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 Chapter 1 
 
    I smirked to myself as I glanced at the bright red numbers of the digital countdown clock. It indicated how much time these kids had left to solve their way out of my dungeon escape room, and they were rapidly running out of minutes. 
 
    None of them had come close to any of the possible paths to freedom. 
 
    “This is the coolest freaking thing ever,” the blonde girl squealed so loudly that her voice crackled through my security cameras as she bounced on the balls of her feet. 
 
    “I know, right?” The black-haired girl propped a hand on her narrow hip. 
 
    “Come on, let’s find the next clue!” one of the boys said with excitement, and the four teens moved eagerly to work together. 
 
    “Good luck,” I snorted to myself. 
 
    The group looked like a pair of guys who’d brought their girlfriends out for an exciting double-date, and it sounded like they were having a great time. 
 
    I leaned back in my chair as I watched the four teenagers debate about the riddles and puzzles of my five-star reviewed escape room, and I started placing bets with myself about whether they’d manage to make it out in time. 
 
    It was no easy feat to manage a five-star review on Yelp, no matter what business you ran, but local escape rooms seemed to teeter right around three stars. I guessed there were always just enough complainers in the area to bring down even the best businesses. I couldn’t say I was surprised, though. Tricks, pranks, and puzzles had always been my forte, and I’d thrown all my best efforts into this place when I’d finally saved up enough funds to open it last year. 
 
    I’d managed to talk my way into the best location in the city, too. The real estate agent hadn’t wanted to show me this space, she’d been convinced it was out of my price range, but I’d talked her into it. The space had been above my budget by a fair amount, but there was no way I’d let that stop me.  
 
    After a week and a half of brilliance, I’d manipulated the real estate agent into getting me a meeting with the landlord. He was some rich dude from an old Boston family, and he gave zero fucks about what kind of businesses went into each of his buildings, he just wanted his money’s worth. I’d planned carefully, and after an offer of a five percent stake in my business, I’d weaseled my way into the space for a fraction of the initial price. 
 
    “Oh! I found a key!” the black-haired girl cheered as she proudly waved it in the air. 
 
    “Awesome, babe,” the taller of the boys said, and he laid a slobbery-looking kiss on the girl’s lips. 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned, and I felt a stab of gratitude that my teen years were well behind me. The richest man on the planet couldn’t pay me to go back to high school. 
 
    I sipped my water and continued to watch the teens try to figure out whether the key was a plant to throw them off or if it really was the next clue. Either way, I didn’t think they’d be able to get out in time. 
 
    Roughly fifty percent of the groups that had come through over the last year had still been entirely stuck in my dungeon when the buzzer went off. I often found that the people who’d been unable to escape would come back every weekend until they finally made it out. The challenge was hard enough and fun enough that it didn’t frustrate them to the point of giving up. Instead, they were motivated to beat it. 
 
    Despite that, I’d been considering redoing a few of the puzzles to make them a bit easier for the average group of excitement-seekers, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. People seemed to love the challenge, and I was just so damn proud of this business. 
 
    I’d worked almost non-stop since I was sixteen in order to make a better life for myself. I’d started at McDonald’s and slowly worked my way up to working front door security at a strip club in the grimier parts of Boston. That had been a hell of a job for an almost nineteen year old, but I’d always been smooth with my words, and even though I didn’t look very muscular, I always knew the right place to hit someone or the correct way to twist their limbs so I could easily escort them out. Then I started dabbling in prize fighting gigs once I realized I could catch a lot of bastards off-guard with a little practice and prowess, and I’d ended up doing well enough at both jobs to save a bit of money and start my business. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the double-date playing out on my security cameras in front of me. I was impressed to see that the blonde girl was investigating the hardest of all three possible exit paths that would open the old-timey jail door and let them out. 
 
    “What did you find?” The shorter boy walked up behind the blonde girl and peered over her shoulder. 
 
    “I’m not sure…” the pretty teen murmured, and she fiddled with the wooden puzzle box in her hands. 
 
    I leaned close to the screen and watched her hands move the pieces around. There were three ways to escape the room, and almost no one solved, or even tried to solve, the wooden puzzle box option. Most of my customers assumed it was for decorative purposes only and ignored it. Sometimes, they tried to solve it and either ran out of time, or someone else in their group would find one of the slightly easier ways out. 
 
    “Come on,” I breathed as the blonde toyed with the puzzle, and a slight grin quirked at the corner of my mouth. “You can do it…” 
 
    “I got it!” the other girl cried out, and she held up a big iron key from behind a series of crates on the other side of the room. 
 
    “Awesome!” Her tall boyfriend jogged over to her and kissed her again. “We’re almost out of time, let’s open this door!” 
 
    “Come on, Jenny,” the black-haired girl urged her friend. 
 
    “Coming.” The blonde girl put the wooden puzzle box back down and walked over to join her friends. 
 
    “Dang,” I chuckled to myself. “That’s too bad. She was close to figuring it out.” 
 
    A while back, I’d discovered how difficult the wooden puzzle box was for most people, and I decided that I’d give a ten percent off coupon to anyone who could escape through its mysteries. Oh well, I suppose it was their loss. 
 
    The four teens opened the jail-cell door just as the last seconds of their hour ticked down. Then they stumbled out into the front room, and they were laughing and congratulating themselves on their success. 
 
    “That was fucking outrageous!” The taller boy draped his arm over the black-haired girl’s shoulders. 
 
    “It really was,” his girlfriend giggled. 
 
    “I’ve never done anything like it before,” the blonde girl laughed, and a soft blush spread across her cheeks as the shorter boy laced his fingers through hers. 
 
    I got the impression that the black-haired girl and the tall boy were an established couple, and this was a first date for the other two teenagers. They were cute together, and he seemed nice enough. I was glad that my business made for such an enjoyable date for the pair. If they managed to overcome all the hurdles of high school romance and make it long-term, they’d surely reminisce about this night and the guy that provided the venue for their first date. The thought made me smile despite myself. 
 
    “Well done, guys,” I said to the group after they closed the door behind them. “So, what did you think?” 
 
    “This really is the absolute best escape room in Boston,” the black-haired girl exclaimed, and she emphasized the word “best” with a flip of her long hair. “I’ve tried them all, and yours is by far the most fun.” 
 
    “And the most difficult,” the tall boy added with a grin. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you guys had a good time.” I smiled at them casually, but on the inside, I was feeling quite smug. It always felt good to get confirmation on the quality of my trickery, even from a bunch of sixteen year old kids on a Friday night. “There are two other ways to escape the room, so make sure you come back to try again.” 
 
    “Really?” the blonde girl gasped, and her brown eyes lit up with excitement as she turned to her date. “I bet that wooden puzzle box is another way out!” 
 
    “Is it?” the shorter boy asked me. 
 
    “You’ll just have to come back and try it again,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Hell yes,” the tall boy confirmed. “We are so coming back here, there’s so much going on, I’m sure we missed a bunch of cool things in there.” 
 
    “Come on,” the black-haired girl said as they moved toward the front door. “I’m completely starving. Let’s go to dinner.” 
 
    “Where should we go?” the blonde girl asked the group. 
 
    “I don’t know.” The tall boy stopped and turned back to me. “Got any suggestions for good places to eat?” 
 
    “Something with gluten-free options?” the black-haired girl added. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded and pointed diagonally up the street from my front door. “There’s a Greek place that way that has amazing food, really good burgers, the falafel is fantastic, and they have gluten-free options, too.” 
 
    “Awesome,” The black-haired girl smirked and walked out the door, and she practically dragged her boyfriend behind her. 
 
    “Thanks again!” the tall boy called over his shoulder. 
 
    The other two teens followed after their friends, and the bell at the door jingled merrily as they left. 
 
    “Don’t forget to tell your friends how much fun you had at Carmichael’s Crypt!” I called after them. 
 
    The blonde girl turned over her shoulder to smile and wave at me, and then they were gone. 
 
    I flipped the switches that unlocked all the doors and levers of the escape room, and then I walked through the door to start resetting all the puzzles for the next group. 
 
    The space was pretty large for an escape room, and it was separated into two sections. The first room was styled like a dusty old library in a mansion, with stacks of books carefully placed on every available surface. I’d almost cleared out an entire thrift store of their books to fill the bookcases along three of the walls. Several of them had been carved out to create hidden pockets where I’d stashed skeleton keys, and a few of the books activated levers that would trigger fun jump-scares for the customers. Some of them activated spooky haunted mansion screams and rumbles, and others made items in the room move. There were old armchairs on one side, and a beaten-up antique table between them. A fake candelabra sat on the table, and matching wall sconces were all around the room. There were creepy old portraits of snooty-looking aristocrats on the badly wallpapered walls, and I’d worked for two days to get the musty smell just right.  
 
    The room was a complete puzzle of its own, but it was also a misdirect. 
 
    Once my customers managed to figure out the puzzles in the library, they found themselves entrapped in the second room that was done up in a full medieval dungeon theme. I’d found a pretty decent deal on the metal bars that lined the walls, and I’d even managed to talk the guy down to a dirt-cheap price for them. Party store cobwebs lined the corners and added to the spooky atmosphere, and I’d intentionally neglected to dust either room since the beginning. I’d allowed all the sawdust from constructing the rooms to collect on every surface, and the lights were dimmed with more cobwebs and thin layers of black gauze. 
 
    The whole place was probably a fire marshal’s worst nightmare, but I’d cleverly convinced the guy that it was just within the guidelines that the city laid out. Loopholes were one of my favorite tricks, and I would die before I stopped taking advantage of them. 
 
    I’d reset the room so many times at this point that it only took me a few minutes, and I did most of it on autopilot. The teens had been a pretty respectful group, but I’d had so many issues with customers that would come in and leave candy wrappers and other trash around the space that I finally made a rule about no food or drinks in the rooms. 
 
    I had some actual antique pieces of furniture in here, and I wasn’t chill about random strangers coming in and fucking them up, even if they were paying me a decent amount to get in. Thankfully, my rule had cut down on a lot of that mess, and people had been incredibly understanding about it. It had even led to some nice reviews on Yelp about how clean the place was. 
 
    I set the wooden puzzle box back to its starting position and laid it carefully on the shelf. Then I returned back to the front to await my next reservation, and I sat behind my counter while I surveyed my domain. 
 
    The front of the place wasn’t all that big. There was just enough space for my huge counter that stored all the switches and levers that controlled the puzzles and traps and the security monitors.  
 
    I’d hung the best and weirdest thrift store paintings in the front here, my favorite being a painting of a huge palace made of crystal columns. The sunset in the distance cast bright orange and red light through the crystal, and a pleasant river flowed out from behind the castle. The owner of the thrift store had told me the painting was based on some old Viking legend, but I hadn’t paid much attention. There was just something about the art that spoke to me, and I knew I had to have it. I’d hung it behind the counter, so I didn’t get to look at it all that often, but it filled the space perfectly. 
 
    I looked at the four monitors of my security cameras, and I flipped all the switches to their active positions. Then I picked up my steak sub from below the counter, and I bit into my dinner as I settled in to wait for the next group. 
 
    Several minutes later, a movement of shadow in what should have been my empty escape room caught my eye, and I turned to look at the first security camera. I stared hard for a moment, but nothing moved, and I shook my head. I figured it must have been a trick of the light, and I shrugged to myself. 
 
    I finished the last bites of my delicious steak sandwich, and I glanced up at the clock to see that it was only a few minutes until the next group’s reservation. Most often people would show up several minutes early because they were so excited, but this group seemed to be an on-time kind of set. 
 
    I leaned back in my chair to wait the obligatory ten minutes after their reservation before closing up. This was my last group of the night, and I had a strict policy about tardiness. I started the clock at the time of their reservation, whether they’d arrived yet or not. If the group showed up within ten minutes of their reservation time I’d let them in with the clock already started, but if they weren’t there by ten minutes after, they forfeited their slot. It looked like this group wasn’t going to show, and I would be able to close down early tonight and head home for a nice cold beer and a bit of gaming before bed. 
 
    A few minutes later, the group’s clock was already ticking down, and another movement on the next camera caught my attention. As I leaned closer to the screen, my hair fell over my forehead, and I raked the unruly waves back with my fingers as I studied the monitor. 
 
    Then a dark shadowy figure lurched at the edge of the screen. 
 
    “Fucking kids,” I grumbled under my breath. 
 
    It looked like some bratty teenager, or worse, a twenty-something asshat was trying to figure out the puzzles to cheat the room. He was probably trying to impress his girlfriend with his unparalleled intellect and thought that with some advanced poking about he’d get the upper-hand on my puzzles. At least, that was my best-case scenario, but the worst-case was some piece of shit crack-head trying to rob me. 
 
    I took one last peek back at the monitor and saw that the figure had a large head and what looked like horns coming out of either side. I rolled my eyes at the jackass in his crappy Halloween costume. Then I tossed the trash from my dinner into the garbage and picked up the crowbar I kept under the counter. I sighed with exasperation as I flipped the switch to open the exit door, and then I walked into the dungeon-themed room. 
 
    “Hey,” I said with a firm voice that made it clear I was in no mood for this guy’s shit. “You can’t be in here until you pay.” 
 
    There was no response from the dark figure, but a rasping growl reached me from across the room. I gripped my crowbar a little tighter, and I took a step further into the dimly-lit space. The shadowy figure was hunched forward, and his broad shoulders heaved with his labored breathing. He seemed to be wearing a heavy hoodie in addition to the horrible Halloween mask, and I wondered even more about his sanity. It was the beginning of June and easily seventy degrees outside tonight, definitely not hoodie weather. Between the twisted horns on his full-head mask was a thick layer of coarse hair, and I couldn’t see the guy’s eyes through the ugly mask. 
 
    What the fuck was wrong with people these days? 
 
    Then the guy came at me so hard and fast that he would have knocked the air right out of my lungs if I hadn’t blocked him across the chest with my crowbar. He pushed toward me again, and I held him back with the crowbar while the force of his strength stunned me a bit. Now I knew this wasn’t some teen trying to preemptively solve the puzzles, so I shifted gears and prepared for a fight with a desperate drug addict on a bad trip.  
 
    “Dude, chill out,” I said as calmly as I could manage through gritted teeth. “It looks like you need some help, can I call somebody for you?” 
 
    The guy just growled at me, and his breath was entirely rancid as it leaked out from the mask’s mouth hole to my nose. The face of the mask looked to be of pretty decent quality, and I wondered how some drug addict had managed to get a hold of such an impressive piece of costuming. He was finally close enough that I could see his pupils were blown so wide that I couldn’t see any white around his eyes. I wondered if he’d possibly been injured, and the thought sent a shiver down my spine. It smelled like he’d been living on the streets for a while without so much as a toothbrush, and I expected he probably didn’t have any teeth left. 
 
    I opened my lips to breathe through my mouth, and I tried again. 
 
     “I can help you find a shelter,” I growled as I shoved him away from me with the crowbar. “You know, somewhere you can rest for a while, get a shower and a hot meal.” 
 
    The dim lights of the room and shitty Halloween costume kept the guy’s face hidden from me, but he was at least as tall as me. Which was impressive considering my fairly substantial height of six-feet-four-inches, and normally I towered over other people. 
 
    The guy lurched forward again, but this time I was ready. I gripped my crowbar tight, and I tried to shove at the guy’s chest. It was like shoving against a brick wall, so I shifted my angle and slid my foot forward to get more leverage, but he didn’t budge. The guy gnashed his teeth at me, and the sound sent goosebumps over my skin. My instincts told me to move, and I listened obediently. 
 
    I shoved him with all of my strength until he was forced to stumble back a step away from me. I didn’t waste a second of this advantage, and I bolted to the side and over a strategically placed wooden crate. Within two seconds I managed to put a fair bit of distance and objects between us. 
 
    “Come on, guy,” I grumbled at the drug-addled guy as I shuffled to keep some objects between us. “Don’t make me have to call the cops on you.” 
 
    The guy growled again and finally, he spoke. His voice was like broken glass scraping over rusty nails, and none of his words made any sense at all. I couldn’t understand a thing he said, and suddenly, he rushed at me once more. 
 
    The masked druggie crashed straight through a tower of cheap pallet crates I’d scrounged up from some flea market, and he sent broken bits of wood and old nails flying in every direction. 
 
    “Bastard,” I cursed under my breath at the destruction of my meticulously constructed escape room, and I kept my feet moving. 
 
    All this chaos was going to force me to shut down for at least a few days to repair, and I knew there was no way I’d get even a penny out of someone like this guy for the damages. I was pretty sure my business insurance wouldn’t cover shitty old furniture, either. 
 
    I lunged back to avoid his fists and foul breath, but he stomped through any objects I managed to put between us in pursuit of me. Then the costumed guy stepped into a thin swatch of light, and I finally got a good look at him. 
 
    “Shit…” I breathed as I took in the creature in front of me. 
 
    Unless this was some extra that had wandered off a big-budget Hollywood movie set, all I could think was that this guy wasn’t a guy at all, and he definitely wasn’t wearing a costume. The horns protruding from his large head were real, and they twisted up toward the ceiling from the grayish flesh at his temples. His eyes were almost entirely black with a thin ring of blood-red around the edges, and his pointed teeth were a sickly shade of yellow as a black forked tongue flicked out from his mouth. He wore a black robe around his broad shoulders, and he reached toward me with pointed fingers. 
 
    A voice in the back of my head told me that right in front of me was a demon come to life. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I hissed and cringed away from the sight. 
 
    My brain buzzed for a split second as it refused to accept this information, but the facts were clear in front of me. Before I could formulate a plan of action, the demon launched at me once more, and the shock delayed my reaction time just enough that his leathery hands connected with my shoulders. His weight was immense, and his momentum knocked me back as a bright flash of rainbow light burst out from behind me. 
 
    Then I felt the ground fall out from under my feet. 
 
    A swirl of rainbow light engulfed me, and all I could do was gasp as I fell into the abyss with the creature.
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 Chapter 2 
 
    My lungs tried to squeeze out a scream, but the pressure compressed my chest just enough that my weak voice was ripped away in the rushing wind of the rainbow-colored void. My stomach dropped out of my ass like that first huge fall on any roller coaster that was truly worth its salt. 
 
    If there had been any sense of direction or even gravity to my fall, I probably would have lost my dinner into the void. 
 
    The longer strands of my dark hair slapped around my cheeks and forehead as the wind whipped against my skin, and the pastel rainbow colors flashed everywhere with a nearly blinding luminosity. 
 
    I tumbled head over heels through absolute nothingness, and as I spun I spotted the demon free falling just as clumsily as I was nearby. He reached out with his pointed fingers toward me, but the screaming wind kept me out of his grimy hands. I forced my arms closer to my sides as I tried to maneuver myself even a little, and the shift gained me the slightest bit of control. The rapid spinning slowed, and I realized exactly how dizzy and nauseous I was getting from the incessant looping motions. 
 
    The demon stared right into my eyes, and it felt like his gaze burrowed deep into my body as it tried to rip out my soul. The beast growled at me and spoke in some language that felt weirdly familiar all of a sudden, but I couldn’t even begin to comprehend it. His intentions were clear by the pointed teeth he bared at me, and the way he reached out with aggressively curled fingers made me forget how to swallow for a second. 
 
    I looked around me and realized I’d managed to hang onto my crowbar, but there was nothing else. It was just me, my crowbar, and a fucking demon falling through a psychedelic rainbow of light. I wondered briefly if I’d somehow gotten a contact high from this asshole, but it all felt entirely too real to be a bad trip. 
 
    The demon’s black eyes seemed to light up as he looked at me, and he suddenly darted toward me like Superman flying through the sky. My fighting instincts took over, and I blocked his attack with the crowbar. The demon was stronger than me, though, and without anything to brace myself against, he easily knocked me toward the rushing walls of light around us. 
 
    I didn’t want to find out what happened if I touched the vibrant colors, or worse, fell through them, so I clutched at the demon’s shoulder with one hand, curled my legs up toward my stomach and dragged myself past him. I flew fast to the other side of the tunnel of light and worked to reorient myself to face the demon again. 
 
    The ugly horned beast roared at me again, and little droplets of spittle flew from its reeking mouth and splattered on my forearm. He seemed to halt his attacks for a moment, and I took the opportunity to study the demon. 
 
    Its features were truly hideous. 
 
    He hardly had a nose to comment on, just two large, flared nostrils in the middle of his face. The beast’s lips were pulled thin around his jagged yellow teeth, and his eyes were like blood-rimmed black holes. It felt as though he could suck me right out of my own body if I gazed for too long into his bottomless eyes. His shoulders were wide, but his body was much leaner than I’d first thought. He was covered in wiry bands of muscle and patches of coarse black hair, and I quickly averted my eyes as I realized he was entirely naked. 
 
    I didn’t need that image haunting my dreams. 
 
    I gripped my crowbar until my knuckles turned white, and I prepared for another attack from the horned demon. The hellish creature narrowed his black eyes at me and roared again, but before either of us could attempt to swim through the vacuum toward the other, the rainbow light around us suddenly flashed away. 
 
    I didn’t even have the chance to wonder what was happening before my body slammed hard into what felt like a concrete wall. Every last bit of air exploded right out of my lungs like I’d been struck by a Japanese bullet train, and I gasped for breath as my vision tunneled out. 
 
    I slammed my eyes shut and focused on not losing consciousness. The last thing I wanted was to give this ugly horned bastard an easy way to kill me. 
 
