprisingly quiet voice. 
 
    I hopped across the forest floor to the tree that my big blond friend had found and nodded my head in agreement. Then I took the length of rope that Arlindra offered me and gripped it in both of my taloned feet. I flapped my wings hard and rose into the air with barely any sound. I flew over the thick limb of the tree to secure it over the branch, and then I flew up to the mouth of the cave. I made sure to coast several feet into the cave before I landed. 
 
    “Levi?” King Finnern whispered when he spotted my snowy-white body. “Is that you?” 
 
    I nodded silently and took a single step toward him before I relaxed my body and allowed the shift to fade away. I was impressed with how far I’d come with my shifting abilities, and the more times I did it, the easier I found it to return to my human form. 
 
    I stood up tall and found that the length of rope was still held snugly beneath my feet. I stooped down, picked up the rope, and tugged on it to let my companions below know that I had made it safely into the cave. 
 
    “It is very good to see you return so soon, Levi,” Finnern whispered. “Have you brought supplies for us?” 
 
    “Better,” I whispered back. “I’ve brought warriors and a plan to get you and all of your people out of here.” 
 
    “You intend to help us escape?” Clara asked. “When?” 
 
    “Now, right now,” I said, and I quickly explained my plan to muffle the sound of our footsteps with the piles of blankets we’d brought along. 
 
    “Whatever are we waiting for, then?” Hezzig asked quietly. “Let us haul these linens into the cave and get our people out of this hellhole.” 
 
    “I could not agree more,” Finnern said. 
 
    Together, the king and I pulled on the rope, and a massive bundle of blankets, towels, and other linens appeared suspended over the tree branch at the end of the rope a moment later. Elora had tied them in the middle of the rope so that there was still a lengthy tail slung through the tree even after Finnern and I had brought the bundle into the cave. 
 
    “Let’s lay them out as thickly as we can,” I whispered as I indicated with my hands where I thought we should make the path. “We’ll have to go one at a time to get down the rope anyway, so it only has to be so wide.” 
 
    Finnern nodded in agreement as the other dwarves slowly and carefully shifted closer to us. Hezzig and the slimmer man named Gorn helped me to untie the bundle and begin to lay them out like a narrow sidewalk that led to freedom. We made the path seven layers thick. I tested how well it buffered the sound by stepping on the middle of the path, and I was pleased when there was no sound at all. 
 
    I looked at Finnern, and he raised his bushy eyebrows at me with skeptical eyes and gestured for me to try again. 
 
    I put both feet on the path and walked down the center to the edge of the cave until I could peer out and see my companions below. 
 
    Elora waved up at me from the ground, and I grinned back at her. I started to give her a thumbs-up, but I stopped when I realized she was likely to misinterpret the Earth gesture as a request to come up to the cave. Instead, I just nodded at her and stepped back along the path to where the dwarf king waited. 
 
    “This is a strange plan, Levi,” King Finnern whispered to me. “I am a bit skeptical that it will work. It seems far too simple.” 
 
    “Sound vibrations are a funny thing,” I murmured. “Besides, between the warriors I brought with me, and the strength I still see in your people, we can fight our way out of here if it comes to that.” 
 
    “Let us hope it does not come to that,” Finnern sighed. 
 
    “I promise you, I will do everything within my power to get every one of you safely back to the castle.” I looked the king dead in the eyes and allowed him to see the sincerity in my heart. 
 
    “I have faith in you and your power as a shifter,” Finnern whispered. “What is the next step of your plan?” 
 
    “Tell your people to gather up as much as they can carry,” I said in a hushed voice. “We shouldn’t linger here. We have a bit of a hike to get back, and I want to get your people to safety and a hearty meal.” 
 
    Finnern’s moss-green eyes shone for an instant before he turned away and began to gesture for his people to gather around him. 
 
    “We are leaving,” Finnern whispered. “Gather your belongings, but only what you can carry. Choose what is most important to you, do not bother with what little scraps of food we have left. Levi says there is enough food for us all at the castle.” 
 
    “You’ll each need something strong and sturdy to slide down the rope with,” I whispered. “A length of metal, a sheathed sword, the handle of an axe, even a hammer will work. It should be something you can hang onto with at least a few inches between your hands.” 
 
    I held up my hands to indicate how they’d use these items to ride down the rope like a zip line, and several of them nodded their heads at me. 
 
    There was no conversation, but the dwarves quickly moved to action. They all began to pick up the finely crafted axes and strong broadswords that waited all around the cave. Several of the larger men slung small packs over their backs, and Clara and Gorn worked to extinguish the small fire in the middle of the cave. 
 
    While they collected their belongings, I turned to the king to find a good place to anchor our rope. King Finnern indicated a large natural column that had formed at the back of the cave over the last several centuries, and we tied the end of the rope around the middle of the column. I pulled on the rope with all my weight to check the knot, but Finnern was apparently an expert knotter, because it held firm. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if the dwarves didn’t have that many possessions left or if they were just eager to flee this cave, but within two minutes, they were all loaded up with their belongings and stood waiting for instructions. 
 
    “I would like the strongest of you to go last,” I whispered to the attentive group. “Let’s get the more vulnerable of your people out of here first.” 
 
    “I shall go last,” King Finnern announced quietly. 
 
    “I shall stay with you as well,” Hezzig said, and he set his beardless jaw with stubbornness. 
 
    “No, Hezzig.” Finnern shook his head. “Your knowledge is too important, you will go in the middle of the group.” 
 
    “But sire--” Hezzig tried to argue, but his king stopped him with a single stern look. “Yes, my king.” 
 
    “Let’s get going,” I whispered to the group, and I laid one last blanket just to the side of the end of the path so that I could help the dwarves exit the cave. 
 
    Clara, the small woman who’d gotten the grog for me, stepped up first. She stared at me with terror in her light-blue eyes as she reached for my outstretched hand. 
 
    I clasped her fingers firmly in my grip and turned her to face the miniature zip line we’d created from the column at the back of the cave to the tree branch below. I pointed down to where Ayen, Cedoric, and Halrond waited to help the dwarves down, and then I looked back into Clara’s eyes. 
 
    The small blonde woman nodded at me and set her lips with stubbornness. She looped the handle of a small-bladed axe over the top of the rope and gripped it so hard her knuckles turned white. 
 
    “Ready?” I breathed as quietly as possible. 
 
    Clara nodded at me and then locked her eyes on Ayen’s kind smile fifty feet below. She sucked in a deep breath and jumped out of the entrance of the cave. My companions had already wound the rope securely around the base of the tree, so her sleight weight barely made it dip at all, and she zoomed down quickly toward the huge oak tree. 
 
    Ayen reached out with both of his large hands and caught the blonde dwarf securely around her waist before she could get launched off the zip line by her momentum. 
 
    I sighed with relief and pumped my fist in the air as Ayen grinned up at me with proud victory. I nodded at him and then gestured back toward the rest of the dwarves, and Ayen nodded in agreement. 
 
    I turned back to find another female dwarf who looked quite a bit older than the others. Her hair had once been a rich shade of auburn, but it was now heavily laced with gray. She had a small leather satchel slung tightly across her body and a shortsword sheathed in supple leather in her hands. 
 
    I waved her forward, and the old woman tiptoed down the blanket path toward me. Her knees shook a bit under her long brown skirts, and I suddenly worried that she wouldn’t be able to hang onto her sword the entire way down the rope. 
 
    “Watch this,” the old woman whispered in a scratchy voice, and then she looped her sword guard over the rope and leapt like a little kid jumping into a swimming pool. 
 
    I stared in shock after the brave woman as she slid rapidly down the rope, and her grip didn’t even falter once. 
 
    Ayen watched her with wide eyes and caught her just as easily as he’d caught Clara before he set her down gently on the ground. 
 
    The old woman smirked back up at me and then shuffled off to where Clara waited beside Elora, Shalanna, and the blonde warrior sisters. Varian and Elion stood guard on the other side with their eyes locked on the mountainside above me. 
 
    I turned back to the group behind me and found a nice orderly line of dwarves waiting their turn to escape to freedom. The front of the line was made of smaller dwarves as well as a few that appeared much older than the others, and the back of the line was made up of stronger men and a few women with thick muscles and fierce expressions on their faces. 
 
    One by one, the dwarves stepped forward and slid down the zip line to the safety of my companions. I breathed a bit easier with each of Finnern’s subjects that safely landed on the ground with my people, but I wasn’t about to count my chickens before they hatched. I kept one ear focused on the ceiling of the cave and willed the demons to remain sound asleep. 
 
    After a while, there were only two dwarves who remained in the cave with me. King Finnern and a thickly-muscled woman with curly red hair finally stepped forward. 
 
    “Thank you, Levi,” the woman said softly as she stepped up to the beginning of the blanket path. “You have saved us this day, and I will never forget this kindness.” 
 
    “Let’s get us all out of here,” I whispered. “Then you can thank me.” 
 
    “Come along, Romora,” Finnern urged the woman. 
 
    Romora nodded at the king, but then she leaned in and kissed him, and I choked back my surprise as the strong woman looped her axe handle over the rope and jumped out of the cave without hesitation. 
 
    I looked back at the king, and apparently he could see the surprise on my face because he smirked and shrugged. 
 
    “Lady Romora is my lover,” Finnern said simply. “I promise I shall tell you the story sometime if you wish to hear it.” 
 
    Before I could answer, there was a loud, echoing crash from deeper inside the forest that sent my heart thundering in my ears. Finnern and I locked eyes as we waited with bated breaths for whatever was going to happen next. 
 
    There wasn’t another sound from the forest, and I expected it was a damaged or diseased tree finally falling prey to gravity. But the damage was done, and a scuttling sound began to scratch inside my ears from above. 
 
    A slight sheen of sweat appeared on the king’s wrinkled forehead, and we both shifted our eyes slowly up to stare at the blank ceiling of the cave. 
 
    Adrenaline dumped inside my brain as the scurrying intensified, and all the color drained from King Finnern’s face. 
 
    “The demons wake,” Finnern breathed, and for the first time, I saw real fear in his eyes.
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 Chapter 10 
 
    “Fuck,” I cursed under my breath. “Let’s get out of here. Now!” 
 
    Finnern just nodded and quickly scooped up all of the blankets and linens from the floor of the cave since there was no longer any point in being quiet. I rapidly moved to help him, and we hurled the blankets and linens out of the cave. 
 
    “Levi?” Elora whisper-shouted up to me, and her amber-red eyes widened in alarm. 
 
    I just pointed urgently up to the cave above and then guided King Finnern to loop his war hammer over the rope. I made sure he had a firm grip, and then I unceremoniously pushed him out of the cave. 
 
    He hopped down to the ground several feet before the tree where the end of the rope was anchored, and he huffed out a quick explanation to the others. 
 
    I glanced down and saw my companions bolting into action. Elion waved his arms and began to herd the suddenly frightened dwarves deeper into the forest and south toward the castle. Arlindra, Azariah, and Varian gathered around the dwarves and moved with them, and a moment later, they were all out of sight. Only Hezzig, Finnern, and Romora remained with Ayen, Elora, Shalanna, Cedoric, and Halrond. 
 
    A quick glance above me confirmed my suspicions as the horde of albino demons scuttled slowly out into the sunlight. The hideous, blind creatures hissed as the bright sunshine touched their translucent skin, and their huge bat ears quirked around in search of their dwarven cattle. 
 
    I felt adrenaline pour into my brain, and my body began to tingle with the onset of a shift as I launched myself out of the cave on pure instinct. Then I shifted mid-air as I fell toward the ground, and my legs thickened with strong muscles as dark brown hair sprouted all over my body and claws stretched out from my fingers and toes. My nose expanded and widened out into the rounded muzzle of a wild boar, and long tusk-like teeth sprouted from my lower jaw. My shoulders grew to twice their usual width, and my fingernails extended into long claws as dark fur covered the backs of my hands. A second later, I landed easily on the strong knee joints of my wolf legs, and I glanced down at myself only long enough to see that I was some kind of mash-up of a wild boar mixed with a huge wolfman. 
 
    I didn’t have time to investigate further as the angry hive of white demons swarmed out of the cave and scurried down the mountainside. 
 
    “Kill them all!” I shouted to my companions, and I was pleased to find that my words were clear enough through the large tusks. 
 
    My companions were ready, and they began attacking the nocturnal monsters the second they came within reach. 
 
    The sounds of tearing flesh, screeching demons, and grunts of exertion and battle surrounded me instantly. I narrowed my focus in tight to the demon in front of me, and I let myself have full faith in the strength of my warriors. 
 
    I grabbed hold of the first white demon with my heavily clawed hands, and I hauled it back before it could lunge after Ayen. I dragged the albino demon back and dug my razor-sharp claws into the stringy muscles of its narrow shoulders. 
 
    The white demon’s black veins pulsed just below its translucent skin as I tore into its flesh, and its needle-like teeth snapped at me like a rabid animal as I held it at arm’s length. I gripped the demon’s upper shoulder with one hand and braced the palm of my other flat on the side of its narrow head. Then I pushed and pulled on the beast’s shoulder and neck until its entire head was ripped right off its spinal column like a half-rotted tree branch. 
 
    The beast’s bones were hollow on the inside, and a vicious black sludge oozed out of its twitching corpse. The demon’s mouth gasped for air for a few seconds, and I dropped it on the ground like a pile of hot garbage. 
 
    I turned back around just in time to see Elora swirl her spear up over her head like a professional fire dancer at the circus. My silver-haired warrior drove her long spear blade directly into the spine of a hideous white demon and skewered it to the ground like a lepidopterist’s prized butterfly specimen. 
 
    There was no time to be impressed, though, because two more white demons launched themselves at me. I caught one of them with my claws tight around the throat, and I kicked the other square in the chest with my right foot. 
 
    The ugly fucker clawed uselessly at my furry forearm as I held it in my left hand and squeezed until I felt its windpipe crumple in the palm of my hand. The demon I’d kicked scurried back toward me on all fours, and I threw the strangled demon at it. 
 
    The albino bastard hissed at me and knocked the dead worker demon off its back like it didn’t care about its fellow demon at all, and what happened next sent shivers down my spine. 
 
    “Return my food,” every one of the remaining demons hissed between their needle-like teeth in perfect unison. 
 
    “Go to Niflheim, you bastard!” King Finnern roared with a level of rage I’d never seen before, and he swung his war hammer over his shoulder with so much force that the demon’s head splattered like one of Gallagher’s fucking watermelons. 
 
    The ruined skull of the demon pumped black ooze out like a fire hydrant until the body withered up and started to crack. 
 
    Finnern smirked at the desiccated body and hefted his war hammer up from the entirely dehydrated corpse. 
 
    “That is what a weapon that was quenched in demon blood does,” Finnern boasted to me. 
 
    The demons hissed in a collective response and launched into a new wave of attacks against us. 
 
    The only thing I saw was one target after another, and the only sounds I heard were those of justice being delivered to the demonic captors of the dwarves. 
 
    I tore the demons limb from limb and ripped them into pieces without hesitation or mercy. I didn’t even care that my body was splattered in so much thick black blood that I would have disappeared in a dark room. I just kept fighting, and I was driven by the duty I felt deep in my core to protect the few remaining dwarves and to avenge the thousands who had been murdered by the horrors of this post-Ragnarok world. 
 
    Three demons swarmed at me all at once, and they pounced onto my furry back at the exact same moment. Their combined weight was enough to force me to my knees, and I took a deep breath as I mustered my strength. 
 
    “Aaaahh!” I roared as I flung the demons off of my shoulders. 
 
    Two of them skidded through the torn-up soil of the forest floor, but the third slammed hard into the side of the mountain ridge. The ugly fucker hit with so much force that I heard its spine fracture, and its legs went completely limp. The paralyzed creature hissed angrily at me as it started to crawl across the ground toward me, and it dragged its dead legs behind it. 
 
    I didn’t give the paralyzed demon the opportunity to make it more than a few feet. I stomped down hard on the space between its shoulders and ground it face-first into the dirt. Then I reached down and nearly tore its entire head right off its shoulders. 
 
    I looked up to move on to the other two demons I’d thrown off, but I found Shalanna quickly hacking one into sushi with her matching hatchets. The other had been pierced with so many of Ayen’s arrows that it looked like an overused voodoo doll. Then Cedoric stomped forward and cleaved the pin cushion demon’s head clean off with a single swing. 
 
    I nodded my thanks to the two fine warriors, and I pivoted around fast to see how many demons remained. 
 
    It took a few seconds for my brain to accept that the forest all around me and my companions was quiet. The ground was littered with the black sludge, white limbs, and bodies of the nocturnal demons. 
 
    “They are all dead,” Hezzig breathed as if he couldn’t quite believe it. 
 
    “Levi has indeed saved us from this hell,” Lady Romora sighed, and she sagged against the king. 
 
    “My people and I owe you our very lives,” King Finnern said, and he ducked his head low in a respectful bow to me. “We will forever be in your debt.” 
 
    I didn’t really know what to say as the King of the Dwarves bowed down in front of me, and I wondered briefly if this was a bit like what Frodo and the other hobbits felt like when Aragorn and all of Gondor bowed down to them. 
 
    “I only did what was right,” I said. 
 
    “We should gather up these linens, or Ingrid will have our heads,” Elora chuckled. 
 
    “And I’d rather keep my head right where it is,” Ayen laughed. 
 
    My companions began to gather up the pile of dirty, blood-smeared blankets and linens from the ground. King Finnern, Romora, and Hezzig didn’t hesitate to assist them, and between all of us we gathered up the fabrics quickly. 
 
    “Let’s get back to the castle,” I growled through my boar tusks. “Ayen, lead us, please.” 
 
    “Certainly.” Ayen nocked a fresh arrow into his bow and started to march through the forest along the base of the mountain. 
 
    Finnern offered his arm to Romora, and they followed a few steps behind the big blond man. Hezzig glared down at the black-veined corpses before he spit with disgust on the one at his feet. Then he turned without another glance and fell into line behind his king. 
 
    Cedoric and Halrond joined the line next, and Shalanna nodded at me before she joined the others. Elora stroked one hand down my furry face and then began to hike back to the castle. 
 
    I took one final look at the destruction of the albino demons and wondered if we should try to clean up the mess. But I figured there was no point in trying to hide what we’d done. The demon queen would figure out soon enough what had happened to her workers, and I had to admit, I found a bit of spiteful pleasure in imagining the rage she would feel when she saw her workers had been completely destroyed. 
 
    I sneered down at the ugly mass of bodies, and then I started to march after my companions. I decided it was best to remain in my shifted boar-wolfman form in case we ran into any more trouble. While I had the chance, I took a longer look at myself since this was such an odd shift in comparison to what I’d experienced so far. I tried to get a look at my reflection in the blade of Elora’s spear, and I saw that I had a full boar’s snout with two long tusks and rows of chomping teeth behind them. My ears sat on the top of my head of wiry hair, and they flopped forward slightly as I walked. The whole bottom half of my body was covered in a thick coat of wiry fur, but the top half was only covered over the back of my arms, hands, and across my shoulders. I looked down at my rear wolf paws and saw that I was walking comfortably on my toes like the hind legs of a wolf, and I was leaving deep impressions in the dirt with my claws. Aside from the distinctive features on my face and the wiry quality of the hair I’d sprouted, I felt like I was a lot more wolf than boar. 
 
    Then I wondered about the implications of this mash-up of animals, and I wanted to ask Elora if there was such an animal on Asgard. It was entirely possible this was just some alien creature that was native to this planet, but if it wasn’t, did that mean I had the ability to shift into other combinations of other animals? 
 
    I stored the thoughts away for further inspection at a later time, and I picked up my pace to a steady jog. It only took me a moment to catch up with the rest of my group, and we marched in exhausted relief toward the castle. Once we reached the narrow pass that led over the mountain to the castle, I decided we were safe, and I took several deep breaths to allow my body to relax back to its human form. 
 
    The shift was comfortable, and I was impressed by how far I’d come since my first shift into a killer whale. It had been almost easy to remain in this boar-wolfman form even several minutes after the real threat of battle had passed, and I wondered how long I could maintain a shift. 
 
    I’d been able to change between different forms faster and more easily lately, but I figured that was just how this kind of thing went. There was no reason not to assume that shifting magic was just like any other ability or skill. The more I practiced and worked those muscles, the better I would become at it. 
 
    Elora smiled sweetly at me as the last bits of dark brown fur disappeared from my forearms, and she leaned in and kissed me. 
 
    “Well done, my love,” Elora sighed. 
 
    “It was just like any other shift.” I shrugged. 
 
    “No,” Elora chuckled. “You saved many lives today, and you have added much power and strength to our numbers and the tools we have at our disposal as well. You have earned the loyalty of a king and his people.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I let out a single puff of laughter. “I guess I did, huh?” 
 
    Elora smiled at me with love clear in her amber-and-ruby eyes, and then she laced her fingers through mine and led me up the narrow mountain pass. 
 
    By the time we reached the other side of the path and hiked around the outer walls of the castle, I could hear the relieved chattering of the dwarves mingled with the excited voices of my people. It sounded like they were all getting along quite well, and I was pleased to hear such peace and hope in all of their voices. 
 
    All of the dwarves were mingling with the humans and elves like they were old friends, and it warmed my heart to see no fear on any of their faces. A few of them were even watching Frida roll about in the dirt with all the excitement of the newcomers. 
 
    “Three cheers for Lord Levi!” Ingrid declared as my companions and I marched through the front gates. 
 
    “Lord Levi! Lord Levi! Lord Levi!” the whole crowd chanted in a slightly off-kilter rhythm. 
 
    Even King Finnern turned to me and joined in the cheering with gratitude in his dark green eyes. 
 
    Frida popped up from the ground and raced right over to me, and she jumped up and licked my face with her huge tongue. 
 
    “Hey, girl,” I laughed, and I pushed her gently back to the ground. 
 
    Frida circled happily around my legs twice before she trotted over to greet the others in my group. 
 
    “Please, everyone,” I called above the crowd and raised my arms to get everyone’s attention. “Welcome. I hope you will find peace and comfort in these walls. You are all welcome to remain here for as long as you desire.” 
 
    “Sassa and I have set up a medic area in the entrance hall to treat any wounds,” the sour-faced woman, Merial, announced in a steely voice as she clasped her frail-looking fingers together in front of her. 
 
    “I have prepared a huge feast for us all,” Ingrid added with a welcoming smile. “Please, come and satisfy your hunger.” 
 
    “Ingrid,” I called to the elven housekeeper. 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” the older woman said. 
 
    “After any wounds have been tended to, and everyone has been fed, I want you and Ylva to help the dwarves get settled in,” I instructed my housekeeper. 
 
    “Certainly, my lord.” Ingrid nodded, and then she turned to the group and raised her voice to announce to everyone. “Dinner will be served in the ballroom momentarily. Merial, Ylva, and Sassa have set up wash basins in the entrance hall for you to clean your hands before we eat, and we are preparing enough hot water for you all to have a bath after dinner.” 
 
    “Your hospitality is endless,” King Finnern murmured to my housekeeper in a subdued tone. 
 
    I wondered how long the dwarves would continue to maintain the near-silence in their speech and movements after living within the traumatic environment of the caves. 
 