    “Uuuggghhh.” My head spun and throbbed, and there wasn’t a single square inch of my body that didn’t hurt.  
 
    I blinked frantically as I tried to figure out my new surroundings and keep my dinner where it was. I’d been thrown aggressively against a warm stone floor, and the air was hot, dry, and pitch black. I couldn’t tell if the space was actually that devoid of light, or if my eyes just hadn’t adjusted yet from the brightness of the rainbow void. 
 
    I slowly moved each of my limbs to check for injuries. I breathed a sigh as I realized nothing was broken, but I knew I’d be sore as all hell tomorrow. If I could make it to tomorrow, that is. 
 
    My eyes finally started to adjust to the darkness around me, and I looked for the demon. 
 
    My search ended abruptly when a raspy grumbling echoed off the stone walls. I lurched to my feet and braced myself for another attack, and it was just in time. 
 
    The demon staggered toward me. He seemed affected by the impact almost as much as me, and I was ready this time. 
 
    A fresh dump of adrenaline poured through my body, and I gripped my crowbar like a bat and swung at the demon’s horned temple. The cracking sound of thick iron against skin and bone churned in my stomach, and the demon fell backward and dropped to his knees on the ground. 
 
    My eyes flashed quickly around, and I saw that we had landed in a pretty ordinary-looking cave. The air was tinged with smoke and the smell of ash, and it chafed inside my throat as I sucked in a few ragged breaths. The stone walls of the large cave were smooth, and a vivid orange light flickered and glowed in the distance.  
 
    The demon sucked in a shuddering breath and roared again, and its broken-glass voice scraped inside my eardrums as he heaved himself back to his feet. I looked down and saw that the beast had cloven feet like every depiction of Satan I’d ever seen during my watered-down Catholic upbringing. 
 
    “What the actual hell?” I muttered, and I wondered if I’d been sucked into the bowels of the earth to serve an eternity of torture for my mischievous ways. 
 
    It took me about two seconds to decide I wasn’t going to give the devil the satisfaction of having me going quietly. 
 
    The demon lunged at me with his hands raised, and he managed to grab hold of the straight end of my crowbar. He snapped forward at my face with his uneven teeth, and I leaned back to keep my nose from his foul breath. More of the demon’s disgusting slobber sprayed out across my chest. 
 
    I gripped my weapon tight in both of my hands and stepped back with my right foot, and then I yanked fast and hard on the iron bar. The sudden aggressive pull surprised the demon just enough that his grip loosened on the crowbar, and I pulled it free from his gray hands. 
 
    I didn’t waste a millisecond. I took several steps in the direction of the orange light, and even though I couldn’t be sure if the outside of this cave would give me any advantage, I knew that at the very least, a little bit more light would be beneficial. 
 
    “Jarred de graggrtyy,” the demon growled vaguely familiar yet entirely unintelligible words as he stomped after me. 
 
    I knew I couldn’t evade this asshole forever, so I started to rapidly evaluate my options. I could try to skewer the hideous demon with my crowbar, I could try to evade and find somewhere to hide, or I could try and kick the ever-loving shit out of him with my steel-toed boots. I said a quick word of thanks to myself that I’d decided to skip less weaponized footwear options tonight in lieu of something more sturdy. 
 
    I glanced around as I continued to evade the demon and his garbled words. The mouth of the cave was well within sight now, and I could see what appeared to be a barren landscape just on the other side. The orange light was much brighter this close to the entrance, and the heat was intense as it wafted into the stone cave. 
 
    The demon launched forward suddenly and swiped at my face with his claw-like fingers. I ducked just in time to miss being mauled, but he followed the move with a harsh fist to my chest. 
 
    The air rushed out of my lungs from the forceful impact, but I maintained my footing and quickly kicked out at the demon’s knee with my steel-toed boot. The satisfying crunch of his kneecap bounced off the stone walls, and I couldn’t stop the smug smirk that spread across my lips as I continued toward the mouth of the cave. 
 
    My victory didn’t last long, however. 
 
    The demon hunched for a few seconds, and then he actually grinned up at me and stepped forward on stable hooves. 
 
    “Aw, shit.” I readjusted my hands on my crowbar and took another few steps back. 
 
    The cave entrance was only about fifteen feet away now, and while the air was hot and smoky, I finally caught sight of my best course of action. 
 
    Directly outside the cave was a flat expanse of stone, but on the other side, maybe fifty yards away from my current position, was a sheer cliff that dropped straight down. It looked like the gorge was deep enough to at least trap the demon. This asshole seemed to love charging forward at me like a bull, so if I got lucky with my dodge, he might yeet himself off the edge and splatter on the ground below like a bug on the windshield of a fully-loaded eighteen-wheeler going eighty miles per hour. 
 
    The image of the demon liquifying at the bottom was satisfying, and I decided to go for it. 
 
    But before I could take another step, the demon bull-charged me again, and the force of his attack knocked me to the ground. We rolled together like a tumbleweed, and I instinctively tucked my chin to my chest to protect my skull from the impacts. We rolled head over heels three times before our momentum died out, and the demon landed on top of me. 
 
    He threw a few punches down at my chest and head, but I managed to block them with my forearms and crowbar. The hits still hurt, but I knew they weren’t doing any serious damage.  
 
    “Fuck off!” I angled the crowbar back like I was blocking another shot, and then I took full advantage and slammed the hook end straight into the gap between two of the hideous beast’s ribs. 
 
    The heavy iron bar pierced into his thick flesh with a squelching sound, and the demon’s roar drummed in my ears before it faded into a sickly bubbling sound. I knew I’d punctured the bastard’s lung as black blood started to fill his mouth. 
 
    My attack packed enough surprise and damage that I was able to shove the demon off of me and roll to my feet. 
 
    By the time I righted myself once more, the demon had also returned to his feet, and he stepped toward me again. He spit black blood on the ground at my feet and dragged the back of his hand across his mouth. The wound in his ribcage still gaped wide at me, but the free flow of blood had stopped disturbingly quick. 
 
    “Oh, fuck you,” I groaned, and I knew that the gorge was going to be my best, if not only, option. 
 
    The demon lurched forward again, and I swung out with my crowbar at his head like a baseball bat. A forceful tremor raced up my arms as the metal connected with his skull like an over-the-fence homerun. The side of his face caved in enough that his eyeball turned cloudy, and black blood trickled out from his broken flesh, but the fucker just kept coming at me. 
 
    I quickly glanced over my shoulder and judged the distance between myself and the gorge. It was only a few yards away from me at this point, and I subtly shifted my angle so the drop was straight behind me. Then I loosened my grip on the crowbar, and I decided to take the opportunity to discover the demon’s level of intelligence. 
 
    “Please,” I pretended to beg, and I raised one hand palm-up in a pleading gesture. “Please, what do you want from me?” 
 
    The demon growled a long jumble of foreign words at me, and his advancing footsteps continued at a steady pace. I stopped about seven feet away from the edge of the cliff, and I stared at the demon with my best impression of sheer desperation. 
 
    “Please, I’ll give you whatever you want,” I whined at the demon, and I ground the balls of my feet into the gritty stone to brace myself for his attack. 
 
    “I want only one thing,” the demon growled, and he took another step toward me. “Your death.” 
 
    My jaw nearly hit the ground as I realized he’d actually spoken English. His voice was thick with some kind of weird accent, and gravelly like he’d spent his entire life sucking down razor blades and a tall glass of acid at every meal. 
 
    “Well, then,” I said, and I gave up the fake pleading as I layered my usual cocky tone thick into the words. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “Your confidence will be your death,” the demon snarled at me, and the corners of his wide mouth turned up in what I can only describe as a menacing grin. 
 
    “Riiiight,” I said as I discreetly checked my position out of my peripheral vision. All I needed was to piss this asshat off enough that he launched himself at me again, but he seemed to be enjoying his attempts to taunt me. I lowered my hands just a fraction, and I shrugged with casual indifference. “Well, I’ll just be over here, when you decide to do something about it.” 
 
    The demon’s face contorted with indignation and rage, and he sank slightly into his haunches. The beast was gearing up for an attack, and I was ready for him. I sank my weight down into my hips to stabilize myself as best as I could without giving away my plan. 
 
    “Cretin!” The demon spit the word at me, literally. More droplets of saliva splattered across the front of my shirt and forearms. Then he shifted deliberately to the side, and he advanced several paces toward the cliff side. “You cannot hope to survive this land.” 
 
    “Uhhh, I live in Boston,” I growled. “I can survive anywhere.” 
 
    The demon had effectively thrown an enormous monkey wrench into my plan to launch him backward over the cliff face, and I needed a new course of action to send him falling to his splatterific end. 
 
    I peered inconspicuously over the edge and saw only blackness instead of a distant ground.  
 
    Perfect.  
 
    The chasm was well beyond deep enough to squash him into a puddle at the bottom. If I was lucky, there would be lovely pointy spikes at the bottom that would skewer him through in a dozen places, but that would just be a nice cherry on top for me. All I needed was the right opportunity to send him over the edge. 
 
    Lucky for me, finding the right opportunity was one of my best skills in life. 
 
    “Imbecile!” the demon cackled maniacally at me. 
 
    “Doubtful.” I smirked at the demon, and I side-stepped away from the cliffside. “I’ve never met a single person… or whatever the fuck kind of ugly you are, that hasn’t underestimated me.” 
 
    “Silence,” the demon demanded. “I grow weary of your filthy, driveling language.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you do something about it already?” I said tauntingly as I watched the demon’s hips and shoulders, and I was ready to spring at the slightest movement. 
 
    The demon hissed at me, and his teeth clamped together like a bear trap that missed its meal. Then the demon shifted his weight to his right hoof, but before he could step forward, I kicked out with my steel-toed boot and caught him right in the hip joint. It was just enough force to throw him completely off-balance, and I moved faster than I ever have before in my entire life. 
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, I slammed my crowbar into his right shoulder, and he stumbled back a step. I pushed forward and threw a fast and hard punch at his other shoulder to knock him back again. Then I rapidly punched the curved end of my crowbar into his gut, and he stumbled another step back. 
 
    Before he could straighten up again, I craned my foot up and landed a full-on “This is Sparta!” kick to his chest. 
 
    The demon’s mouth fell open with shock, and he teetered on the edge of the cliff for a split second before he went tumbling backward into the gorge. His rasping roar echoed up from the abyss as I watched his body fall into darkness and disappear, and a light snicker slipped past my lips. 
 
    Then I felt a wave of vertigo overtake me as I stared over the edge and waited for the sound of his body impacting at the body, but I couldn’t tell when he hit. My head swam, and my vision started to tunnel out again, so I lowered myself to the ground as the dizzying sensation made my stomach turn. 
 
    “Ugh,” I muttered, and I laid all the way back on the ground as my head spun like a top, and my entire body felt heavy from the whole ordeal. 
 
    The combination of every drop of adrenaline finally easing out of my body, the disorientation of tumbling wildly through empty air, the impact with the ground, and the battle with the demon seemed to all catch up with me. 
 
    This was fucking crazy.  
 
    I closed my eyes, and I laid my palms flat on the rock in an attempt to ground myself as I suffered through a spinning sensation that reminded me of a heavy night of drinking. I focused on breathing deeply and slowly through my nose, and the acrid stench of sulfur and ash burned inside my nostrils. After a few moments, the dizziness edged away, and I was able to open my eyes to look around me. 
 
    The sky was a strange mix of orange light and black clouds. Despite the apparent lack of sunlight, the air was thick, hot, and dry all around me like an arid desert in the height of summer. 
 
    I sat up slowly, and though the dizzying weakness was gone from my head, my body ached all over from the battering I’d taken. That was when I noticed the small burn holes in my dark blue t-shirt, and the tiny scabs that had started to form on my arms. Apparently, the adrenaline in my body had prevented me from feeling the effects of the demon’s acidic spit, but now that I saw them, I could feel a slight burning sensation at each of the little marks. 
 
    “Ugh, fuck that guy.” I pushed myself to my feet and stared around me. 
 
    There were dry rock cliffs on either side of me, and a narrow pathway led to my left away from the cave I’d come from. On the other side of the wide gorge was a mountain that rose straight into the air, and it was so tall that I could barely see the sky beyond it. The rock walls of the cave met abruptly at the edge of the gorge, and it was clear that I had only two options. I could either go back into the cave and hope that it led somewhere, or I could work my way down this narrow mountain pass and into the strange orange light and intense heat. I considered for a moment, and something deep in the back of my mind convinced me there was nowhere to go but forward. 
 
    I seriously doubted I’d find a path back to Boston in the back of that cave. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I sighed, picked up my crowbar from the ground, and started walking. 
 
    I carefully picked my way down the narrow mountain path, and a while later, a deep rumbling started to reach me from the distance. I wondered idly if the sound was thunder, but I couldn’t see anything but smoke clouds in the small bits of sky between the peaks. As I made my way further down the path, I found the source of the intense heat and the orange light. 
 
    Bubbling pools of lava started to appear on either side of my path, and a little ways further into my trek, the lava spread out in large ponds all around me. Fortunately, the trail I was on continued forward in a mostly unbroken path, but I occasionally had to carefully step over a small river of lava that flowed slowly across. 
 
    It seemed like I’d been dropped in the middle of some kind of Hellscape. 
 
    I hiked for what felt like an hour or more, and I finally came to a wider path that gave me a bit of hope that I was heading in the right direction. It gave me pause, however, that the mountains had risen to higher peaks, and the lava pools were larger. 
 
    The path narrowed again and curved sharply to the right, so I hugged the vertical wall and scooted carefully around the corner with my heart hammering in my chest. 
 
    Finally, the width of flat rock spread to a more comfortable size, and I took a deep breath of relief. Then the path began to slowly angle upward, and weariness started to throb in my feet. These boots were decent for working, but they weren’t really ideal for an easy afternoon hike, let alone a barren wasteland of lava fields. 
 
    I huffed and stomped up the path, and I told myself that at least I could get a better view of my surroundings at the top of the slope. But fate had other designs, and she mocked me as I reached the peak and saw a whole lot more of what I’d already been staring at. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” I grumbled at the universe. 
 
    The mountains seemed to go on forever, and the only indication that I was moving in a beneficial direction was a swath of lighter sky in the distance. The smoke and ash hung heavy over the mountainside and lava fields, but I could see a bit of white sky far off to my right, and there was even the bright circular indication of sunlight behind the cloud cover. 
 
    “Keep going, Levi,” I told myself. “You sure as fuck can’t stay here.” 
 
    Just as I was wrapping up my miniscule pep-talk, lava, rocks, and ash spewed from the mouth of the volcano about half a mile to the left of me, and I knew I was way too close for comfort. 
 
    “Fuck!” I took off down the path and raced to stay ahead of the burning air.  
 
    As I ran, my mind raced with questions. I had no idea where I was, or how I’d really gotten here. I obviously wasn’t in Boston anymore, but where the fuck was I? None of this made any sense, and I just focused on putting one foot in front of the other as I evaded flying rocks. 
 
    Thankfully, the path was wide enough to allow me enough room to evade the flying volcanic rocks. A moment later, the lava stopped spewing into the air and started to flow like cold tree sap down the mountainside instead. I raced as fast as I could, and within minutes, sweat was pouring down my face and back. 
 
    I ran for what seemed like an eternity, but it was probably less than ten minutes. I came to a sliding stop as my path suddenly opened out into a wide black field of cooled lava. Several smaller peaks pierced up into the air ahead of me, and further out, I caught the distant smell of saltwater and the gentle sound of ocean waves. 
 
    “Fuck yes,” I sighed with relief, and I started to make my way toward the sound of the sea under the expanse of grayish-blue sky. 
 
    I gazed around again, and I could tell the majority of the lava was behind me at this point. A foul, rotting smell wafted toward me on a stale breeze from my right, and I longed to know if it was early in the day or approaching night so I could get my bearings. Based on the sun’s position in the sky, it was either midmorning or early evening, but I had no way of knowing which at the moment. I figured I was heading either east or west, but I’d just have to wait to find out which. 
 
    I looked to my left, and my heart nearly stopped with a potent mix of shock and hope. 
 
    At least three miles off to my left, I could just barely make out the shapes of several man-made structures nestled in the space between more flaming mountains and what appeared to be sandy desert on the horizon. Or at least, I thought they were man-made because the shapes were far too uniform and angular to be natural formations. Then I saw a narrow plume of smoke rise up steadily from somewhere in the middle of the slightly dilapidated structures, and I knew it was a campfire. 
 
    “People,” I murmured to myself, and I realized how entirely dry my throat was from the sooty air I’d been breathing. I spit on the ground in a futile attempt to rid my mouth of the gritty, ashy taste, and I longed for a glass of cold water. “Ugh, gross.” 
 
    I steeled myself, turned toward the encampment in the distance, and started walking.
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 Chapter 3 
 
    If you’d like to see a map of the area around the encampment, you can find it on my Patreon (search Google for ‘Patreon  Eric Vall’), or you can find it in my Facebook group (Search for ‘Eric Vall’ in Facebook Groups). It’s also linked on my website at www.ericvall.com 
 
      
 
    I swiped the back of my hand across my forehead to wipe the sweat away for the hundredth time. Almost immediately, sweat started dripping down my temples again. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to force the heat away. 
 
    I gazed up at the bright spot where the sun shone behind the dense cloud cover. Enough time had passed that I could tell the sun was moving higher into the sky from the horizon which meant it was midmorning, and I guessed that I was traveling north. A small voice in the back of my mind snickered that I couldn’t be sure I was going north because I didn’t know if this planet’s sun rose in the east. 
 
    “Shit.” My footsteps paused as I admitted to myself that nothing about this place looked like any part of earth I’d ever seen before. “Where am I?” 
 
    I gritted my teeth and kept walking. I wasn’t going to find any answers out here, and my best option was still the meager encampment ahead of me. 
 
    I’d hiked for at least an hour since I’d first seen the camp, and it felt like a mirage I’d never get to. I lowered my eyes to the ground and watched my dusty boots as I trudged doggedly on. I distracted myself from the distance I still had to go by finding small rocks and kicking them down my path. This went on for a while longer before I allowed myself to look up again. 
 
    “Finally,” I muttered, and I wiped more sweat from my face. At this rate, I was in real danger of dehydrating before the day was over, but I was definitely getting closer to the encampment. 
 
    The little buildings were near enough that I could see they were made out of stones and some pretty beaten-up pieces of lumber. I had to assume whoever lived here had scavenged for anything they could find in this horrific landscape of mountains and lava. It was pretty resourceful, actually, and I had hope that these people might be helpful. 
 
    Stone formations that were about my height were scattered randomly along the hundred yards between me and the edge of the encampment. I moved between them and occasionally paused to study the quiet camp. 
 
    As I peered around a large boulder, the dry wind shifted, and the smells of a campfire and roasting fish wafted to me. My stomach rumbled loudly, and my mouth began to water at the smell. It felt like it had been days since I’d eaten last, even though I knew it could only have been a few hours at most. 
 
    I tilted my head and strained my ears to see if I could pick up any voices or movement that would give me an indication of how many people there were. I was a little apprehensive about who lived there. I suspected they were humans, but it was just as possible that this was a village full of demons. 
 
    I quickly darted to the next stone pillar, and I was gifted with an almost straight line of sight to the campfire between two of the awkwardly shaped huts. Then I forced my breathing to be as quiet as possible as I studied the fire pit. 
 
    There was a wide circle of large lava stones, and strong bright flames licked up from the hole in the middle. I judged by the size of the flames that the fire pit had been dug at least a foot into the ground, which was good. It meant these people had some smarts about them at least. They’d used the readily available lava stones to build the walls of the pits, which again showed their resourcefulness. A makeshift A-frame was built over the top of the fire with slightly bent pieces of metal. A few narrower bars were laid across the A-frame, and several thin-looking fish were slowly roasting over the flames. A huge black cauldron was nestled into an offshoot of the main fire pit, and I could only assume they’d dug a second space underneath it for shoveling coals under the large pot. 
 
    All in all, it was a very well-built fire pit that would suit these people for a lengthy amount of time, and I guessed that this wasn’t some temporary camp. Whoever lived here wasn’t just passing through the area, and that gave me pause about who they could be. It would take a hardy group of people to choose to live in this kind of place. 
 
    “Or desperate,” I breathed quietly to myself. 
 
    Either way, I knew that just marching up to their camp with a bloody crowbar in my hands was not going to be the best way to go about things. I chewed my lip for a second as I looked around me. There were a lot of stones, boulders, and crevices all around. I picked one that I thought I could recognize later, and I stashed my crowbar in the narrow space between two large boulders. 
 
    I dusted my hands off on my pants, and I started to walk out from behind the boulder when a man suddenly stepped around from the other side and blocked my way. 
 
    “Who are you?” the man demanded as he scowled at me. “What do you want?” 
 
    The guy’s accent sounded vaguely Scandinavian, and he was dressed oddly in light leather armor that reminded me of that show Vikings on the History Channel. The armor covered his chest and forearms, and a lightweight fabric was draped underneath like a tunic. He had pale skin, and his brown hair was shaved on the sides in a wide mohawk that fell to his shoulders. His left ear was pointy like an elf’s, and it extended a few inches away from the shaved side of his head. His right ear was much shorter, though, and the scar tissue at the end told me he’d lost the tip of it at some point. His deep-set brown eyes narrowed suspiciously at me as his pointy chin inched up with disdain. He was several inches shorter than me which only made me want to laugh at his attempts to stare down his wide nose at me. 
 
    Judging by his averagely muscled frame, I thought I could take him out easily, but that wouldn’t do me any good if he was an important member of the camp. Plus, he had a broadsword strapped to his hip, and even if I still had my crowbar in my hands, I didn’t feel up for another fight right this second. 
 
    I started to answer, but before I could get a word out, the guy stepped into my space and shoved me back against a boulder. 
 
    “What the f--” I gasped as the pointy-eared guy pressed his forearm against my chest and leaned in close to my face. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” The man continued his interrogation. “How did you get to this place? Are you alone? What are these clothes?” 
 
    “I--” I tried again to answer, but the guy leaned harder against me, and the air squeezed tight in my lungs. 
 
    He hauled me away from the boulder, and I immediately decided this guy was a real jackass. I kept my mouth shut and figured that playing along for the moment was my best course of action. He pushed me toward the encampment’s fire pit, and I walked patiently in front of him. 
 
    Even if I felt like fighting, it probably wouldn’t have done me any good. I was going for this camp anyway, and now I had myself a personal escort. Waiting for my moment, and gathering as much information as I could was still my best option. My irritation at this cocky-looking male ebbed away, and I glanced around the camp as he pushed me straight toward the fire pit. 
 
    There were at least four dozen small huts, and they didn’t look much bigger than twelve-by-twelve shacks. The roofs were constructed with dried reeds that had been woven tightly together, and their walls were made with a combination of natural stones and reclaimed wood. 
 
    “Gather all!” the man called out in a loud voice. 
 
    I quirked an eyebrow at him, and he scowled back at me. 
 
    “Sit,” he said, and he pushed on my shoulder. 
 
    I shrugged and lowered myself onto one of the smooth and flat stones that sat in a circle around the fire. As soon as my weight was off my feet, I realized that the ache in my muscles was nowhere near as intense as I would have expected. I was sore, sure, but I didn’t feel like I needed to sleep in a bath of ice for a week to feel like myself again. 
 
    “Weird…” I murmured under my breath, and I took a quick stock of my aches and pains. 
 
    The small scabs from the demon’s acidic saliva had faded into little pink circles like tiny spots of sunburn. The ache in my chest and arms from the demon’s punches was almost entirely gone, and even the soreness in my back from where I’d landed on the ground was pretty tolerable. I must be in better shape than I thought, or I’d spent so much time fighting that I had just built up a natural tolerance to physical abuse. Either way, I was glad for it, because I got the feeling I wasn’t even close to out of the woods yet. 
 
    Roughly two dozen people had started to emerge from the various huts and gathered hesitantly around the fire pit. There were people of all ages, but I didn’t see any young children present. I guessed the youngest person in the camp was a boy with curly black hair who appeared to be in his late teens. There were women and men, some with pointed ears like the asshole who’d confronted me, and they all appeared exhausted and hopeless. 
 
    Their faces were smudged with ash, and their clothes were tattered around the edges. They walked with hunched shoulders, and they had sorrowful lines etched into their faces. Some of them seemed to walk in a fog, like life was barely anything more than moving through their days into the next one. Several more gazed at me with suspicious and weary eyes. 
 
    “What is happening, Ryfon?” a burly man who appeared to be in his thirties demanded of my captor. 
 
    The man was nearly as tall as me with broad shoulders and thick bands of muscle across his chest and arms. He had a similar accent to the asshole who dragged me over, and his thick ashy-blond hair was pulled away from his face in neatly twisted braids. A short, dark blond beard covered the strict line of his jaw, and he had rounded human ears and strong angular features. He also had a crooked nose that, combined with the straight scar that ran through his left eyebrow to the top of his cheekbone, told me he’d been in more than his fair share of scuffles. He wore leather armor like Ryfon, a dark gray cloak hung from around his shoulders, and he seemed like he was already tired of the one-eared asshole’s attitude. 
 
    The blond wall of a man lowered himself onto a stone seat one away from my own and studied me with open curiosity. 
 
    “We have an intruder,” Ryfon smugly declared to the group in general. 
 
    “Yes, we can see that,” the blond-braided man sighed. 
 
    “This is a serious issue,” Ryfon growled. 
 
    “Where did he come from?” one of the women asked, and her voice shook with fear as she clung to another man’s side. 
 
    “There is no way to approach the camp,” the man pointed out as he wrapped his arm protectively around her shoulder and nodded in agreement. 
 
    “There is but one way,” another villager corrected. “From the Demon Lord’s castle!” 
 
    “He could not have come through the lava fields,” another woman said. 
 
    “The swamp is unknown to us,” a younger man with pointed ears added. “Perhaps this man has found a passable way through.” 
 
    “Impossible,” came another woman’s voice. “The swamp demons would have skewered him alive for trespassing in their region.” 
 
    “He must be here to destroy us!” a hysterical woman cried. 
 
    “We do not know who he is or what he wants,” the broad-shouldered blond man argued. “Let us at least hear what he has to say.” 
 
    “He might bewitch us with his words!” the hysterical woman retorted. 
 
    “Outsiders are not to be trusted,” a man with pointed ears muttered as he wrung his hands. 
 
    “We should offer him to the Demon Lord in the next sacrifice!” An older man jabbed a gnarled finger at me. 
 
    I tried to control my face, but I was being bombarded with information, and my eyebrows slowly inched up toward my hair. 
 
    “Settle down, all,” a soft and commanding voice came from behind me. 
 
    An old man with long gray hair and skin the color of frost in the morning light slowly moved toward the fire pit. Pointy ears stuck out from the thin waves of his hair, and he wore flowing robes that swished around him as he moved. His narrow shoulders were hunched, and he leaned heavily on a carved wooden staff as he lowered himself to a stone seat that was taller than all the others. 
 
    The people obeyed, and silence fell over the group. 
 
    I guessed this man was well respected by the people, and that he was in charge, but Ryfon’s puffed-out chest made me wonder about the hierarchy of authority around here. My gut instincts told me that this older man could be an important ally if I could get him on my side. 
 
    I bided my time and continued to observe the people. I knew that talking wouldn’t help unless I had a clear plan, so I was fine remaining silent until I could gather as much information as possible about this odd assembly of humans and elves and their situation. 
 
    “Let us see if we can gain some answers from the man,” the old man said sagely, and I saw suspicious eyes stare at me as several other heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Then a gorgeous woman stepped up behind the old man and laid a hand gently on his shoulder. 
 
    She had silvery-blue hair that fell like thick silk past her shapely hips, and half of it was wound in a thick braid down her back. Silvery eyebrows arched elegantly over her eyes that were a gorgeous shade somewhere between amber and ruby red, and they were framed in thick silvery lashes. Her ears were pointed, and her skin was an ethereal shade of pale blue that hinted at lavender undertones. Her lips were a perfect pouty shape that begged to be kissed, and her nose tipped up just the tiniest bit at the end. She wore small scraps of leather armor that barely managed to cover her perfect hourglass figure, and leather boots that hugged tightly up to her toned thighs. Her arms and shoulders were clad in similar leather armor that connected intricately across her collarbone, and the look seemed more fashionable than practical as far as armor was concerned. 
 
    Regardless, she was completely gorgeous, and my blood heated as I looked at her. 
 
    She leaned down to whisper something in the old man’s pointed ear, and I got a great view of her ample cleavage as the man nodded idly. 
 
    Then the man stared right at me with his silvery-blue eyes. “What is your name, stranger?” 
 
    “My name is Levi,” I said, and I swallowed hard as the beautiful female gazed at me with open curiosity. 
 
    “Levi,” the old man repeated. “I am Wyn. Please, would you tell us how you came to this place?” 
 
    “Uh,” I sighed as the events of the last few hours flashed through my brain. “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    “Take your time,” Wyn said, and he leaned more comfortably on his staff. 
 
    “I was at work,” I began, “and this guy… I’m pretty sure he was a demon… was rifling around, so I went to see what that was all about, and suddenly he pushed me through this… I don’t know, it was like a tunnel made out of rainbow light.” 
 
    “Indeed…” Wyn murmured, and the corners of his eyes crinkled with an interested expression. “Go on.” 
 
    I cleared my throat, and my pulse kicked up a notch as I realized how insane it all sounded, but then again, judging by his ears and the color of the woman’s skin, I was talking to a group that contained more than a few elves. 
 
    I gestured back in the direction I’d hiked and continued. “So we fell through the rainbow tunnel thing for a while. Then we landed in some cave over there in the lava fields. He tried to kill me, and he said my death was the only thing he wanted.” 
 
    “Please, continue,” Wyn encouraged me after a pause. 
 
    “The demon attacked me, and I defended myself.” 
 
    “You defeated the demon?” the gorgeous woman at Wyn’s shoulder asked, and her amber-red eyes were wide. 
 
    “Yeah.” I gave her a subdued version of my cockiest smile. 
 
    I was rewarded with a soft blush of pink across her face, and she pressed her lips into a thin line. I wasn’t sure if she was suspicious of my explanation, or if she was trying to hold back a smile. 
 
    Several of the other villagers’ expressions started to shift slightly to impressed reactions to my story. A few nodded, and I heard some murmured words that I found to be rather encouraging. 
 
    “How did you kill the demon?” The woman cocked her hips to the side, and the movement stirred something deep inside my gut. 
 
    “I kicked it off a cliff and down into a gorge,” I answered. 
 
    I had a feeling that Wyn and this beautiful woman were more curious about me than anyone else. The large blond man sitting near me also looked at me with curious midnight-blue eyes, and the rest of the people seemed to look to these three for guidance and decisions. 
 
    Which made me realize that even if all this Ryfon guy wanted to do was get rid of me as fast as possible, gaining the others’ trust could be immensely beneficial to my overall situation. 
 
    I allowed my face to remain open so they could have the chance to read the honesty in my words. It was an odd sensation. I was so used to putting on different masks with different audiences to get my way depending on the circumstances, but rarely was the bold and blatant truth the right choice to go with. 
 
    One of the villagers had mentioned a Demon Lord with genuine fear in their voice. Their overall situation seemed hopelessly precarious at best, and I was pretty confident that these people were no more friends of the demons than me. If I could prove myself useful to them, they would be much more likely to allow me to live, perhaps even help me get back home. 
 
    I groaned internally as I realized my escape room was completely unlocked at the moment. Anybody could walk right in and steal every penny from the register, or worse, totally trash the place. I knew there was nothing I could do about any of that at the moment, and besides, that’s what insurance was for. I would deal with the damages and theft after I got back. 
 
    “This is utter nonsense,” Ryfon exclaimed with growing anger. “We are supposed to believe a single word this stranger says? He is surely the demon in disguise come to steal our supplies. He will make off with one of you the instant we allow our guards to fall.” 
 
    Wyn’s face reminded me of a patient parent allowing their toddler to throw a fit about not getting their way. 
 
    “We do not trust outsiders,” Ryfon concluded his tirade, and he folded his arms over his puffed-out chest as he clamped his jaws tightly together. “This is how we have survived all these years.” 
 
    “Yes, Ryfon,” the beautiful woman agreed. “We have survived this way. For many years, and yet surviving is all we do. If Levi can kill demons, perhaps we--” 
 
    “Do not tell me that you are foolish enough to believe this stranger’s words, Elora!” Ryfon scoffed. “What evidence does he provide that he has killed a demon?” 
 
    At Ryfon’s valid question, Elora, Wyn, and the blond man’s eyes turned to me. 
 
    I just shrugged and gestured at the demon’s black blood that was still splattered across my shirt and hands. 
 
    “Is this proof enough for you, Ryfon?” the blond man almost chuckled. 
 
    “Do not be a fool, Ayen.” Ryfon scowled. “There are other explanations for this stranger’s unseemly appearance.” 
 
    “For example?” Ayen asked, and he gazed at Ryfon with exaggerated patience. “Please, do enlighten me.” 
 
    Ryfon’s mouth opened and closed several times before he sputtered like an idiot. “We simply cannot trust what he says. He is an outsider!” 
 
    “He says he has killed a demon,” the youngest villager said. “If this is true, then Levi may be able to help us.” 
 
    “I am curious to know more about him,” an older man agreed. “I believe young Goren may have a point.” 
 
    “Goren is a child,” Ryfon practically spat the words at the older man. “He knows little of our world.” 
 
    “He is just as much a part of our community as you or I,” Wyn countered, and he glanced at me with silvery-blue eyes that were filled with wisdom. “We agreed long ago that every person has a voice within this camp, and not once did we specify when or under what circumstances that right begins.” 
 
    “Do you mean to tell me that you intend to allow this outsider,” Ryfon spit the word like it burned his tongue, “to have an equal say? Outrageous. We must deliver him to the Demon Lord at once.” 
 
    “We have never turned another away before,” Wyn pointed out. 
 
    “It has been years since we have seen another,” Ryfon countered. “Not since the lava fields made the way impassable have we seen a face other than those you see around you now!” 
 
    “And yet,” Wyn mused patiently. “If the lava fields had not spread, we would still welcome all with open arms and offer them food and shelter. I see no reason we should receive Levi any other way.” 
 
    “Old fool,” Ryfon grumbled through gritted teeth. “You will get us all killed.” 
 
    “The Demon Lord is succeeding at that on his own,” Elora said acidly. 
 
    “Well said, my dear.” Wyn patted Elora’s hand on his shoulder, and then he turned back to me. “I desire to welcome you to stay with us for as long as you choose, Levi. Unfortunately, I do not make decisions for anyone other than myself, and we must hear what these fine people think.” 
 
    “I am with you, Wyn,” Elora said instantly. 
 
    “As am I,” Ayen remarked a second later, and he smirked at me. “I am curious about this man.” 
 
    Several more murmurs of assent and agreeable nods passed through the group around us, and a small spark of hope lit within my chest. Perhaps I would be welcomed honestly, and there would be no need for me to manipulate my way into these people’s lives. 
 
    “I am wary yet of his motivations,” a middle-aged man said as a thick woman clung nervously to his arm. 
 
    “Perhaps there is a way for Levi to prove himself to you?” Ayen asked the older man. 
 
    The gray-haired fellow pondered that for a moment, and I could tell he liked the idea of forcing me to prove my worth. 
 
    “I’m down to prove myself to you,” I said casually, and several people stared at me with confusion. 
 
    “Down to prove yourself?” Elora repeated. “Does this mean you agree?” 
 
    “Oh,” I chuckled. “Yeah, I agree. I really just need somewhere to rest until I can figure out how to get home. This place would be ideal, so what do I need to do to prove that you can trust me?” 
 
    “You will not find a way back from whence you came,” Wyn said with sorrowful confidence. 
 
    “I don’t understand…” I shook my head at the old man, but I didn’t get the chance to ask for more explanation. 
 
    “The wolf-sharks!” Goren declared, and a spark of excitement colored his tone. “Let the stranger prove himself among the wolf-sharks!” 
 
    I blinked at the kid’s eager expression as several other faces seemed to pale around me. 
 
    The fucking what?
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 Chapter 4 
 
    Trepidation gripped my throat, and I swallowed hard as almost every pair of eyes around me went wide with anxiety. 
 
    “Goren,” Elora began with a concerned tone to her melodic voice, “I do not believe--” 
 
    “That is a superb idea, boy,” Ryfon announced before Elora could finish her objections. 
 
    “Hang on a second,” I interrupted. “What the fuck is a wolf-shark?” 
 
    “Oh, ho!” Ayen let out a single burst of laughter. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked the big blond guy, and something about his mirth only worked to increase my suspicions that a wolf-shark was not any kind of creature I wanted to meet. 
 
    “Are you quite earnest in your ignorance?” Ayen gasped lightly, and he stared at me with puzzlement. 
 
    “Um, yeah?” I narrowed my eyes, and I looked at Elora and Wyn for any helpful information. “Will somebody please tell me what a wolf-shark is?” 
 
    “He does not know of the wolf-sharks,” Ayen muttered loudly under his breath, and he shook his head in astonishment. “How far have you traveled from?” 
 
    “Far,” I grumbled. “I don’t know how far exactly, but I know there’s nothing like this place anywhere near the city.” 
 
    “The city?” Wyn parroted with bemusement. 
 
    “But no cities remain,” Elora said with uncertainty, and she furrowed her silvery eyebrows at me. 
 
    I glanced around at the villagers, and they were all looking at me like I had three heads. With every second I spent in this weird place, and with these people, I became more and more certain that I wasn’t on earth anymore. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, and my stomach tightened with dread. 
 
    “Every last city has fallen,” Wyn said in an ominous tone. 
 
    “That’s impossible.” I shook my head emphatically. “I was in downtown Boston just a few hours ago.” 
 
    “Bos-ton?” Elora asked, and I couldn’t help but enjoy the way her lips wrapped around the word. 
 
    “Yeah, Boston. You know, Boston, Massachusetts? The good ol’ USA?” I looked around at all the increasingly confused faces, and I knew I was definitely not in North America anymore. “America?” 
 
    “The cities were destroyed when the demons brought Ragnarok to us.” Wyn scratched his chin as he studied my face. 
 
    “Ragnarok?” I repeated, and it tickled a memory somewhere in the back of my mind like I’d heard the word before. 
 
    “America, you say?” Wyn murmured, and his eyes looked far away. 
 
    “Hang on,” I stopped the old man, and I was starting to get a little frustrated with this roundabout conversation. “What’s Ragnarok?” 
 
    “The end of the world,” Ayen answered bluntly. “What is America?” 
 
    “I have heard of this place before,” Wyn said slowly, and his silvery-blue eyes focused on me once more. “You are not from this realm.” 
 
    “I was starting to think that myself,” I grumbled softly. 
 
    “The stranger has indeed traveled a great distance to come here,” Wyn announced to the entire group. “Levi comes from Midgard.” 
 
    “Mid-what?” I shook my head. “No, I’m from Earth.” 
 
    “They are one and the same, my boy.” Wyn nodded sagely. 
 
    “Right…” I murmured with a heavy dose of sarcasm, but before I could ask where I was, a rumble of shock and surprise rippled around the group. 
 
    “This is impossible!” the hysterical woman from earlier cried. 
 
    “Ylva is correct,” a middle-aged man beside her said with confusion. “Travel between the worlds has been lost to us since the time of Ragnarok.” 
 
    “And yet, here he is.” Wyn shrugged lightly at the people, and then he turned back to me with a welcoming smirk. 
 
    “It does not matter from where he has come to us,” Ryfon reiterated with frustration. “We simply cannot trust him.” 
 
    “We should allow him to prove himself,” Goren insisted. 
 
    Several suspicious and wary faces stared back at me, and they nodded in agreement with the young man’s proposal. 
 
    I looked at Goren a little closer, and I decided I liked him. He was willing to speak up for himself even though it was clear he had not yet earned a high level of respect from some in this encampment. He had curly black hair that stuck wildly out from his face and kind green eyes. He turned around to look at the other villagers, and I noticed that his ears were longer than all the humans present, but not nearly as long as Elora, Wyn, or Ryfon’s. I wondered idly for a moment if he was only part elf. 
 
    “Thanks, man.” I nodded at the youngest member of the camp. 
 
    Goren gave me a puzzled expression, but before he could speak again, Ryfon started sputtering his irritation once more. 
 
    “Enough of this hindrance of a discussion!” Ryfon stared hard at me with muddy-brown eyes. 
 
    “Okay, so I’d sure like to know what the fuck a wolf-shark is.” I stood from my seat. 
 
    “It is a wolf…” Ayen said slowly like I’d asked him to explain quantum mechanics to a four year old, and then he laughed, “and it is a shark.” 
 
    “That’s helpful.” I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t help but smirk at the big blond guy’s humor. He seemed like the most light-hearted person in this entire place. I couldn’t blame the people for being hopeless and pretty resigned to their situation, but I liked Ayen’s good-natured perspective. “Sounds like a pretty shitty time to me. If you want me to prove myself by going on some suicide mission, I think I’d be better off finding another camp instead.” 
 
    “An excellent idea,” Ryfon nearly choked on his smug expression. “Go ahead, enjoy yourself. You still have several hours of daylight to wander.” 
 
    “Ryfon,” Elora hissed at the one-eared asshole. Then she turned to me. “There are no other camps anywhere near here, we have scoured the area all we could to check. There is nowhere else for you to go.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I sighed. 
 
    “Will you accept the challenge to prove yourself, or will you not?” Ryfon demanded, and he tapped his foot impatiently on the rocky ground like a little kid. 
 
    Elora stepped closer to the asshole and crossed her arms. “It appears to me as if you are attempting to shirk your responsibilities, Ryfon.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Ryfon denied. “I have never shirked my duty in regards to the wolf-sharks before.” 
 
    “So, you guys have done this before?” I asked, and I started to get a little hope that maybe this wasn’t a total suicide mission. 
 
    “The wolf-sharks have been an issue for decades,” Elora confirmed. “In the past we have been able to drive them from our shores before their numbers grew too large. We needed at least two warriors to handle the situation, but it was manageable.” 
 
    “Elora, Ryfon, and myself have taken turns working together to hunt the beasts,” Ayen added, and he narrowed his midnight-blue eyes accusingly at the mohawked asshole. “However, Elora and I have been left to deal with the situation by ourselves for too long.” 
 
    “I tried to step in and lend my assistance,” Azariah added, “but my axe is not an ideal weapon to hunt the beasts.” 
 