    “We have all experienced very difficult times,” Ingrid said. “It is my wish to help ease some of your discomfort.” 
 
    The dwarf king nodded in understanding, but I couldn’t help but notice the way Ingrid avoided using any kind of official title with him. The old elf was so adamant about referring to me as “my lord” any chance she could, but now that she had a full-fledged king in front of her, she simply clasped her hands together, nodded, and then led everyone through the front doors of the castle. 
 
    I shook my head at the notion as I followed after everyone. 
 
    The entrance hall echoed loudly with the voices of my human and elven people and the sounds of everyone’s footsteps on the stone floors. The dwarves remained as quiet as before, though, and they moved slowly through the room in a natural instinct to reduce the sounds of their steps. 
 
    I walked over to where Clara and Gorn dipped their dirty hands into the warm water that my servants had prepared, and I smiled kindly at them. Frida followed quietly behind me, and she sniffed at all the new people with curiosity. 
 
    “You know, you’re all safe here,” I said. “You don’t have to be so quiet.” 
 
    “I suspect it will take us a while still to readjust to making any kind of significant sounds,” Romora sighed. The king’s lover wiped her hands on a small length of white cotton. “But Lord Levi is correct, you needn’t to worry about every little sound you make.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Levi,” Clara sighed, and she cleared her throat and raised her voice a bit higher despite the anxiety in her light-blue eyes. “You have freed us from hell.” 
 
    “I only did what I felt was right,” I said. 
 
    “I am quite famished!” Ayen announced noisily. “Let us enjoy a filling meal together as new friends!” 
 
    A few of the dwarves flinched slightly at my friend’s booming voice, but many of them allowed nervous smiles to spread over their faces. One or two even let out experimental whoops of agreement, and I thought maybe they’d adjust back to a more normal level of noise easier than I first expected. 
 
    Elora appeared by my side and looped her arm through mine, and then we began to lead everyone into the huge ballroom with Frida close at my heels. King Finnern and Lady Romora fell into step behind us, and the rest of our combined people followed us. 
 
    The ballroom smelled incredible, and there were several trays loaded with all kinds of delicacies. There were two trays filled with just fried fish, and another huge tray was loaded up with roasted potatoes and green vegetables. A square table was covered entirely in just pies, thick slices of honey toast, and little light-brown rolls that still steamed from the heat of the ovens. 
 
    It seemed that Ingrid and the others had been hard at work in the kitchens all day, and I was proud to see the looks of delight on the faces of King Finnern and his subjects. 
 
    Elora, Shalanna, Ayen, Sassa, and I settled in at one of the larger tables that had been pre-set with full plates in the middle of the spacious room. King Finnern and his lady joined us, and they could barely keep their eyes off the food in front of them. 
 
    “Please,” I encouraged the dwarves. “Enjoy. I’m sure you’re all very hungry.” 
 
    Ayen and Shalanna dug into their plates without hesitation, but Elora and I watched the hungry dwarves as they slowly began to sample the fine meal my staff had prepared. King Finnern’s thick reddish-brown mustache twitched excitedly as he chewed a mouthful of the fried fish, and Lady Romora’s brown eyes closed as she savored the rich flavor of the hot meal. 
 
    “It has been many weeks since we have had such a luxurious meal to enjoy,” Finnern said. 
 
    “It is all quite exquisite,” Lady Romora sighed, and her fork bounced around the plate as she tried a bite of everything before settling into her potatoes. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Enjoy, my friend,” Ayen said. “We will surely have need of the strength of your people when the demon queen returns to find you all gone from the cave.” 
 
    “I am certain that you are right,” Finnern said, and a deep frown formed between his bushy eyebrows. 
 
    “Must we speak of such unpleasantries tonight?” Shalanna asked. “Can we not simply enjoy our victory for this one evening?” 
 
    “Shalanna is right.” Elora smiled. “Let us not dwell on tomorrow’s problems just now.” 
 
    “What the ladies say is true,” King Finnern said, and then he pushed his chair back to stand up at the table. He raised his silver goblet of red wine high above his head and cleared his throat. “I have a proclamation to announce to my subjects, if I could have everyone’s attention for a moment.” 
 
    All the heads in the room turned toward the dwarf king, and deep curiosity bloomed in my chest as the king glanced around at his people and mine. 
 
    “I have long been King of the Dwarves,” Finnern began. “I was crowned by my father as he was by his father before him. My family line has ruled the underground cities of Asgard for thousands of years, but the world is not what it once was. It is time now, for a new way of living. The time of the dwarves is at an end, and now is the time for all peoples to live together. We must lean on one another and stand together in order for us to regain control of our world from the demon hordes that Ragnarok unleashed.” 
 
    “Hear, hear!” a voice shouted from the room. 
 
    A thundering of fists on the wooden tables marked the room’s agreement to King Finnern’s comments of community. I agreed wholeheartedly with what he said, too, but his next words took me completely by surprise. 
 
    “I have no heir of my own,” King Finnern said, and he looked at Lady Romora with deep love and kindness. “And I am far too old to continue to be the kind of ruler that we will need in the coming years.” 
 
    This time there was a round of murmurs that ranged from admiration of Finnern’s humbleness to shock at what he was suggesting. 
 
    “What do you mean by this, my king?” Hezzig asked in a clear voice. 
 
    “It is my royal decree, that as of this night,” King Finnern continued, “there will no longer be a King of the Dwarves.” 
 
    A round of gasps and excited chatter raced through the room, and Elora turned her amber-red eyes to me with shock. Shalanna gazed at me with confusion, and Ayen smirked at me like he was in on the secret. 
 
    “As my final act as your king, and as a great thank you to you all…” Finnern gazed at me and the other warriors who had saved his people from the albino demons. “I would propose that the role of leadership be passed to Lord Levi. He has shown himself to be an honorable and kind ruler to you all, and he has extended that compassion to my people as well. What say you, Lord Levi?” 
 
    I glanced around at the room full of humans, elves, and dwarves, and they were all staring back at me with hope in their eyes. Wyn smirked like a proud grandfather, and he gave me a nod that was so subtle I might have missed it entirely if I wasn’t looking so carefully. 
 
    I stood up from my chair and lifted my own silver goblet. 
 
    “I have one condition,” I said loudly enough for the whole room to hear, and I let the tension build up for just a second before I looked back at the former dwarf king. “That you honor me by being one of my trusted advisors.” 
 
    “That honor would be entirely my own, my lord.” Finnern’s mustache twitched with pride as he dipped his head in a respectful nod to me. “Let us have three more cheers for Lord Levi!” 
 
    “Huzzah!” Ayen laughed deep in his chest, and fresh cheers echoed merrily around the ballroom. 
 
    Ingrid tasked Halrond and Cedoric with bringing out another large cask of red wine, and we toasted for at least another hour before huge yawns and boisterous laughter began to permeate the entire dining hall. I could tell the celebrations weren’t going to die down any time soon, and it warmed my heart to see such carefree joy on the people’s faces. Even if all hell broke loose at dawn, I was glad to know that everyone was having a good time tonight. 
 
    Frivolity and unbridled joy were just as important to life as clean water and food. 
 
    Frida wandered happily around the room and accepted scraps wherever they were offered until she was so full that she had to lay down to digest her treats. Her smooth belly bulged with the evidence of a good meal, and I chuckled at how spoiled the ferocious wolf-shark was. 
 
    I stopped Ingrid as she wound her way through the tables replenishing everyone’s wine. 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” Ingrid asked with rosy cheeks and a bright smile. 
 
    “I trust that you’ll make sure everyone has a proper place to sleep tonight?” I asked. 
 
    “Certainly, my lord,” Ingrid replied. “Ylva, Merial, Sassa, Astrid, and I have prepared all day to welcome our new friends to the castle. There is a whole row of rooms at the end of the east wing awaiting them.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I grinned. Ingrid was on top of everything, as per usual, and I was pleased to know the dwarves would be well taken care of. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Lord Levi and I will be retiring for the evening now.” Elora leaned close to Ingrid and whispered in a conspiratorial voice. “We trust that you will handle everything. We do not wish to be disturbed unless there is an emergency.” 
 
    “Certainly, my lady.” Ingrid smirked at my silver-haired lover. 
 
    Elora nodded at the elven housekeeper just as the dwarves began to sing a foot-stomping tune in a language I didn’t understand, and between the levity of the evening and the gallons of red wine, they began to dance. 
 
    Elora took my hand and led me out of the noisy ballroom. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I teased. 
 
    “I am longing to celebrate with you in private.” Elora smirked over her shoulder at me. 
 
    I happily followed my silver-haired lover up the main staircase and into our bedroom. The second the door was closed behind us, Elora pushed me down onto the bed, and then she stood back and started to peel her clothes off.
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 Chapter 11 
 
    “I have waited for this all day,” Elora sighed as she stood before me bathed in the white moonlight that shone in from the balcony. 
 
    Her skin was a gorgeous shade between pale blue and lavender, and I ached to touch every new inch she exposed to me as the pile of her clothes got bigger on the floor. Heat flashed over my skin, and my dick pressed uncomfortably inside my pants, so I reached down to begin undoing the laces. 
 
    “Not so fast, my lord,” Elora cooed as she combed her fingers through her long silvery hair, and she tugged the locks free of their braids and fanned her hair over her shoulders like a waterfall of silver threads. “You should not burden yourself with the task of removing your own clothes. Please, allow me.” 
 
    “Mmmm, I think I’m going to like being Lord Levi,” I chuckled, and I tucked my hands behind my head. 
 
    Elora sauntered forward to the foot of the bed, and she caressed her hands up the front of her thighs, over her muscular stomach, and then cupped her breasts in her hands. My silver-haired lover locked her heated gaze on my face as she pinched her nipples between her fingers and bit down on her bottom lip. Her skin flushed with arousal, and the lovely lavender shade of her body somehow both soothed me and drove me crazy all at the same time. 
 
    I forced my hands to remain behind my head, and I even knotted my fingers in my hair to keep from reaching out for Elora. I was more than happy to play her games because I knew she liked to fuck my brains out when she got playful like this. 
 
    My mouth went dry as the sexy elf laid her palms on the end of the mattress and started to crawl up my legs on her hands and knees. A shudder ran down my spine, and I waited with barely contained anticipation and arousal to see what Elora’s intentions were for me. My cock throbbed painfully inside my pants as I shifted my hips to try and find a more comfortable position, but I knew there would only be a few more moments until it had relief either inside her scorching hot mouth or tight pussy. 
 
    Elora smiled devilishly at me as she braced herself on her knees over my upper thighs, and she plucked at the lacing at the front of my pants with teasingly light fingers. Then she slipped her hand into my pants and brushed her palm ever so gently over my hard shaft, and my eyes closed as the pleasure rippled over my skin. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I moaned, and I couldn’t keep my hips from thrusting slightly up into her touch. “I want you.” 
 
    “I know,” Elora whispered, and then she gripped the waistband of my pants and began to tug them down. 
 
    I lifted my hips to help her, and I couldn’t keep my eyes off of Elora’s flushed face as my throbbing cock sprang free from my pants. Then I settled myself back on the bed and helped my silver-haired lover pull my pants the rest of the way off by lifting each of my feet. I managed to keep my hands behind my head by the sheer force of my will and a desire to please my elven lover, but I ached to slide my fingers all over her hot body. 
 
    “I want you, too,” Elora purred. She pulled at my shirt with less grace than she’d removed my pants, and I could see her self-control starting to crack. 
 
    I sat up and helped Elora pull my shirt away, and then I flung it to the side as she began to lay a trail of cinders all along my neck and collarbone with her lips. Elora kissed her way down my chest as she pushed on my shoulders until I was laid back on the bed. 
 
    “Ooooh,” I sighed with contented anticipation, and I watched her silver head move lower over my body. 
 
    Elora looked up at me from under her long lashes, braced her hands on my hips, and pushed down to tell me to stay put. Then she pressed her full lips to the tip of my dick and flicked her pink tongue out to lick up the drop of pre-cum that glistened there. 
 
    “Uuuuhhh,” I groaned, and my eyes rolled back in my head as heat flashed through my limbs. 
 
    I could feel Elora’s lips smirk at my reaction to her gentle touch, and I forced myself to be still, because I knew that the more I moved, the longer she would draw out this sweet torture. 
 
    After several tension-filled seconds, Elora wrapped her lips around the head of my cock and slowly sucked my entire length into her mouth until I felt myself bump against the back of her throat. Then my elven lover ran her tongue along the underside of my shaft as she pulled her head back, and she sucked gently on my head for a second before she sank back down again. 
 
    “Fuck,” I gasped, and I dug my fingers into the blankets under my head as I relaxed my hips and let the pleasure flood through my veins. 
 
    Heat built up in the base of my spine like the tide pulling back just before a tsunami came crashing down on the shore. Elora’s mouth was the perfect combination of urgency and heat, and I couldn’t stop myself from lacing my right hand into her silvery locks. I pushed gently on the back of her head and encouraged her to suck my dick a bit faster until she started to softly gag. 
 
    Then I pulled my hand away and figured she would pull herself back, but Elora just kept going at the fierce pace I’d set. The knowledge that my woman was so determined to deliver me pleasure that she’d jam my cock so deep into her throat threatened to shatter my self-control. 
 
    My toes curled, and I fought with the rush of desire that pounded through my veins, but it was no use. 
 
    “Fuck, Elora,” I groaned through gritted teeth. “You’re gonna make me cum.” 
 
    “Mmm,” my elven lover hummed around my dick, but she didn’t slow down at all. 
 
    Elora caressed her hand up my abdomen and looked at me with hazy eyes that were filled with the unshed tears of her body’s reaction to halfway choking on my cock, and the sight was my undoing. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I groaned as the pleasure exploded in my brain. “I’m cumming… yeeeessss…” 
 
    The tongue-numbing bliss of my orgasm crashed through me, and I pumped my hot seed into Elora’s talented mouth as lightning flashed behind my eyes. My whole body shuddered, and Elora lapped up every last drop and slid her tongue soothingly over my sensitive tip as she worked me lovingly through the harsh waves of climactic bliss. 
 
    “Goddamn,” I sighed as I slowly descended back to reality. “That was so good.” 
 
    “I am very glad you enjoyed that,” Elora giggled. She wiped a stray drop of cum from the corner of her lips, and then she sucked her whole finger into her mouth. “Mmm, you taste so good.” 
 
    The sight of my silver-haired lover relishing the taste of my cream sent a fresh wave of arousal through my body, and my cock stiffened again. I felt a rush of animalistic urgency flood through me, and I grabbed hold of Elora’s hips and lifted her onto my lap in one swift motion. Then I growled like an animal as I guided her body toward my cock. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Elora hummed into my mouth as she tilted her hips slightly to position her slick folds directly over my tip. 
 
    I impaled her on my shaft in one hard thrust, and then I ground her down on my pelvis for a second as her inner walls adjusted to my girth. 
 
    “Gods,” Elora moaned as she clung to my shoulders for support. “That’s sooo good… you are so deep inside me.” 
 
    “You’re so fucking tight,” I groaned, and I lifted her just an inch or two off my lap and then pulled her back down hard as I thrust my shaft up into her. 
 
    I laid back on the bed and brought Elora with me until she was strewn on my chest like a lazy cat in the sunlight, and I started to thrust up into her hungry pussy like my life depended on jackhammering into her womb. I lifted Elora and pulled her back down onto me a dozen times before I knew it just wasn’t enough for either of us, so I wrapped my arms around her and rolled her over on the huge bed. 
 
    “Oh!” Elora gasped as I shifted my weight on top of her. 
 
    “That’s better,” I murmured, and I started to drive into Elora’s tight heat with long, hard thrusts. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Elora moaned, and her eyes slowly slid closed. 
 
    I began to build the pleasure higher for both of us, and I kept my pace slow, steady, and deep. I thrust hard until Elora’s moans began to peak at a higher octave than usual, and she wrapped her toned legs around my waist. My elven lover lifted herself off the mattress to meet every one of my thrusts with an upward motion of her own, and the rhythm of her moans matched with my movements. 
 
    “Leeeeeviiiii,” Elora cried as her legs started to tremble around me. “Just like that!” 
 
    “You feel so good around my cock,” I growled. 
 
    I shifted my weight to my left elbow, and I used my right hand to caress all over Elora’s pale skin until she writhed like a wild animal underneath me. Then I slid my hand down between us and found the swollen nub of her clit, and I gave it a firm press before I slid the pad of my thumb up and down over the little bud. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Elora groaned deep in her throat, and she clung to me with her legs around my waist and her hands on my shoulders. “Yeeees!” 
 
    Elora’s tight tunnel started to quiver around me, so I rubbed her clit a bit faster until she started to gasp from the pleasure. Then I started fucking her faster until her heart pounded at the base of her neck, and my own pleasure started to creep toward the summit again. 
 
    “Fuck,” I ground out through gritted teeth as Elora scraped her short fingernails down my back. 
 
    I knew she was close, so I worked my thumb over her clit in the way that I knew drove her crazy, and I thrust steadily into her dripping pussy. Then the golden heat of a second orgasm started to build in the back of my skull, and electricity flashed like waves over my skin. 
 
    “Yeeeesss, Levi, pleeeaaasse,” Elora moaned. 
 
    “Cum for me,” I commanded my silver-haired elf. “Cum on my cock and take in every drop of my seed.” 
 
    “Oooooh!” Elora groaned, and she circled her hips up against me until her breathing caught in her throat, and her pussy clamped around my shaft. 
 
    I rubbed my thumb over Elora’s clit to shove her ruthlessly over the edge into orgasmic bliss, and I captured her hot mouth with a possessive kiss as the fluttering waves of her orgasm shattered the last of my self-restraint. 
 
    A second hurricane of pleasure exploded through my brain, and I thrust erratically into Elora’s shuddering tunnel three more times before the tension burst like a billion sparks of golden electricity. My cock spat what felt like a pint of my hot seed deep into her accepting body, and the explosive pleasure rushed along my nerves and flashed behind my eyes as I coaxed both of us through the crashing waves and gently back down the other side. 
 
    “My gods,” Elora whispered, and her words were slightly slurred like she was completely intoxicated by our shared passion. 
 
    “Holy hell,” I sighed as I shifted my weight to the side to keep from crushing my gorgeous elf. “It just keeps getting better with you.” 
 
    “And with you, too,” Elora murmured as she nuzzled up against my chest. 
 
    I stroked one hand soothingly down the length of her silvery hair and enjoyed the gentle puffs of her breathing over my chest. 
 
    “I love you,” I whispered a few minutes later. 
 
    “I love you, Levi…” Elora hummed, and I knew she was falling asleep already, so I just placed a kiss on the top of her head and smiled. 
 
    A gentle whine and a single scratch sounded from the hallway, and I smirked as I pictured Frida’s big black eyes staring up at the closed door. I carefully slipped out from underneath Elora, walked across the room, and opened the door for my wolf-shark pup. 
 
    “Come on, girl,” I whispered. 
 
    Frida’s big tongue happily lolled out of the side of her mouth as she padded into the room and curled up on the foot of the bed. I shook my head at my ferocious pet and wondered how long she would continue to fit in the bed with us. We’d need to figure out something else for her before she couldn’t fit through the door anymore. 
 
    I walked across the room and climbed back into bed beside Elora, and I settled back against the firm mattress as the events of the day sapped the last bits of my energy from my body. Sleep took hold of me quickly as I sank into a deep and restful slumber, and I didn’t wake up until the sun was creeping high into the sky. 
 
    The castle was quiet with sleep all around me as I kissed Elora and silently got dressed. I had an urge to go and check on the former dwarf king to make sure he and his people were settling in, but there was no need to wake up my sleeping lover just yet. 
 
    Frida shifted, snorted, and snuggled up beside Elora as I walked to the door and left the room. 
 
    “Good morning, Lord Levi,” Ingrid greeted me in a hushed voice. 
 
    She was bustling down the hall with an armful of sheets and clothes that needed washing, and I wondered if the poor woman ever slept. 
 
    “I’m going to have to make you take a day off sometime,” I said. 
 
    “Hmm,” Ingrid hummed as she appeared to ponder the idea. “I do not believe I would know how to take a day off, my lord.” 
 
    “Then I’ll be sure to give you days off until you figure out how to enjoy them,” I chuckled. “Do you know if Finnern is awake?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord. Finnern and his lady are breaking their fasts in the dining hall with Wyn and a few other early risers,” Ingrid answered, and then she hurried down the hall and continued to add to her armful of linens. 
 
    I silently decided to have a rolling cart made for Ingrid to make her job of washing a bit easier. I would have been more than happy to let the old elf do far less things around here, but it was pretty obvious that Ingrid was happiest when she was being helpful. Besides, the others did a fair share of the work that it took to run the castle as well, and I knew that Ingrid wasn’t alone in all of the tasks. She was just the one leading the charge, and a leader was an essential part of a cooperative and well-functioning team. 
 
    I jogged down the stairs and rounded the corner just as Wyn was coming from the direction of the dining hall. The old man leaned on his carved wooden staff as he walked and seemed totally lost in thought. 
 
    “Good morning, Wyn,” I said when I reached the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    “Good morning, son,” Elora’s surrogate grandfather said, and he turned to face me. “I am glad I crossed your path this morning.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I asked, and I raised an eyebrow at the old elf. 
 
    “I was speaking with Finnern this morning,” Wyn explained. “He is an honorable man, and from what he has shared with me, he has been a good and caring king for his people for nearly two hundred years.” 
 
    “I had a feeling he’d been around before Ragnarok.” I smirked to hear my suspicions confirmed. 
 
    “He showed you great honor in abdicating his crown to you,” Wyn said as he brushed his hand down his long gray beard. 
 
    “There’s more you’re not saying,” I said as I watched the old man’s silvery-blue eyes twinkle with mischief. 
 
    “Is there?” Wyn gave me an innocent shrug of his shoulders. Then he chuckled and waved as he walked away without another word. 
 
    I shook my head and smiled affectionately at the old elf’s retreating form, and then I turned and strode down to the massive dining hall. 
 
    The smells of fresh baked rolls, borddle berry tarts, and crisp fried fish reached me as I walked through the open doorway, and I saw that most of the tables were still empty. 
 
    Ylva sat with her husband and sister at one table, and her face lost its usually sour expression as she bit into a borddle berry tart. Finnern and Lady Romora sat at the next table over, and Goren sat with his father a few tables away. 
 
    “Lord Levi,” Finnern said in a subdued voice. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Good morning,” I said, and I had a sudden inspiration. “I had a thought just now.” 
 
    “What is that, my lord?” Finnern asked. 
 
    “I think you deserve a title suited to your new role as my advisor,” I said, and I quickly ran through possible options. 
 
    “That is not necessary…” Finnern began to object. 
 
    “No.” I stopped him with a raised hand as I sat down at the table with him. “I insist.” 
 
    “Very well.” Finnern smirked. “How could I object to my lord’s wishes?” 
 
    “What do you think of Chancellor Finnern, and we can just say ‘sir’ for short,” I suggested. 
 
    “Chancellor,” Romora tested the title and smiled. “I quite like that.” 
 
    “I must say, I like it as well.” Finnern smiled and dipped his head in a subtle bow. “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said. “Now, I have a question for you as my advisor.” 
 
    “I shall assist you in any way I can,” Finnern said. 
 
    “I need to know more about this demon queen,” I said. “What more can you tell me about her, or the white demons themselves?” 
 
    “They will surely return before two more days have passed,” Finnern said. “They could arrive as early as tonight, though. I am most certain that when she finds the cave empty, she will send her drone demons out in search of another source of food.” 
 
    “Food?” I nearly choked on my bite of fried fish. “Shit, do all demons eat people?” 
 
    “I suspect they do,” Romora sighed. “Although, I believe they will eat just about anything.” 
 
    “According to what we overheard of the worker demons,” Finnern continued, “I suspect that the queen sends out small groups of drones in search of surviving communities they can then trap like flies in a spider’s web for later consumption. We were an ideal target for this horde of demons.” 
 
    “Because you were already pretty isolated in the caves,” I surmised. 
 
    “Precisely.” My advisor nodded. “When the queen discovers the cave to be empty, she will be furious and send her demons out in all directions. They will not search the lava fields, for they know that no humans, elves, or dwarves could survive in such terrain.” 
 
    “They’ll search the forest and the mountains,” I said. 
 
    “Yes.” Finnern nodded. “I do not know what lies north of the forest anymore, my people and I have not been this far from our underground cities in decades, but I know that she will come from the north. It is logical to assume that the queen will search south and east of the caves.” 
 
    “Which will lead them directly here,” I concluded without hesitation. 
 
    “Quite,” Finnern sighed. “Once they move close enough to the castle, there will be no way to hide from them. The walls are made of stone, and it is impossible to muffle so many dozens of feet walking about all day long. They will find us, and soon.” 
 
    “I have no intention of trying to hide,” I said. “Let the queen find us, she’ll be in for a surprise if she tries to take my people away from me.” 
 
    Finnern studied my face for a moment before he spoke again. “I get the impression that this proclamation includes us dwarves as well.” 
 
    “Of course, it does,” I confirmed. “I consider you and yours to be a part of our community now, and as long as you desire to stay here with us, I will do everything within my power to protect you all.” 
 
    “You are an honorable man, Lord Levi,” Romora said, and her warm brown eyes were filled with gratitude. 
 
    “He is indeed, my love,” Finnern said to his lady. 
 
    He studied my face for a moment, and there was gratitude and admiration in his moss-green eyes. Finnern’s mustache twitched as he opened and closed his mouth twice before he seemed to find the words he was looking for. 
 
    “I have never had the pleasure of knowing a man with so much power who is also as caring and respectful as you,” Finnern said. 
 
    “I spent a lot of my life struggling to find a place for myself amidst less than ideal circumstances.” I shrugged. “I’ve never experienced anything like you and your people have, but I think having to work for what I have has taught me empathy and compassion.” 
 
    “It certainly has,” Romora said. “It is clear in the way you lead. I have known kings who sat back, far from the realities of the world, and led with an iron fist without knowing a thing about the needs of their people. You strike me as a man who will never be so far removed from your subjects.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you to say,” I murmured as warmth spread in my chest, and I silently hoped I would always be seen as a good leader. 
 
    So far during my time on Asgard, my mischievous ways had found plenty of positive avenues to be channeled toward. I hoped I never got bored enough to make trouble for myself here, and that I would always have entertaining problems to solve. 
 
    “Forgive me,” Finnern said. His moss-green eyes flicked around the room, and he lowered his voice as if he were about to ask for my deepest secrets. “May I ask… how many different forms do you have?” 
 
    “Yeah, you can ask that,” I chuckled. “Um… I’m not totally sure, though. I haven’t been keeping count, but I’d say there’s been at least a dozen different forms I’ve shifted into so far.” 
 
    “A dozen?” Finnern repeated as his mouth fell open, and he blinked a few times with shock. “A dozen.” 
 
    “I think so…” I shrugged and tried to quickly count the different forms I’d taken so far. “The killer whale, a hawk, tarantula, an owl, the bipedal wolf, the boar-wolfman thing, a bear, a snake… um… gorilla, wasp… I’m sure I’m missing something.” 
 
    “Odin’s beard and Thor’s hammer…” Finnern breathed like I’d just told him I had the power to pick up this entire castle and make it float in the clouds. 
 
    “What?” I stared at the two dwarves with total confusion. “Is that… unusual for a shifter?” 
 
    Wyn hadn’t given me a whole lot more information about shifting magic since his first really vague lessons on the matter around the camp’s fire pit. I’d been going on instinct for the most part lately and trying to figure it all out as I went. 
 
    “Dwarves have long lives,” Finnern said. “I spent many decades as a political emissary for my father when he was still king, and I was able to see much of this world before it was destroyed in Ragnarok. I spent a fair amount of time mingling with the Aesir, and Odin liked to keep magic users nearby.” 
 
    “What, like some kind of collection?” I asked, and I immediately started to dislike the one-eyed man in the painting we’d uncovered. 
 
    “No, no, nothing like that,” Finnern assured me. “Odin liked to make friends with anybody he could. He was an exceptionally charming figure, and people of all kinds flocked to him. To be in Odin Allfather’s good graces was an invaluable asset. It was why my father tasked me with strengthening the relationship between our kingdoms.” 
 
    “Okay…” I nodded. “But what does any of that have to do with me?” 
 
    “During my years spent befriending Odin and the other gods, I met more than a few shifters who were also regular guests in the Crystal Spire.” Finnern fiddled with the middle braided tip of his beard as he spoke. “None of them were ever capable of shifting into more than two forms other than their natural state of being.” 
 
    “Natural state?” I asked. “You mean, like my natural state as a human?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly.” Finnern nodded and continued. “In my personal experience, true shifters could only ever shift from their natural state into one other form. The two magic-users I knew who had two other forms were commonly referred to as ‘beast people,’ due to a long-held traditional knowledge of the one-form of shifter magic.” 
 
    “Beast people, that sounds so…” I grimaced as I searched for the right word. “Unpleasant.” 
 
    “It is not the most elegant title I’ve ever heard,” Finnern agreed with a light chuckle. “Perhaps in this new world of ours we can change it. Either way, I heard tales of people with the ability to have three or even four different forms, but the kind of mastery of shifting magic you have reached was unheard of.” 
 
    “That’s…” I breathed as the implications of Finnern’s words settled over me. “Wow.” 
 
    The more I learned about this world and my abilities, the more I discovered that I was so far different than I ever would have guessed. It was completely wild to me still that I even had shifting magic, but now I was finding out that it was immensely different from any other shifters these people had ever known. It made me more determined to learn everything I could about Asgard, to explore as many regions as possible, and to search for more history of shifters. 
 
    I wondered if there were any other magic users still surviving out in the world anywhere. I had no idea how big Asgard was, but if it was anything close to the size of Earth, there were millions of miles to explore. Maybe there was still an area of the world where people lived and thrived, but I had to admit, that didn’t sound entirely likely based on the state of this region. 
 
    “You are a very impressive man, Lord Levi,” Romora murmured. 
 
    The red-haired dwarf’s words drew my attention back to our conversation, but before I could say anything more, Ingrid bustled over to me. 
 
    The elven housekeeper was rosy in the cheeks, and there was the fine sheen of sweat on her forehead that came from a constant list of chores that required her attention. Her apron was already dusted with the loose flour of tomorrow’s fresh rolls, and her black hair was slipping from its tight bun at the back of her head. 
 
    “Lord Levi,” Ingrid said as she stopped at the table. 
 
    “Yes, Ingrid?” I asked. 
 
    “I apologize for interrupting your conversation…” The old elf hesitated, and her green eyes flashed back toward the entrance hall twice before she finished her sentence. “But you have a visitor, my lord.”
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 Chapter 12 
 
    “A visitor?” I repeated and a fog of confusion swirled inside my head. Who the hell would be visiting me? “Where are they?” 
 
    “In the entrance hall, my lord,” Ingrid answered. “Shall I return to my chores?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” I nodded. “Go ahead, I’ll go see who it is.” 
 
    Ingrid bobbed in a little curtsy before she walked quickly away and returned to her long list of tasks to complete. 
 
    “We can talk more later, Lord Levi,” Finnern assured me, and he waved for me to go take care of my business. “You should attend to your guest.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered as I tried to figure out who could possibly be coming to visit me here. 
 
    I stood up from the table and walked out to the entrance hall, and my breath rushed out in a single huff as I instantly recognized the long, wavy black hair of the Völva. 
 
    Frida must have been coming down the stairs in search of breakfast when Sylmarie arrived, because she was now sitting guard at the bottom of the stairs. My wolf-shark pup had her beady black eyes locked on the woman’s lithe form, and it looked like Frida wasn’t sure whether to attack or dart over for affectionate pets. 
 
    Sylmarie stood facing slightly away from me as she studied the oil painting of Odin, Thor, and Loki that someone had hung on the wall between the wide staircases. Her feet were bare just like the first time I’d seen her, and her floor-length gown had so much ash and soot around the hem that it looked like it had been dipped in black ink. Sylmarie tilted her head slightly to the side, and her hip-length wavy hair fell over her shoulder like a river of black silk. Her fingers and toes all shone with silver rings as she tapped her index finger around the shaft of her tall, carved staff. 
 
    I looked at the tree that had been intricately carved at the top, and I realized it was a representation of Yggdrasil, the tree of life. I hadn’t recognized it the first time I’d met Sylmarie, but after I’d been presented with the symbol by Elora, I couldn’t miss it. 
 
    I cleared my throat to announce myself, but the Völva didn’t look at me, so I walked up and stood beside her instead. My thoughts turned to the first and only other time I’d ever seen the beautiful woman. 
 
    Just days after I’d arrived on Asgard, I’d been woken up out of a deep sleep by a woman’s ethereal voice calling out to me by name. The voice led me far out of camp and into the unknown swamps to the southwest, and within a cave I’d found Sylmarie. She’d behaved in a weirdly familiar way with me, and that was when she’d told me about the destiny of becoming God King of the nine realms that laid at my feet. It wasn’t until I’d returned to camp that Elora had explained to me that she was a Völva and a soothsayer. 
 
    Frida’s black eyes tracked my movements, and she took a few steps closer to Sylmarie as I looked over at the petite woman. 
 
    Sylmarie was just as beautiful now as she had been in the darkness of her book-lined cave, only now, I was given the gift of seeing her in the full light of the morning. She’d left the castle’s double front doors wide open, and the sun flooded into the entrance hall, so the black hair that fell in thick waves to her hips was so dark it appeared almost blue. 
 
    “He was terribly brutish,” Sylmarie murmured as she continued to gaze at the painting of the two brothers and their one-eyed father. 
 
    “Odin?” I asked, and I studied the man’s bearded face. He looked charming, just like Finnern had described him to be, and I had trouble reconciling the description with what I’d learned about the man so far. 
 
    “No,” Sylmarie said simply as she turned to look at me. Her dark blue eyes roamed over my body for several long seconds before she smiled appreciatively at me. “You are looking quite well, my lord.” 
 
    “You don’t…” I started to tell the wavy-haired beauty that she didn’t have to use any formal titles with me, but then I wondered why I would instinctively try to make that offer to a near-total stranger. I’d only met this woman once before, and I barely knew her. It was only proper that she address me by my title, so I just shook my head and let it go. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I must relay my congratulations to you on your victory over the Demon Lord,” Sylmarie said as she smiled up at me and shifted her staff into her other hand. “It warms my ancient heart to see this castle returned to more gentle hands.” 
 
    “Do you know who owned the castle before the Demon Lord took over?” I asked as my curiosity got the better of me, and I longed to ask how ancient she was because she looked to be about my age, maybe only a few years older. I shook my head, and I realized the same fog of comfortable confusion that had wrapped around me like a warm blanket when I’d first met the Völva had seeped into my mind once again. I took a deep breath and urged my attention to the matter at hand. “Never mind, that’s not important, why are you here?” 
 
    Sylmarie didn’t answer my question, she just smiled at me like she knew everything but wasn’t ready to tell me a damn thing. Then she knelt down and scratched affectionately under Frida’s chin and cooed nonsense words at my ferocious pup as Frida’s shark tail wagged happily behind her. 
 
    I allowed myself to really look at Sylmarie for a moment while her gaze was focused on my pet. My memory and subconscious dream state hadn’t done her justice at all. She wasn’t just gorgeous, she was downright timeless in her beauty. 
 
    The strong and feminine features of Sylmarie’s face could have existed in any time or place here or back on Earth, and yet she looked somehow separate from the world. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but there was something about the smoothness of Sylmarie’s cheeks, and the gentle glow of life in her fair skin that made her appear out of place, like she was somehow above us all. I wondered again how old she really was, and if she was human or some other race I didn’t know about yet. 
 
    “Hello, beautiful girl,” Sylmarie cooed at my wolf-shark pup like she was an adorable little puppy rather than a rapidly-growing apex predator. “How are you today?” 
 
    Frida’s huge tongue lolled out of her mouth as she instantly rolled over for belly scratches, and Sylmarie complied without hesitation. 
 
    “Oh, you are such a good girl,” the Völva giggled and rubbed Frida’s smooth belly. “Would you like a special treat?” 
 
    Frida’s beady black eyes became instantly alert, and she rolled back over and began to eagerly sniff at Sylmarie’s hands. Then the wavy-haired seeress produced a two-foot-long, yellow-and-black eel from somewhere in her gown and held it out for Frida. 
 
    My wolf-shark pup started to drool like one of Pavlov’s dogs, and her shark tail wagged so hard it would have knocked me over if I had been standing too close. The tiniest whine of longing escaped from deep in Frida’s throat, but she waited obediently for Sylmarie to offer the delicacy to her. 
 
    “Good girl,” Sylmarie praised my pet and tossed the still-wriggling eel into Frida’s wide mouth. Then the wavy-haired woman stood up and turned back to the painting with a bit of longing in her eyes. “One brute, one charming ruler, and one incredible lover.” 
 
    My eyebrows nearly disappeared into my hair as Sylmarie’s words bounced around inside my head, and I replayed them to make sure I’d heard her correctly. But I was certain that she’d just called one of these three Aesir her lover. 
 
    “I take it you knew them well?” I asked and hoped for more information about the three gods who were my prime suspects as the original owners of this castle. 
 
    “Yes,” Sylmarie said in an unusually straightforward answer. “Odin called upon me often to shed light on his future, and I spent a lot of time in the Crystal Spire with his sons and the other gods. Thor was a brute, but his wife Lady Sif was a kind and gentle soul. I miss her greatly.” 
 
    Through a quick process of elimination, I figured that Sylmarie had been Loki’s lover, and the information somehow didn’t surprise me nearly as much as it should have. 
 
    “What was Loki like?” I asked, and I couldn’t understand why I was so hungry for her answer. 
 
    Sylmarie just smiled at me with a bit of a mischievous twinkle in her dark blue eyes, and she walked away from the painting without another word. 
 
    I sighed with frustration and followed after the wavy-haired woman as I mentally put the issue away. I swore not to give up on trying to learn more about the Aesir from anyone who would tell me about them, though, even if this wasn’t the right time. 
 
    “Loki was the greatest love of my life,” Sylmarie murmured a moment later as she stared out the open doors of the castle. 
 
    Her voice was heavy with bittersweet nostalgia, and my surprise faded rapidly as a longing to wrap my arms around her and comfort her slid into its place. I raised my hand and hesitated for a split second before boldness took over, and I caressed my fingers down the bare skin of her arm. 
 
    “Oh,” I actually gasped a little as electricity tingled between the soft skin of the Völva’s arm and the tip of my finger. 
 
    Goosebumps rose up over the back of Sylmarie’s arm, and she couldn’t suppress the shiver that raced down her spine or the little gasp that took over her breath. 
 
    “I have news to deliver,” the Völva said, and she cleared her throat. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, and I let my hand drop back down to my side as the electricity of that little touch flashed over my nerve endings. 
 
    “Darkness encroaches on the path to your destiny.” Sylmarie closed her charcoal-rimmed eyes, and it looked like shadows rolled across her face. “There is great danger ahead of you.” 
 
    “With the demon queen?” I assumed. “Yeah, I think we can handle her…” 
 
    “No.” Sylmarie opened her eyes, and there was a flash of silvery light around the edges of her pupils that faded away so fast I almost thought I’d imagined it. “This darkness lays further down the path. There is a shadow I see, and it will test your strength more than anything else you will encounter.” 
 
    A sense of doom rippled through my mind at the grave look on Sylmarie’s beautiful face, and tension built between my shoulders as the gravity of her words sank in. 
 
    “If you continue down the path I see before you as it lays right now,” Sylmarie continued, “I see you overcoming this darkness, but the future is ever-changing.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Destiny is not set in stone for any of us, and many things may alter your path,” Sylmarie murmured. “When I look into the future of a decisive person such as yourself, the path becomes more stable. Have faith in yourself, you have made wise choices thus far, and I see a steady path before you.” 
 
    “What should I do?” I wondered. 
 
    “Trust your instincts, Levi,” Sylmarie answered, and she smiled at me with earnest affection in her dark eyes. “You are walking straight to your destiny as God King, do not allow fear to push you off your path.” 
 
    I nodded and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “The dwarves will be strong allies for you along the way,” Sylmarie added. “You were right to save them from their hell, and the world will thank you for your choice and heroic actions.” 
 
    “It was the right thing to do.” I shrugged and figured there was no reason not to ask her for advice. “Do you have any suggestions about how to handle the demon queen?” 
 
    Sylmarie shifted her staff from one ringed hand to the other as she studied my face for a moment before she spoke. 
 
    “Do not allow the demon queen too close to the castle,” the Völva advised a moment later. “Your advantage lies within the forest.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “I thought using the castle’s natural defenses would be our best bet.” 
 
    “Do not forget what you have learned, Levi,” Sylmarie urged me, and she tapped the tip of her ringed index finger twice on the middle of my chest. 
 
    The same sudden spark of electricity that I’d felt when I caressed her arm spread out from the place she touched like ripples in a pond, and my mind suddenly felt clearer than it had during our whole conversation. 
 
    “The forest…” I murmured. “How--” 
 
    “Hush,” Sylmarie shushed me gently with a finger over my lips. 
 
    It was like she’d glued my mouth shut, and I couldn’t bear to deny her what she asked of me, so I swallowed the rest of my questions and listened. 
 
    “Use the tools and weapons that you have,” Sylmarie said. “All of them, not just the ones made of wood and steel, but the ones that many lesser minds would not think to use.” 
 
    I could have smacked myself for forgetting what we had learned about the forest, and I knew she was referring to the dangerously aggressive area that had tried to kill us just a few days ago. 
 
    “And remember,” Sylmarie said as she gathered up her long skirts in one hand. “Do not trust the raven.” 
 
    “Stay with us,” I blurted out suddenly. “We can give you food, water, shelter, everything you could possibly need. That cave in the unknown swamps can’t possibly be comfortable or safe. Stay here with m-- us.” 
 
    “It is not time.” Sylmarie shook her head with a look of longing in her almost-black eyes, and then she casually walked out of the castle like she was leaving the grocery store after finishing her errands. 
 
    “Will I see you again?” I called after her. 
 
    Sylmarie turned over her shoulder and grinned at me, but she didn’t say another word. 
 
    Frida padded up beside me, and she whined as we watched the wavy-haired seeress disappear around the winding path through the mountains, back toward the deserted camp, and to the swamps beyond. I felt like I was swimming through a thick fog, and my thoughts bounced around like snow in a shaken-up snow globe. 
 
    I stood there and stared out at the barren landscape beyond the castle’s front walls for what felt like hours until Ayen’s jovial voice echoed through the entrance hall behind me. 
 
    “What on Asgard are you doing over there, my friend?” Ayen chuckled. 
 
    My big blond friend stepped up beside me and gazed out at the landscape for a moment before he stared hard at my face. 
 
    “You look as though you’ve just watched your whole family walk away from you,” Ayen said in an unusually quiet voice. “What has happened?” 
 
    “Sylmarie came to visit,” I said, and my brain shifted back into focus like Ayen had flipped a switch inside my head. “Come on, we have a lot to do.” 
 
    I started to walk back toward the dining hall, and Ayen fell into step beside me without question. Frida followed happily behind us, and my best friend idly petted her smooth head as we walked. 
 
    “Did the Völva tell you how to defeat the demon horde?” Ayen asked with excitement in his voice. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. 
 
    We walked into the massive dining hall to find Chancellor Finnern and Lady Romora sitting at the table where I’d left them not long ago. Hezzig had joined them at some point, and I was glad to see that Elora, Shalanna, and Nestryn were all present in the dining hall at a table nearby. I wondered how I hadn’t seen them come through the entrance hall on their way here, and I figured I must have been so focused on Sylmarie that I just hadn’t noticed. 
 
    Frida rushed right over and wagged her shark tail with so much happiness that she nearly took out three chairs on her way to Elora’s side. 
 
    “Hello, sweet girl,” Elora greeted my ferocious wolf-shark. 
 
    I walked over to my two lovers with Ayen at my side, braced my hands on the wooden surface of the table, and leaned forward to give Elora a kiss. 
 
    “Good morning, my love,” Elora greeted me. 
 
    “You look awfully determined this morning,” Shalanna said. 
 
    “I am,” I said as I leaned in to give her a kiss as passionate as the one I’d just given Elora. “Would you join me at Chancellor Finnern’s table, please?” 
 
    I glanced at all three people in turn to make sure they knew I wanted them all to come with me. 
 
    “Chancellor, I quite like that,” Elora said, and she stood from the table. “Of course, we will join you.” 
 
    “Yes, I figured he deserved a proper title.” I smirked. “‘Sir Finnern’ for casual occasions.” 
 
    Shalanna stood as well, and as the two beauties moved over to sit with Finnern and his lady, I turned to Nestryn. 
 
    “You, too,” I said. 
 
    “Oh… very well.” Nestryn raised his dark eyebrows with surprise, but he stood and moved over to the other table. 
 
    Ayen made a quick side trip to the food-laden table against the back wall, and he grabbed a plate and filled it with enough food to satisfy himself and still have a few treats to offer my wolf-shark pup. 
 
    I stood by the table with my companions as we waited for my broad-shouldered friend to join us, and then I got straight to the point. 
 
    “We need to go into the forest and do more reconnaissance,” I said. 
 
    “More reconnaissance?” Elora asked, and her silvery eyebrows knitted together. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “I want to know exactly where the forest begins to shift into that danger zone. It’s important that we know where the border is with as much accuracy as we can. Nestryn, how fast could you do it?” 
 
    “Well… that could take days or even weeks to map out,” Nestryn said in a worried tone. “It would be incredibly dangerous, and we would have to be exceedingly careful to remain at a safe distance. I just do not know if it is worth the many risks such a mission would pose to us, and besides, we have no idea how far the danger zone spreads to the east. It could span all the way to the river.” 
 
    “Nestryn has a point,” Shalanna sighed. “It would be very good to know where the edges of the danger zone are, but is it truly a top priority right now?” 
 
    “It is,” I declared. “Sylmarie came to see me.” 
 
    “The Völva was here?” Elora murmured with surprise. 
 
    I found that a bit odd, because even if I hadn’t noticed Elora and the others passing through the entrance hall, surely they would have seen us. But before I could say anything, Finnern gasped. 
 