    “Lies,” Ryfon scoffed. “I assisted in the hunt most recently, and if the stranger claims he can be useful to us, then he should have little difficulty in lending a hand.” 
 
    “Right.” I rolled my eyes, and I considered how to proceed. 
 
    If what the beautiful elf said was true, and there weren’t any other camps, then it sounded like this trial-by-wolf-shark was really my only option. If they’d been able to hunt the monstrous creatures in the past with just two of them, then I should be able to do just enough to win a place in the camp while keeping my hide intact. I had to admit, I was damn curious about a wolf-shark, and I wasn’t exactly ready to walk away from Elora’s gorgeous smile. 
 
    “So, you’ve done this before?” I clarified, and I addressed Elora and Ayen directly. “Successfully?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ayen said, and he cleared his throat as his eyes flicked away. 
 
    “We have successfully hunted the wolf-sharks before.” Elora nodded, and her fingers gripped tighter around her bladed staff. “I feel honor-bound to inform you, however, that the wolf-sharks’ numbers have grown to an unreasonable amount at an alarming rate. This is why they have become a more serious problem than they ever were before.” 
 
    “And why they will need a third warrior to assist them,” Ryfon added, and he shoved an old-looking harpoon into my hands. “Come along, now.” 
 
    The one-eared elf smugly grinned at me, and then he marched off to what I had guessed was the east. I couldn’t help but notice it was the direction I’d smelled salt air and heard ocean waves coming from. I supposed that the shark part of the wolf-sharks was a dominant feature of these animals. 
 
    As I followed casually behind the egotistical man, I was both surprised and a touch relieved that the one-eared asshole had armed me. The harpoon didn’t feel like the most sturdy of weapons, but it was better than nothing. I took a deep breath and reminded myself that these people had hunted wolf-sharks before, and I got the feeling that Elora and Ayen would lead the charge anyway. 
 
    I just had to keep up. 
 
    Ayen had picked up a wooden longbow from somewhere and slung it and a quiver of feather-fletched arrows over his broad shoulders. 
 
    “Do not worry,” Ayen whispered gruffly beside me as we marched behind the cocky elf. “Elora and I will kill the beasts, you must only be present in order to complete this task. Do not run, it will only prove weakness and cowardice to the people.” 
 
    “Yeah, not a problem,” I said, and I glanced over my shoulder to find the people were following us to the shore. “So, you’ve personally killed these things before?” 
 
    “Elora and I both have.” Ayen nodded. 
 
    “That’s a relief,” I sighed. 
 
    After a few minutes of walking, the solid and rocky ground under my boots started to shift into rolling dunes of loose sand. Ryfon continued to march forward with purpose, but his pace slowed noticeably. Ayen trudged silently by my side, and Elora slowly started to pass us as she walked along the very top layer of sand. 
 
    The gorgeous woman had also picked up a weapon from somewhere, and she held a long spear in her elegant hands. I watched her flat leather boots for a while, and I found that her feet barely sank into the sand. The sight reminded me of Legolas walking over the top of the four-foot-deep snow drifts as the men and hobbits tried to climb the mountain in The Fellowship of the Ring. Nobody had actually used the word “elf,” but I was outright convinced I was in the presence of some kind of elves, and my inner nerd was pretty stoked about that. 
 
    We walked for a few more minutes, and finally, I started to feel the salty spray of the ocean on my face. The mist felt incredible on my overheated skin, and I sighed at the soothing chill that ran down my spine. 
 
    “So, how big are the wolf-sharks?” I leaned closer to Ayen as we crested over the last dune, and the lapping waves finally came into view. 
 
    “They are quite large.” Ayen grimaced at me. “And they have congregated in a larger group than we have ever seen before. We are not sure what drove so many here, but the situation got out of our hands before we could properly address it.” 
 
    “Goodie.” I gripped my harpoon tighter in my fingers and walked the last several paces before I stopped just behind Ryfon and Elora. 
 
    If I’d had any other options, I would have turned right around and flung both my middle fingers at this situation, but wandering into an endless field of lava didn’t exactly sound like a good time. At least with the wolf-sharks, I had experienced hunters behind me and what sounded like a decent possibility for success. 
 
    And more importantly, survival. 
 
    The ocean spread out as far as I could see, and waves crashed erratically along the rocky beach. The sky was covered in thick white clouds, and a brisk wind whipped my hair all around my face. 
 
    In the distance, a huge dark shadow moved quickly through the water, and a large dorsal fin poked up out of the waves. Then more appeared, and I watched in shock for several seconds as the giant creatures arched along the surface of the water. They were way bigger than any shark I’d ever seen before. They seemed to be at least twenty-five feet long, but I figured that under the water, they were probably even bigger than what I could see. 
 
    “Welllll… Shit,” I breathed. 
 
    “You have strange words,” Ayen said quizzically at my side. 
 
    “Here is your challenge, stranger!” Ryfon announced. “These wolf-sharks have hindered our ability to gather the crustaceans and fish in these shallow waters. Assist Ayen and Elora in ridding the beach of these beasts, and you shall prove your worth.” 
 
    “Riiiiight.” I cocked an eyebrow at the large blond man beside me. “So, what’s the plan here?” 
 
    “You will act as a diversion,” Elora declared succinctly. 
 
    “Okay,” I said dryly. “I’d rather not be swallowed whole by one of these things, so could I have a little bit more information?” 
 
    “The wolf-sharks do not swallow their food whole.” Ayen smirked at me. “They would surely tear you into bloody pieces before consuming you slowly.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly comforting, man,” I said to the broad-shouldered blond guy. 
 
    Ayen just shrugged at me as if we were discussing a casual weekend fishing trip between buddies, rather than discussing enormous apex predators. 
 
    “You must draw the creature’s attention,” Elora explained. “Distract the beasts from myself and Ayen and allow us the time to come up behind them. We should certainly be able to handle the entire group as long as they are not focused on us.” 
 
    “Alright.” I nodded, and I considered the benefit of diversionary tactics. In my fighting days I’d used a good fake-out maneuver more than once. “That makes sense, I guess.” 
 
    “Do not worry, as I said, Elora and I were able to do this with just the two of us before.” Ayen turned to me, and then he flailed his arms about in an exaggerated charade of splashing. “You must splash around and make noise in order to draw their attention.” 
 
    “Right, that sounds like it will definitely make the job of hunting them easier for you guys.” I glanced between the elf and the blond man. “But how does this not lead directly to me being eaten?” 
 
    “Do not fret. I have confidence in you,” Ayen said, and he clapped me hard on the shoulder. “And you have a harpoon. Stick them good and hard if they get too close, and that will deter them long enough for us to destroy these creatures before they can lay a single one of their three hundred teeth on your flesh. Now, come! I feel a thirst for the hunt!” 
 
    I sighed and glanced around at the small crowd of villagers that stood at a safer distance from the water. They were huddled together and chattered nervously amongst themselves. It was pretty obvious to me that I had to put all of my faith in these two strangers to keep me alive today, but seeing as my only other choice was wandering aimlessly through one of the barren wastelands of this strange place until I died of exposure to the elements, it was still my best option. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I kicked my steel-toed boots off and rolled my pants legs up twice to keep them from bogging down my movement too much. I couldn’t deny the fact that I was a bit of an adrenaline junkie, and getting huge apex predators to charge at me was definitely going to give me a big dump of the good stuff. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    “You seem rather excited about the prospect of possibly being torn to pieces,” Ayen remarked. “I believe I like you.” 
 
    I smirked at the big blond guy and walked into the small crashing waves, and I pointed my harpoon out in front of me as I moved. 
 
    The sandy beach had shifted into small pebbles, and with every step I took into the refreshingly cool water, the ground was littered with larger stones. Some of them were sharp and jagged like they’d broken against the boulders that stuck up out of the water at random locations. I watched my steps carefully and focused on avoiding the jagged edges. The last thing I needed was to slice my foot open on one of these rocks and die of an infection. 
 
    I walked out to my waist, and then I turned to see where Ayen and Elora had moved to. The big blond man had climbed onto one of the larger boulders that pointed up at the cloudy sky from the right side of the shallows, and he held his longbow in his hands. The blond man’s muscular arms tensed as he pulled a single arrow from his quiver, nocked it in place, and drew the string back in preparation. 
 
    Elora had waded out into the shallows a short distance away from me, and she daintily climbed onto a boulder that stood just as tall as the waves. She perched on the boulder like a leopard ready to pounce with her long bladed staff in her hands. She must have tugged her thigh-high leather boots off and left them on the beach, because the water lapped erratically around her bare feet. Elora’s amber-and-ruby eyes caught mine, and she gave me a single swift nod. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered to myself, and I gripped my harpoon tighter in my hand. 
 
    I took a deep breath and started to splash hard against the surface of the water with my free hand. I started to kick my feet around and make as much movement as I could, and I kept my eyes glued to the dark arching shapes of the wolf-sharks in the distance. They didn’t seem to notice me, so I turned to glance at Ayen and Elora. 
 
    “This is not enough movement.” Elora frowned at me. 
 
    “Behave as if you are a dying fish in order to draw their attention!” Ayen shouted, and I could almost hear his chuckle at my predicament. 
 
    “Great,” I snorted. 
 
    I took a breath and dunked myself completely into the refreshing salty waves, and I positioned myself horizontally on the surface. Then I thrashed my entire body and made as much motion in the water as possible. I raised my head about the water, sucked in a deep breath, and let it out in a harsh scream under the water. I hoped the wolf-sharks had some form of hearing as I came up for another breath, and then I let out another frantic cry into the salty water. 
 
    “Well done!” Ayen shouted with excitement. 
 
    I braced my feet back on the rocky ocean floor, and I looked out at the dark shapes that were now rapidly swimming toward me. I gripped my harpoon tight in my hands, and I tried to get a look at the beasts as they advanced on my location. 
 
    Finally, the lead wolf-shark, who seemed to be the biggest in the group, broke the surface and let out a disturbing howl as they raced forward. The beast had the head of a great white shark, complete with rows of triangular teeth, and its beady black eyes were located on either side of its gray head. It dove back into the water and popped up again much closer to me before it bared its teeth like a growling guard dog. 
 
    I saw several of Ayen’s arrows pierce into the wolf-shark’s hide, and I was hit by a bit of panic as they barely dug into the creature’s thick skin. Then Ayen pulled another arrow back in his bow and let it fly straight and true into one of the lead wolf-shark’s beady black eyes. The beast didn’t stop coming, but it roared with pain, and it pivoted its huge head in an attempt to keep me in its sights. 
 
    I glanced back at Ayen, and the smirk on his face made it clear to me that he was rather enjoying himself. 
 
    I wondered why Elora hadn’t struck yet, but then I realized she was further to my side. She wouldn’t be able to reach the wolf-sharks with her bladed staff unless she came splashing into the water or threw it like a javelin. Neither option would give her an advantage, and I realized Ayen had been trying to drive the beasts closer to her. 
 
    I decided I needed to help the blond archer lure the beasts closer to the beautiful elf’s boulder, too, and maybe I could even get in a good shot with my harpoon. Besides, I couldn’t deny that I’d missed the rush of a good fight. It was almost fun to face imminent danger again after the relatively safe existence I’d lived since leaving my fighting days behind me. I didn’t expect I would have missed it, but here I was, enjoying myself. 
 
    I forced my breathing to remain steady as I started to quickly move in Elora’s direction, and I let my years of fighting instincts take the reins. The familiar dump of adrenaline pumped through my veins, and everything seemed to shift into slow-motion. My vision became super focused, and I could see the droplets of ocean water as they sprayed out around the lead wolf-shark’s rounded muzzle. My heart thumped steadily in my ears, and I anchored my bare feet in the loosely shifting stones as I watched the huge beast rapidly close the distance between us. 
 
    Then a terrifying and exciting sensation raced along my nerves like lightning. 
 
    My limbs pulled in a strange way, and I felt a bit like soft clay in the hands of an artist. My body extended and stretched as my arms widened and flattened into huge fins. My vision shifted, and I could see everything on either side of me like it was dead in front of my face. 
 
    Ayen and Elora’s shocked expressions were clear in my line of sight as they stared at me with wide eyes and open mouths, but I barely had time to register this. 
 
    I felt myself grow to three times my original size, and I could feel the water move against my bare flesh. I tried to look around at myself, but all I saw was black skin where the dark hairs on my arms had been only seconds before. Somehow, I knew my entire body had shifted into a new form, and I suddenly felt ready to take on the world. 
 
    I tried to cry out to Elora and Ayen, but the only sound that came from my huge, teeth-filled mouth was a weird clicking and popping sound. My mouth opened wide as I recognized the noise from one of my favorite areas of YouTube that I’d discovered on one of my many late-night rabbit hole dives. 
 
    Somehow, I’d turned into a killer whale. 
 
    I curved my spine, and I peeked from the corner of my side-facing eye to make sure my assessment was correct. The large black-and-white tail that was located where my feet should have been was enough confirmation for even the most skeptical parts of myself. 
 
    If I could have formed English words, I would have shouted a long litany of elaborate curse words in complete shock. 
 
    I didn’t have the luxury to linger in my shock, or to explore my new body and abilities because the lead wolf-shark was still coming straight at me. It didn’t seem to mind at all that I was now the great white shark’s only natural predator, and I could only assume that either killer whales didn’t exist here, or these wolf-sharks just weren’t afraid of them. 
 
    My body instinctively started to breathe through the blowhole on the top of my huge head, and I took a deep breath before I dove under the water. Then I blinked and found that I could see perfectly through the saltwater to the lead wolf-shark that was racing toward me with bared teeth, and there were five others quickly following behind. 
 
    I swished my tail and darted straight toward the hideous beast. 
 
    It was much more shark than wolf, but I could see the thing doggy paddling with four huge wolf paws. It was shockingly fast, and I swerved at the last second to maneuver to the left of the beast. 
 
    As I dashed past, I chomped down hard on the wolf-shark’s pectoral fin, and the beast jerked violently as my teeth tore through its skin and muscle tissue. I yanked on the fin and flapped my tail hard in the water to rip the wolf-shark apart. Blood seeped heavily into the water and obstructed my vision, but I could feel the wolf-shark’s location by the way the water moved. I pushed forward and bit down on the creature’s tailfin, and I ripped it to pieces just like the first one. 
 
    The beast’s snout opened wide in a muffled scream, and a flurry of bubbles rose up to the surface. 
 
    The five other wolf-sharks hesitated for a second as they watched the lead beast sink to the rocky ocean floor. Then the second largest of the beasts growled at me and charged at my side. I was still getting a hang of maneuvering my new body in the water, and I couldn’t pivot fast enough to block the wolf-shark’s attack. Its snout drove hard into my side, and I was thankful for the thick layer of blubber that helped to cushion the blow just a little bit. The air was still knocked right out of my lungs, and a quick flash of panic spiked through my brain before I remembered that killer whales could hold their breath for at least ten minutes at a time. 
 
    I pushed myself around quickly before the wolf-shark could angle back around for its next attack, and I was glad to discover that the panic of holding my human lungs without oxygen was completely absent from my orca body. 
 
    I assessed the wolf-sharks’ formations for a split second. Three of the beasts were much larger than the other two, and they appeared to be the main cause of the attack. The smaller wolf-sharks held back at a greater distance, and it almost looked like they shifted nervously in the water like all they wanted was to get out of here and away from me. 
 
    Which I couldn’t blame them for, I had just ripped their leader into pieces, and it was still lashing around weakly on the ocean floor about ten yards below us. I suspected it wouldn’t last a lot longer, and the water around it was turning into a murky reddish-brown color as hundreds of gallons of blood spilled out from its ruined body. 
 
    The three larger sharks had moved into a triangular formation, and they were swimming rapidly toward me once more. I decided to work from the outside in, so I swam straight toward them and pivoted myself to the right at the last possible second. I almost missed my target, but I was able to adjust my angle enough to clamp my teeth down on the base of the wolf-shark’s swishing tail as I passed it. Then I chomped down hard with all my strength. 
 
    My stomach churned as I felt my teeth go through the skin, bone, and spinal cord of the wolf-shark. The sound was muffled by the water, but that didn’t detract from the gross snapping like an elastic band breaking under too much pressure. 
 
    The wolf-shark tried to arch the remainder of its back toward me, but I’d severed its spinal column so completely that it just shuddered as its eyes flashed around with animalistic panic. 
 
    I was pretty confident that the beast would sink to the rocky bottom beside its packmate, but I wanted to be completely, one hundred percent sure before I released my hold on its tail. I gripped the fish-dog’s spine between my huge jaws and thrashed it back and forth with all my might. A bit of surprise rippled through me as my movements tore the creature’s entire tail right off its body, and finally, I let go. 
 
    The fatally wounded wolf-shark sank slowly through the water as bright red blood poured from the tattered stump that used to be its tail. I didn’t have time to linger in my victory celebration, however, because the final two larger wolf-sharks were swimming around toward me. It looked like they were planning on coming at me from opposite directions with the intention of trapping me between them. 
 
    An idea quickly came to me as the two wolf-sharks swam quickly toward me from either side. I lingered where I was, and I tensed all of my muscles in preparation to get the fuck out of the way. I waited until the wolf-sharks were only a few yards away from me, and then I pushed myself forward through the water with every bit of strength I could muster. 
 
    I darted out of the way and left the wolf-sharks barreling straight into each other, and I knew they were swimming so fast that they wouldn’t be able to stop in time. 
 
    My face pulled into a smirk as I felt the rush of water and the muffled sounds of the two fish-dogs slamming head-first into each other. I didn’t waste a second, and I arced around to my left. Then I raced straight toward one of the dazed and disoriented creatures, and I wrapped my jaws around the creature’s ribcage and bit down hard. 
 
    A satisfying and disgusting crunch echoed through my large mouth, and I tasted the metallic flood of blood as I bit the wolf-shark in two. Before the other large beast could realize it was alone, I dropped the divided beast’s corpse from my mouth, and I charged forward. 
 
    The last of the largest wolf-sharks seemed smarter than the rest, and it caught onto my intentions just in time. It darted to the side and out of my grasp, and I felt the rush of its movement across my tongue. It tried to flee, and I chased after the four-legged fish. I quickly discovered that I was faster than the wolf-shark, and I wondered if the beast’s canine legs caused drag in the water. 
 
    I charged forward, and I put all my focus into swimming closer to the fish-dog. When I was within reach, I opened my jaws to catch the creature’s tail between my teeth, and I bit down hard on the thing’s entire tail. 
 
    It shook violently as I bit through the tissue and muscle, and blood poured out around us. Then I yanked on the beast’s tail and pulled it back and to my side, and the wolf-shark came eye to eye with me. 
 
    I could see the resignation in its beady black eyes, and I watched as the huge four-legged fish sank slowly to the bottom of the ocean to join the other dead wolf-sharks. 
 
    The water was stained red in every direction now, and the smell and taste of blood were thick in my nose and on my tongue. I searched for the two smaller wolf-sharks and spotted them far in the distance. They were making a hasty retreat, and I decided they weren’t worth the effort it would take to follow them. I had a feeling they wouldn’t be coming back to this beach any time soon, and if they did decide to come back, I would deal with them later. 
 
    I turned around and swam back toward the shallow waters, and I took a few moments to enjoy the victory of defeating the wolf-sharks. Surely, I had proven myself worthy of the villagers’ hospitality and shown that I could be useful to them. I couldn’t wait to see Ryfon’s face as he was forced to swallow his words and accept the people’s intentions to let me stay. 
 
    I swam up toward the beach, and I felt the rocky bottom brush against my blubber-padded body. Only then did I realize I had no idea how I’d shifted into this killer whale form, and I had even less of an idea on how to shift back. 
 
    Fuck, maybe I was stuck like this…
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 Chapter 5 
 
    I forced myself to remain calm as the horror of being stuck in the body of a killer whale for the rest of my life started to fill me with panic. 
 
    No, I was not going to stay like this. If I had the ability to shift into a whale, I must have the ability to shift back. Granted, I still had no idea how or why I’d shifted in the first place, but that didn’t exactly matter at the moment. The only thing that mattered was getting back into my human form. 
 
    I took several long breaths, and I felt the adrenaline from the fight start to ebb out of my muscles. The tension eased from my body, and my focus stretched out wider to my complete surroundings instead of the immediate threats in front of me. 
 
    The post-fight calm and steadiness that my muscles remembered with fondness from so many fights over the years was a welcome and familiar sensation. I closed my eyes and focused on the almost comforting feeling, and I heard the distant calls of Ayen, but I pushed the blond man’s words away and focused on maintaining a sense of calm throughout my body. 
 
    Slowly, my body started to shrink away from my large orca whale form, and I felt my fins and tail reshaping themselves into human arms and legs. I wanted to open my eyes and watch the transformation, but I was wary of interrupting the shift and getting stuck somewhere in between human and whale. Once I felt the cling of my soaking wet clothes against my body and the movement of the waves through my unruly dark hair, I opened my eyes. 
 
    Somehow, I wasn’t buck naked, and my vision had returned to front-facing human eyes. Then I realized I still held the harpoon in my hand. That was an interesting nugget of information, but it would have to wait for further investigation, because I was still pretty deep in the water. 
 
    I started to swim closer to the beach, and as I moved to a place where I could stand, the cheers of victory from the small crowd on the beach began to reach me over the sound of the crashing waves. I sighed with relief when my human toes touched down on the loose rocks, and I started to walk up to the beach. 
 
    “Incredible!” Ayen declared boisterously. 
 