    “You are friends with a Völva?” Finnern asked, and his bushy eyebrows nearly disappeared into his thick reddish-brown hair. “Lord Levi, you continue to surprise me with every new thing I learn about you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say we’re friends,” I chuckled. “She called to me shortly after I arrived on Asgard, and she gave me some advice. I hadn’t seen her since then, but that’s who the visitor was.” 
 
    “I thought it was a bit strange.” Finnern smirked. “I was under the impression that every person you knew on Asgard was within these walls.” 
 
    “Everyone but Sylmarie is, yes,” I confirmed. “I didn’t expect to see her again, but she came with a warning about my future.” 
 
    “Was it in regards to the demon queen?” Elora asked. 
 
    “No, she said her warning was about something further down my path to destiny,” I said. “But I asked her if she had any suggestions about the demon queen, and she said we would be better off to keep the queen away from the castle. She didn’t say it outright, but I’m pretty sure she was trying to tell me to use the forest to our advantage.” 
 
    “Levi…” Elora murmured as she shook her head slowly at me with worry. “I do not love this idea.” 
 
    “Nor do I, if I am being honest,” Shalanna sighed. 
 
    The two women shared a heavy glance with each other and turned back to me, but it was Elora who spoke. 
 
    “Is it wise to bring such a dangerous and unknown element into a battle?” Elora frowned at me. 
 
    “Here’s my thought process,” I said, and I kept my voice calm and assertive to help reassure my ladies. “If we can know exactly where the danger zone begins, we can lead the demons into it and keep ourselves safely on the outer edges. Then the forest can do some of the heavy lifting for us.” 
 
    “I think it is entirely brilliant.” Ayen’s short-bearded face split with a huge grin, and he looked to Finnern to see what the dwarf thought. 
 
    “I must agree with you.” Finnern’s long mustache twitched as he smirked. “It is wise to use the elements around us to our best advantage.” 
 
    “But… such an endeavor would take many days,” Nestryn muttered, and he rubbed his hand over his furrowed brow. 
 
    “We do not have that much time.” Shalanna frowned. “Sir Finnern, did you not say that the demon queen could return as early as tonight?” 
 
    “It is entirely possible,” Finnern confirmed. “We have no way of knowing, but based on how the demons had been speaking before you found us, I would guess her arrival is imminent.” 
 
    “Perhaps if we had more time, I could support this plan, but I cannot guarantee you the information you seek.” Nestryn frowned heavily, and his hazel eyes were filled with frustration. “I am sorry, Lord Levi.” 
 
    “What if I could provide you with a guide?” Finnern asked the botanist, and he stroked a hand down the three braids of his beard. “Would that assuage your concerns?” 
 
    “Yes, I would feel much better if we had someone who knew the forest to help us,” Nestryn said. “Perhaps if we had a botanist who was more familiar with the particular plants within the forest, we could complete this mission today, but I do not see…” 
 
    “What are you getting at, Sir Finnern?” I narrowed my eyes at the triple-braided dwarf. 
 
    “It just so happens that among my people is a woman who is quite familiar with the forest and these dangerous plants that you wish to use as weapons.” Finnern smirked like he’d just revealed the greatest secret of the nine realms to us. 
 
    “Really?” I gasped. 
 
    “I have more than a few tricks up my sleeve, Lord Levi.” Finnern grinned. 
 
    “Who is it?” I asked. “Do you think they’ll be willing to help us?” 
 
    “After you rescued us all from that hellhole?” Finnern scoffed. “I am most certain she will be quite pleased to help. Romora, will you go find her, please?” 
 
    “Certainly, my love.” Romora kissed her lover on the cheek and then walked quickly from the dining hall. 
 
    “Did Sylmarie share with you any more important information?” Elora asked while we waited. 
 
    “Not really,” I said. “She told me again not to trust the raven, but that was about it. I invited her to stay here with us, but she just left.” 
 
    “Perhaps she will change her mind,” Shalanna mused. “I would like to meet a Völva.” 
 
    “I would like to meet her as well,” Elora said, and she gave me a knowing smile. 
 
    “I think we all would,” Ayen chuckled. “I wonder very much what she looks like.” 
 
    “When I was a lad, my father used to say that all soothsayers were old women with warts on their noses and dirt under their fingernails.” Finnern grinned. “Is this what your Völva is like, Lord Levi?” 
 
    “Not even a little bit,” I laughed. “Sylmarie looks young, actually, and she is very beautiful. She said that she knew the Aesir well, though, and that Loki was her lover.” 
 
    “Goodness!” Elora gasped with surprise at this revelation. “Do you think she could tell us which of the gods owned this castle?” 
 
    “I’m sure she knows.” I nodded. “But she’s not exactly forthright with the details. She’s a bit like Wyn in that regard.” 
 
    Just then, Romora returned to the dining hall with the spunky old dwarf who’d excitedly leapt from the mouth of the cave just a step behind her. The old woman’s hair was pulled back in a simple braid again, and her long brown skirts swished slightly around her legs as she shuffled behind Finnern’s lover. 
 
    “Grenna, thank you for coming,” Finnern said, and he immediately stood up to allow the old dwarf to sit in his seat. “Lord Levi has a task that I think you are well suited for.” 
 
    “How exciting,” Grenna murmured in a raspy voice, and she looked at me with eyes that bordered between orange and brown. “What can I do for you, my lord?” 
 
    “Sir Finnern tells me that you know the forest,” I said. “Specifically the areas where the plants became aggressively dangerous?” 
 
    “This is true,” Grenna said. “I know it very well, I spent more than three hundred years studying the forest before Ragnarok.” 
 
    “Three hundred…” I breathed. “That’s very impressive.” 
 
    “So, what would you like for me to do for you, Lord Levi?” the old dwarf asked, and there was a twinkle of youthful excitement in her burnt-orange eyes. 
 
    “We need to know where the border of the danger zone lies,” I said, and I gestured to the elven botanist at the table. “Nestryn here is also a botanist, and a cartographer. He’s been working on a map of the region for me. Can you work with him to identify the boundaries of the danger zone?” 
 
    “Certainly, I can,” Grenna confirmed with a confident smirk. “That will be quite easy, in fact. Is that all you wish for me to do?” 
 
    “Here’s the tricky part,” I chuckled at the old woman’s confidence. “Can you get it done sometime today?”
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 Chapter 13 
 
    “Ah,” Grenna breathed, and her excitement only grew. “Now there is a challenge. Yes, my lord, we can complete this task today, but I will need assistance in moving around. These old legs aren’t what they used to be, and the journey from the caves has taken a lot out of me.” 
 
    “We can do something about that.” I nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I shall go collect my notes,” Nestryn said, and he stood from the table. “Shall we meet in the entrance hall shortly?” 
 
    “Yes, that sounds good,” I said.  
 
    Nestryn scurried out of the dining hall with laser-focused excitement, and I smirked after the botanist. 
 
    “Elora, Shalanna, I expect you’ll want to join us?” I asked. 
 
    “Obviously,” Shalanna scoffed with humor, and Elora just gave me a look that said, “of fucking course.” 
 
    “I shall come as well,” Ayen declared, and he bowed slightly at Grenna. “And I will carry you if I must.” 
 
    “Ooh,” Grenna giggled like a schoolgirl, and her wrinkled face flushed. 
 
    “Come on.” I rolled my eyes at my big blond friend. “Let’s gather up our weapons, and we might as well bring bags for gathering food while we’re out there.” 
 
    “That is wise,” Shalanna said, and she smiled kindly at Finnern and Romora. “Our food supplies will dwindle faster now that we have so many new friends among us.” 
 
    “I shall accompany you as well,” Finnern said. “I believe Hezzig would also like to join us to look after his great aunt.” 
 
    “Great aunt?” I asked and turned to the old dwarf. “Are you related to Hezzig?” 
 
    “Indeed.” Grenna nodded. “I am the youngest sister of Hezzig’s grandfather.” 
 
    “You two are lucky to still have one another,” Elora murmured. 
 
    Her amber-red eyes grew distant, and I couldn’t help but think she was remembering the family that had been denied to her because of the story of her birth. Elora’s father, Olmer, had stolen her mother, Fayeth, away from her family with the intention of demanding a ransom, but they’d fallen in love instead and conceived my half-light, half-dark elf lover. Elora’s biological grandfather, Eldorn, hadn’t taken kindly to his daughter being sullied by a dark elf. He’d had the dark elf killed, and he banished Fayeth to a life in isolation, so Elora had never known either her father or her mother’s family. 
 
    “Let us not waste time,” Ayen said. “I am going to get my bow and quiver, and I shall meet you momentarily.” 
 
    Ayen didn’t wait for a response from any of us, he just marched out of the dining hall with purposeful strides. Elora smiled at me and looped her arm through Shalanna’s, and then the two women left the room together. 
 
    “Would you like me to go find Hezzig, love?” Romora asked Finnern. 
 
    “Would you, please?” Finnern nodded and kissed his lover. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course,” Romora murmured, and then she walked out of the room. 
 
    Only Finnern, Grenna, and I remained in the dining hall, and Frida chose that moment to wander back over to us with her big shark nose sniffing along the stone floor for scraps. 
 
    “Goodness!” Grenna gasped when she saw my wolf-shark pup. “You are very large.” 
 
    “Have you had the chance to meet Frida yet?” I asked the old dwarf. 
 
    “I have not,” Grenna answered, and she gazed at Frida with cautiously curious eyes. “Is she well-behaved?” 
 
    “Yes, she’s very obedient,” I chuckled. “You can pet her if you want.” 
 
    “Perhaps another day,” Grenna mumbled as she knotted her wrinkled fingers in her lap. 
 
    I smiled at the way Frida stared up at the gray-haired dwarf, and I was a bit surprised to find something the brave old woman was a bit nervous about. She had no problem leaping out of a cave on a stranger’s rope, but this well-behaved beast gave her pause. I guessed it was fair. After all, Frida was a ferocious predator. Even if I knew she was a sweetheart deep down, she still looked deadly. 
 
    “I’m going to run down to the kitchen and grab some bags to gather food,” I said. 
 
    “Very good, Lord Levi,” Finnern said. “I will help Grenna to the entrance hall, and we will see you in a few minutes.” 
 
    “See you in a few minutes,” I said. 
 
    I left the dining hall and went down the servants’ stairs toward the kitchen. As always, the smells of freshly baking bread and roasting food lured me in before I was even three steps down the stairs. I suddenly realized I had no idea how much flour Ingrid had left, and I knew that at some point we would run out. I made a mental note to add wheat to the list of crops I wanted to grow on the grounds. Maybe Nestryn and I could have a conversation about that on our hike today. 
 
    “Hello, my lord, is there anything I can do for you?” Ingrid greeted me as I walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “I’m just here for the food sacks,” I said. “But I did have a thought just now. How much flour do you have left?” 
 
    “Oh, I am not sure,” Ingrid said, and she wiped the sweat away from her forehead with the back of her hand. “I expect there are three stones of flour left in the storerooms.” 
 
    I did a quick mental conversion of stones to pounds in my head and came up with about forty-two pounds of flour. That would last us a while, but it would run out eventually. 
 
    “Where did the flour come from when the Demon Lord was still alive?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not know, my lord,” Ingrid sighed. “His guards would come into the castle with large sacks of flour every few months. I do not know where they came from.” 
 
    “Huh.” I furrowed my brow in confusion. “That’s interesting.” 
 
    It was extremely unlikely that there was a grocery store or something, which meant that the demons had to have been bringing the flour from somewhere. 
 
    “Do you know which direction the demons went to get it?” I asked. “I mean, north through the forest, or along the river, perhaps?” 
 
    “I do not know, my lord.” Ingrid shook her head apologetically. “I did not ask questions. I just accepted the supplies and baked for the Demon Lord.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said in the kind of gentle voice I would have used to soothe a starving stray dog. “Thank you, Ingrid.” 
 
    I walked down the narrow hallway to the storerooms and scooped up five burlap sacks from the shelves as I pondered the undeniable possibility of more survivors somewhere in the region. I tucked the gem of information away in the back of my mind, and then I returned my focus to the more immediate task at hand. We had a demon queen to deal with before we could even think about exploring further north, but I was excited about the idea, nonetheless. 
 
    I tied one of the sacks to my belt and waved to Ingrid as I passed by the open kitchen door on my way up the stairs. “Thank you, Ingrid!” 
 
    “You are welcome, my lord!” the old elf called after me, and then she started to sing a jaunty elven tune. 
 
    I smiled to myself and was pleased to see such small signs of happiness from people who, just last month, had been trying to scrape survival out of the ground like blood from a stone. I jogged into the entrance hall and found all of my companions readying their supplies and weapons. 
 
    Ayen’s quiver was stuffed full of arrows. Elora inspected the edge of her blade, smiled, and strapped it to her back. Shalanna holstered both of her matching hatchets at her hips, and Hezzig handed Finnern his heavy war hammer. Grenna leaned patiently on a simple wooden staff that someone had given her, and Frida paced happily around the room. 
 
    I smirked at my wolf-shark pup and decided this was an ideal occasion to allow her to join us, so I whistled to her. 
 
    Frida loped right over to me, sat obediently at my feet, and stared up at me with excited hope in her beady black eyes. 
 
    “Would you like to come with us today?” I murmured to my adorable apex predator. 
 
    Frida’s eyes went as wide as dinner plates before she hopped up on all fours and yipped with happiness. 
 
    “I thought you might,” I laughed. “Stay close to us.” 
 
    “Are you all ready yet?” Grenna asked with all the finesse of a woman who was too old to have much patience left. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I chuckled at the brassy dwarf, and I decided I liked her very much. “Let’s get going, everybody.” 
 
    I handed out burlap sacks to my companions, and we walked out of the castle together without delay.  
 
    Frida led the way around the castle’s outer walls and onto the narrow mountain pass, and she kept looking back at me to make sure she was going the right way. I reassured my wolf-shark pup as we hiked, and Shalanna and Elora smiled at her from just behind me. Nestryn walked behind my lovers, and Grenna was behind him. Hezzig kept a close pace behind his great aunt, and Finnern and Ayen took up the back. 
 
    When we stepped off the narrow path on the other side of the mountain, Finnern and Ayen naturally continued at the back of our group, and Hezzig walked just in front of them. Elora and Shalanna spaced out behind me on either side so that Nestryn and Grenna were comfortably protected on all sides. Frida paced around us in a tight circular formation like the good guard dog she was. 
 
    I maintained a slower pace than I normally would have so that Grenna wouldn’t struggle to keep up as we began to hike into the forest. I remembered the general path north that we’d taken a few days before that had led us straight into the danger zone. I used the destroyed trees from the parasitic demon-riddled moose to guide me, and I recognized several places along the way. 
 
    “The borddle berry bush is near here,” Nestryn said after a while of silence. “Should we see if there are more berries to harvest?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded and turned over my shoulder to address the group. “Let’s gather anything worth the time as we go. I don’t expect we’ll run into much trouble along the way, but keep your ears and eyes open, just in case.” 
 
    My companions nodded and spread out just enough to begin collecting food. Nestryn pulled a small folding knife from his belt, began to cut the bunches of borddle berries, and placed them gently into his bag. 
 
    “Ooh!” Shalanna gasped softly with excitement. “There is a whole patch of mushrooms over here!” 
 
    “Are you familiar with them?” Nestryn asked, and his hazel eyes narrowed slightly with suspicion. 
 
    “They are portni mushrooms, are they not?” Shalanna asked, and she held one up to show the botanist. “I have seen them before in the kitchens.” 
 
    Nestryn walked over and picked up one of the mushrooms to examine it carefully. Then he hummed and broke the top into two pieces and sniffed lightly at the frilled insides. 
 
    “Hmmm, very interesting,” Nestryn hummed. “You are correct, these are portni mushrooms, but they are slightly different than the ones I have studied.” 
 
    “Different?” I asked. “How so?” 
 
    “The tops are wider and flatter than I recall them being,” Nestryn explained. “It is possible this is a sister species that is native to this region, and that is why they are different from the ones I knew in my younger days.” 
 
    “I keep forgetting you are not originally from this area,” Ayen chuckled. 
 
    “Yes, before the time of Ragnarok I lived much further north and a bit west of this area,” Nestryn sighed. “The land that I once called home has long since been consumed by the lava fields.” 
 
    “These are safe to eat, though, yes?” Shalanna asked. 
 
    “Yes, they are,” Nestryn confirmed. 
 
    “I will help you collect them, Shalanna,” Elora offered. 
 
    Then she walked over and knelt down beside the short-haired warrior so they could gather up the grayish-brown mushrooms. 
 
    Frida continued to circle around us as we collected the mushrooms and borddle berries until there were none left in sight, and then we moved further north. I couldn’t help but notice the increased damage that the rabid moose had inflicted upon the forest. 
 
    “We must be careful now,” Grenna spoke up with authority a short while later. “We are approaching the edge of the treacherous area.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” Nestryn asked, and his voice was filled with scholarly curiosity. 
 
    “Do you see these ferns here?” Grenna asked. 
 
    We all gathered around the old dwarf as she pointed out a two-foot-tall fern with long and narrow fronds. The plant was a deep shade of green and would have looked just like anything else in the forest except for the tiny off-white dots that were speckled all over the base of the leaves. 
 
    “These ferns are the only organism that I have ever known to thrive off of the root systems of the gersha vines,” Grenna explained. “They are a good indicator that the prehensile vines are nearby.” 
 
    “Ugh.” Shalanna shuddered, and I knew she was remembering the way the vines had twisted dangerously around her entire body. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Nestryn hummed as he pulled out a rolled-up sheet of parchment and a charcoal stick from his pack. 
 
    The botanist unrolled the parchment and spread it out enough that I could see a rough sketching of the region. It showed the castle in the lower left-hand corner with the seashore and the unknown swamp below and to the right. A fair portion of the left side of the page was consumed by the lava fields, and most of the upper right-hand corner was blank. Nestryn quickly located us on his map and made a small mark to indicate the location of the small ferns. 
 
    “Perhaps we should mark the trees somehow, so we can spot the border more easily,” Finnern suggested. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I agreed. “We’ll want something obvious to follow while the albino fucks are chasing us through the forest.” 
 
    “I can cut a mark into the bark,” Ayen offered as he pulled a broad dagger from his belt. 
 
    “No, no!” Nestryn said hastily. “There must be a better way to mark the border than causing injury to the trees.” 
 
    The concern that was clear in the elven botanist’s hazel eyes reminded me forcefully of that little fairy girl in Fern Gully when the shrunken human had carved into the tree. 
 
    “Do trees really feel pain?” I asked the brown-haired elf. 
 
    “I do not know.” Nestryn frowned. “But I would rather avoid inflicting damage to them if we can. It can weaken them to all kinds of diseases and parasites.” 
 
    “What if we marked them with mud or something?” Elora suggested. 
 
    “That would be much more preferable.” Nestryn smiled with relief at my elven lover. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me,” I said. 
 
    Ayen shrugged his shoulders, bent down, and scooped up a handful of the rich soil at our feet. Then he looked around for a split second before he spit into his hand and mushed his saliva and the dirt together into a paint-like paste. 
 
    “Ew,” Shalanna mumbled under her breath. 
 
    “What?” Ayen smirked. “It works, does it not?” 
 
    Hezzig and Finnern started to guffaw with deep belly laughs as Ayen began to smear a circle right at eye level on the tree. 
 
    “How is that?” my big blond friend asked. 
 
    “Not bad,” I said, and I reached over to dip my fingers into his improvised mud-paint. Then I drew a straight line diagonally through the circle like a classic American ‘no entry’ sign. “There. What does everybody think?” 
 
    “I believe that will work,” Finnern said as he worked to suppress his laughter. 
 
    “This is an interesting symbol,” Elora said as she studied the crossed-out circle. “Did you invent it?” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “It’s a common sign back on Earth, it means ‘no entry’ or ‘don’t do this’. You can see it in a lot of places.” 
 
    “I believe this will work just fine,” Grenna said with an impatient sigh. “Can we continue with our progress now?” 
 
    “Grenna’s right.” I grinned at the old woman. “Let’s move west and north from here, and then we can complete the eastern border another day if we run out of daylight. I want to make sure we have the northwest edges done first, since those are closer to the cliffs.” 
 
    “Very well,” Finnern said, and he took the lead position. 
 
    We fell into a protective formation around the two botanists once more and followed the triple-braided dwarf back in the direction of the caves. Ayen, Hezzig, and I created fresh mud-paint and marked the trees at ten-foot intervals as we hiked through the forest. 
 
    Grenna pointed out a few more subtle indicators of the hostile plants nearby, and the most interesting one was the carved marks in the larger boulders that looked like a huge bear had sharpened its claws on the stones. 
 
    “The plants that can throw thorns are so strong that they cut into even stone such as this,” Grenna explained as she leaned heavily on her staff. “If you ever find thorns that have been discarded, and if you can safely collect them, they can make useful tools.” 
 
    “That’s really good to know,” I said. “Thank you so much for sharing your knowledge with us, Grenna.” 
 
    “It feels good to be useful, my lord.” The gray-haired woman smiled at me and heaved a heavy breath of exhaustion. “I am not helpful in many of the ways I once was, but I am still as sharp as one of the blades my father forged.” 
 
    I grinned at her determination to keep going, but I couldn’t help but notice the way she was slowing down or the way her hands trembled. I was worried Grenna was pushing herself too hard, but I suspected Hezzig would happily carry his great aunt back to the castle if it came to that. 
 
    Then Frida darted past, and I had another idea of how we could transport Grenna through the forest, so I matched my pace with the old woman and lowered my voice a bit. 
 
    “Grenna,” I murmured. “I don’t want you to overwork yourself.” 
 
    “I am not as weak as I may look, my lord,” Grenna huffed, but I could see she was struggling. 
 
    I smirked knowingly at the prideful dwarf, and I raised my voice to the rest of the group. 
 
    “Let’s pause here to collect some more food,” I suggested, and I indicated a large patch of lion-flowers nearby. “Then we can keep going.” 
 
    My companions nodded in agreement and began to spread out again as I whistled for Frida. My wolf-shark pup darted right over and plopped her butt down on the ground as her huge tongue happily lolled out of her mouth, and I quickly assessed the old dwarf’s weight and the strength of my adorable predator. 
 
    “Hop on,” I said. 
 
    “Excuse me, my lord?” Grenna’s eyes were astounded, and her mouth dropped open with shock. 
 
    “Frida can carry you,” I chuckled. “She is very sweet, and incredibly strong.” 
 
    “I do not…” Grenna hesitated for a moment, but her exhaustion won out in the end. She sighed and passed the walking staff to me. “Very well.” 
 
    I held out my hand to the thin woman, and she took it with a humble smile. Then she clambered up onto Frida’s back right behind her dorsal fin and grimaced down at me with a bit of apprehension in her burnt-orange eyes. 
 
    “Are you certain about this?” Grenna asked as her hands hovered nervously above Frida’s fin. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure,” I chuckled, and then I walked around and looked Frida dead in the eyes. “Take good care of Grenna, and walk smoothly for her. Got it?” 
 
    Frida let out a tiny yip of agreement and then started to walk forward with more care and grace than I’d ever seen from the wolf-shark pup before. 
 