    “What the fuck just happened to me?” I muttered under my breath, but I shoved the uncertainty away. I got the feeling that confidence was my best play here, and I plastered a slightly smug grin on my face. 
 
    “Elora, did you see?” Ayen grinned at the beautiful elf. 
 
    “Certainly,” Elora chuckled, and she gazed at me with amusement and confusion. “But I do not believe it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said gruffly. “Neither do I.” 
 
    “Whatever do you mean, my new friend?” Ayen asked, and he patted me hard on the back. “That was quite impressive, why did you not tell us you had shifting magic?” 
 
    “I didn’t know,” I admitted quietly so the incoming crowd wouldn’t hear, and I leaned on my harpoon like a cane. 
 
    “How could you not know of such powerful magic?” Elora wondered. 
 
    “I’ve never done anything like that before,” I clarified. 
 
    Ayen and Elora looked at me like they wanted to ask me a million questions, and I was grateful that the villagers had reached us. I had no idea how to answer any of their questions, I didn’t even understand what had happened myself. How was I supposed to explain it to someone else? 
 
    “Levi!” Goren shouted, and he pumped his fist in the air in celebration. “That was outstanding!” 
 
    “It was not that impressive,” Ryfon scoffed. 
 
    “Levi has single-handedly eliminated the wolf-sharks that have plagued these waters for far too long.” Wyn gazed at me almost fondly, and I had a feeling the old elf was rather impressed and yet somehow unsurprised by the events that had just transpired. “Well done.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I shrugged casually, and I glanced at all the people. 
 
    They stared at me with newfound acceptance and even a touch of awe, and I knew there would be little more discussion of whether I was worthy of being accepted into their camp. Except from Ryfon, of course. The distaste on his face made it clear to me that he wouldn’t be giving up any time soon. 
 
    “Let us not waste the tide,” Wyn announced to the group. “You have not all brought your baskets and nets to the beach for no reason. Go, gather the oysters, mussels, clams, and whatever else you may find.” 
 
    “This is wonderful,” an old man beside Goren said earnestly. 
 
    “I knew Levi could help us, Father,” Goren murmured softly to the man. 
 
    I took another look at the pair and realized that while the old man’s hair was a stark shade of white, it had the same thick curls as the young boy. Goren’s father was definitely human, and I wondered who the somewhat elfish boy’s mother was. The pair walked off toward the rocky shallows of the beach, and several other villagers followed them. They all quickly began to collect the sea creatures and filled their baskets. 
 
    “We will have a renewed supply of food now, all in great thanks to you, Levi,” Wyn said. “You have given the people hope.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could help,” I replied, and I realized I was. 
 
    It felt amazing to see the first real smiles on the people’s faces, even if they were small and short-lived. It was clear to me that these people lived in a constant state of clinging to survival, and they had abandoned hope long ago. They were living on autopilot, just managing to make it through one day at a time before they struggled through the next. 
 
    It was a perpetual fight to survive that I was mildly familiar with. 
 
    Granted, I’d never had to contend with lava fields, wolf-sharks, or Demon Lords, but I’d spent many years not totally sure where my next meal was coming from. I felt a growing sense of kinship with these people, and I found that I really did want to help them. 
 
    “I do not know how you have done this,” Elora said, and her amber-and-ruby eyes shimmered at me with awe. “But you have done a great service for us this day, and I must thank you from the bottom of my heart.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said with deep sincerity, and I took a moment to enjoy the gorgeous features of her pale blue skin. Elora had a different coloring than the other elves in the camp, and I wondered where she had gotten her stunning eyes from. 
 
    “Quite,” Ayen agreed. “Well done, but I am still curious how you did not know you had shifting magic.” 
 
    “I’ve never done it before,” I chuckled. “How was I supposed to know?” 
 
    “Come,” Wyn said to the three of us, and he turned back toward the camp. “Let us talk.” 
 
    I started to walk behind the old man when a sad whimpering sound caught my attention. 
 
    “Hang on a second,” I said, and I followed the noise. 
 
    I walked closer to a cluster of large boulders near the water’s edge, and the sound grew louder. It reminded me of a whining puppy, so I wasn’t totally surprised when I found a wolf-shark pup hiding behind one of the boulders. 
 
    But I was surprised by how fucking cute it was. 
 
    I crouched down low and stared at the pup. It looked like a baby, and it was only about the size of a yellow Labrador. It’s shark head hung low, and it dug at the ground with its front paw as if it was searching for something to eat. The little wolf-shark seemed hungry, and its almost deadly cuteness sliced straight through my heart. 
 
    “Hey there, little guy,” I said in a soothing voice, and the pup looked up at me. It offered a weak growl and scooted itself back up against the rocks like a frightened stray. 
 
    A middle-aged man and a woman I assumed was his wife were collecting seaweed nearby, and they’d slowly made their way closer to me as I tried to approach the baby creature. 
 
    “Oh!” The woman gasped with shock when my movement drew her attention to the pup. “It is one of those foul creatures!” 
 
    “You must slay it before it grows to full size and causes trouble for us.” The man’s lips curled in disgust. 
 
    “This one must be the runt of the litter,” Elora said softly. “It is very small for a wolf-shark pup.” 
 
    “The runt, huh?” I asked, and I gazed down at the little beast. 
 
    The wolf-shark tilted its round head at me in a curious manner, and it blinked twice. Then the creature sniffed at the air in my direction, and it took a half-step toward me. 
 
    I held out my hand to the pup and encouraged it forward. “Hello, cutie.” 
 
    “Cute?” the middle-aged woman grumbled. “It is hardly cute, this beast is merely the young spawn of one of those monstrous creatures that have kept us from scavenging for food in these shallows.” 
 
    “It must be eliminated,” the middle-aged man said, but I could hear a touch of regret in his voice. “Or it will grow into a much larger problem.” 
 
    I studied the pup for several long seconds, and as I gazed into its shining black eyes, I saw a real intelligence there. I spotted a small minnow trapped in a rock pool, and I scooped up the little fish. Then I held out the small treat in offering to the wolf-shark pup. It studied me for a second, and then it cautiously stepped forward as it kept its eyes on me. I shaped my face into a placid expression of friendliness, and I silently urged the pup to take the fish. 
 
    The yellow lab-sized predator padded toward me cautiously, and it snatched the small fish out of my hand with eagerness. Then the pup stepped back and gulped the snack down in a single swallow, wagged its shark tail in a happy dog kind of way, and stepped forward and curled up against my open hand. 
 
    “Aw you’re just a sweet puppy dog aren’t you?” I baby talked at the young wolf-shark pup as I patted its back and scratched under its chin. 
 
    The pup responded by wagging the entire back half of its body at me, and its huge slobbery tongue lolled over the rows of shark teeth to hang freely. The small wolf-shark jumped at me with its front paws, and I scooped it right up in my arms. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m keeping you,” I decided. 
 
    “This is a disaster waiting to happen,” the middle-aged woman said in a warning tone. 
 
    “I’ll train him,” I said as I readjusted the semi-slippery creature in my hands. “He won’t be any trouble.” 
 
    “I believe this pup is female,” Elora said thoughtfully as she angled her head to look under the wolf-shark’s belly. 
 
    “A girl, huh?” I chuckled at my happy little wolf-shark pup as she wiggled in my arms, and she stretched out to lick her slobbery tongue across my face. 
 
    “We will hold you responsible for any damage or trouble this beast causes,” the middle-aged woman scoffed. 
 
    “I believe he may be able to domesticate the creature, Ylva,” the middle-aged man said as he gazed at me and my new pet curiously. 
 
    “Absurd.” Ylva scowled, and she stomped away with her seaweed-filled basket on her hip. 
 
    “She is quite cute,” the man said before he followed his wife. 
 
    Elora gazed at me with a strange expression that I couldn’t quite put my finger on, and then she shook her head slightly and walked away. 
 
    I shrugged to myself and started to walk up the beach in the general direction of the camp. 
 
    “This shall be an appropriate companion for a man with shifting magic,” Ayen remarked as he strode up beside me. 
 
    “I think she’s pretty cute.” I grinned. 
 
    “I must agree,” Ayen chuckled, and he reached out to allow the wolf-shark pup to sniff his hand. “She needs a name.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed, and a series of standard dog names flashed through my head, but none of them even came close to fitting such a strange and potentially dangerous creature. “Huh, got any suggestions?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Ayen mused for a moment before he scooped up my boots for me, and he continued. “I believe something short and easy to call out will be beneficial.” 
 
    “Good point.” I nodded, and I looked down at the wolf-shark pup in my arms. “How about… nope, I have zero ideas.” 
 
    “She is a very docile example of her species.” Ayen scratched at his short blond beard as he spoke. “Perhaps a name that suggests her pleasant nature? Callista is a name that means beautiful. Or perhaps, Frida, which means peace.” 
 
    “Frida,” I tested the name on my tongue, and I liked the familiar way it sounded in my ears. I looked down at the pup. “Frida? What do you think? Do you like that?” 
 
    The pup’s big tongue lolled happily out of her jagged-toothed mouth again, and she nearly waggled herself right out of my arms. 
 
    “Okay,” I laughed, and I let her down to romp in circles around my feet. “Frida it is.” 
 
    “Frida!” Ayen announced. “Welcome! We have gained two fine members to our village on this day!” 
 
    “So that means I can stay?” I asked the big blond man. Frida pawed at my foot and whined a bit. “I mean, we can stay?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe you have proved yourself to the people.” Ayen nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “You have not fooled me,” Ryfon growled as he stalked past us, and he glared menacingly at Frida. “I will be ever watchful of your devious ways. You cannot fool everyone for long.” 
 
    “Silence, Ryfon,” Ayen huffed with exasperation. 
 
    Ryfon stalked off without another word, and Ayen motioned for us to join Wyn and Elora around the fire pit. 
 
    “Well done, Levi,” Wyn began, and he glanced down at Frida with a slight smile. “You have proven yourself and your worth to us this day.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I glanced around. 
 
    Wyn, Elora, Ayen, and a few of the older members of the camp had settled onto the stone seats around the fire pit. I settled onto the open stone beside Elora’s, and Frida curled up in a little donut shape at my feet. 
 
    “This is a curious manner of footwear.” Ayen inspected my boots curiously before he dropped them on the ground beside me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I pulled my socks back on and jammed my feet into my boots. 
 
    Then I looked over my shoulder as I realized the majority of the people hadn’t followed us back from the beach. I could see them hunched over in the distant shallows as they scooped up various crustaceans and edible ocean plants and placed them gently into the woven baskets I’d spotted all over the camp. 
 
    “They will gather a fine harvest,” Wyn said thoughtfully as he followed my gaze. 
 
    “You guys live off the things you gather from the beach, I take it.” I reached down and stroked a hand over Frida’s smooth skin. 
 
    “We are resigned to living off the land that we have access to,” Elora explained. 
 
    “This leaves us with limited options,” Ayen said, and he scowled as he stared off into the distance. 
 
    “Now that Levi has eliminated the problem of the wolf-sharks,” Wyn said, and he looked down at Frida where she snored lightly by my feet. “We shall once again have enough oysters, mussels, clams, and seaweed to sustain us.” 
 
    “Perhaps they shall even find a cluster of crabs,” Ayen said with a bit of hope, and he rubbed his large hands together. 
 
    “It’s a good thing I’m not allergic to seafood,” I joked. “What other kinds of food do your people have access to?” 
 
    “There is a small region of edible plants north of the camp,” Elora explained, and she pointed in the opposite direction of the caves I’d come from. 
 
    “Is that it?” I asked. “You don’t have anywhere you can hunt, or farms or anything?” 
 
    “The farms were destroyed when the lava fields spread,” Ayen said with sorrow. “We live off the land we can forage now, it is our only choice.” 
 
    I nodded as I digested the information. Based on the number of people in the camp, I wasn’t sure they’d be able to gather enough food to feed everyone. Even if they had managed to keep up with everyone, they wouldn’t be able to sustain that kind of life for very long. I wondered again where I was, what had happened here, and what kept the people from moving on to better places. 
 
    Several of the villagers, including Goren, his father, Ylva, and her husband wandered back up from the beach. They lugged their seafood-laden baskets tiredly and dropped them on the ground around the fire pit. 
 
    Goren’s father got to work separating the seaweed and cleaning the grime and dirt from the mussels. Meanwhile, his curly-haired son filled a meager amount of water into the cauldron and started to rearrange the fire to boil the water inside. 
 
    “We shall eat well tonight,” Ylva’s husband said with the tiniest spark of enthusiasm. Then he turned to me, and he nodded in thanks. “You have renewed our abilities to survive, Levi, and I am very grateful to you.” 
 
    The man nudged his wife and pointedly nodded in my direction. 
 
    “Rathal is right,” Ylva conceded, and she gazed balefully at her husband. “We would not have had food this evening if not for you and your efforts with the wolf-sharks.” 
 
    “Tell him thank you,” Rathal murmured quietly. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ylva grumbled, and then she stomped off and disappeared into one of the huts. 
 
    “I must apologize for my wife,” Rathal sighed. “Ylva does not trust easily, but be not fooled, we are all indebted to you, Levi.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could help,” I said with sincerity. 
 
    Rathal nodded at me, and then he trudged off after his wife. I did not envy the man his relationship, and it made me remember why I had been single for the majority of my adult life. 
 
    “Yikes,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    “Ylva has a poor attitude,” Ayen sighed. “But that is to be expected when one lives as we do.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose that’s fair.” I glanced around as more of the villagers returned from the beach and joined Goren and his father in preparing the food for dinner. “Speaking of cranky people, where did Ryfon go?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder what the one-eared asshole thought about my performance in the water, and he was nowhere in sight. 
 
    “Ryfon was rather displeased that you not only survived the wolf-sharks,” Elora said with a pleased smirk, “but you eliminated the beasts almost entirely on your own.” 
 
    “I helped as well,” Ayen said teasingly. “Do not forget my contributions, Elora.” 
 
    “Yes, Ayen.” The beautiful elf rolled her eyes good-naturedly. “We all assisted in the liberation of the beach, but you cannot deny that Levi did most of the work.” 
 
    “I suppose this is true,” Ayen laughed. 
 
    “I was glad to have you guys backing me up,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Ryfon has tried several times to handle the situation of the wolf-sharks,” Elora said, and her tone sobered quite a bit. “They have plagued our efforts to feed the people for months, and we have been on the brink of starvation more than once.” 
 
    “I take it Ryfon never had much success in killing the beasts?” I surmised. 
 
    “Quite,” Ayen said, and his tone was thick with derision. “Many of us had begun to be rather irritated with Ryfon’s boasting and complete lack of results.” 
 
    “Ryfon’s a bully,” Goren declared simply as he dropped handfuls of mussels into the boiling water of the cauldron. “He speaks of his heroics and genius, and yet we are no better off when he attempts to take charge.” 
 
    “Hush, boy,” Goren’s father muttered under his breath. “It will do us no good to anger Ryfon.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” I said to the white-haired man. “I get the feeling that Ryfon is all talk and no follow through, so why does he seem to hold so much power in the camp?” 
 
    “Goren is correct in his assessment,” Elora said succinctly. “Ryfon is a bully, and few are willing to stand up to him.” 
 
    “The term is ‘bastard,’ not ‘bully,’” Ayen snorted through a scowl. “Even that is being tame where Ryfon is concerned.” 
 
    Goren smirked slyly at the beautiful woman and the brawny man, and I couldn’t help but notice the kind and almost motherly smile Elora gave him in return. I wondered about the relationship between them. 
 
    Silence fell over the group for a while, and the sun started to disappear behind the thick layer of black smoke that rose steadily over the volcanoes and lava fields to the west. The evening was filled with the rhythmic sounds of the villagers preparing dinner. The water boiled over the crackling fire, and the crack of broken shells as the clams and oysters were shucked filled my ears. 
 
    After a few minutes, my stomach grumbled loudly, and I realized just how hungry I was, and how dry my mouth was. There was a slight dehydration headache forming at my temples, and I knew I had lost a lot of water over the last few hours. 
 
    I cleared my throat, and the sound was like low grit sandpaper on a bed of nails. “Excuse me.” 
 
    “Quintus, would you please give Levi some water?” Wyn asked Goren’s father. 
 
    The older man’s white curls bounced around his face as he nodded, and his knees popped loudly as he stood to fulfill Wyn’s request. The more time I spent with these people, the more I thought that Wyn was really the leader of this camp, and they merely tolerated Ryfon’s authority because he was just not worth arguing with. The one-eared asshat really was a prick, and probably a narcissist as well. I smirked to myself as I realized how much fun I would have knocking him down a few pegs and putting him in his place. 
 
    “Thank you, Quintus,” I said to the older man as I took the leather pouch he offered me, and I took a long drink of the warm water. I couldn’t say I was surprised that the water wasn’t cold, the environment was so hot here, but it was still incredibly refreshing. I took several more swigs of the clean water, and then I tried to hand the pouch back to Goren’s father. 
 
    “Please.” Quintus shook his head, and he looked humbly away. “Keep it as a gift of my gratitude. You have helped to provide food for my son when I was unable to do so.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just nodded my thanks and tucked the pouch next to my hip. 
 
    “That is a great token,” Ayen murmured softly as he leaned close to me. “New leather is nearly impossible to come by these days.” 
 
    “I will take very good care of it,” I assured the big blond man. 
 
    By the time dinner was being declared as ready, my clothes had completely dried from the warmth of the fire pit, and Frida stirred as the smells of cooked seafood wafted around us. 
 
    A pretty woman whose long blonde hair fell over one side of her face passed me a flat stone laden with fresh oysters, mussels, and a small fried fish. She looked to be in her late thirties, was quite short, and probably wouldn’t even reach my shoulders. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “My name is Sassa.” The woman brushed the hair away from her face. “You are welcome.” 
 
    I bit down on my tongue as I saw that the left side of her face was heavily scarred. The skin of her cheek was wrinkled and discolored, and the end of her left eyebrow was missing completely. 
 
    “Thank you, Sassa,” I said without breaking eye contact. 
 
    The pretty woman blushed softly on the unmarred side of her face and turned to fill another stone slab with food. 
 
    “Sassa fell into a lava pool many years ago,” Ayen whispered softly to me. “She almost did not survive the ordeal.” 
 
    “That’s horrible.” I frowned, and then I turned to look at Ayen. 
 
    The brawny blond man was staring longingly at Sassa, and he was intent on her every movement. Then he quickly looked away when the scarred woman turned back toward us. 
 
    A sly grin spread across my face as I noted Ayen’s reaction to the small blonde woman. I wondered idly for a few moments about why Ayen didn’t act on his interest in Sassa, but before I could find the opportunity to ask him, Wyn cleared his throat. 
 
    “I believe it to be unnecessary at this point, Levi,” Wyn said in an authoritative voice, “but I would like to officially welcome you to stay with us for as long as you desire.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I looked around the group to make it clear that I was thankful to each and every one of them for their hospitality. “All of you. I do have one question, though, if I may?” 
 
    “Of course, my boy.” Wyn gestured in invitation. “Ask whatever you wish.” 
 
    Before I could speak, Frida nudged at my knee, and she looked up at me with the saddest puppy dog expression I’d ever seen. Even with her predatory and beady black eyes, this one glimpse melted my heart, and she lifted one paw and placed it on my knee as she whined and sniffed at the fish on my plate. 
 
    “Alright, girl,” I chuckled as I realized she was hungry, and I looked around the fire in search of some scraps to give her. 
 
    “For you, Frida,” Ayen said sweetly, and he held his fried fish up in the air. “Catch!” 
 
    Ayen tossed the fish toward my wolf-shark pup, and Frida snapped it right out of the air with alarming speed. Then she settled back down in a donut shape to eat at my feet, and she happily gnashed her shark teeth without reserve. 
 
    “Good girl,” I patted Frida affectionately, and then I looked back up at Wyn. 
 
    The old man was waiting patiently for my question, and I thought for a second about how to phrase it. I figured blunt was best, so I just went for it. 
 
    “What planet is this?” I asked in a rush. “I mean, I kind of know that this isn’t Earth, so where the hell am I?” 
 
    “Dear boy,” Wyn said gently, as if he was a doctor who was about to deliver the news of a fatal prognosis. “You are on Asgard.” 
 
    “What the…” I gasped. “Fucking excuse me?”
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 Chapter 6 
 
    “You use strange words, Levi,” Elora murmured, and she gazed at me with curiosity in her amber-and-ruby eyes. 
 
    “What?” I asked in confusion, and then I shook my head. “Never mind, what do you mean Asgard? Like… Odin, and Thor, the God of Thunder? Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “Odin Allfather was once the God King of all this realm,” Wyn said wistfully, and a deeply sorrowful frown furrowed between his gray eyebrows. “That was long ago, and now all of the Aesir, the gods, are gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” I repeated. “Gone where?” 
 
    “They were defeated and killed in the time of Ragnarok,” Elora explained. 
 
    “Ragnarok, I’ve heard that term before.” I reached down and patted Frida gently. 
 
    “Ragnarok was the end of all things that came before,” Wyn elaborated. “It is what some have called Armageddon. The world-eating serpent and the giant wolf, Fenrir, broke free of their bonds, and they wrought chaos and destruction in the realm.” 
 
    “A world-eating serpent and a giant wolf,” I said with disbelief, and then I scoffed. “Yeah, of course, that fits with everything else I’ve seen so far. So, how did the demons come into play, then?” 
 
    “Once the realm was broken, and the Aesir were killed,” Wyn continued, “the world-eating serpent and Fenrir grew tired of this world, and they moved on to another of the nine realms.” 
 
    “Hang on.” I shook my head, and I raked my hand through my still-damp hair. “So the huge snake and the wolf destroyed the planet, and then they just left?” 
 
    “Yes,” Elora sighed. 
 
    “The destruction and lack of rulers allowed for the demons to rise and conquer what was left of Asgard.” Wyn leaned heavily on his carved staff as he continued. “In the beginning, after Ragnarok, we heard rumors that distant regions were still lush with green and animal life. We are in the epicenter of the destruction here.” 
 
    “Do you see the shining towers just there?” Ayen asked, and he pointed off toward the northern side of the beach. 
 
    I followed Ayen’s gaze, and through the haze of smoke, I spotted a bright, shining light in the distance. I lifted a hand and shielded my eyes against the intense reflection. 
 
    “This is all that remains of the Crystal Spire,” Wyn said. “Odin Allfather’s palace and fortress. It is empty and lies in ruin now.” 
 
    “Where we now sit was once lush green fields and crops of the capital city.” Elora’s face fell as she spoke. “The Broken Spire is all that is left of the once-great city of Odin and Frigg.” 
 
    “Frigg?” I repeated the unfamiliar name. “Sorry, I didn’t learn much about Norse mythology growing up.” 
 
    Elora and Ayen looked at me curiously, but Wyn’s silvery-blue eyes were kind like a helpful grandfather. 
 
    “Frigg was Odin’s wife,” Wyn answered, and he gazed at me with a strange expression for a moment before he continued. “Once the Aesir were hunted down and destroyed, the demons began to rise in great numbers from the bellies of the volcanoes.” 
 
    “They destroyed everything in their paths,” Elora continued. “They encouraged the lava fields to grow, and they hunted many of the animals into extinction.” 
 
    “Not all the animals, though.” I looked down at Frida asleep at my feet. 
 
    “The water hosts an immense variety of ferocious beasts,” Wyn agreed. “And the demons have little use for the seas, so they have remained primarily untouched by the chaos.” 
 
    The villagers had finished their meals and wandered off in various directions to other tasks. Goren, Quintus, Sassa, and two other men who appeared to be in their mid-forties whose names I didn’t know lingered around the fire. They listened intently to Wyn as he patiently answered my questions, and it made me wonder how long it had been since Ragnarok if men who appeared to be middle-aged were just as intent on the history of this place as I was. 
 
    “How long have you all been living like this?” I asked. 
 
    “Time is hazy,” Wyn sighed heavily, and I could tell he was growing tired. 
 
    “I do not remember a time before Ragnarok,” Ayen answered. 
 
    “How old are you?” I asked the blond man. 
 
    “It is hard to tell.” Ayen shrugged. “We do not have a precise way to measure time in years, but I believe I have circled the sun more than thirty times.” 
 
    “The time before Ragnarok is a distant memory for some of us,” Elora said sadly. “And for others, it is simply a lesson of history.” 
 
    “It was well before my time,” Goren said, and he turned to his father. “Was it not, father?” 
 
    “Yes, my boy,” Quintus confirmed. “You were born after the destruction of the Crystal Spire, but well before the lava fields expanded and cut us off from the rest of the world.” 
 
    “So, you haven’t always been trapped here?” I asked. 
 
    “Indeed.” Wyn nodded. “Many years ago, there was a path through the lava fields, and occasionally people came to us from distant lands. We accepted many travelers into our camp from far away.” 
 
    “Ryfon came to us from west of the lava fields,” Elora added. 
 
    “So, when Ragnarok came,” I began in an attempt to get a complete picture of the situation. “That’s when the demons took over? And nobody tried to stop them?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Elora corrected me. “The Valkyries fought valiantly against the demon hordes, their numbers were simply too great, and the proud female warriors fell like so many before them.” 
 
    “Who were the Valkyries?” I asked. 
 
    “The most valiant shield maidens of this realm,” Elora explained with pride. “We were the greatest line of defense that Odin Allfather and his family had, and we failed them all.” 
 
    “You are one?” I asked. “I thought they had wings or something like that.” 
 
    “I am… a fledgling,” the beautiful elf admitted. “I’ve been trained to fight, but I had not progressed far enough to be blessed with my wings. I still battled beside my warrior sisters and watched as they were all of them slain by the demons.” 
 
    “That’s horrible.” I gazed into Elora’s amber-and-ruby eyes, and the shine of unshed tears behind her long silvery lashes made my heart clench in an unfamiliar way. 
 
    “I am grateful to have Wyn still in my life,” Elora said with the resilience of someone who had lost the majority of her loved ones. “He is the only family I have left.” 
 
    “Are you her father?” I asked the old elf. 
 
    “No,” Wyn chuckled. “Elora is not my blood, as much as I would be honored to claim her thusly. Her mother came to me many, many years ago in need of help and shelter, and I have been blessed by Elora’s company ever since.” 
 
    “What happened to your mother?” I asked the beautiful elf. 
 
    “My mother was lost to us during the first attacks,” Elora said with a raw sadness that pulled at my heartstrings. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I murmured gently. “I know that kind of pain. My mother was never around, she left when I was a baby. My father raised me, and he died ten years ago.” 
 
    “I am sorry,” Elora said, and her hand fluttered in her lap like she wanted to reach out and physically comfort me. 
 
    “I didn’t know my mother at all.” I shrugged. I was pretty used to the pity people gave me when they heard about my mom’s absence. “She ran off with some younger guy when I was a baby. My dad did his best to raise me by himself, but he worked a lot. He always made sure we had what we needed while I was growing up, though. He was a good man, he worked hard and provided for me, but it brought him to an early grave. I’ve been on my own ever since.” 
 
    “I never knew my father,” Elora sighed, and she glanced away like she was embarrassed by the fact. 
 
    “What happened to him?” I asked tentatively. 
 
    “My father was a dark elf,” the beautiful woman said cautiously, and I felt Ayen’s eyes gauging my reaction. “My mother, Fayeth, was a light elf, and he took her captive with the intention of demanding a high ransom from my mother’s wealthy parents. He did not intend on falling in love with her, but fate has her own designs.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed, so that was the reason for the exotic color of Elora’s eyes and skin. “What happened to them?” 
 
    “My mother was betrothed to the eldest son of a wealthy light elf family,” Elora continued. “My mother was heartbroken when her father forced her to return home and continue with the preparations of her arranged marriage, but soon discovered she was with child. It was then that my grandfather learned of her ruined virtue and honor. He claimed that she was disgraced, and he killed my father in his desire for vengeance. Then he banished my mother.” 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered. “Your grandfather sounds like a real shithead.” 
 
    “What is this word?” Elora’s silvery eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “Shithead?” 
 
    “Oh,” I chuckled. “Um… he sounds like a heartless person.” 
 
    “Yes,” Elora agreed. “He was much more concerned with appearances and reputation than the happiness of his child.” 
 
    “So what did your mother do then?” I asked, and I found myself completely enthralled by Elora’s past. I hoped she would keep talking just so I could hear the melodic sound of her voice. 
 
    “Fayeth was lucky enough to find me,” Wyn answered with a nostalgic smile. “I took her in as if she were my own, I helped her raise Elora, and I could not be more proud of the fierce, intelligent, and kind woman she has become.” 
 
    Elora blushed softly under Wyn’s praise, and the connection and love between them were clear in the way they spoke about one another. 
 
    “You’re lucky to have had Wyn in your life,” I said to Elora with deep sincerity. Then I turned to the old man. “I wish I’d had someone like you in my life.” 
 
    Elora looked at me intensely, and a sweet smile slowly spread across her beautiful face. Our gazes locked for a long and lingering moment. Then Elora cleared her throat and looked away, but not before I saw a deep flush color her pale blue skin in a lovely shade of pink. I swallowed hard, and the sense of being watched drew my eyes to the stone seat on my other side. 
 
    Ayen was smirking at me in a very knowing way, and I just shrugged at him. 
 
    “So.” I cleared my throat. “I know the lava fields have trapped you from going west, and the ocean traps you on the east, but why can’t you explore further north or south?” 
 
    “Well,” Ayen said with a touch of a lingering smirk on his lips. “The Unknown Swamp lies to the south, and it is retained by the demons of decay. There has never been a safe way to traverse through the swamps since the fall of the Aesir.” 
 
    “Okay, that makes sense.” I nodded thoughtfully. “What about to the north, then? Did you say there’s someplace over there where you go to gather other kinds of food?” 
 
    “Yes, there is a small river that flows into the ocean,” Elora explained. “That is where we collect freshwater as well, unfortunately, this entire region and that area are controlled by the Demon Lord. He only allows us short excursions in the area in order for us to survive long enough for us to sacrifice ourselves to him.” 
 
    “Woah! What?” I gasped. “Sacrifices? What the fuck?” 
 
    “You use very strange words, Levi,” Elora remarked again. “The Demon Lord demands sacrifices on every full moon. There were once hundreds of us survivors banded together, but over the years our numbers have dwindled significantly. We have lost many of us to the Demon Lord’s appetites.” 
 
    “When’s the next full moon?” I asked, and I gazed off at the rapidly darkening horizon. I hadn’t realized how quickly the day had escaped us, but then again, I didn’t know how long days were on this planet. 
 
    “Three days’ time,” Ayen sighed with resignation. “Three more of us will be lost to the Demon Lord.” 
 
    A thick and mournful silence fell over the group, and my thoughts churned with rage. All I knew at that moment was I wanted to help these people. They seemed genuinely kindhearted, at least with the exception of Ryfon, and I felt a growing desire to help keep them alive. 
 
    I pondered the Demon Lord for a while in silence as most of the people wandered into their huts for the night. Maybe I could find a way to control that shifting magic I’d used against the wolf-sharks in order to take him out and free Elora and the others. Although, I didn’t think that turning into a killer whale would have much potential on land. Maybe the river they’d mentioned earlier was close enough to the Demon Lord’s castle that I could swim up the river, and we could lure him into the water. 
 
    I’d been lost in thought for a long time when Wyn’s conspicuously loud yawn caught my attention. 
 
    “I believe it is time we all get some rest,” Wyn said. Then he smirked at me, and he leaned heavily on his staff as he rose to his feet. “I am rather exhausted myself, and I am not the one who used shifting magic today. I hear that can take quite a toll on a person.” 
 
    “You talk about shifting like it’s some common thing,” I grumbled softly. I stood from my stone seat, and I rubbed the pins and needles from my butt cheeks. 
 
    “My dear boy.” Wyn blinked kindly at me. “It was never terribly common, but shifting and indeed, many other forms of magic, once ran through this land like a fine river.” 
 
    “Magic of all kinds was once abundant in Asgard,” Elora explained. “But when the realm was broken, and chaos took control, the ways were mostly lost to us. Now, even if there was a person who had the gift of magic, there is no one left in this region who could teach them how to use those powers.” 
 
    “For all we know,” Ayen added, “you are the only person in all of Asgard who has even a drop of magic in their veins.” 
 
    “Really?” I breathed, and astonishment worked in ripples through my brain as I tried to process this information. 
 
    Not only had I actually shifted into a fucking killer whale today, but I was the only person known to have any kind of magic at all. I would have assumed magic was a common and even boring thing on Asgard, but I guess not. 
 
    Wyn raised his gray eyebrows at me, and then he silently walked off and disappeared into one of the sturdier-looking huts near the fire pit. I just breathed for a moment as the confusion and surprise worked their way through me. I could tell the old man was tired, and I didn’t want to burden him with all of my questions at this exact moment. I figured there would be time later to ask him more about the history of magic on Asgard, and more about how the skills had been lost. Assuming, of course, that Wyn knew about such things. I got the feeling, however, that he was like an encyclopedia of knowledge, and one that enjoyed sharing his wisdom with those who were curious enough to ask. 
 
    “Sleep well, new friend,” Ayen said with a deep kindness in his voice. Then he patted me on the shoulder and wandered off toward the outer ring of huts and went into one. 
 
    “Come, Levi,” Elora said a moment later, and she gestured for me to follow her. “I shall show you where you may sleep.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I sighed, and I fell easily into step beside the gorgeous elf with Frida following obediently behind me. 
 
    “It is we who shall give thanks,” Elora corrected me. “You have given us a renewed feeling of hope. The wolf-sharks had made gathering food at the beach nearly impossible, and you have released us from that burden.” 
 
    “Well.” I shrugged. “I bet you and Ayen could have handled them without me.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Elora murmured, but the darkness in her eyes made me think she wasn’t so sure about that. 
 
    The beautiful half-dark, half-light elf led me to a more worn-down hut a few away from the one Wyn had gone into. Elora held back the sheet of linen that served as a door, and she motioned for me to go inside. 
 
    “I’m not putting anyone out, am I?” I hesitated at the threshold. “I don’t want to take somebody’s home from them.” 
 
    “I would hardly call any of this home,” Elora said sadly before she caught herself, and then a calm mask fell over her features. “This hut belonged to one who is no longer with us. You are not taking anything from anyone.” 
 
    “Oh,” I sighed, and I understood that this hut had probably belonged to one of the villagers who’d been sacrificed to the Demon Lord. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I chewed on my lip for a moment, and I looked at the beauty in front of me. She was like something straight out of my teenage dreams, back when I’d been the best Dungeons and Dragons dungeon master that my middle school had ever seen. Her silvery eyelashes were so long that they tangled together at the outer corners of her doe-like eyes, and her skin let off this dewy glow in the flickering light of the fire. I wondered if they had makeup on this planet, or if her beauty was just that intense. 
 
    The tension grew between us for what felt like a long time as we just stared at each other. Elora gazed at me like I was the most challenging jigsaw puzzle she’d ever seen in her life, and she narrowed her amber-red eyes at me as she pulled her full bottom lip between her straight white teeth. Elora sucked in a slow breath, and I thought for a moment she was going to ask me something. 
 
    “Sleep well, Levi,” the beautiful half-dark, half-light elf said. 
 
    I watched her luscious hips sway as she walked slowly away, and she paused at the doorway of her hut. Then she glanced back at me once more before she ducked inside her hut and disappeared from my sight. 
 
    I stared at her hut and debated with myself for several long moments as my pulse thumped heavily in my ears and my groin. A deep part of myself wanted to follow Elora and press her up against any surface I could find. I wanted to consume her mouth with mine until she melted in my arms and moaned my name. I’d found her gazing at me more than once around the fire pit, and I wanted to chalk it up to curiosity about the new stranger in camp who had shifting magic. 
 
    But I knew there was something more in her eyes when she looked at me.  
 
    Frida drew my attention away from the sexy elf as she whined softly at my feet, and she put one heavily-clawed paw on my thigh as she gazed up at me with the cutest black eyes. 
 
    “Come on,” I murmured to my new companion, and we walked into the hut together. 
 
    The space was decently sized considering the conditions these people were surviving in. It was about twelve feet by twelve feet, and there was a raised stone slab on one side with a thin mat laid out on top of it. On the other side of the room was a small shoddily constructed wooden shelf, and I wondered where the previous owner had scavenged the wood from. 
 
    I shoved that train of thought away before I could think too hard about who had slept here before me, and where they were now. 
 
    I walked over and inspected the shelf, and on it, I found a small assortment of trinkets. There was a tarnished silver spoon that was a bit warped at the handle, and a smooth wooden bowl that was hardly big enough for a decent serving of cereal. A single gold coin with the face of a man with a thick beard and a mean-looking eyepatch was covered in a thin layer of ash, and the final item was a small scrap of a brightly-colored tapestry. The rainbow of threads were elegant, and the weave felt strong under my fingertips. I could only guess it was a scrap of fabric from the times before Ragnarok, perhaps a piece of a woman’s dress, or a well-loved blanket. 
 
    The small array of knick-knacks and mementos made my heart clench as I thought of the one trinket I had held onto since my dad’s death almost ten years ago. My dad had been raised Catholic, and he’d always worn a small gold cross around his neck. The only time I’d ever seen it separate from him was when the paramedic had handed me the small gold chain and told me my dad was gone. 
 
    He hadn’t been the most sentimental of men, or even the most affectionate, but he’d been the only family I’d ever known. I’d loved him like I’d never loved anyone else, and despite his many faults, I missed him. 
 
    “Fuck,” I sighed as the heavy memories washed over me and bled the last scraps of energy I had left from my body. 
 
    I sat down on the side of the mat on the stone bed, and I slowly untied my boots and kicked them to the side. Then I laid back and tried to make myself comfortable on the hard surface. Lucky for me, I had always been able to sleep almost anywhere if I was tired enough, and I was definitely tired enough tonight. 
 
    Frida whined at me from the dirt floor, and I popped an eye open to look down at her. She put both of her front paws up on the stone bed and begged me with her black eyes to come up and cuddle. 
 
    “Get your cute little ass up here,” I chuckled lightly at the affectionate little predator. 
 
    Frida’s slobbery tongue lolled over her jagged teeth, and she hopped right up next to me. Then she proceeded to try and make herself comfortable, and I grunted when she stepped on my stomach. 
 
    “Alright, settle down,” I sighed, and I patted Frida’s back until she curled up next to my hip. “Good girl.” 
 
    Frida nuzzled her rounded snout into my side, and the warm rush of her breath through my t-shirt was oddly comforting. I closed my eyes and sighed heavily as the exhaustion of the day’s events settled deeply in my muscles. Despite the hard surface of my bed and the gritty, sweaty state of myself, it didn’t take me long to slip into a deep sleep. 
 
    Elora rose first in my dreams that night, and she came to me wrapped in a sheer dress of white silk that draped seductively over her curvaceous body. Her dark blue and lavender nipples teased me through the sheen of fabric as she coaxed me forward with sensual words that dripped from her lips. I tried to follow her, but the sexy elf kept dancing just out of my reach. Then she would turn back to me and giggle playfully. I knew she was enjoying the chase, and I was determined to reach her. 
 
    I paid little attention to our surroundings, and my eyes were focused solely on the delicious curves of Elora’s hips and breasts as she padded lightly backward on bare feet. Her silvery hair hung loosely around her shoulders, and it only served to tease me more as it brushed over the tips of her full breasts. Elora giggled at me again, and then she raced off and disappeared into a white mist. 
 
    Then an enormous king-sized four-poster bed that was carved from a heavy dark wood rose up in the middle of my dream. It was made up with satiny sheets, and there was a deep pile of pillows at the headboard that were decorated with fine gold thread. Elaborate Norse knotwork curved around a large L that was carved perfectly into the gleaming wood of the headboard. 
 
    The room around the bed faded into place. The floor was a shining expanse of white marble edged in gold, and huge stone columns rose up in a wide circle around the room. Flowing white curtains fluttered in the gentle breeze that blew in through the wide-open windows, and out beyond the stone balconies I could see the sun glistening on the clear blue waters on the horizon. The place was like a beautiful palace overlooking some exotic tropical beach, and I could almost taste the saltwater on the breeze. 
 
    Then the gorgeous and seductive elf reappeared at the edge of the bed. Elora’s silvery eyelashes lowered as her amber-and-ruby eyes filled with passionate arousal, and she leaned back on the foot of the thick mattress. Then the woman braced her palms on the satiny sheets and scooted her shapely ass back so she sat squarely in the middle of the huge bed. Elora winked, and she crooked a single finger at me in invitation. Then she laid back on the bed, and she spread her arms out wide as she sighed with built-up desire. 
 
    My blood was hot, and my body was hungry to taste every bit of pale blue skin that she offered me. I managed to take a single step forward before the rumbling and crashing sounds began and the room started to shake violently. 
 
    I tried to cry out to Elora, but my voice was stuck in my throat, and all I could do was watch in horror as the grand marbled floor split open wide beneath the bed. My heart clenched hard as the cavernous hole in the floor swallowed the bed and Elora with it. The room continued to tremble and quake, and the columns broke loose and started to tilt at disastrous angles. My survival instincts kicked in, and I turned and tried to flee from the room as the huge stone pillars fell and crashed on the marble floor behind me. 
 
    The floor shook under my feet as I dashed toward a wide spiral staircase. There were terrified screams in the distance as I ran, but I couldn’t see anyone. Huge fissures split the stone walls, and the entire building was crashing down around me. 
 
    I darted toward an exit but running suddenly felt like trying to dash through four feet of heavy New England snow. My legs began to shake with the strain, and my heart pounded hard in my chest as a thin sheen of sweat broke out all over my body. 
 
    It all felt too real. More real than any dream I’d ever had. 
 
    Blood-curdling screams and the crashing sounds of the palace as it was obliterated around me filled my ears and pushed me to run harder. Then I finally spotted a pair of enormous wooden doors, and I raced toward them. My palms were sweaty as I pushed hard on the carved wooden doors that were easily thirty feet tall, but they didn’t budge. 
 
    “Damn it all,” I tried to say, but when I heard my voice as if from a great distance, the language I spoke was not English. I didn’t recognize the words that came out of my mouth, but there wasn’t time to dwell on that now, not with the palace crashing down around me. 
 
    I turned to my left in an attempt to find another way out, and I spied a smaller, less elaborate door past a row of stone statues. I darted forward, past the regal marble figures, and I threw myself at the door. I heaved a heavy sigh of relief when the door gave way under my hands, and I almost fell out of the palace. 
 