    “Oooh!” Grenna gasped and started to grin like a kid on a roller coaster. “Odin’s beard! This is quite enjoyable!” 
 
    “Good,” I laughed. 
 
    The others in our group looked up at Grenna’s bubbling giggles and grinned with lighthearted joy at the old woman’s bright smile. 
 
    “Alright, let’s keep going north,” I announced to the group. 
 
    We hiked further around the edge of the danger zone and continued to mark the trees as we went. Grenna seemed very happy to be off her feet, and I was enjoying the way she grew comfortable with my ferocious pet. 
 
    A short time later, Finnern cleared his throat and pointed straight to his left. 
 
    “We are roughly where the caves are located,” the former dwarf king announced. 
 
    “A place I never wish to return to now,” Grenna grumbled. 
 
    But the nearness of the caves gave me an idea, and I quickly assessed the pros and cons of returning to them for a bit more reconnaissance. There was a possibility the caves were still entirely empty, but there was also a chance that the queen had returned in the final hours of darkness last night. If she and the rest of her horde were sleeping in the caves, I could get a good look at them and learn more about how they worked. 
 
    I knew it was possible that the caves would be empty, but the chance of getting more information about them added to the close proximity of the caves to our location, and I couldn’t stop myself. 
 
    “I’m going to go to the caves and have a quick look around,” I said. 
 
    Elora’s amber-red eyes zeroed in on my face in a heartbeat, and she sighed a bit as she saw the determination in my eyes. 
 
    “What for?” Ayen asked as bluntly as ever. 
 
    “It’s possible the queen has already arrived,” I explained. “Since we’re so close, it wouldn’t take me more than a few minutes to go and see. And if she is there, I can learn more about her and help us be even better prepared for what we’re facing.” 
 
    “Seems logical.” Ayen shrugged. 
 
    “I agree with Ayen.” Finnern nodded. “Any information we can glean from this excursion could be the piece that ensures our victory.” 
 
    I walked over to where my lovers were and touched their shoulders with reassuring and gentle hands. 
 
    “I’ll be really careful,” I whispered to Elora, and I turned to look at Shalanna, too. “I promise.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Shalanna mumbled under her breath like a child who wanted me to check her closet for monsters. 
 
    “If there’s nothing there, I’ll come right back and meet you,” I said. “If there is something to see, I’ll check it out in total silence and then… I’ll meet you right back here.” 
 
    “Will you fly?” Elora asked, and I knew she wouldn’t put up further argument. 
 
    “I figured that would be easiest and fastest,” I said. 
 
    “Very well,” Elora sighed. 
 
    “Easy.” I kissed her and then kissed Shalanna, too. 
 
    I took a step back and focused on the mission I’d set for myself as I felt the tension in my brain flood, and my body began to shift. 
 
    My hands extended out into the feathered wings of my hawk form, and there was a gasp from behind me as my nose curved down into a sharp beak. I turned my head back to see Grenna and Hezzig watching me with intense curiosity. 
 
    The moment my shift was complete, I flapped my wings hard and launched into the air. I darted around the trees and headed west until I emerged from the forest and veered sharply into the channel between the forest and cliffside. Then I soared upward until I spotted the cave entrances out of the corner of my eyes, and I circled back around to glide silently into the cave where the demon horde had nested. 
 
    The space appeared completely empty, and there was only the sound of my own heart beating in my ears and my small talons scraping along the stone as I landed. I peered around the blackness of the cave for a moment to make sure I was alone before I relaxed my mind and allowed my body to return to its natural state. 
 
    I was in the middle of my shift when a skeletal-looking figure launched straight at me from out of the darkness. 
 
    “Fuck!” I instinctively shouted, but the sound came out as a weird mix of a hawk’s screech and a growl.
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 Chapter 14 
 
    A flood of adrenaline dumped into my brain in the fraction of a second before the albino demon slammed into me and sent me tumbling backward across the stone floor. 
 
    I felt my limbs begin to stretch in a new direction, and my half-formed human arms extended out into the thickly-muscled limbs of my bipedal wolf form. My clawed hind legs scraped across the rock beneath me as I skidded to a halt just a few feet from the mouth of the cave, and my vision cleared up as my shift completed. 
 
    I faced head-on with the sickly-looking demon, and a growl escaped from between my fangs as I realized what an excellent opportunity I had here. 
 
    The black-veined demon hissed and began to back away from me like a scared alley cat, but I didn’t give it the chance to escape. 
 
    I had no idea how deep this cave was, and I wasn’t willing to let this fucker get away from me. Not when I could snap its ugly neck and bring it back for Hezzig to experiment with. Besides, I wasn’t about to risk having it bring any details about us to the queen when she finally arrived. 
 
    The thick muscles in my legs tensed, and I pounced forward through the air as the demon’s head tilted toward me to listen for my movements. 
 
    The beast was clearly starving, though, because it was too slow, and I landed practically on top of it with one clawed hand wrapped tight around its throat. The opportunity to present quenching materials to Hezzig was too good to pass up, and I squeezed carefully so as not to break its skin and waste a single drop of its black blood, but the demon wasn’t alone. 
 
    A second albino bastard popped out of nowhere and landed on my shoulders, and it hissed loudly in my ear as it tried to bite down on my neck with its needle-like teeth. 
 
    I growled and quickly decided that I really only needed to bring one back intact, so I reached up over my head and pierced my claws into its narrow shoulders before it could bite me. Viscous black blood oozed out all over my head and shoulders, and I hurled the creature over me and right into the back wall of the cave. 
 
    The beast hit hard, and the crunching sound of its spine as it fractured from the impact made my teeth clench. Then the white demon slumped into a pile on the floor of the cave, but I didn’t get the chance to see if it was completely dead or not because the first demon hissed at me and tried to escape deeper into the darkness. 
 
    “Oh no, you don’t!” I took two long strides and caught up with the demon before it could disappear. 
 
    I quickly grabbed hold of the ugly fucker’s neck and snapped its spinal column in one swift movement, and its entire body fell limp in my arms. I laid it down on the floor of the cave and walked back over to the other demon. 
 
    Its tissue paper-thin skin must have ripped as it slid down the rough wall of the cave, because a thick puddle of black sludge was spreading out all around the demon’s body. 
 
    Then its ear twitched slightly, and I didn’t give it the chance to regain consciousness. Instead, I stomped hard into the middle of its head and crushed its skull into a dozen shards under my clawed foot. 
 
    Once I’d dealt with that demon, I turned around to make sure there weren’t any more surprises, and my ears twitched back and forth as I listened for any more movements. I forced my breathing to be as quiet as possible for a moment before I decided I really was alone this time. 
 
    “Assholes,” I grumbled through my fangs, and then I walked back to the demon whose neck I’d snapped. 
 
    There wasn’t any blood pooling out from beneath the creature, and I smirked at my accomplishment. Then I scooped the corpse up, slung it over my shoulder, and walked over to the ledge at the mouth of the cave. I assessed the distance for a second and decided dropping down in my bipedal wolf form was my best option because I didn’t want to risk the body bursting open like a water balloon on the ground. 
 
    I adjusted the demon’s weight on my shoulder, and then I stepped out into the open air and watched the ground as it rushed up to meet me. My wolf muscles and joints absorbed the impact easily, and I stood up and started to walk without any issues. 
 
    I headed back in the direction I’d come from, and within a minute or two, I could hear the soft voices of my companions discussing a group of plants nearby. 
 
    “They are quite edible, I assure you,” Grenna’s raspy voice said. 
 
    “I have never seen a form of jelliper flower that was not bitter in flavor,” Nestryn’s voice replied with a touch of skepticism. 
 
    “There are many species of the jelliper flower, boy,” Grenna said with authority. “You are correct that many of them are very bitter, but when you see a little star shape in the center, you have found the right ones.” 
 
    “I do not see a reason we should leave them behind,” Elora said. 
 
    “I have enough room in my bag,” Finnern offered. “I shall be more than happy to carry them back to the castle.” 
 
    “Very well, if you are certain,” Nestryn conceded. “They are not dangerous, and I am open to trying new things.” 
 
    “Good,” Grenna said, and I could hear the smirk in her voice. 
 
    “I’m back,” I announced as I approached the group so I wouldn’t frighten them when I appeared with a demon slung over my shoulder. “And I have a present for Hezzig.” 
 
    “A present?” the blacksmith wondered. 
 
    I stepped around the last tree to the small clearing where my companions waited for me, and my eyes immediately trained on Hezzig’s face for his reaction. 
 
    “Odin’s beard, and his left foot, too,” Hezzig breathed. 
 
    The bald man’s eyes went completely round with surprise as he saw the demon I’d plopped gently on the ground, and Grenna’s lips pursed tightly together with tension. 
 
    “Why do you have a demon, Levi?” Elora smirked. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said in my growly wolf voice. “It’s dead. I snapped its neck. It was hiding out in the cave with one other demon. I killed the other one, too, but it bled everywhere. I thought Hezzig could use this one to experiment with the blood-quenching thing.” 
 
    “What a prize!” Finnern declared with excited eyes. “Hezzig, what do you think?” 
 
    “The demon did not bleed?” Hezzig asked, and he walked up to inspect the body. 
 
    “No, I made sure to kill it without breaking open its skin,” I confirmed. 
 
    “Amazing,” Hezzig murmured. “This is quite exciting. Thank you, Lord Levi. I look forward to discovering what the albino demons’ blood does for my weapons, and if it is useful, the blade will be my gift of thanks to you for all you have done for us.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I’m curious to see what it does, too.” 
 
    “Our packs are full,” Elora said. “We found several more patches of edible plants while you were away.” 
 
    “And that is not all,” Ayen boasted as he held up three wild rabbits and a very fat cockerel in his hands. 
 
    “Wow, that’s awesome, Ayen.” I tried to smile, but it felt weird with my long fangs sticking out. “Let’s head back to the castle before it starts getting too late in the day.” 
 
    “Grenna has shown me many ways to identify the dangerous zone of plants,” Nestryn murmured as he rolled up his map and tucked it back into his pack. “I believe I will be able to complete the map without forcing her to return to the forest again.” 
 
    “Good, this is rather exhausting for an old woman,” Grenna said, and then she gazed affectionately down at Frida and petted her gently. “Even if this beauty is a fair and noble steed.” 
 
    “We should make haste,” Hezzig said. “I would like to draw out the demon’s blood before it begins to settle.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” I nodded. “Ayen, would you lead us, please?” 
 
    “Certainly.” Ayen nodded, strapped his kills to his belt, and began to hike south toward the castle. 
 
    Shalanna fell into step behind my blond friend, then Nestryn, Hezzig, and Frida with Grenna on her back followed them. Finnern and Elora took up the rear with me, and we hiked in companionable silence until we reached the mountain pass. 
 
    With Grenna on Frida’s back, we moved faster on our return journey and strolled through the castle gates a short time later. 
 
    “Where do you want this?” I asked Hezzig and indicated the demon corpse on my shoulder. 
 
    “Is there a fire pit on the grounds anywhere?” Hezzig asked. “Perhaps an old smithing workshop that I could reclaim?” 
 
    “We could build a fire pit,” Elora suggested. “There is a lot of open space between the back of the castle and the outer walls.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” I nodded. “But we should build it as far off to the side as possible to leave room for a garden.” 
 
    “A garden?” Nestryn asked, and his voice pitched up a bit with excitement. “Do you intend to have a garden on the castle grounds, Lord Levi?” 
 
    “I do,” I chuckled at his enthusiasm. “I wanted to talk to you about that project at some point, so go ahead and start brainstorming about it.” 
 
    “What an exciting addition that will be to our home.” Nestryn practically bounced with the eagerness bubbling inside him. 
 
    “I am going to bring these to Ingrid in the kitchen,” Shalanna said as she held up the sacks of food. 
 
    “I will help you,” Elora offered. 
 
    Ayen passed the dead rabbits and the cockerel to my ladies while we all handed our bags over to them, and then I looked down at my wolf-shark pup. 
 
    “Good job, girl,” I praised her. “Bring Grenna inside and then go get yourself a nice treat for doing such a good job.” 
 
    Frida’s shark tail wagged happily as she bounded carefully up the front steps, and she made sure not to jostle the old woman too much. Shalanna and Elora smiled at me before they turned to follow my wolf-shark into the castle. 
 
    “Come on, let’s pick out a spot for this heap of shit,” I said and started to walk around to the back of the castle. 
 
    We stopped in the far eastern corner of the castle grounds where there was a long smooth section of the ground that I hadn’t noticed before. It was tucked so far in the corner of the outer walls and covered with a thick layer of dust that it was easy to miss. Hezzig walked over to inspect the flat area, and we all were shocked when the distinctive ring of metal sounded under his feet. 
 
    “What on Asgard?” Finnern breathed. 
 
    My dwarf advisor knelt down and brushed his hands over the smooth surface to find a wide iron plate built into the ground, and by the looks of it, the area was four feet wide and six feet long. 
 
    “Is this what I think it is, Hezzig?” the triple-braided man asked. 
 
    “This is so exciting,” Hezzig gasped. 
 
    I placed the demon carefully on the ground and took a few deep breaths to relax my body back to its natural state, and once my body was human again, I looked between the two dwarves. 
 
    “What is this exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “It is a smithing plate,” Hezzig explained. “There was once a blacksmith work station here. True smiths will lay down a plate like this to reduce the spread of red-hot iron and sparks. It is a fire prevention technique.” 
 
    “I guess you should build yourself a workshop right here, then,” I chuckled. “If there are other tools and equipment you need, feel free to check in with Ingrid. Perhaps she has supplies that can suit your needs, or you can work together to figure out solutions.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Levi.” Hezzig grinned at me. “This is very exciting. I have not wielded my smithing hammer in far too long, and I am very excited to return to my work.” 
 
    “I’m glad to help in any way I can,” I said, and then I chuckled. “Especially if you’re going to be able to make more super-powered weapons for us.” 
 
    “I cannot wait to see what abilities the weapons will be imbued with from this demon’s blood.” Hezzig eyed the white corpse with fascination. 
 
    “Perhaps Levi and I could procure other types of demons for you to experiment with,” Ayen suggested with a devilish twinkle in his midnight-blue eyes. 
 
    “Could you?” Hezzig breathed. “Oh, that would be incredibly beneficial. I am quite certain that different types of demon blood could provide different qualities to our blades. I’ve longed to experiment with the idea, but obviously, I haven’t had the leisure of free time or a shop for quite a while. It would be quite fascinating to learn more about this process.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “I think we could do that. Besides, any weapons you can provide for us would be useful, so we might as well experiment while we’re building up our arsenal.” 
 
    “I was thinking we could travel back toward the camp and perhaps to the lava fields.” Ayen scratched at his short blond beard. “I suspect the demons will have spread throughout the area now that we are no longer defending the encampment.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” I nodded. 
 
    “Would you mind if I joined you as well?” Finnern asked. “It has been many years since I have traveled that close to the former city of the Aesir. I am quite curious to see what has become of the land and the Crystal Spire.” 
 
    “It is a sight to behold,” Ayen muttered, and his blond eyebrows furrowed together with sadness and frustration. “And not a pleasant one.” 
 
    “Just the same,” Finnern sighed. “I will come with you and lend my assistance to this mission.” 
 
    “The more, the merrier.” I nodded. “I want to tell Elora and Shalanna we’re going, though.” 
 
    “I can deliver the message,” Hezzig offered. “I am going inside now to seek out Ingrid and ask about the supplies I will need for my workshop, so I can tell them where you have gone.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Tell them not to worry, and that we’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Hezzig nodded, and then we walked around to the front of the castle together. The blacksmith strolled up the steps as Ayen, Finnern, and I walked out of the outer gates and began to hike down toward the old encampment. 
 
    As we went, I couldn’t help but remember the process of moving all the people from the camp to the castle after I’d killed the Demon Lord. It hadn’t taken very long to bring everyone’s possessions across the barren wastelands. After all, no one had very many things to begin with. Almost every person in camp had been able to pack all of their belongings into one trip, so our move had only taken two days. Azariah, Arlindra, Varian, and a few others had returned on the second day to gather up the few things that had been left behind on the first trip. 
 
    A wave of bittersweet relief had rested over the group of humans and elves as I’d led them from the camp. They had lived in those worn-down huts for decades, and it was tough to leave the only safety they’d known for so long. But their relief had grown as we got closer to where their friends and family members awaited their arrival. 
 
    As Ayen, Finnern, and I now approached the camp, I could see that it had been thoroughly destroyed in the three weeks since we’d left it behind. There wasn’t a single structure left standing, and I was taken aback by how quickly the camp had been consumed. 
 
    Broken boards, torn scraps of linen and burlap, and the stones and rocks that had once made up the homes of the people who’d lived here were strewn about like confetti in Times Square on the morning of January first. There were hoofprints all around, and gouges were torn into the dirt as if random demons had dug their claws into the rocky ground. 
 
    “Hoooooly shit,” I muttered. “They really did a number on this place…” 
 
    “It never truly felt like home,” Ayen sighed as we walked into the edge of camp. “But my heart aches to see such ruthless destruction where we once lived.” 
 
    “It looks like the demons fucking decimated this place the second no one was here to defend it,” I said. 
 
    “Greedy beasts,” Ayen growled under his breath. 
 
    “This is where you and your people lived before Levi liberated the castle from the Demon Lord’s clutches?” Finnern asked. “How did you survive for so many years out in the open this way?” 
 
    “The Demon Lord told us he kept the other demons away,” Ayen explained. “It was part of the deal. We sacrificed our people to him, and in exchange, he protected us from other demon hordes. I never really believed it, but perhaps it was true.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t we seen more demons since I killed the motherfucker?” I asked. 
 
    “That is a good point.” Ayen shrugged. “I do not know.” 
 
    “This could have been the work of those demons that attacked the castle shortly after we all moved in,” I said. “Three or four demons could have done this much damage in a pretty short amount of time.” 
 
    I looked closer at the ruined structures around us, and I saw a decently thick layer of soot and ash all over everything. This violent destruction had taken place weeks ago, and I was pretty sure no one had been back since the demons had first descended on the abandoned camp. 
 
    I turned around to see Ayen glowering at the remains strewn around us, and I came over to lay a hand on his burly shoulder. 
 
    “Come on, we’re not out here to get nostalgic about the place,” I reminded my friend. “We’re here to find some demons for Hezzig.” 
 
    “Quite right,” Finnern agreed. 
 
    “I would like to give a quick search to make sure nothing useful was left behind,” Ayen said, and his midnight-blue eyes scanned the ruins. 
 
    “Alright.” I nodded. “Let’s take a quick look.” 
 
    Finnern, Ayen, and I spread out through the camp in opposite directions, and now that I had a moment to think, my thoughts turned rapidly to the way I had shifted from the hawk form into my bipedal wolf form. I was too focused on defending myself at the time to think twice, but now I realized that I’d completed that shift without having to fully become human in between. 
 
    “Damn,” I breathed to myself as I lifted a cracked piece of lumber to check underneath for anything worth salvaging. 
 
    I suspected that eventually, I would be able to strengthen my shifting powers to be able to go directly from one form into another without having to make a pit stop in my human form. I hadn’t even had the chance to mentally command myself earlier, though, so it had been like the first time I’d shifted. My body had just reacted on pure survival instincts and provided me with the exact thing I’d needed in the moment. 
 
    Which meant my powers were even more complex than I’d realized so far. 
 
    I didn’t find anything but ash and rocks under the lumber, so I dropped it back into place and moved along to another pile of rubble. I did manage to uncover a length of rope that was still in good condition, so I wound it up and looped it over my shoulder to bring it back to the castle. Then I concluded my search and walked back over to rejoin Finnern and Ayen. 
 
    The triple-braided dwarf held a length of rusted iron in his hands and shrugged when I raised an eyebrow at it. 
 
    “Hezzig will need metal to create new weapons,” Finnern said. 
 
    “Fair enough.” I gave the man a half-grin. “We actually have two sizeable, wrought-iron chandeliers we’re not using. They were brought down during our fight against the Demon Lord. We dragged them out of the castle during the cleanup, but I’m sure Hezzig could certainly put the metal to good use.” 
 
    “He could indeed.” Finnern nodded. “All the metal we can get would be of great use to him.” 
 
    I turned to Ayen. “Did you find anything useful?” 
 
    “I found some iron as well,” Ayen said. He held up a few lengths of twisted iron and the broken end of a sword. “Will these be useful to Hezzig?” 
 
    “Yes, they will.” Finnern nodded again and held out his hands for the pieces of metal. “I shall put them in my bag with the one I found.” 
 
    “Let’s move further west toward the lava fields,” I suggested. “The demons seem to like that area.” 
 
    “Hezzig has worked with the lava demons before,” Finnern said. “I do not know how much more he could learn about their blood, but they are useful still.” 
 
    “Well, the black acid-spitting demons tend to hang out around the volcanos, too,” I said as I led my two companions west toward the bright yellow glow of slowly flowing lava. 
 
    “This is true,” Ayen agreed. “We often had those demons come in from the southern edges of the lava fields.” 
 
    “Acid-spitting demons?” Finnern asked. “I have not had the displeasure, what do they look like?” 
 
    “They’re all black,” I said as I recalled the first demon I’d ever encountered. It was that kind of beast that had shoved me through the rainbow tunnel and brought me to this alien planet. “They have cloven hooves and horns on their temples.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Finnern hummed. “Perhaps we will get lucky and stumble upon a lone demon.” 
 
    “That would be ideal.” I smirked. 
 
    We hiked closer to the lava fields in silence for a while, and the acrid dry heat of the molten rock began to make my eyes itch. By the time we were within a hundred yards of the edge of a massive lava pool, we still hadn’t seen a single demon, and I was starting to lose hope that we would. 
 
    “Should we go down the broken path a bit?” Ayen suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, why not?” I shrugged. 
 
    We headed for the old mountain pass that Elora had told me about in one of our late-night conversations during our first days in the castle together. 
 
    She’d told me it had been the only way through the expanding lava fields for decades until the volcanos finally overtook the path about ten years ago. It was the way most of the people in the camp had arrived by, and she said the last several hundred yards was still intact before it led straight into a massive lava pool. 
 
    The path was unsurprisingly narrow and treacherous, and active rivers of molten rock flowed on both sides. It was only about a foot wide, and on the occasions when a bubble of lava popped beside us, the bright orange liquid would splatter at us. 
 
    “Oooh!” Ayen hissed in pain as a small fleck of lava splashed onto his right shin. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked, and I wondered if we should turn back. 
 
    “Yes, I am fine,” Ayen assured me. “If I remember correctly, there is a wide platform just around this next corner. Perhaps we should stop there and then turn back. It seems we are not having much luck here.” 
 
    “I agree with Ayen’s assessment,” Finnern said. “If we cannot find a demon today, we can always return at another time.” 
 
    “Perhaps we could explore the unknown swamp next time,” Ayen said. 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea.” I nodded. “That would be less dangerous for us, at least.” 
 
    The fact that we would be in Sylmarie’s neck of the woods didn’t hurt, either, but I kept that thought to myself. 
 
    We walked for another two minutes around the curving base of one volcanic pool until the path opened into a space that was about thirty feet across. I stepped out onto the wide platform and took a relieved breath to be off the balance beam of the broken path. 
 