    The creaking and cracking sounds grew intense and deafening, and I knew I couldn’t stop yet. Without even a single backward glance, I dashed forward and away from the crumbling palace. I ran down a stone pathway that was flanked on either side with green topiaries and brightly-colored flowers. If I’d had even a split second to assess the scenery, I probably would have thought it was beautiful, but the ground shook and the stone path split apart as my booted feet raced away from the palace. 
 
    There were people scurrying about in shock and terror, and they wore flowing robes of rich silks and satins. The men ushered and pulled the women away from the crumbling palace as their hair was falling out of the elegant knots on their heads. I didn’t have time to wonder who they were, because a sharp and painfully loud snap came from behind me. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, and I saw the crystal pillars at the top of the palace starting to tip in my direction. I put my eyes straight forward, and I ran with everything I had. 
 
    The ground opened up in front of me, and I leaped with all of my might to the other side. My fingers dug into the edge of the cavernous opening in the ground, and I scrambled up to the other side. 
 
    I laid face-down on the broken stones as I tried to catch my breath, and I closed my eyes against the nightmare that had taken a hold of my mind. The crashing sounds and echoes of screams slowly faded away, and a steady pulsing heat started to surround me. 
 
    Fuck, this dream was only getting more vivid. 
 
    I groaned, pushed myself to my feet, and then opened my eyes to look around me. Lava spewed into the air, and ash fell like a horrific flurry of hellish snow as the volcanoes erupted on every side of me. I spun in a tight circle as I tried to absorb my surroundings, and sorrow and despair took up residence in my chest. 
 
    The volcano nearest me rumbled as the ground under my feet shook, and I tasted brimstone on my tongue. My lungs clenched in the beginning of a scream, but no sound came out. 
 
    Suddenly, a soul-tearing agony ripped through every cell and nerve in my body, and the scream tore loose from my throat. Fire and lightning and razor-sharp pain speared through my body like a billion tiny blades dissecting me down to my very atoms, and I blacked out from the agony. 
 
    I sat bolt upright on my hard bed as my chest heaved in gasping breaths, and sweat streamed down my face.
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 Chapter 7 
 
    It took me several seconds to shake the lingering sensations of terror and dread from my mind. When my breath finally started to even out, I reached over to my bedside table to pick up my cell phone and check the time like I did every morning, but my hand slipped right through the empty space where my table should have been. 
 
    “What the…” I grumbled, and I opened my eyes, “…fuck.” 
 
    I stared up at the worn wooden planks that made up the roof of the hut, and all the events of yesterday came flooding back into my thoughts like a tidal wave. My mind pushed stubbornly at the idea that any of it had been real, but then my newly adopted wolf-shark pup twitched in her sleep beside me. 
 
    “Uugghh,” I groaned, and I draped my forearm over my eyes. 
 
    The events of the previous day were definitely all real, and there was no denying any of it. I’d been accosted by a demon, sucked through a rainbow portal, and dropped out on the destroyed ruins of Asgard. Plus, there was a wolf-shark pup curled up happily beside me, so I’d also definitely turned into a killer whale and killed a couple of giant apex predators. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I sighed, and I looked around the room as I realized I’d left my phone on the counter at my escape room, not that it would have done me any good. My long-distance plan was shit, and I didn’t think even the best of cell phone plans would have covered interplanetary phone calls. Or was it interdimensional? 
 
    A smug voice in the back of my head reminded me of an important point. If it was all real, then so was Elora. The lingering remnants of my dreams about the seductive elf played through my mind’s eye like a highlight reel, and I wished I could dive back in and finish the dream before it had devolved into a nightmare of destruction. 
 
    I glanced around my surroundings, and I got a better look at the hut than I had in the dark last night. There was a small square window at the back of the hut that I hadn’t noticed before, and the grayish rays of the sunrise were starting to spill in through the cracks on either side of the wooden shutters. 
 
    Frida shifted at my side, and her tooth-filled mouth opened wide in a huge yawn. Then she sat up and looked at me with bright black eyes as her shark tail began to wag. 
 
    “Hey, girl,” I said softly. I reached out to pat her smooth head, and I realized her skin felt a little dry. 
 
    Frida whined at me and backed away from my touch. I could only assume that her skin felt as dry to her as it did to me. I could tell she needed to splash around in the ocean a bit and get the moisture back in her body. She was an aquatic creature after all, and I needed to give her all the things a creature of her species required in order to keep her healthy and happy. 
 
    I’d never really had a pet before. Growing up, my dad said there was never enough room and time for me to have a dog or anything. I’d tried small creatures like fish and even a hamster after I’d moved out on my own, but those weren’t the best companions. I’d managed to kill all four of my fish within the first two weeks because I didn’t know how to properly balance the pH in the water. The hamster hadn’t lasted much longer. After a few weeks, the little guy had escaped his cage, and I never saw him again. I could only assume he’d crawled into the walls and gotten stuck somewhere, but I liked to think he was on his own little escape room adventure now. I’d moved out of that apartment shortly after, so I never really learned what had happened to him. 
 
    “Wanna go for a little swim, Frida?” I asked as I shoved away the unpleasant thoughts about my past failures at keeping pets. I was determined to take good care of the little puppy, she was much more sentient than a stupid goldfish who would eat itself to death or a glorified rat. 
 
    My yellow lab-sized wolf-shark pup hopped straight down to the dirt floor and spun in an excited circle. Then she sat her shark-tailed butt down and yipped impatiently. 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled, and I reached down to scoop up my steel-toed boots. “Let me put my boots on.” 
 
    As I jammed my feet into my dusty boots, I thought through the events of the previous day, and I considered if my chosen plan was still my best option. I couldn’t see any way back to Earth from my current situation, which left me to live on this barren wasteland of lava and stone, probably indefinitely. I could try and collect some supplies and head off on my own in search of a way back to Earth, or just a better place to set up residence, but the idea of walking away from this camp and these people didn’t sit well with me. 
 
    I decided that staying with Wyn, Elora, Ayen, and the others was still my best chance of survival in this unfamiliar and hostile landscape. Perhaps we could even have a pleasant life together if I could take out the Demon Lord. 
 
    Something about the challenge sent a thrill through my veins and made my lips quirk up into a scheming grin. 
 
    Then I wondered if the asshole even had a name, or if the people just refused to speak it, like how all the characters in Harry Potter refused to say Voldemort’s name. I guessed I would find out one way or another, because I had every intention of taking the bastard down and freeing these good people from his reign of terror. 
 
    The only question was how I would manage to pull it off. 
 
    But I couldn’t deny that there was another reason I wanted to stay: I wanted to get to know Elora better. She intrigued me, and I was curious if she was as attracted to me as I was to her. 
 
    I finished tying my boot laces, and I stood up and stretched the stiffness from my body. 
 
    Before I even brushed the linen curtain aside to walk out of the hut, I heard the irritating tone of Ryfon’s voice. 
 
    “You know as well as I,” the prick announced. “There will be three, or the Demon Lord will raze the entire camp to the ground. Your sacrifice is for the betterment and survival of the rest of us.” 
 
    “It will do none of us a bit of good.” Ylva scowled. “Eventually, enough full moons will pass, and we will all of us be sacrificed to the Demon Lord. Why must we put off the inevitable?” 
 
    “What a wasteful attitude to have,” Ryfon said in an overly arrogant voice. “If we appease the Demon Lord, he may choose to take pity on the rest of us.” 
 
    I spotted Elora standing with her arms crossed over her ample chest a short distance away from where Ryfon was trying to badger any three villagers into volunteering for the sacrifice. I started to walk over to her, and I took a second to enjoy the sight of her breasts pressed together, and the cute way her lips pursed in agitation. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked the beautiful elf quietly. 
 
    “Ryfon is demonstrating his eagerness to deliver three of our people to the Demon Lord,” Elora grumbled. 
 
    “He’s a real piece of shit,” I said. 
 
    Elora looked at me then, and her eyes softened as her gaze caressed over my face. 
 
    “What Ayen said last night is true,” Elora said, and the corner of her full lips tugged up slightly. “Ryfon is a bastard.” 
 
    “So what?” I asked. “Ryfon gets to choose the sacrifices?” 
 
    “No,” Elora said with a frown. “As much as Ryfon would like to claim that kind of power, he does not have the authority to force anyone into the sacrifice.” 
 
    “So then…” I hesitated, and I thought maybe I was treading into uncomfortable territory. I didn’t want to push or insert myself where I didn’t belong, but if I was going to be a part of this community, and potentially help them, I needed as much information as possible. “How were previous sacrifices chosen?” 
 
    “More often than not, people would volunteer,” Elora sighed, and she rubbed absently at the exposed skin of her upper arms. “In the beginning, the elderly and injured would sacrifice themselves. That was an inclination that lasted for many years. As I told you last night, our numbers were once in the hundreds, and we had many older members in our community, as well as people who had sustained serious injuries or contracted illnesses. Those members of our community knew they would not survive long in this environment, or without proper medication, so they offered themselves up to allow the younger and healthier people a real chance of survival.” 
 
    “That’s quite noble,” I said softly. 
 
    “Then, after some time,” Elora continued, “mothers and fathers began to give themselves up in order to save their children. Occasionally, the bravest of us would go to save others from having to make the sacrifice.” 
 
    “I’ve never known a love like that,” I murmured quietly. “It’s incredible.” 
 
    “I believe they had hope that we would have found a way out of this place by now,” Elora continued, and her voice caught with emotion. “My heart breaks to think of how they would react to seeing us still trapped here, under the Demon Lord’s villainous gaze.” 
 
    “You know as well as I,” Ryfon shouted with a tone that was tight with undignified rage, “the Demon Lord will have his offering. One way or another, we must give him what he demands!” 
 
    “Oh, silence.” Ylva scowled as unshed tears shined in her steely-gray eyes, and she clung to Rathal’s arm. “Let us live in denial for this day.” 
 
    “The Demon Lord will have his sacrifice,” Rathal said with a heart-wrenching level of gravity. “You need not remind us every minute from now until the full moon rises.” 
 
    “Time grows short,” Ryfon declared ominously, and he pointed one finger aggressively at the people gathered around the fire pit. “Let not your pitiful desires blind you to the passage of time.” 
 
    I glanced around the group, and I found that most of the villagers silently tolerated Ryfon’s shouting. They seemed resigned to his actions like it wouldn’t do them a bit of good to tell him to shove it all up his ass. I couldn’t help but notice the clenching of Goren’s fingers on the dried reeds he was weaving together into a basket. The young boy’s head was bent down, and his black curls fell over his forehead, but that couldn’t hide the single tear that slid slowly down the boy’s cheek. 
 
    The sight of the kind teen’s carefully leashed rage made my blood boil, and I had to restrain myself from marching over to Ryfon and smashing his nose in. 
 
    “Despicable,” Elora practically spit the word, and her fingers gripped around her toned bicep until I was afraid she might cut into her own skin with her fingernails. 
 
    I took a deep breath, and I laid a hand ever so gently on the beautiful elf’s tense forearm to draw her attention away from the one-eared bastard who was still pontificating to the people. 
 
    “I think Frida wanted to go for a little swim,” I said casually. “How about you come with us to the beach, and you can tell me why it’s not as easy as gutting the Demon Lord like a fish?” 
 
    “Yes,” Elora sighed, and she began walking toward the dunes. “We can gather some more food while we are there. Besides, I cannot stand to listen to his abusive coercion for a moment longer. I will not be able to keep my opinions to myself.” 
 
    I wanted to ask Elora what she really thought of Ryfon, and why she didn’t make it clear how much of a piece of shit he was, but Ryfon wasn’t nearly as big of a threat as the Demon Lord. I turned my focus to the bigger issue at hand, and I pondered how best to ask about the regional ruler. 
 
    “Why don’t you just band together and take out the Demon Lord?” I asked. 
 
    “If only it were as simple as you suggest.” Elora sent a withering look in Ryfon’s direction, and then she turned to walk away. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as we reached the loose sand that led to the beach. 
 
    “The Demon Lord is very powerful,” Elora sighed, and the burning irritation at Ryfon seemed to slip away from her beautiful features. “A Demon Lord is much stronger and more deadly than the demon that you killed when you arrived.” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded, and it seemed logical to me that this world would suffer all manner of demon-types. “I get that, but what if we all worked together to kill him? I mean, he can’t be more deadly than a pack of wolf-sharks, can he?” 
 
    “It is not only his lethality and violent nature that stops us,” Elora explained. “The Demon Lord rules this region, and he provides us with a semblance of protection from the hordes of other demons in the lava fields and the swamps. Without the Demon Lord’s… protection, we would be obliterated and eviscerated within hours.” 
 
    I thought about that for a few minutes as we walked the rest of the way to the water’s edge. There must be some reason the Demon Lord allowed the people to live in his region at all. I wondered if he thought of them like pets, like a little kid lording over an ant farm, or was the situation far worse? Maybe he fed on the humans and elves that lived under his tyrannical gaze. That thought sent a shudder racing down my spine, and I felt even more determined to liberate the good people I’d met so far from the Demon Lord’s hostile rule. 
 
    Frida romped around our feet in an excited circle, and when we were a dozen yards from the slowly lapping waves, she raced off and splashed into the water. 
 
    Elora and I stopped a few feet from the damp sand, and we silently watched Frida chase the waves and swim around in the cool saltwater. I peeked at the beautiful elf out of the corner of my eyes, and I enjoyed the slow spread of a genuine smile across her pouty lips. It didn’t seem like there was anything worth finding joy in on this planet, and I couldn’t help but feel a tiny bit smug that I’d brought a pleased smile to this gorgeous woman’s face. 
 
    “I must admit,” Elora said a few minutes later. “She is rather cute, even if she is a monstrous creature.” 
 
    I grinned like a doofus as I watched Frida roll on her back in the shallow waves and flap her shark tail from side to side. 
 
    “She’s just a baby,” I mused. “I’m sure she’ll grow, but you said she’s small for a wolf-shark. You called her a runt.” 
 
    “This is true.” Elora smiled ruefully at me. “I did call her a runt.” 
 
    “Maybe she won’t be as large as the wolf-sharks we battled yesterday,” I pointed out. 
 
    “It is possible,” Elora admitted. “I believe her small size is why Frida had been pushed aside from the pack. She likely would have starved without you.” 
 
    My heart clenched at that, and I couldn’t imagine the adorable pup slowly starving to death. “Well, it’s a good thing I found her, then, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Elora agreed. “Let us gather some food, it will help my anger to do something productive.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” I nodded, and I gazed at Elora’s slightly less-revealing clothing today. 
 
    The sexy elf had switched out her thigh-high boots for strappy sandals that came up to the middle of her calves, and she wore a brown leather skirt that clung seductively around her hips. The leather bustier covered a bit more of her chest than yesterday’s outfit, but there was still a healthy swath of pale blue skin for my eyes to feast on. A thick leather belt was strapped snuggly around her shapely hips, and two woven sacks made out of burlap hung from the belt. 
 
    “Have you hunted for mussels before, Levi?” Elora asked me as she tugged the leather ties that held the sacks in place.  
 
    “Can’t say that I have,” I chuckled, and I took the sack from her elegant hands. “Is there a trick to it?” 
 
    “Not particularly,” Elora said, and she bent down to carefully pick up a strange and long shell. “But you will want to be careful to avoid these creatures.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I studied the dark and iridescent crustacean. “Why’s that? Venomous?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Elora shook her head, and she brushed her braided silvery hair over her shoulder. “They are sharp, as sharp as a sword that has been expertly honed, and they have a venom inside.” 
 
    “So they are venomous.” I smirked. 
 
    “Only if you are foolish enough to allow them to cut your skin,” Elora said in a surprisingly teasing voice. Then she handed the long oval-shaped creature to me. 
 
    “Right,” I muttered and carefully tossed the venomous crustacean far into the open water. 
 
    “They are not suitable for eating,” Elora explained. “But they can make good tools if you open them safely.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good to know,” I said, and I gave the beauty a charming grin. 
 
    Elora returned my grin with a small smirk of her own, and then she walked several paces over to a small rock pool. The sexy elf collected her long silvery locks in her hands and tied them back with a thin strip of leather so that her hair hung down her back in one thick ponytail. Her pointed ears poked adorably out from the shiny locks, and I randomly wondered if she was ticklish anywhere. 
 
    I shook my head and forced my thoughts away from the way her skin shone a slightly iridescent shade of purple in the sunlight. I had a job to do, and information to gather about the Demon Lord. 
 
    I got to work collecting the completely ordinary-looking mussels from the rock pools and dropping them carefully into the burlap sack. The bottom of the sack quickly grew wet and started to drip as I worked to balance on the stones that had been eroded into smoothness by the ocean waves. They were smooth and just a little bit slimy, and I soon regretted not removing my shoes entirely. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed as my foot slid right off the algae-covered surface of the stone I’d tried to step on, and my boot landed right in a salty pool of ocean water. “Aw, man.” 
 
    Elora’s adorable giggle drew my eyes up, and the beautiful elf smirked at me from behind her hand with the most mischievous glint in her amber-red eyes. 
 
    “Your footwear is quite strange,” Elora commented once she managed to wrangle the smirk from her face. 
 
    “Not exactly beach-approved,” I conceded as I glanced down at my sopping wet steel-toed boot. “They came in pretty handy against that demon, though.” 
 
    “Indeed?” Elora raised a silvery-blue eyebrow at me. “How so?” 
 
    “They’re steel-toed,” I said. 
 
    “I do not know what this means.” Elora stared at me blankly. 
 
    “Right,” I chuckled. I kept forgetting that the people here had a different way of speaking, and it seemed like a fair amount of what I said went right over their heads. “The toes of these boots are layered with steel… you know what steel is, right?” 
 
    “Yes, we are not primitive creatures, Levi.” Elora’s nose crinkled. 
 
    “Of course.” I couldn’t stop the smile that Elora’s expression brought to my face. 
 
    “I can see how such footwear would be beneficial in battle.” The beautiful woman nodded, and then she crouched down to scoop up mussels from another rock pool. “Perhaps we shall find you some leather sandals for occasions such as these.” 
 
    “That would be very appreciated,” I said, and I allowed the squeak of my soaked boot to accentuate my words. “Although, I think some clothes might be a more immediate requirement.” 
 
    “I believe we can find some things that will fit you,” Elora said casually, but the way she glanced at my chest from the corner of her eye wasn’t lost on me. 
 
    She was checking me out, and I didn’t mind in the least. 
 
    I forced my thoughts away from the delightful curve of her thigh where it disappeared beneath the flaps of her leather skirt, and I went back to scooping mussels up and dropping them into my bag. I glanced over to where Frida romped happily through the shallows, and I was surprised at how the morning was feeling like nothing more than a somewhat smoky but pleasant outing with my dog and a new girlfriend. 
 
    I shook my head and mentally slapped myself at that. Elora was not mine, as much as I wanted her to be, and I couldn’t think about her in that possessive kind of way. Maybe, if I played my cards right, she would allow me the honor and pleasure of winning her over, but I couldn’t just expect her to want me. 
 
    “Is this the only food you have regular access to?” I asked a while later when my sack was more than half full of damp black muscles. 
 
    “This is the closest source of food for us,” Elora confirmed. “And now that you have rid us of the wolf-sharks, it is the safest as well. The riverbank provides more variety, but it is a full day’s journey to get there and back again.” 
 
    “Is that it?” I asked incredulously. “Just this seafood and whatever plants you can collect from the river?” 
 
    “Occasionally we will find a cluster of crabs,” Elora said thoughtfully as she paused in her collection of the mussels. “There was one wonderful occasion recently when Ayen found a wild rabbit. That was quite a treat.” 
 
    “It just doesn’t seem like enough.” I frowned, and I did a quick mental calculation of how many mussels the gorgeous elf and I had collected versus how many people were in the camp. Then I reminded myself that their numbers were lower now than they had ever been before. 
 
    How the fuck did these people ever have enough food to fend off starvation? And even if they could manage to gather enough food to provide enough caloric intake for everyone, they were certainly not getting all the nutrients they needed to thrive. 
 
    “That really doesn’t seem like enough,” I mumbled to myself. 
 
    “We do the best we can under the circumstances,” Elora said heavily. “Our options are very limited because of the barren and dangerous landscapes that surround us.” 
 
    “The more you tell me about this place,” I said as I walked carefully over to where Elora stood with her leather sandals in a shallow pool, “the more I want to fuck that Demon Lord up.” 
 
    “If you are speaking about killing him again,” Elora said with a confused expression, “then you do not understand how impossible that truly is.” 
 
    “I get it,” I said. “He’s super strong and everything, but like, is he immortal?” 
 
    “No,” Elora sighed. “He can be injured, and he can die, but it is a nearly impossible feat.” 
 
    “Ah!” I smirked. “You said ‘nearly impossible’ that time.” 
 
    Elora scowled at me, and then she smiled. “It would take an army to defeat the Demon Lord, not to mention all of the demon soldiers he surely has guarding his castle. It is not a good use of our time to waste thoughts on hopeless and futile ideas.” 
 
    “Okay.” I shrugged, and I bent down to top off my burlap sack with another little collection of mussels I spotted. 
 
    I pressed my lips together to keep myself from asking more questions about the Demon Lord. I knew I had started to wear on Elora’s patience, and that wasn’t going to do me any good. 
 
    Her response had me wondering a lot, though. 
 