    “I can’t imagine traveling across that for long periods of time,” I sighed. “How long was the journey from one end of the path to the other before it was consumed?” 
 
    “It depends.” Ayen shrugged. “I crossed the path in my youth, but I remember it took at least three days until we could see the other side. My travel companions and I camped on this very spot the last night that we were on the path.” 
 
    “You slept here?” I asked, and the shock made my eyes go wide because I couldn’t even imagine it. 
 
    “I said we camped.” Ayen tilted his head down and glared at me from under his blond eyebrows with good-natured humor. “I did not say we slept.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at my big blond friend as he chuckled to himself, and the three of us turned around to scan the area. We were at the bottom of a valley between at least three separate volcanoes, and lava flowed downhill in thick rivers toward us and pooled at the edges of our small platform. The heat was so intense that it felt like standing ten feet away from an enormous fire pit, and I wondered if the hairs of my eyebrows would still be there when we returned to the castle. 
 
    “Do you see any movements?” I asked my two companions. 
 
    “I see only the flowing of the lava,” Finnern said, and there was a fissure of anxious tension in his voice. 
 
    I got the feeling the former dwarf king didn’t much like being surrounded by the most lethal form that rock could take on. He was probably much more content when rock was solid and unmoving as it had been in his underground cities before Ragnarok had changed the very face of this planet. 
 
    “What about you, Ayen?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not see any demons, no.” Ayen shook his head. 
 
    I was about to suggest that we turn back down the path and try the unknown swamp instead, when a low guttural hiss reached my ears. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and I was immediately on high-alert. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” I muttered to my companions. 
 
    “I did.” Ayen frowned and followed my gaze to the left. 
 
    Then a dark figure emerged from around the nearest rock formation and hissed at us with a feral kind of rage in its black eyes.
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 Chapter 15 
 
    “Just the bastard we were looking for,” Ayen growled with an animalistic grin. 
 
    “We must kill it without spilling its blood,” Finnern reminded us. “An exsanguinated demon is of no use to Hezzig.” 
 
    “A what?” Ayen asked. 
 
    “Exsanguinated, it means to bleed a creature dry,” Finnern said, and he raised his war hammer to an offensive position. 
 
    “Break its neck if you can,” I instructed through clenched teeth. 
 
    Before we could make another move, a second black-eyed demon lurched around the corner behind the first. They were just like the first demon I’d ever seen, with curled horns sticking out on either side of their heads and thick black fur all over their bodies. They took a few steps toward us on their ugly cloven-hooved feet, and I leaned heavily into my body’s instinctive desire to shift. 
 
    There wasn’t even much of an adrenaline rush, but my body began to shift anyway. I leaned forward as my spine curved and found myself on all fours as light-brown fur sprouted all over my body. I felt a long tail sprout from my lower back, and I spotted long white whiskers stretch out on either side of the short muzzle that my nose and mouth had become. I wasn’t completely sure without a proper look, but I thought I had shifted into a large mountain lion, so I growled at the slowly approaching demons, and the noise was distinctly feline. 
 
    The black-eyed bastards hissed at us in freakish unison and then launched themselves at us. 
 
    Finnern darted forward and knocked one of the demons across its wide shoulders with his war hammer. 
 
    “Arr!” Ayen roared with frustration as he naturally tried to draw an arrow back on his bow, but he seemed to remember our need to kill the demons without breaking their skin or spilling their blood. Instead, my big blond friend gripped his bow like a baseball bat, darted forward, and swung it out at the black-eyed fuck’s head. 
 
    The impact was so forceful that the demon went cross-eyed for a second and stumbled back a few paces, and I was impressed by the strength of Ayen’s bow for withstanding the blow. 
 
    I didn’t wait to see what he or Finnern did next, I just launched myself at the chest of the stunned demon and knocked it back onto the rocky ground. The demon was larger than me, but my mountain lion form had enough weight to pin the horned bastard to the ground. I positioned my front paw directly on the demon’s windpipe and pressed down with all of my strength until I felt its esophagus collapse under my foot. The demon’s mouth gaped open as it tried to gasp for air like a fish out of water, and I didn’t move my paw away until the life drained slowly out of its black eyes. Then I turned around to look for my companions and found they had trapped the other demon between them. 
 
    Ayen’s back was to me while Finnern faced me on the other side of the black-eyed fucker, and the dwarf’s moss-green eyes were as hard as steel as he stared at the demon. 
 
    The creature feinted slightly to its right in an attempt to throw the dwarf off his game, but apparently Finnern was ready for it, because he matched the move perfectly. 
 
    “Hruuugt ooond,” the demon growled low in its throat as it tried to keep both men in its sights. 
 
    Ayen’s broad shoulders tensed as he lowered his bow to the rocky ground beneath us, and then he raised his hands in a silent signal to Chancellor Finnern. 
 
    I couldn’t see Ayen’s face, but there was a flash of recognition and agreement in the dwarf’s dark green eyes, and Finnern’s mustache twitched the tiniest bit. Then all I could do was watch as the two men executed their silently agreed upon plan. 
 
    “You are one ugly bastard,” Finnern mocked the demon in a loud voice to keep its attention on him. “But you do not frighten me! I am Finnern, son of Uderlum, and you will not prevail this day!” 
 
    While the demon’s attention was trained solely on Finnern, Ayen slid his feet quietly forward, raised his arms, and prepared to pounce on his target. 
 
    I longed to help, but I knew there was no way for me to assist without drawing the demon’s attention right where it shouldn’t be at this exact moment, so I just stood as still as I could and watched. 
 
    “I am the last descendant of the great line of Dwarf Kings!” Finnern continued to boast and mock the demon as Ayen got into position. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like hours, Ayen sprang forward like a jumping spider and landed squarely on the black demon’s shoulders. 
 
    Just a split second later, Finnern raised his war hammer and bolted forward so the demon was pinned quite nicely between his weapon and Ayen’s body. 
 
    “Ayen!” Finnern shouted. 
 
    My blond friend didn’t hesitate as he gripped the ends of Finnern’s war hammer in both of his hands, and together, they pressed the handle tight against the demon’s throat. 
 
    Finnern pushed while Ayen pulled, and I watched with awe as the men worked together to crush the throat of the demon. 
 
    The ugly bastard’s clawed hands grasped desperately at anything it could reach, but the men had clamped the demon so perfectly between their bodies that it was no use. The demon spluttered, and little flecks of acidic spit sprayed out at Finnern’s face, but the triple-braided dwarf held firm. He closed his eyes as he grunted against the stinging burns, and he pressed the length of his war hammer at an upward angle to force the demon’s jaws shut. 
 
    Nearly a half-minute later, the crunching sound of crushed potato chips came from the demon’s throat, and its entire body went limp with death. 
 
    “Ugly bastard,” Finnern sighed with exhausted relief as he took a step back from Ayen. “I believe he singed my beard.” 
 
    I heaved with relief as well and felt my body begin to naturally return to my human form. I watched Ayen lay the demon’s corpse down on the stone as my spine straightened back out, and the whiskers disappeared into my cheeks. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed as I rolled my shoulders back, and I looked down at the two demons we’d successfully killed without a single drop of blood being wasted. 
 
    “What is the word you use, Levi?” Ayen asked. “Motherfucker?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “That’s a good one, and ‘piece of shit’ is another good one, but it doesn’t have quite the same ring.” 
 
    “Hezzig will be thrilled to have two new specimens to experiment with.” Finnern smirked. “Perhaps we should call this outing a success and return to the castle.” 
 
    “I think that is wise.” Ayen nodded in agreement. “It will be getting dark before much longer, and I would rather not be caught out in the night.” 
 
    “Let’s get back,” I agreed. 
 
    I knelt down, hauled the demon I’d killed up onto my shoulder, and moved back to where the narrow path led out of the lava fields. 
 
    “Allow me,” Ayen said, and before Finnern could object, he scooped the other demon up and laid its corpse across his broad shoulders. 
 
    Finnern’s bushy reddish-brown eyebrows furrowed with what I could only describe as wounded pride, but he didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Finnern, would you take up the rear and watch our backs on the path, please?” I asked to distract him from the competitive atmosphere I could see brewing between the two men. “We don’t want more demons sneaking up on us on this path, so our lives are in your hands here.” 
 
    “Yes,” Finnern hummed as the importance of the job seemed to wash over him. “It would be an honor to protect you, Lord Levi.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned at the way Ayen’s midnight-blue eyes rolled in his head, and then I started down the path before they could continue their pissing contest. 
 
    With the added weight of the demon bodies, it took us longer to pass out of the lava fields than it had to enter, and I was thankful that we didn’t run into any trouble on our way out. Once we emerged from the blazing heat of the volcanoes, I readjusted the demon’s weight on my shoulders and checked in with my companions. 
 
    “Are you two good?” I asked. 
 
    “I am unburdened,” Finnern said, and his mustache twitched with humor as he looked at Ayen. “How are you faring?” 
 
    “I am just fine, thank you,” Ayen huffed, and he shifted the demon’s weight on his shoulders a bit. “Do not worry about me. I have carried greater weight than this before.” 
 
    “Great.” I rolled my eyes at the two men, and I wondered if this was the beginning of a one-upping contest between them. “Then let’s go.” 
 
    We moved at a slow and steady pace across the barren wastelands between the lava fields and the old encampment until both fell behind us. Then we hiked down the wide path through the mountains until the castle appeared before us. 
 
    I saw no point in going anywhere but directly to where Hezzig would build his blacksmith workshop, so after we entered the outer gates, I led my companions around the castle to the eastern corner of the grounds. 
 
    Wyn and Cedoric were standing with Hezzig, who was talking with excitement and gesturing around the area like he was showing the others how he wanted to set up the shop. 
 
    “Hezzig!” Finnern called as he jogged ahead of us. “We have supplies for you, my friend.” 
 
    “Welcome back, sire… sir,” Hezzig corrected himself and shot a guilty look at me. 
 
    I knew it would take time for the dwarves to get out of the habit of using Finnern’s former royal title, so I nodded at Hezzig to let him know I wasn’t upset. 
 
    “Where do you want your materials?” I asked. 
 
    “You honor me, Lord Levi,” Hezzig murmured, and he walked over beside the steel plate on the ground. “You may place them here, please.” 
 
    Ayen and I carefully laid the corpses down beside the albino one from earlier, and Wyn smiled at me in that lazy way of his. 
 
    “Come to get a look at the demons, Wyn?” I asked the old elf. 
 
    “Not quite, my boy.” Wyn smiled like he had his own huge sack of secrets. 
 
    “Wyn said that he discovered smithing tools in the dungeons,” Hezzig said. “He brought Cedoric to help me move them to where I needed them. I was just explaining how I wanted to arrange my workshop for greatest efficiency.” 
 
    “Old smithing tools?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, there was an anvil and several tools stashed away in the lowest part of the dungeons,” Wyn explained. “I am not certain of their conditions. It is rather dark down there, so I decided I would leave the decisions up to our new blacksmith.” 
 
    “What a find this could be.” Hezzig rubbed his hands together with anticipation. “Shall we go and have a look right now?” 
 
    “This is why I have asked Cedoric to accompany us,” Wyn chuckled. “I will be of no use to you in moving the heavy tools from the dungeons.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Hezzig grinned. He gestured for Wyn to lead the way to the potential treasure trove of smithing tools, but he stopped and looked back at me. “Oh, Lord Levi, I wanted to ask you, what kind of weapon would you prefer?” 
 
    “A sword, probably,” I said. “I’ll leave the specifics up to you, though. And we’ve got a pair of wrought-iron chandeliers we’re not using that you can melt down and work with, too. I’ll have someone bring them out here for you.” 
 
    “Very good,” Hezzig murmured with enthusiasm, and then he jogged to catch up with Wyn and Cedoric. 
 
    I smiled after the three men as they disappeared around the castle, and then I turned to Finnern and Ayen. 
 
    “Levi, my friend,” Ayen said slowly. “I could not help but notice something in the forest today…” 
 
    The smirk on my friend’s face told me exactly where he was going with this, and I prepared myself for a hard congratulatory slap on the back. 
 
    “What’s that?” I smirked. 
 
    “You kissed Shalanna,” Ayen said, and it almost sounded like an accusation. 
 
    “I did.” I nodded, and I couldn’t help the stupid grin that spread across my face. 
 
    “It seemed that Elora was not opposed to this…” Ayen fished for more details without actually posing a question. 
 
    “She’s not,” I chuckled. “Is there a question in there somewhere, Ayen?” 
 
    “I have a question,” Finnern laughed. “Two women, both so beautiful and strong… It must take a powerful man to satisfy them. How do you find the time with all the other duties you have?” 
 
    “Well,” I laughed deep in my chest. “I believe it’s important to make time to meet the needs of all my people.” 
 
    “Quite!” Ayen laughed so loudly the sound echoed around the castle’s outer walls. 
 
    “Sometimes it cuts into my sleeping time, though.” I winked at my companions. 
 
    “Levi!” Elora called as she appeared around the corner of the castle. 
 
    “Oh!” Ayen immediately adjusted his face into a respectable mask, and he averted his eyes from my lover. 
 
    Finnern straightened up as well, and I shook my head at the two men’s attempts to be respectable with a lady present. 
 
    “Hey,” I greeted my elven lover. “Did Hezzig give you the message that we went out again?” 
 
    “He did.” Elora nodded. “I came to see if you were successful in your mission, and I can see that you were.” 
 
    “Yeah, not too shabby,” I said. “Hezzig is excited to experiment with quenching weapons in the different types of demon blood.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Elora asked as her amber-red eyes glanced around for the smith. 
 
    “Apparently, Wyn found some old blacksmith tools in the dungeons,” I explained. “They’ve gone down to see what can be salvaged.” 
 
    “Hezzig will repair anything that is worth repairing,” Finnern said. “He is very resourceful, and I am certain he will have a functional workshop very soon.” 
 
    “He’s going to forge a weapon for me,” I said. 
 
    “That is wonderful news. You deserve a weapon worthy of a God King.” Elora smiled at the triple-braided dwarf, and then she turned to me. “If I could steal you away? There is something I would like to discuss with you.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I said, and then I turned to the men. “Enjoy the rest of your evening.” 
 
    “And you as well, Lord Levi,” Finnern said, and I could see the intense humor in his moss-green eyes. 
 
    I narrowed my own eyes over my shoulder at the man as I looped my arm around Elora’s waist and walked away with her. 
 
    “Oh, Ayen!” I stopped and turned back to the two men. 
 
    “Yes?” Ayen asked. 
 
    “Would you set up an extra guard to watch for any movements in the mountains, please?” I asked. “And have those chandeliers brought out here for Hezzig.” 
 
    “Certainly.” Ayen nodded. “We shall let you know if there are any developments in the mountains.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and then continued to walk with my elven lover. “So, what did you want to talk to me about?” 
 
    “Actually, nothing,” Elora giggled. “I simply could not bear to wait another minute for you in our bedchamber. I have set up a surprise, so I came to find you.” 
 
    “A surprise?” I asked, and my interest was immediately ignited. “What kind of surprise?” 
 
    “It is something you deserve as much as a proper weapon,” Elora purred with mischief in her amber-and-ruby eyes. “Come along.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at my lover and followed her up the stairs to our room, and my mouth fell open when I followed her through our door. 
 
    Shalanna was laying on the huge bed completely naked, and her creamy skin almost glowed in the light of the setting sun. She propped herself up on her elbows when we entered the room and smiled coyly at me. 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed as heat flashed across my body, and my brain buzzed with a sudden wave of arousal. 
 
    Shalanna crawled off the bed, knelt down on the floor, and lowered her silver-flecked blue eyes in a submissive gesture that turned my blood into molten gold. 
 
    Elora sauntered over and knelt down beside the black-haired woman. She kept her amber-red eyes on my face as a deep flush spread over her pale blue skin. 
 
    “My lord, for this night, and any other you desire,” Elora murmured, “we exist for your pleasure.” 
 
    “Do with us as you see fit,” Shalanna added, and she looked up at me from under thick black lashes. 
 
    My mouth started to water as I looked over the two sexy warriors who were presenting themselves completely for me, and knowing they were as eager for my touch as I was to touch them only heightened the excitement. 
 
    “What shall we do for you, my lord?” Elora purred. 
 
    “You are wearing entirely too much clothing.” I frowned like I was disappointed in Elora’s disobedience, but I couldn’t keep the humor from my eyes. 
 
    “I am so sorry, my lord.” Elora grinned at me with all the teasing sass that lay beneath her submissive facade. 
 
    “Shalanna, help her rectify this situation,” I ordered with a grin. 
 
    “Right away, my lord,” Shalanna said through a barely-contained giggle. 
 
    I kept my eyes glued to my two lovers as Shalanna reached over and began to untie the laces at the front of Elora’s cotton shirt. Then the short-haired woman grabbed the hem, slowly pulled it up over Elora’s silvery hair, and tossed it away. 
 
    I kicked off my own shoes as I yanked my linen tunic up over my head, and I added it to the growing pile of Elora’s discarded clothes. I left my pants on to maintain a level of playful superiority over my lovers, but also so I could tease them a bit longer. 
 
    Elora stood up to allow Shalanna to peel her leather shorts down over her toned thighs, and then my silver-haired lover stepped daintily out of them. Shalanna caressed her hands up the flushed, pale lavender skin of Elora’s thighs and peeked at me from the corner of her eyes. 
 
    “What shall we do now, my lord?” Shalanna purred. 
 
    “I want to watch you touch her,” I instructed the black-haired warrior. “Drive her a little bit crazy for me.” 
 
    “Oooh,” Elora sighed as her amber-red eyes rolled back in her head, and she dug her hands up into the thick river of her silvery hair. 
 
    Shalanna blushed hard, and I was impressed by how bold the woman was considering she’d been a total virgin just a few days ago. My short-haired lover kept her silver-flecked blue eyes locked on my face as she leaned closer and pressed her pouty lips to the smooth skin of Elora’s abdomen. 
 
    Even from where I stood several paces away, I could see the shiver of pleasure that raced across my elf’s pale skin as Shalanna kissed her way across her flat stomach. Arousal rolled through my body, and my shaft throbbed with anticipation as I watched Elora’s arousal heighten. 
 
    “Mmmm.” Elora dropped her hands from her mass of silvery locks and carded her fingers through Shalanna’s short black hair. 
 
    Shalanna looked me square in my eyes as she slid her right hand up the inside of Elora’s pale blue thigh at the pace of a snail, and she bit down on her full bottom lip when her fingers reached the center of Elora’s arousal. 
 
    “Oooh, godsss,” Elora let out a slow moan, and she gripped harder on Shalanna’s black hair. 
 
    My human lover licked her lips with anticipation, and then she pressed a kiss at the top of the silvery patch of curls between Elora’s thighs as the muscles in her forearm started to work. 
 
    I took a few steps to the side to get a better view of Elora’s flushed skin and Shalanna’s hand as my black-haired lover fingered my elven lover. 
 
    Heat thundered like crashing waves through my veins, and my cock ached to thrust deep inside both of their hungry pussies, so I walked forward and knelt down behind Shalanna. 
 
    “Don’t you dare stop touching her,” I growled low in Shalanna’s ear, and I let my hands hover just a quarter of an inch over her creamy skin. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Shalanna gasped, but she didn’t stop teasing her fingers across Elora’s hot pussy lips. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Elora sighed with mounting arousal, and her knees trembled slightly underneath her. 
 
    I wrapped my hands around Shalanna’s slender waist and gave her a light squeeze before I slid my hands down over the luscious curve of her ass. Then I moved my right hand between her thighs from behind until I found the wet heat of her pussy, and I stroked my middle finger through her slick heat there just in time with her strokes with Elora. 
 
    “Mmmmm,” Shalanna moaned, and she rested her head against Elora’s taut stomach. 
 
    I smirked with pleasure to see that her fingers didn’t stop moving between Elora’s thighs, and I focused on matching the dark-haired beauty’s movements. 
 
    Shalanna seemed to realize I was matching her motions, and she appeared to test this fact with a few slowly teasing strokes over Elora’s swollen clit. When Shalanna circled to the front, I did the same, and when she flicked her finger rapidly over Elora’s clit, I gave her the same treatment. Soon, both of my lovers were gasping and quivering with intense need and hunger for satisfaction. 
 
    Elora gripped onto the wooden post at the corner of our bed as her legs shuddered underneath her, and Shalanna arched her lower back so her clit moved right under my fingertips. 
 
    I smirked to myself and reached around with my free hand to cup the delicious weight of her breast in my palm. 
 
    “Do you want to cum?” I murmured in Shalanna’s ear as I pinched her left nipple hard between my fingers. 
 
    “Aaaahhhh,” Shalanna let out a pleading moan and nodded emphatically. “Please, Levi, I need you.” 
 
    “Ooooh, gods,” Elora gasped, and she opened her amber-red eyes just enough to look down at us. “You both are so sexy.” 
 
    “I’ll give you what you want as soon as you give Elora what she wants,” I growled in Shalanna’s ear as I locked my gaze with my silver-haired lover. 
 
    “I will give it to her,” Shalanna mewled, and she repositioned her hand between Elora’s pale thighs. 
 
    “Yeeeees, right there,” Elora gasped and grabbed onto the bed post until her knuckles turned white. “Yeeees, pleeeaaase!” 
 
    I matched my fingers to the rapid movements of Shalanna’s strokes, and I pressed my chest to the short-haired beauty’s back side so she could feel the rock hard length of my dick pressing against her ass. I grinded myself lightly against her to the same rhythm of our fingers, and I watched Elora’s face as her orgasm approached its peak. 
 
    “Oooohhh!” Elora cried out. 
 
    “Finish her,” I commanded as I thrust two fingers into Shalanna’s tight tunnel. 
 
    “Ooooohhh,” Shalanna groaned, and she thrust two of her fingers as deep into Elora’s pussy as she could reach. 
 
    “Fuck,” I growled under my breath, and I rotated my wrist around so I could massage my fingers against Shalanna’s g-spot. 
 
    I watched Elora tumble over the edge into climactic bliss just a split second before I felt Shalanna’s inner walls clamp and ripple around my fingers, and my ears were filled with the chorus of their gasps and moans. 
 
     I coaxed my black-haired lover slowly through the crashing waves of her orgasm as she rubbed her thumb soothingly over Elora’s swollen pussy lips. 
 
    “Ooooh, I needed that,” Elora sighed as she collapsed sideways onto the end of the bed. 
 
    “As did I,” Shalanna mumbled as she sank back against me, and she bent her arm back over her head to run her fingers through my hair. 
 
    “Mmm, I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I chuckled, and my cock twitched impatiently under Shalanna’s ass. 
 
    “Mmmm, I believe there is more pleasure to be had,” Shalanna moaned as she gyrated slightly on my lap. 
 
    “Good, because I’m not done with either of you.” I guided Shalanna to her feet and gave her perfect ass a gentle slap. “Get up there.” 
 
    Shalanna giggled and crawled onto the bed beside Elora, and she gave me the perfect view of her swollen pussy lips between her thighs as she did it. 
 
    “Where would you like me, my lord?” Elora breathed as her pale blue skin flushed with fresh arousal. 
 
    “Get on your knees beside Shalanna,” I ordered her with a teasing smirk. 
 
    I finally released my throbbing shaft from the prison of my pants, and I stepped up to the end of the bed. Then I caressed my hands soothingly up my lovers’ spines as I debated who I wanted to fuck first. I finally decided I needed to feel Elora’s next orgasm around my cock before anything else happened, so I grabbed her by the hips and pulled her to the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Oh!” The Valkyrie gasped with surprise and giggled. “Hello.” 
 
    “Hi.” I smirked as I nudged her knees wider apart and stepped up between her thighs. 
 
    “Where would you like me, my lord?” Shalanna asked as she peeked at me from under the thick fan of her black lashes. 
 
    “Right here,” I said, and I pointed at the place directly beside Elora. “Get that perfect ass over here.” 
 
    Shalanna giggled and complied without hesitation, and she scooted her ass back until she was lined up perfectly beside my silver-haired lover. 
 
    “Good girls,” I praised my ladies, and I gripped Elora’s hips in both of my hands. 
 
    I hovered just at my elven lover’s slick entrance until I thought my brain would explode, and then I thrust deep into her dripping pussy until my balls were pressed all the way against her fine ass. 
 
    “Ooooh, Leeeviii,” Elora moaned, and she arched her back to take me in just a bit deeper. 
 
    I gave her backside an almost rough caressing with my right hand as I reached my left over between Shalanna’s thighs. Then I pulled my rock hard cock out until just the very tip rested between Elora’s swollen lips, and I paused there for a long second. 
 
    “Leviii, pleeeaaase,” Elora begged, and she tried to press back to take my shaft back into her tunnel. 
 
    I took a hold of her hips in both of my hands and forced her to stay in place. 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah,” I chided her. “Be good.” 
 
    “Mmmmm,” Elora whined with frustration, and she looked over her shoulder at me as she bit down hard on her bottom lip. 
 
    “You want me to fuck you?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yeeees, pleaaase,” Elora mewled, and she folded her arms under herself and leaned down so her ass was raised up invitingly into the air. 
 
    “Good,” I growled, and I slammed my dick hard into her hungry pussy. “Because I am going to fuck you so hard that you’ll walk funny all week.” 
 
    “Oooh!” Elora gasped. 
 
    “Mmm,” Shalanna moaned softly beside her. 
 
    Then I started to set a demanding and hard pace as I fucked Elora just like I’d promised. I pounded her pussy with so much force that the massive wooden bed started to creak, and I looked over at Shalanna to find her eyes were wide and her lips were parted with desire. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Shalanna murmured, and her eyes were focused on the hard thrusts of my cock into her mentor’s dripping pussy. 
 
    “You are next.” I kept my eyes locked on Shalanna’s silver-flecked blue eyes and the red heat that crawled up her chest and neck as I continued to fuck Elora into oblivion. 
 
    “Ooooh, yeeeeees,” Elora groaned. “Levi, please, will you touch me?” 
 
    “Why don’t you touch yourself, sweetheart?” I suggested. 
 
    “Oh…” Elora breathed with passion-filled surprise, and she looked back at me as a fierce flush spread all over her body. “I have never done that before…” 
 
    “Don’t get shy on me now, baby,” I purred, and then I reached over and slid my fingers into Shalanna’s hot pussy as I watched Elora shift one arm beneath herself. 
 
    “Ooooh,” both of my lovers sighed with pleasure. 
 
    I worked three of my fingers into Shalanna’s tight tunnel, and I felt the tips of Elora’s fingers brush against the base of my cock as she experimented with playing with her own clit. 
 
    I listened to the moans of my two lovers start to ramp up, and I reveled in the burning hot pleasure that Elora’s pussy sent through my body. I played with Shalanna’s clit as Elora pleased herself, but then I felt her begin to tense up beneath me, so I diverted my attention to my silver-haired beauty. 
 
    “Don’t go anywhere, I’ll be right back,” I teased my short-haired lover as I pulled my fingers out of her tightness. 
 
    I gripped Elora’s hips in both of my hands and shifted the power of my thrusts away from my hips. I held myself still instead, and I started to push and pull Elora back and forth on my throbbing cock until she began to quiver all around me. 
 
    “Leeeviii,” Elora moaned, and the muscles in her shoulder worked rapidly as she played with her clit. “Yeeeeees, I am so clooose.” 
 
    “Cum for me, baby,” I groaned, and I gave her ass a gentle slap. 
 
    “Oooh,” Elora cooed, and she looked back at me with shy eyes. “Please, do that again.” 
 
    “What?” I smirked and gave her pale lavender-blue ass another gentle slap at the exact same second I pulled her hard onto my shaft. “That?” 
 
    “Yeeeeees, oh, gods,” Elora cried out, and shivers started to race down her spine. “I like that!” 
 
    I gave her a harder spank right in the same place until the shape of my hand rose up in a pinkish-purple shade on her ass, and I held her hard against me and ground my cock into her tight tunnel. 
 
    Elora gasped for air as she finally tumbled over the cliff and into the abyss, and I caressed my hand soothingly over the sore spot on her ass as her velvety channel clenched and rippled around my shaft. 
 
    “Aaaahhh,” Elora groaned. 
 
    I nudged deep inside her pussy and caressed my hands all over her back as she coasted through the crashing waves of her orgasm, and when she finally sighed with utter pleasure, I stilled my movements. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Elora sighed with satisfied exhaustion. “That was amazing.” 
 
    “Good,” I murmured as I pulled slowly out of her swollen pussy, and I leaned over her to press a hot kiss in the middle of her back. “Now I’m going to give Shalanna what she’s been waiting so patiently for.” 
 
    “Oooh,” the black-haired warrior giggled. 
 
    I looked over at Shalanna’s pale skin that was flushed with unspent desire. 
 
    “Roll over,” I instructed my black-haired lover as I moved to my left. 
 
    Shalanna blushed even deeper as she obeyed, and her hands fluttered a bit nervously over her stomach and breasts for a second until I grabbed hold of the backs of her knees and yanked her to me. 
 
    I didn’t give Shalanna a warning or a chance to prepare, I just thrust right into her pussy, and then I paused for a moment as she adjusted to me. 
 
    “Oh! Aaahhhh,” Shalanna gasped and groaned. “You… sooo deep… so hard… inside… me.” 
 
    Only after her eyes opened again to gaze at me with passionate surprise did I start to pull back and sink into her over and over again. I set a slower but no less demanding pace than I had with Elora, and pleasure skittered down my spine when my silver-haired lover shifted over to capture Shalanna’s nipples between her lips. 
 
    “Oh, godssss!” Shalanna moaned, and she wrapped her toned legs around my waist. Then she anchored herself on me and lifted her ass off the mattress to meet every one of my thrusts with an upward motion of her own. 
 
    Shalanna grasped Elora’s head with her hand and urged her toward her other nipple, and my elven lover was quick to give the short-haired warrior what she wanted. 
 
    Pleasure stacked like Jenga blocks in the base of my spine, and I knew it would topple over soon enough and send me crashing into total, mind-numbing ecstasy, so I found Shalanna’s engorged clit with my thumb. I moved my thumb in tight little circles over the sensitive nub until Shalanna’s breathing started to shudder in erratic gasps, and I knew she was close. 
 
    “Cum all over my cock,” I growled, and I picked up the pace. 
 
    Elora used her mouth and fingers to tease Shalanna’s dusky nipples until they were both hard enough to cut glass, and I worked the short-haired warrior’s clit like it was my fucking life’s goal to make her cum. 
 
    “Leeeeviiiii,” Shalanna cried out, and she arched off the bed as she flew over the edge into orgasmic satisfaction. 
 
    The black-haired beauty’s pussy shuddered and tightened around my cock and milked me for everything I was worth. 
 
    The ecstasy spiked through my brain and down my spine like golden lightning, and I pumped her quivering pussy full of my hot seed until it overflowed and dripped down the insides of her thighs. I worked myself deep inside Shalanna as we rode out the all-consuming pleasure of our shared ecstasy, and it seemed like our climaxes lasted a good five minutes. 
 
    Finally, when the flashes of bright rainbow-colored light faded from behind my eyes, and the last drops of my seed had poured into Shalanna’s hungry pussy, I looked down at my two satiated lovers and smiled at them. Shalanna gazed at me with utterly relaxed bliss, and Elora smirked as she scooted a bit to the side to make room for me. 
 
    “Holy fucking hell,” I sighed, and I slowly leaned down to collapse between my ladies. 
 
    “You say the strangest words, Levi,” Shalanna giggled with post-orgasmic glee. “What is… ‘fuck,’ and how is it different from ‘fucking?’” 
 
    “Well,” I chuckled, and I wrapped each of my arms around my ladies’ shoulders. “They’re different uses of the same word, just like ‘to sit’ and ‘sitting’ are both forms of the same thing.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Shalanna hummed. “But what does it mean?” 
 
    “It’s a pretty versatile word on Earth,” I explained. “You could call someone a fuck as an insult, or you could say it by itself to express surprise or frustration.” 
 
    “Ryfon was a fuck,” Elora said as an example. 
 
    “Yes, he was,” I laughed. “Good one.” 
 
    “And I feel as though fuck can be an action as well?” Shalanna asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “People on Earth would call what we just did fucking.” 
 
    “I prefer to call it lovemaking, personally.” Elora smiled at me with adoration in her amber-red eyes. 
 
    “A rather accurate name indeed,” Shalanna murmured, and she blushed hard. 
 
    It was at that moment that I realized Shalanna had become as important to me as Elora was, and I knew that I would do whatever it took to keep them both safe. I ran my hand lovingly down their sides as we all slipped into a deep and restful sleep. 
 
    Unfortunately, it didn’t last long, and an urgent knocking woke me up a bit later. I rubbed my eyes and looked out the open balcony to see the darkness of night and a starless sky that meant the wind was still blowing in from the volcanoes. 
 
    The knocking came again and was followed by a worried huff, so I carefully untangled myself from my sleeping lovers’ arms, and I walked over to the door. I opened the door and found a very frazzled Ingrid standing in the hallway in what appeared to be her nightdress. Her black hair hung freely down her back, and her green eyes were wide with anxiety. 
 
    I was immediately on high-alert. 
 
    “Lord Levi, forgive me,” my elven housekeeper whispered. 
 
    “What is it, Ingrid?” I asked. 
 
    “The guard has spotted movement among the cliffs, my lord,” Ingrid said as she twisted her fingers together with agitation. “I was just preparing for bed when Cedoric came to alert me.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, and I raced over to the balcony to see for myself. 
 
    Sure enough, a vast wave of scuttling white bodies moved over the cliffside like an army of pissed off hornets, and my blood ran cold at the sight. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I breathed.
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 Chapter 16 
 
    I hurried back over to where Ingrid waited for me just outside my door. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and I clenched my teeth. “Get everyone ready. It’s time.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” Ingrid nodded and then rushed away with more haste than I’d ever seen from her before. 
 
    I closed the door behind her, walked back over to the bed, and gently shook my lovers awake. 
 
    “Elora, Shalanna,” I said in a quiet but insistent voice. “Wake up, it’s time.” 
 
    “Time for what?” Elora mumbled. 
 
    “The demons and their queen have returned,” I explained. “Get up, we have to move.” 
 
    “Oh,” Shalanna gasped as she rolled out of bed and began searching for her discarded clothes. 
 
    “You will borrow my second set of armor, Shalanna,” Elora insisted, and she walked over to where her clothes were carefully folded and organized. “You cannot go into battle in what you were wearing today.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and I kissed both of my ladies quickly before I rushed to get dressed, too. 
 
    I pulled on a simple tan tunic and a thick pair of leather pants that had extra reinforcements at the knees. Then I shrugged on a pair of thick leather pauldrons that had been found in the hidden room with so many other things. I hadn’t had a chance to try them on until now, and I was surprised and pleased to find they fit perfectly. It was almost like they had been made just for me, and then I pulled on my steel-toed boots for extra protection. 
 
    I turned back around to see that Elora and Shalanna were both wearing similar clothes. They had thick, brown leather armor that stretched from the tops of their shoulders down to their elbows, leather corsets that acted as chest armor, and heavily padded leather strapped around their upper thighs and knees. It was the most amount of armor I’d seen on either of the women, and the badass warrior look made them even sexier to me. 
 
    “We are ready,” Shalanna said as she tucked her hatchets into their specially-made holsters on her hips. 
 
    “Me, too.” I nodded. “You both look great, by the way.” 
 
    “You look pretty handsome as well.” Elora smirked as her amber-red eyes grazed over my body. “Let us go slaughter a hive of demons.” 
 
    “Oh, it almost sounds very fun when you say it like that,” Shalanna said with a good-humored roll of her eyes. 
 
    I chuckled at the teasing grin Elora gave Shalanna in return and then pulled the door open. I led my lovers down the stairs and found several warriors waiting for us in the entrance hall. 
 
    Azariah, Arlindra, Varian, and Elion stood preparing their weapons with Cedoric and Halrond. A few paces away, Finnern, Romora, the slimmer dwarf named Gorn, and three other dwarves whose names I hadn’t learned yet were doing the same. 
 
    I did a quick head count before I realized Ayen wasn’t anywhere to be seen. 
 
    “Where’s--” I started to ask, but my big blond friend jogged down the stairs before I could finish my question. 
 
    “Excellent.” Ayen’s midnight-blue eyes burned with the anticipation of battle. His bow was slung over his shoulders, and he had a shortsword strapped to his waist. 
 
    “Lord Levi!” Hezzig called as he entered through the castle’s front doors. “I’ve just finished your sword!” 
 
    “Woah,” I breathed with surprise. “I didn’t expect it to be ready so soon.” 
 
    “I have worked non-stop since Wyn informed me of the smithing tools in the dungeon,” Hezzig said with obvious pride in his voice. “There was a great cache of tools and supplies, and I was able to begin my work quickly. It is not fancy, but I intend to add the proper details after we are victorious in battle.” 
 
    Hezzig presented the sword to me like it was the most valuable item in the world, and he bowed his head respectfully as he held it up. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I said. 
 
    I took the sword from the dwarf smith’s hands and found that it was perfectly balanced. The weapon felt light and strong in my hands, and I wondered if that was a trick of the acid-spitting demon’s blood, or if it was just part of Hezzig’s mastery. I took a step back, gripped the leather-wrapped hilt, and rotated the sword twice to test its feel in my hand. 
 
    “What do you think, my lord?” Hezzig asked with hopeful expectation in his iron-gray eyes. “Is it well-suited to you?” 
 
    “It’s gorgeous, Hezzig,” I praised the dwarf. “It’s so light, is that the extra quality from the demon blood?” 
 
    “No, my lord.” Hezzig shook his bald head, and his eyes glowed with pride. “I used the albino demon’s blood to forge this sword for you, so I do not yet know what attributes it will provide for you. I figure that at the very least, it will give you the enhanced blood-letting qualities that we discovered in the lava demon blood. The lightness of the blade is achieved with a smithing technique that my grandfather taught me in my apprenticeship period.” 
 
    “It’s incredible,” I murmured as I moved the sword in a few practice swings. “It feels like an extension of my arm.” 
 
    The sword felt like a part of me rather than a tool in my hand. I’d never had the honor of using such a well-crafted weapon before, and I already cherished the magnificent gift. 
 
    “I am very glad you like it, my lord.” Hezzig smiled proudly at me. 
 
    “I will take great care of this gift, thank you,” I said with sincerity, and then I raised my voice to the group as a whole. “Is everyone ready?” 
 
    “Aye, my lord,” Cedoric answered. 
 
    “We are ready,” Azariah added as her blonde sister nodded beside her. 
 
    Varian, Elion, and Halrond nodded their heads as well, and the dwarves I was less familiar with pursed their lips with determination. 
 
    “On your lead, Lord Levi,” Finnern said, and his lady Romora bobbed her head in a slight nod of respect. 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed as I turned my senses to the mission ahead of us, and all the warriors stared at me to lead them. “I want you all to remember what we’re fighting for tonight. It’s not just our lives that are on the line against the demon queen, but it’s what we’re trying to build here. This castle has given us the chance at having a new life, a future with a real possibility of happiness and prosperity.” 
 
    There was an almost hesitant rumble of agreement through the small crowd as I spoke, and I could see their determination and focus building. 
 
    “Tonight,” I continued, “I want you all to remember that it’s not just your life and the lives of our friends and family that we’re fighting for, we’re fighting for our futures, and we’re fighting to put the hellish past behind us. As long as there’s life in my body, I will stand by you and fight alongside you.” 
 
    “Aye!” Ayen cheered, and he pumped his fist in the air. 
 
    A round of cheers echoed through the entrance hall, and Elora and Shalanna smiled proudly at me. 
 
    “Well done,” Elora whispered. 
 
    “Let us go and kill these bastards once and for all!” Finnern shouted. 
 
    Another series of battle cries echoed through the room as everyone hoisted their weapons in the air, and the energy of the upcoming fight was thick around us. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I called, and I led the way out of the castle doors. 
 
    My little army followed behind me, and the mood grew focused and duty-bound as we marched up over the narrow mountain pass in a single file line. 
 
    Once I stepped off the end of the mountain pass into the edge of the forest, I paused and waited for all of my warriors to gather around. 
 
    “Remember,” I said in a clear voice that was firm but quiet enough so I wouldn’t draw too much attention to us. “Your job is to kill as many of the demons as you can. Work together, watch out for each other, and then we’ll lead them to the dangerous area of the forest.” 
 
    “How will we know where the dangerous area is, Lord Levi?” one of the dwarves I didn’t know asked in a voice that trembled only slightly. He had thick red hair, piercing golden-brown eyes, and a beard that was shorter than many of the other dwarves. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “Braddock, my lord,” the dwarf replied. 
 
    “We marked the trees all around the south and west borders with slashed-out circles, Braddock,” I explained. “Are there any more questions?” 
 
    Everyone shook their heads at me, and several pairs of hands gripped their weapons a bit tighter. 
 
    I nodded and turned to lead my little army into battle, and as we marched, I found myself wishing the wind was blowing in from the sea so we could have the light of the moon shining down on us. 
 
    We marched slowly through the dark forest for several minutes before I realized the trees in front of me were starting to be bathed in the clean white light of the moon. I looked up between the canopies of the trees in front of me and found the wind had shifted during our march. The cool light of a nearly three-quarters full moon shone down amidst a star-studded sky, and it brought a deep wave of hope to me. 
 
    I didn’t know if it was luck or destiny, but either way, I was grateful for the light that led our way. 
 
    I turned back to look at my small army and found that several of them had noticed the shift in the clouds as well. Cedoric, Elion, Romora, and Gorn all had their arms raised and were pointing at the bright moon above to the fellow warriors nearby, and an excited hush rippled through the group. 
 
    We marched quietly for a bit longer until I noticed the buzzing of the night insects had stopped, and the rustle of the small animals in the forest were gone, too. 
 
    That’s when the sounds of scuttling feet over rock began to drown out the sound of our own footsteps. The little hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as I pulled my new sword from its sheath, and I looked back at the warriors of my army. 
 
    “They’re close,” I whispered to Elora, Shalanna, and Hezzig, who were just behind me. 
 
    They quickly passed the quiet message back through the ranks of our army, and everyone drew their weapons in anticipation. I turned back around to face the darkness in front of us, and immediately, a rush of pale white bodies burst through the trees. 
 
    “Attack!” I screamed, and I swung at the closest white bastard as the forest erupted into noise. 
 
    My ears were assaulted with the clash of blades against bone, the screeches of the blind demons, and the war cries of my army. I couldn’t waste a second to turn and check on my companions as the dozens of white demons hurtled toward us like a nasty swarm of hornets. I quickly lopped the eyeless head right off my first target, and my jaw nearly hit the ground with shock as the demon’s flesh withered and pulled away from the wound like the burning edges of a photograph. 
 
    I glanced down at the brand-new dwarf-crafted weapon in my hands with amazement for a second before I moved onto my next target. 
 
    I slid my feet across the rich soil of the forest floor and pivoted easily around the trees as I slashed out with my sword at one demon after the next. Each of their wounds tore open with a ferocious, withering snap that ripped the flesh from their bones. 
 
    It was a hideous sight to behold as I chopped off limbs and decapitated heads with extreme prejudice. I pivoted around and caught the mayhem of battle past me at the edges of my vision. 
 
    The bright moonlight glinted off several blades as they slashed through the darkness of the forest, and soon the ground was littered with the dismembered limbs of the demons all around us. 
 
    The efficiency of my army sent a ripple of relief and admiration through my chest, and I turned my complete focus back to eliminating as many demons as possible. Their skin reacted to my blade like it was red-hot, and it either withered and shrank or completely snapped like an over-stretched rubber band. 
 
    Then a much larger demon whose skull protruded out at the forehead lurched toward me and hissed like a snake. This pale fucker was almost twice the size of the others, and for a second I thought maybe it was the queen, but then it opened its mouth and began to speak. 
 
    “Foul pests!” the larger demon rasped, and all the other demons echoed its words a half-second later. “My queen will enjoy sucking your insides out.” 
 
    I guessed that this bastard was a higher rank among the albino demons because the others seemed to follow its lead, and they paused for a moment as it spoke to me. 
 
    “Where is your queen?” I demanded, and I let my tone drip with smug confidence. “I’d love to meet her and chop her ugly fucking head right off.” 
 
    “Pitiful creature,” the higher-ranked demon growled at me, and again the rest repeated it a beat later. Then it was clear to me that our conversation was over, because the big fucker stomped toward me. 
 
    I lifted my sword in an offensive hold and matched the demon’s steps with opposite movements of my own. I studied the fucker and found that its elbow and knee joints were slightly higher than human or elf joints, just like Elora had taught me in our first training session. 
 
    The blind demon’s ears twitched like a cat’s, and they seemed to be following my every footstep and the quiet sounds of my leather armor shifting as I moved, so I stopped and waited. I forced my breathing to be as quiet as possible, and I hoped that the beating of my heart would be drowned out by the returned clash of battle between my army and the demon drones. 
 
    The large white demon paused, too, and tilted its caveman-like forehead to the side like a dog listening for intruders. Then its needle-like teeth were on full display as its mouth split in a wide and victorious grin, and it faced right at me. 
 
    I shifted the angle of my blade as quietly as I could in preparation to skewer the ugly bastard right through its chest, and I waited. 
 
    The clash of blades, the roars of battle-rage, and the splash and plop of blood and forcibly removed limbs thundered inside my eardrums. Everything felt like slow-motion, and the thumping sound of my blood through my veins was as steady as a metronome. I knew I could have shifted as easily as breathing in that moment, but I was determined to remain in my human form until the demon queen arrived. 
 
    Besides, I wasn’t ready to stop experimenting with my new blade just yet. 
 
    The higher-ranked demon stepped toward me and swung at me with its clawed hands. I evaded left just in time, and I felt the rush of air as its translucent fingers barely missed my throat. 
 
    I shifted my feet across the rich soil as I turned around to come up beside the demon, and then I lifted my foot and kicked hard into the beast’s hip joint with my steel-toed boot. 
 
    “Uuugh,” the demon grunted as its hip gave way under the force of my kick. 
 
    Then I stepped back in front of the demon, and I sliced my new sword straight up the belly of the bastard from its pelvis to the underside of its protruding jaw. The ripping and sloshing sound of its body rending itself apart rippled out into the night, and I grinned as I turned away from the dying beast to check on the rest of my army. 
 
    The ground was littered with bodies already, and it shone with the thick black ooze they bled out as I saw that their numbers were dwindling. 
 
    “Keep it up!” I shouted to my warriors as I mentally tamped down the hope that sprang within my chest. 
 
    We were plowing through their numbers well enough, but I knew it couldn’t be that easy. The number of albino demons we’d slain so far did not compare to the huge wave of beasts I’d seen race over the cliffside from my balcony, so I knew there were more out there. 
 
    As if on cue, a fresh wave of demons hurtled through the trees toward us like a swarm of locusts over a fresh wheat field. 
 
    “Everybody!” I shouted above the scurrying sound of a hundred or more demon feet. “Lead them through the forest!” 
 
    “Aaaahhh! Come and get us, you ugly bastards!” Ayen screamed at the top of his lungs, and it was very effective. 
 
    Nearly all of the black-veined creatures turned their ears to listen to my big blond friend as he stomped his feet on the ground for a moment. Then Ayen roared again and waved for the rest of our army to follow him before he darted deeper into the forest in the direction of the danger zone. 
 
    “Aaaahhh!” Finnern roared and bolted after Ayen. He swung his massive war hammer out at the skull of a demon just before he disappeared through the trees, and the ugly bastard’s entire head exploded like a half-rotten jack o’ lantern splattering on the pavement.  
 
    The rest of my warriors let loose their own battle cries a split second later and took off at top speed through the forest, and the demons took the bait. 
 
    Only two nocturnal beasts remained behind facing toward me as the rest of the horde took off after my companions. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked as I faced off with them. 
 
    “To feed,” the two demons answered in disturbing unison. 
 
    “Yeah…” I groaned. “That’s not gonna happen.” 
 
    Before either of the blind fuckers could respond, I lunged forward, slashed up with my sword through the left demon’s throat, and nicely removed its entire head in one blow. The skin of the demon’s face pulled away from the wound and shriveled up like a water balloon being popped in slow-motion. Then I skewered the right demon straight through its torso before the first had even hit the ground, and its skin contracted away from my slash until the beast was half-flayed and dead in the dirt. 
 
    I didn’t even spare their corpses a second glance. Instead, I pivoted fast on my feet and launched myself through the forest after the rest of my army. Several long strides later, the sounds of battle filled my ears again, and I spotted the flash and shine of moonlight on a dozen and a half blades ahead of me. 
 
    I ran into the demons at the back of the horde first, and I slaughtered them quickly as I made my way closer to my companions. I cleaved the head off another demon, and its black blood sprayed out all over one of our slashed-out circle marks on a nearby tree. 
 
    “Further!” Hezzig’s voice shouted from several paces in front of me. 
 
    A quick pause and survey of my surroundings told me that the demons were stalking closer to the danger zone, but they weren’t there just yet. 
 
    A ferocious war cry ripped loose from my throat, and I knew I could help herd the demons further into the danger zone from behind. 
 
    “Levi!” Elora shouted as she appeared by my side. 
 
    “Help me push them in!” I instructed. 
 
    I ducked under a blind demon’s flailing swing, punched the handle of my sword into its gut, and then flipped my sword around to slice cleanly through its throat. 
 
    Elora moved gracefully at my side, and together, we pushed the demons further beyond the mud-marked trees and into the clutches of the danger zone. 
 
    Every one of my warriors was working well together, watching each others’ backs, and driving the demons toward the edge of the aggressive plants. 
 
    Finnern slammed his war hammer into the belly of one demon, and the horde let out a collective hiss of pain as the triple-braided dwarf’s target exploded in a spray of blood and innards. 
 
    Shalanna and Azariah had cornered three demons between them, and they effectively sliced them into macabre sushi with several precise swings of their hatchets. 
 
    The dwarves, humans, and elves cut down the demons with rapid accuracy, but there were so many of them that we needed to push them beyond the border we’d marked, or we risked being overtaken. 
 
    I wondered why the forest hadn’t started to attack yet, and the only answer I could come up with was that it slept at night. It was a guess, but it made sense. Plants used sunlight to produce energy, so it was logical to assume they would be slightly more dormant in the dark of night. I hoped, once the forest realized we were providing it some easy prey, it would awaken and attack the demons with the kind of hunger and ferocity it had attacked us with. 
 
    Then I was presented with the perfect alarm clock for the forest, and I smirked to myself. 
 
    A demon had found itself pinned nicely between myself and Cedoric, and I spotted a thick vine crawling along the forest floor out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    “You ugly fucker,” I growled at the demon as I took a slow step toward it. 
 
    The hideous bastard hissed at me and did exactly what I wanted it to do. The white demon’s feet slid backward toward the vine, and it was just close enough for the sentient plant to wrap itself around the demon’s leg. 
 
    Once the vine tangled around its target, it was like someone had flipped the lights on in the forest, and all hell broke loose.
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 Chapter 17 
 
    Vines suddenly lurched into life and started to scoop up anything close enough to their dark green tentacles. 
 
    “The forest is awake!” I shouted to my army. “Watch out for the vines!” 
 
    My warrior companions quickly danced just outside of the danger zone’s perimeter, and we watched with wide eyes as the plants began to demolish the demon army. Vines crushed the white-bodied monsters as poison darts shot out from every direction, and one enormous flower opened like a huge mouth and snapped closed around the lower half of one demon. 
 
    “Gaaahh!” the demon screamed with shock and pain, and the rest of the horde screamed in an eardrum-scraping harmony. 
 
    The flower opened back up and dragged the upper half of the demon into its petals, and the bone-chilling chorus of screams stopped abruptly. Only a split second later, a fresh wave of screeching gasps started as another demon was strangled by the sentient vines. 
 
    My warriors and I continued to attack the demons who tried to escape from the edges of the danger zone, and soon their numbers were almost entirely wiped out. 
 
    Then a thunderous crashing sound that sent shivers up my spine emanated from the direction we’d come. I knew it was the queen before I even turned around, but I was taken by complete surprise at the sheer size of her. 
 
    The demon queen’s bulbous body was as wide around as the Demon Lord had been tall, and she was like a huge spider, but with the upper body of a centaur and two disturbingly humanoid arms. Her pale white face was eyeless like her drones, and she had huge ears that twitched around as the forest filled with the screams of her worker demons. She walked on all four of her massive and gangly legs like a four-legged spider, and her head protruded out on a thin neck that just begged to be chopped off as cleanly as Marie Antoinette’s. 
 
    The hideous queen’s ears twitched around, and her head tilted left and right as a weird trilling click rippled out from between her needle-like teeth. Then she gasped and clutched at her chest with one long-clawed hand. 
 
    “My babies!” the queen roared in a voice like rusty nails down a brand-new chalkboard. “You killed my babies!” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned at the implication that this hideous beast had birthed the blind albino demons. Even if it was an egg-laying situation, it was somehow way more disgusting than if she’d simply recruited them all to follow her. 
 
    “You will pay for your murderous ways!” the queen roared as another wave of drone demons scuttled up behind her. 
 
    “Fuck,” I growled through gritted teeth, and then I shouted over my shoulder to my small army of humans, dwarves, and elves. “We’ve got more incoming!” 
 
    Three dozen more demons exploded toward us from between the trees, and the queen’s and my armies clashed together with a burst of sound. 
 
    I narrowed my focus on the hideous queen demon and trusted that my warriors would assist the forest in killing off the rest of her drones. 
 
    Without even having to think about it, my brain released a flood of adrenaline, and I felt my limbs begin to shift and stretch. But a flash of thought darted through my brain as I realized a shift would leave me unable to use my new sword. I didn’t necessarily need it, but I was enjoying the sword quite a lot and longed to be able to continue wielding it in my shifted form. 
 
    The shift felt familiar as dark fur sprouted all over my arms and legs. My nose extended into the fanged muzzle of my bipedal wolf form, and there was a tingle of something new when my arms began to stretch. I usually lost the sensation of holding onto anything during a shift, but the sword Hezzig had gifted to me continued to feel firm and present in my hand. 
 
    I looked down and found the sword grasped firmly in the long-clawed fingers of my wolf-like hand, and my lip curled up in a smug sneer of satisfaction. That was a new and thoroughly exciting development, and I wondered for a split second if it was a new skill I had just discovered, or if it was because the sword itself had a bit of magic within it from the demon blood quenching. 
 
    I didn’t have the time to consider it further, though, because the blind queen scuttled forward, and she was nearly on top of me in a flash. Even in my bipedal wolf form, she was slightly taller than me, and I ducked down and darted under her huge body to the other side. 
 
    “You cannot evade me, tiny pest!” the queen screeched as she scurried to turn around and find me with her super-hearing. “You will pay for the lives of my babies with each of your own, and then I will seek out the rest of your kind and kill them all!” 
 
    “That was the wrong fucking thing to say,” I growled through clenched teeth as my need to protect my people flared up like an inferno inside my gut. 
 
    With rage like this, I knew I would build a reputation on this planet that it was the worst possible idea to threaten my people. 
 
    I slid my feet silently over the rich soil of the forest floor and lashed out with my sword at the knee joint of the demon queen’s back leg, but she was faster than I thought. 
 
    “Aaaahh!” the demon queen raged as she lifted her leg out of the way. 
 
    She hadn’t been fast enough to avoid my attack entirely, and my razor-sharp blade sliced through the outermost layers of pale white skin. Black blood that was the consistency of mud started to ooze out of the wound, and the skin around it snapped away and withered like over-heated rubber. 
 
    My eyes flashed toward the danger zone of the forest, and I saw the forest was still in full-blown attack mode. The warriors were working hard to steer the queen’s worker demons into the open maw of the sentient plants, and I saw that a few of my companions were throwing the demons like sacks of flour directly toward the hungry plants. 
 
    Then I spotted a pair of extra-thick vines idly searching for their next target, and I had a flash of inspiration just before the demon queen lunged forward at me again. 
 
    My instincts took over, and I slashed out with my sword at the hideous spider-centaur’s front leg with every bit of strength I had. The impact of my sword through the thick bone of her leg trembled up my arm as her pale white skin exploded away from the razor-sharp edge of my blade. 
 
    The bottom half of the albino queen’s leg dropped like a dead fish to the ground, and she was stunned into silence for a second. Then her rage bubbled to the surface, and she scuttled after me on her three remaining legs. 
 
    “Over here, bitch!” I shouted as I made my way past the perimeter of mud-marked trees and into the danger zone. 
 
    “Levi!” Shalanna gasped as she saw me move out of the safety of the normal forest. 
 
    I ignored my black-haired lover’s terrified gasp, and I kept my focus split between the vines that were about ten feet away from me and the enormous demon queen. 
 
    “Come and get me!” I growled at the blind demon queen. 
 
    It looked as though her rage and desire for vengeance overshadowed any sense she might have had, and she followed me without hesitation. 
 
    I slowed my pace so the demon queen was just a step behind me, and I looked over my heavily-muscled shoulder to the vines. I slashed out at the albino queen’s bulbous body as I advanced to the rear. My swing fell just a hair short, but it allowed me the space to leap over the pair of thick vines at the very last second. 
 
    I took one more step back and let my muzzle turn into a snarling grin as the demon queen stepped right into the trap. 
 
    “You cannot escape!” the queen screeched as her remaining front leg landed right between the two vines. 
 
    The thick green vines seemed to sense their prey had stumbled into their grasp, and they climbed up the queen’s back legs in a flash. 
 
    My eyes went wide as foot after foot of vines emerged from the forest to wrap and tangle around the blind queen’s huge body. I watched with smug satisfaction as the queen’s mouth quickly shifted from rage to horror. 
 
    “What is this?” the queen gasped as the vines wound up around her body and swept her right off her three remaining feet. “Help me, my babies!” 
 
    The demon queen’s large ears twitched frantically as the vines tightened around her bulbous body until her black veins began to bulge and throb. 
 
    I didn’t waste another second, and I darted forward, crouched under her huge belly, and stabbed my sword up into her gut to the hilt. I dragged my blade through her underbelly, and I bolted out between her back legs as a deluge of black ooze and internal organs spilled out onto the forest floor like a vomit flood of my worst nightmares. 
 
    I darted around the queen and neatly chopped halfway through her thick legs on my way to her head, and I got there just in time to watch the air whoosh out of her open mouth. 
 
    Clearly the vines didn’t care that the queen was dead. They continued to wind around the hideous demon’s corpse until she was compacted into a ball of dead meat that oozed with black sludge, and then they dragged the queen’s dead body further into the sentient part of the forest. 
 
    I backed carefully out of the danger zone as I watched the vines disappear, and with a final step, I found myself on the safe side of the border. 
 
    “Oh, my gods, Levi!” Shalanna gasped and slammed her body into me in a fierce hug. “You madman, that was astounding.” 
 
    “We’re not done yet,” I grumbled through my fangs to my black-haired warrior, and then I turned to see my army finishing off their current targets. “Don’t let any of them escape!” 
 
    “Aye!” Finnern shouted. “Kill them all, lest one of them becomes the new queen!” 
 
    I hadn’t even considered that as a possibility, but I knew Finnern was right. If these demons were anything like the hornets they reminded me of, any of the surviving drones could evolve into a queen to continue the hive’s survival. 
 
    “None shall escape!” Ayen roared in agreement. 
 
    I looked around quickly and was relieved to find that only a small handful of demons even remained. Two had bolted into the danger zone without realizing they were committing suicide, and they ran straight into the open mouth of the carnivorous flower that had eaten one of their numbers just minutes ago. 
 
    Ayen pulled his bow over his shoulder and quickly dispatched two other demons who had scuttled up into the trees in their attempts to escape. Halrond hurled his massive sword through the air like a throwing dagger, and it speared a demon squarely through the chest and into a tree. Finnern swung his war hammer down into the skull of a half-dead demon on the forest floor, and its head exploded in a spray of black blood. 
 
    A sudden hush fell over the forest after that, and everyone turned to look at me with tense anticipation. 
 
    “Is it done?” Elion asked, and his lavender eyes shone with anxiety in the light of the moon. 
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. “We did it.” 
 
    Silence prevailed for exactly two more seconds until Ayen let out a deep belly laugh of celebration. Elora darted up to join Shalanna by my side, so I wrapped my arms around their shoulders and pulled them into a tight hug, and their heads rested at the bottom of my fur-covered chest. 
 
    “Huzzah!” Ayen cheered. 
 
    “It is done.” Finnern grinned with relief. 
 
    I let my small army revel in our victory for a few moments, and they embraced one another with celebratory hugs and laughs of congratulations. I took several calming breaths and allowed my body to return to its natural state. The dark fur receded from my arms as I shrank to my normal height, and I no longer towered over my black and silver-haired lovers. 
 
    “We should burn the bodies,” I announced a few moments later. “We can’t leave them here to rot. They’d just pollute the forest.” 
 
    “A wise decision, Lord Levi,” Finnern agreed. “Let us gather wood to build a fire.” 
 
    “There is a decently-sized open area just over here,” Arlindra announced as she gestured behind her. “I believe it will be large enough to contain the fire and keep the forest safe from the flames.” 
 
    “Thank you, Arlindra,” I said. “Gather firewood and the bodies and bring them over there.” 
 
    My warrior companions moved into action quickly, and everyone spread out and disappeared into the trees. Finnern remained nearby, and I kept a firm hold on my ladies to keep them with me, not that either one of them had any intentions of leaving my side. 
 
    “Well done, Lord Levi,” Finnern sighed with exhaustion. 
 
    “You, too,” I said, and I held my hand out to the triple-braided dwarf. “We couldn’t have done it without you and your people.” 
 
    “We are all your people now, my lord,” Finnern said earnestly, and he fisted his right hand over his heart and dipped his head in a respectful bow. 
 
    The warriors slowly returned with armfuls of dried wood and piled them together in the open area Arlindra had indicated. Once we had a pyre that was ten feet in diameter, everyone began to fetch the demon bodies. 
 
    “Would you like for me to light the fire, my lord?” Hezzig asked. 
 
    “Yes, please.” I nodded. 
 
    Hezzig knelt down at the edge of the pile and pulled a small flint from his belt. He struck it against his axe twice before the sparks caught on the bit of tinder, and flames began to lick up into the center of the wooden pile. 
 
    “My lord,” Hezzig said as he stood back up. “May I ask, how did you find your new blade?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s amazing,” I chuckled. “I never expected to wield such a magnificent weapon, and the demon blood-quenching made the skin around every wound I inflicted snap away. It caused a lot more damage than just a normal blade. I truly am honored to have this fine gift from you.” 
 
    “The honor is entirely my own, my lord.” Hezzig’s beardless face split into a huge grin as he dipped his head just a bit. 
 
    “A proper weapon for the future God King,” Elora murmured to me. 
 
    “God King?” Finnern’s bushy eyebrows rose up toward his reddish-brown hair. 
 
    “Sylmarie told me my destiny was to become God King of the nine realms,” I explained to the former dwarf king without a single touch of self-consciousness. 
 
    “Perhaps we should begin calling you King now, then.” Finnern smirked. 
 
    I laughed but didn’t say anything because Ayen walked over and dumped two white-skinned corpses onto the raging pyre. 
 
    “Good riddance,” my big blond friend declared. “One less demon horde to poison the health of our world.” 
 
    “Well said,” I agreed. 
 
    With so many demon bodies, it took a while for us to collect and burn them all, and by the time we were finished, the far eastern horizon was starting to lighten with the first signs of the sunrise. 
 
    “I am exhausted,” Romora sighed as the last demon bodies were burned to ash. 
 
    “As am I, my love,” Finnern said through a huge yawn. 
 
    “Well, now that the demon queen has been dealt with, we can all spend the next week resting and recovering.” I grinned. “We have really earned it.” 
 
    “Let us go home,” Elora murmured as she gazed up into my face with love in her amber-red eyes. 
 
    “I love that idea.” I smiled at her as I turned to Shalanna. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” Shalanna smiled back at me. 
 
    My small army began to trudge tiredly back through the forest, and my ladies and I followed at the back of the group. 
 
    The light of morning began to sift through the leaves as we walked, and a dark shadow in the corner of my eye caught my attention. I turned to try and find the cause of the darkness, but there was nothing there that I could see, so I kept walking. Only a moment later, I saw the shadow again, and I paused in my strides through the trees to look for the cause. 
 
    That’s when I spotted the sleek black feathers of a raven perched on the lowest branch of a tree about ten feet to my left. It’s beady black eyes stared at me with a disturbing level of awareness, and it sent shivers down my spine. 
 
    “What the fuck…” I mumbled under my breath as I watched the raven, and Sylmarie’s words echoed inside my mind. 
 
    Do not trust the raven. 
 
    “Levi?” Elora asked with worry in her voice. “Are you well?” 
 
    I turned to see both of my lovers had stopped just a few feet in front of me with anxious expressions on their beautiful faces. I looked back to the tree branch to find the raven was simply gone without a sound, and I narrowed my eyes at the strange encounter. 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered, and I forced my feet to begin moving once more. “Yeah, I’m good.” 
 
    A sense of darkness and trouble in the distance hung over my head for the rest of the hike, and even once we had returned to the safety of the castle walls, I couldn’t shake it. 
 
    “Huzzah!” Ingrid led the cheer of victory as we marched doggedly into the entrance hall of the castle. “All hail the heroes of Castle Levi!” 
 
    “Castle Levi?” I chuckled. “That’s one hell of a name.” 
 
    “We decided our home should bear the name of our savior,” Wyn said as simply as if he were declaring the weather for the day. 
 
    I looked around at the people whose lives I’d impacted so positively in my short time on Asgard, and my heart filled with warmth. Ingrid, her husband Quintus, and their son Goren were reunited because of my actions. As were the three blonde sisters, and Ylva with her sister Merial. The dwarves were alive and safe because of my determination to rid this world of the hideous demons that had kept them prisoner, too. 
 
    As I thought about all that I’d done for these people, it felt more and more right to let them name the castle after me. 
 
    “I couldn’t have done any of this without each and every one of you,” I announced. “Now, let us celebrate our victory!” 
 
    “There is a feast worthy of kings awaiting you all in the dining hall!” Ingrid announced with bubbling laughter. “Come!” 
 
    “Leave your weapons, all!” Hezzig declared. “I shall tend to and sharpen them all for you!” 
 
    “Huzzah!” Ayen laughed. “My blade could use a fresh edge.” 
 
    My army of warriors happily laid their weapons down in the entrance hall, and I nodded my thanks to the dwarf blacksmith as everyone began to move toward the feast in the dining hall. 
 
    But I paused in the entrance hall, and my eyes found their way to the oil painting of Odin, Thor, and Loki hanging between the wide staircases. I had to be imagining it, but I could have sworn Loki’s eyes twinkled with mischievous pride as I stared at his image. 
 
    “Levi?” Shalanna asked. 
 
    “Let’s get something to eat, and then we can get some very well-earned rest,” I said to my ladies, and I led each of them on my arms into the dining hall. 
 
    Every human, elf, and dwarf in the entire castle filled the former ballroom, and we devoured huge portions of every delicious food Ingrid and her staff had prepared for us. The wine flowed freely as I enjoyed toast after toast to our victory, to my leadership, and to the future that now laid at our feet. 
 
    Nestryn toasted to the garden we would build, and Hezzig toasted to his new blacksmith workshop. Wyn proposed a toast to friendship and reclaiming Asgard for our own, and Elora toasted to the family we had around us. 
 
    I could have sworn we would run every last wine cask dry with so much toasting, and I was glad when the party finally began to disperse around mid-day. The castle grew quiet as all of our best warriors retired to their beds in search of much-needed rest, and I was pleased to see that the others kept a respectful level of quietness. 
 
    “I am exhausted,” Elora sighed. “I need to sleep.” 
 
    “Go on,” I urged my silver-haired lover. “I’ll join you in a little while.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I come with you?” Shalanna asked her former mentor softly. 
 
    “Please do.” Elora smiled. “It would not feel the same without you there as well. Our bed is your bed now, too, whenever you wish it.” 
 
    I smiled as my ladies walked out of the dining hall arm in arm, and I was left with a few of my subjects who were all good and drunk with both fine wine and the joy of victory. 
 
    Now that things were growing quiet, though, I couldn’t push the foreboding presence of the raven and Sylmarie’s warning out of my thoughts. Today had been a fine victory, and we were in a good position to prosper here, but I knew the journey wasn’t over. 
 
    There would be roadblocks and danger ahead of me, but so long as I had my people’s loyalty and my warriors’ strength, I knew we could overcome whatever crossed into the path to my destiny. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 2 
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    End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Chaos God 2! I’ll start working on book 3 as soon as this one hits 100 reviews, so please leave a review right here. Thank you! 
 
    Don’t forget about my Patreon! You’ll get advanced audio chapters (for your ears) or written chapters (for your eyes), and nude/sexy versions of my covers (for your… uhhh… well…) I also have an audiobook subscription so you can get 3-4 of my books every month at a discount along with all the other stuff. Check it out here! Or search for my name on Patreon.com. 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that the next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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