    I thought the Valkyries were supposed to be the most elite tier of warriors on Asgard, and Elora was clearly among the best if she’d been among the few to survive the events of Ragnarok. So, why was she being so defeatist now? I didn’t know anything for sure, but I got the feeling that somewhere along the line, Elora had lost all hope of having a better way of life, despite all her capabilities. It felt like she was entirely resigned to surviving long enough to be ordered in as the Demon Lord’s delivery dinner. 
 
    Either way, I figured I would bide my time and try to gather as much information as I could about this Demon Lord. I suspected that Wyn and probably even Ayen would be additional sources of intel on the Demon Lord, his castle, and his guard. Maybe I could even stroke Ryfon’s ego a little bit and get some information from the otherwise useless prick. 
 
    Maybe I could show Elora there was still a cause worth fighting for. 
 
    I had zero intentions of letting the issue go, but I also refused to go blindly into my own death. I would learn as much as I could about the Demon Lord as possible and form a tactical plan of attack, or I wouldn’t do anything about him at all. 
 
    I filled my bag with as many mussels as I could until they threatened to spill out of the top, and then I tugged at the drawstrings and walked over to Elora. She’d continued collecting food in contemplative silence while I stewed on the Demon Lord situation, and there was a crease of frustration between her beautifully arched eyebrows. 
 
    “Can I ask you one more question?” I asked gently. 
 
    “I expect you will ask many questions,” Elora teased as she stood back up beside me. “And I shall do my best to answer your queries. What would you like to know?” 
 
    “Goren,” I began, and I remembered the single tear of what had looked like grief that slid down his cheek as Ryfon had lectured the group. “He looked particularly bothered by Ryfon’s badgering…” 
 
    “That is not a question,” Elora pointed out with a little smirk, and then her face fell into a look of deep sadness. “His mother was sacrificed not many moons ago, and the pain still weighs heavily on his young shoulders.” 
 
    “Oh,” I sighed. “That’s horrible. He seems like such a nice kid.” 
 
    “Ingrid was a lovely woman,” Elora murmured. “And a wonderful mother. She did her best to provide Goren with happiness, even in these terrible times. She is a presence that is missed by all.” 
 
    I didn’t know what else to say to that, it was never easy to lose a parent, but losing a caring and loving mother was even worse. I swore to myself right then that if there was even the smallest chance that I could free these people from the Demon Lord’s oppression, I was going to do it. 
 
    Then a sudden demonic shriek echoed across the rolling dunes, and it was followed swiftly by the terrified screams of the people in the camp. 
 
    Elora and I both turned immediately to look back toward the camp, and I saw at least a dozen black and red demons scrambling into the edge of the encampment from the lava fields. 
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted, and without another thought, I took off running across the shifting sands with Frida close on my heels.
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 Chapter 8 
 
    I had enough wherewithal to keep a solid grip on the heavy sack filled to bursting with mussels as I raced over the shifting sands between me and the camp that was under attack. My calves started to burn as I ran through the loose sand with Frida close behind, and a few seconds later, Elora pulled ahead of me. 
 
    I veered off course long enough to grab my crowbar out from the small crevice I’d tucked it into the day before. By the time I darted into the middle of the camp, there were almost a dozen fire and brimstone demons raging through the circular formation of huts. 
 
    The beasts were similar in size to the demon I’d kicked into the gorge, but their coloring was wildly different. The hellish beasts’ skin was a shadowy black, except around their faces, elbows, and knees where their skin almost glowed with changing shades of red and orange like a nightmarish lava lamp. They had straight, short horns that poked forward from the corners of their foreheads, and their eyes were a disturbing yellow that shone in the daylight. The demons seemed to be entirely hairless and had small scraps of fabric slung over their hips. Their arms were heavily muscled and ended in sharp-looking pointed fingers, and their thighs were as thick as my waist and turned into black cloven hooves. 
 
    The demons snarled aggressively, and they bared their hideous gray fangs at the terrified villagers who backed away. 
 
    Ylva, Sassa, Goren, Rathal, and several others of the older and weaker villagers were huddled close together near the fire pit. Ayen had nocked an arrow and released it into the yellow eye of a demon that launched himself at the cowering villagers. 
 
    Elora had grabbed her bladed staff and quickly spun it around like a baton, and she sliced the demon’s pointy-fingered hand clean off as he reached out toward Wyn’s long robes. Then she spun elegantly around, and she stabbed her lethally sharp blade into the demon’s chest. Black blood bubbled out of the demon’s red-tinged, lipless mouth for several seconds, and he groaned as Elora twisted the blade between his ribs. The fierce beauty ripped the bladed staff out of the demon’s tissue at an uncomfortable angle, and a wet spray of black blood splattered onto the ground behind her. 
 
    “Woah,” I murmured as Elora cast a scathing glance around her. 
 
    I looked away as well then, and everything around me was a swirl of chaos and screams, but several of the villagers had sprung into action now. 
 
    There were three other humans, and a skinny male elf with long black hair that had picked up swords, axes, and spears to join in the fight. Two of the humans were pretty blonde women with thick and muscular figures, and they wielded small but fierce axes in both of their hands. Based on their similar features and ages, I guessed they were probably sisters. 
 
    They worked side by side to trap a demon between them, and they moved their hatchets expertly and chopped away at the beast’s limbs until it bled profusely from dozens of wounds. 
 
    The demon stumbled back and roared at the sisters who smirked at him in return. Then the shorter of the two blonde women hooked her arm through her sister’s and braced herself firmly on the ground. The taller, slightly skinnier sister used her sibling as leverage and launched herself through the air in a tumbling roll straight at the sliced-up demon. Then she landed on the beast’s chest and slammed both of her hatchets into the base of the demon’s neck with all of her force. 
 
    The lava demon’s neck was chopped down to the bone, and the meat of his neck slouched down like a macabre Elizabethan collar. His yellow eyes popped open wide with shock, and he tried to raise his arms and grip around the blonde warrior’s legs, but his limbs flopped like a fish out of water by his sides. 
 
    The female warrior roared with determination as she wrenched her hatchets from the demon’s neck. Then she slammed one sharp blade back into his vertebrae over and over again until his horned head dropped like a felled tree and rolled across the ground. 
 
    The third human was a man with short brown hair who looked to be about my age. He wielded a heavy broadsword, and he swung it up at a steep angle toward the bottom jaw of a demon. The lean muscles of his arms tensed as he used all his might to pierce the demon through the space in his lower jaw, and the sword emerged out of the demon’s fanged mouth. 
 
    Before the man could make another move, the demon reached up and wrapped both of his talon-like hands around the sharp blade of the man’s sword, and black blood dribbled quickly down the sword and stained the man’s hands as the demon slowly pulled the blade from his face. 
 
    The brown-haired man’s mouth fell open in horrified shock as the demon yanked the sword right out of his hands and flung it over his shoulders. 
 
    I bolted into action and raced straight for the demon, and Frida let out a low growl as she ran obediently by my side. 
 
    The hideous beast was turned mostly with his hunched back to me, and he did not seem to hear Frida or me darting forward. The brown-haired man caught sight of me over the demon’s shoulder, and he took a large step back as I approached. Then, just before I brought the hooked end of my crowbar down into the demon’s hunched shoulders, the man dashed out of the way and to the side. 
 
    I shouted and let all of my rage at the injustice of these people’s lives into the sound, and I slammed my crowbar down into the thick meat of the demon’s shoulders. Black blood spewed out like a geyser, and the demon arched back and screamed with rage and pain. 
 
    Then Frida clamped her jaggedly fanged mouth hard around the demon’s knee, and she shook her whole body roughly back and forth. The demon screamed again, and Frida chomped down until I heard the demon’s femur snap under the pressure. 
 
    “Thank you,” the brown-haired man gasped. 
 
    “Get your sword,” I commanded him, and then I yanked the crowbar to the side in an attempt to hook it around the demon’s spinal column. 
 
    The man darted out of sight, and a few seconds later, he reappeared beside me and pierced the length of his sword into the base of the demon’s neck. The hellish fire beast screamed for a split second before the noises from his ugly mouth became a sickening, gurgling sound of death. 
 
    Then I ripped my crowbar from the demon’s dead corpse, and I gave the man a quick nod of appreciation and glanced around. Frida looked up at me with expectant eyes, and I knew she was loyally waiting for instructions from me. 
 
    “Protect the people, kill the demons,” I ordered my wolf-shark pup, and she wagged her tail excitedly for a second before she dashed off into the fray. 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow at the obedient little killer, but I pushed away questions about just how sentient Frida was. There just wasn’t time right now to explore how much she understood my words or moods. 
 
    The black-haired male elf whose name I didn’t know was in the middle of swirling a long spear around a smaller demon’s body. The hellish beast seemed to rear back in laughter as the skinny elf hit the demon with nothing but air. As the horned creature chortled maniacally, the black-haired elf aimed his spear and pierced it forcefully through the dead center of the demon’s chest. 
 
    The nightmarish fire demon’s laughter was immediately cut off, and he stared down at the black-haired elf with an unnerving amount of intelligence in his eyes. The demon chuckled once more, and he stepped closer to the elf as he gripped his pointy-fingered hands around the spear’s wooden handle. Then the demon broke the wooden shaft in one swift move, and he slowly pulled the long iron spear from his chest. 
 
    I could tell the black-haired elf was in shock, and the demon was poised to return the favor of a spear to the chest. 
 
    Without a single thought, I turned on the balls of my feet and darted forward toward the black-haired elf. As I raced across the short distance to the spear-wielding demon, I raised my crowbar over my shoulder, and when I was a step behind the beast, I swung it like David Ortiz in his prime. The hooked end slammed right between two of the demon’s ribs, and I pulled hard on the curved iron bar. 
 
    The demon roared, and he braced his hooved feet on the ground, which only served to assist me in ripping the beast’s rib cage right out of his chest. The black-and-red creature huffed once more before he dropped to the ground in a puddle of his own blood and tissue. 
 
    “Thank you,” the black-haired elf breathed, and his lavender-colored eyes were filled with extreme relief. 
 
    “Don’t lose your focus,” I said. 
 
    The elf looked much younger this close up, and I wondered if he’d ever been in a real battle like this before. 
 
    Until my experience yesterday with the wolf-sharks, I’d never fought against more than one opponent at a time, but I had lots of experience holding my own in a situation where bodily injury was a real threat. The way this elf had frozen when his plan of attack had gone awry told me he wasn’t exactly used to defending himself the way I was, but I couldn’t deny that I was impressed by his willingness to step up and try. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “We’re not done yet.” 
 
    “Right.” The black-haired elf nodded, and he scooped up the broken wooden handle of his spear. 
 
    I nodded approvingly at him because a short spear with a broken handle was definitely better than no weapon, and it was clear he intended to stick in the fight until it was over. 
 
    I turned around to survey the rest of the battle, and I was a bit relieved to see that the others had worked together quite well. Most of the demons were bloody, chopped-up corpses on the ground. 
 
    One of the remaining demons looked like a nightmarish porcupine with how many arrows Ayen had plugged into its face and chest, but it kept moving toward the people huddled around the fire pit. 
 
    Elora had efficiently chopped the arms off of at least three demons, and they gnashed their teeth at the people. Ylva and the others had picked up fire pokers, walking staves, and other improvised weapons to hold the demons at bay until the warriors could put them down. The group moved together toward the unarmed demons, and then they all pounced and started to beat the beasts into the ground with their iron pokers, wooden clubs, and even a few larger rocks. Wyn held his carved walking staff like a golf club and used it to beat the demons over the head. 
 
    I dashed over, and I swung the length of iron to club the porcupine demon over the head, and his skull caved in under the forceful blow of my crowbar. The entire left hemisphere of the beast’s overly round head was severely dented in, and the demon’s left eye exploded out of the socket from the downward pressure. He turned around and stared at me with anger in his right eye, and I had to keep myself from laughing at the two dozen wooden arrow shafts that were sticking out of him. 
 
    Before the demon could make another move, I swung my crowbar again and brought it down into the top of his clavicle. 
 
    But I didn’t stop there. 
 
    I followed my swing through toward the ground, and the stomach-churning sound of the demon’s ribs cracking and tearing scraped inside my eardrums. I grimaced at the gallons of black blood that dumped on the ground at my feet, and the demon groaned in a quiet death rattle for a split second before the beast’s body collapsed like a house of cards. 
 
    “Bastard,” I huffed as I looked around, and I was ready to take out another demon. 
 
    Instead, I caught sight of Elora’s lethal final swing of her bladed staff into the last demon’s gut. I cringed slightly as the beautiful elf’s razor-sharp weapon gutted the demon from the top of his loincloth all the way up to his pointed chin. The demon’s entrails spilled out in a wet slopping sound of blood and organs, and his body quickly belly-flopped into the lumpy puddle. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I muttered, and it was only when all eyes turned to me that I realized how loud I had spoken. “Does that happen a lot?” 
 
    “No,” Elora said, and she carefully stepped around the gross puddle of demon goo. “It has been many months since the last horde of demons attacked.” 
 
    “The Demon Lord is supposed to keep the hordes in check,” Ayen said, and the frustration was clear in his voice. 
 
    “I believe this small group of demons had gone rogue from the Lord’s orders,” Ryfon suggested out of nowhere. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the bastard, and I couldn’t ignore the fact that I hadn’t seen him anywhere during the fight. The one-eared asshole had suddenly appeared, and I also found it strange that he’d referred to the local demonic overlord as ‘The Lord’. It gave the title a bit more familiarity and tolerance that scratched down my nerves. 
 
    I was about to voice my opinion on all of this when Wyn raised his voice. 
 
    “It matters not why they came here,” the elder elf announced sagely, and he nudged a dead demon’s leg away from the hem of his robes. 
 
    “Wyn!” Goren suddenly shouted from the other side of the fire pit. “Elora! Levi! The baskets, our supplies! They are burning!” 
 
    “No!” Elora cried, and she took off running to the far end of the camp. 
 
    I dashed after her without a second thought, and as we approached the northern side of the circle of huts, I could smell the burning baskets on the breeze. I ran around a hut, and then I caught sight of the small wooden shack in full blaze. 
 
    “Can we save it?” Goren asked between tired breaths. 
 
    “It is not worth the water.” Elora shook her head with regret. 
 
    We watched the small shack collapse in on itself, and I didn’t miss the frustration and anger that glinted in the beautiful elf’s eyes before it faded into hopeless acceptance of the situation. 
 
    “Damn,” Elora cursed under her breath, and the sound of the swear on her full lips surprised me. 
 
    “What was in there?” I asked as the fire burned the dried-out planks into ashes at a disturbingly fast rate. “And how did it catch fire?” 
 
    I took a step to the side, and far off in the distance was a single black-and-red demon running off down a beaten path between two mountain peaks. Based on the information I’d gathered from the villagers, I guessed that he was headed straight for the Demon Lord’s castle. 
 
    “This structure was used for storage,” Elora sighed heavily. “It contained all of our baskets, nets, and some other tools and supplies.” 
 
    “All of them?” I frowned at what used to be the small shack as it crumbled into a pile of embers. 
 
    “Not all of them,” Elora amended, and she turned to look at me with sadness in her amber-red eyes. “But most of them. We have the two rough sacks you and I used at the beach earlier, and whatever baskets were elsewhere at the moment.” 
 
    “I have one in our hut,” Goren said helpfully. “That big one with the handles on the sides.” 
 
    “That is a stroke of luck, my boy,” Ayen said, and I turned to find the big blond guy standing behind us. His brawny arms were crossed over his broad chest, and his face was a stoic mask as he looked down on the wreckage of the hut. 
 
    “I was gathering Father’s and my washing this morning,” Goren explained. 
 
    “I have a few smaller baskets in my hut as well,” Ayen said. 
 
    “I have another two sacks in my hut,” Elora added, and she started to tick the count on her fingers. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, and I started to walk away from the pile of embers. “There’s nothing we can do here until it burns itself out.” 
 
    “Perhaps there will be some iron tools that can be salvaged from the ashes,” Ayen said with a vaguely optimistic tone. 
 
    Elora hummed in a noncommittal way, and we trudged back to the fire pit in silence. In our absence, Wyn had started to lead the others in building up the fire into a raging inferno. 
 
    “It needs to be extremely hot to burn down the demon remains,” Wyn said, and he glanced at Elora and silently asked her about the situation on the north side of camp. 
 
    Elora shook her head, and the despair in his face was clear for a second before Wyn turned back to the task at hand. I got the feeling Wyn liked to maintain a level of productivity, and right now he was keeping the people from sinking into despair. 
 
    “Disgusting,” Ylva groaned, and she and her husband dropped dismembered demon limbs into the raging fire pit. 
 
    Elora, Ayen, and I stepped in to help slowly deposit all of the demon bodies into the fire pit one at a time. Even Frida picked up the occasional limb, and after giving it a thorough biting and thrashing, she flopped it into the flames. It took the demon carcasses a long time to burn down, and the smell was completely horrendous. If I’d had anything to eat this morning, my stomach would have threatened to bring it back up. 
 
    “I am sorry,” Sassa said after a while as she covered her hand firmly over her nose. The unmarred half of her face turned a sickly shade of green as she dashed away from the fire pit. 
 
    “Oh,” Ayen’s midnight-blue eyes followed the pretty blonde woman as she darted out toward the beach. 
 
    I could immediately tell that the blond archer longed to follow Sassa and check on her, but he seemed to feel duty-bound to remain and assist with the dirty work of disposing of the gross bodies. 
 
    “Go.” I nudged Ayen roughly in the ribs with my elbow. 
 
    “What?” Ayen asked, and he pulled on a mask of innocence and pretended he didn’t know what I was talking about. 
 
    “You obviously have romantic feelings for her,” I chuckled. “This is as good of an opportunity as any to show her you care.” 
 
    “I-- no--” Ayen blustered and fumbled for words as a deep blush spread under his short beard. Then he glanced nervously at me. “I just… ugh… do you think so?” 
 
    “Yes, man,” I laughed quietly, and I shooed him away with my hands. “Go, I’ll make sure this gets done.” 
 
    “You are a good friend, Levi of Midgard. Thank you.” Ayen clapped me on the shoulders, grinned stupidly at me, and then turned around and marched straight toward the beach. 
 
    “Go get her, dude,” I murmured under my breath, and I couldn’t stop the grin on my face as I watched him race after Sassa. 
 
    I turned back to the fire pit, and Elora cocked a single silvery eyebrow at me. 
 
    “What?” I shrugged. 
 
    “I have watched Ayen pine over Sassa for a long time.” Elora smirked. “I am glad to see he is finally doing something about his affection for her.” 
 
    “Ayen said she fell into a lava pool,” I murmured softly, and I gestured very vaguely at the left side of my face. “It must have been horrible.” 
 
    “It was.” Sadness filled Elora’s beautiful amber-red eyes, but it was quickly chased away by admiration. “Sassa was very ill from her injuries. I did not think she would make it, but she is a very strong woman. She is quiet and kind, but she is a survivor just as the rest of us are. She will be a fine mate for Ayen.” 
 
    “I think they’re well suited,” I agreed, and I bent down to pick up the last demon limb and dropped it into the flames. I grimaced at the hideous thing as the fire worked to break down its black-and-red skin. “Good riddance.” 
 
    Elora wandered over to Wyn, and they briefly murmured quietly to one another. I could hear the melodic lilt of the elf’s voice as she spoke, but I couldn’t make out their words over the loud snapping and crackling of the fire. I watched with idle curiosity as Wyn nodded sagely, and then he cleared his throat loudly to draw the group’s attention. 
 
    “We will need to rebuild our basket supplies and nets,” Wyn announced. 
 
    Elora wandered back over to my side as Wyn laid out a brief plan for collecting and drying reeds to weave new baskets. Goren and Quintus volunteered to collect all of the remaining baskets and nets from the villagers. Ylva and her husband Rathal volunteered to see if there was anything worth salvaging from the fire. The black-haired elf and the blonde sisters who had fought the demons with hatchets volunteered to go into the very outskirts of the swamps to collect new reeds and grass to weave the baskets. 
 
    “This is beneath me,” Ryfon grumbled haughtily a moment later. He stalked off without another word, and no one stopped him as he left. 
 
    “Good riddance,” Elora whispered to me as she leaned a bit closer. 
 
    My heart picked up its pace, and I could feel the warmth from her body. I swallowed and glanced down at the gorgeous elf. I had a perfect view into the valley between her luscious breasts, and I felt my mouth start to water.  
 
    “I was impressed with your fighting skills,” Elora told me. 
 
    “You’re an incredible fighter, too,” I said, and I dragged my eyes away from her collarbone and back to her face. 
 
    “I believe there are a few tricks I could teach you,” Elora said with a surprisingly suggestive tone. 
 
    “Is that so?” I replied, and I let a touch of teasing color my voice. I turned my hips toward her, and I couldn’t stop myself from leaning a bit too close to be considered polite. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Elora hummed in a slightly breathy way, but she didn’t back away from me. “There are techniques I learned as a fledgling Valkyrie, I would like to show them to you.” 
 
    “I’d like that,” I said, and the teasing in my voice had turned into genuine enjoyment at the prospect of spending some time near the beauty in front of me. 
 
    “Shall we procure something to eat and then go down to the beach?” Elora suggested. 
 
    “That sounds good.” I smiled. 
 
    Elora crossed her arms over her chest and tapped a finger thoughtfully against the base of her throat for a second. “Wait here a moment.” 
 
    All I could do was nod dumbly at the ethereal seductress and watch her dash off and disappear inside her hut. 
 
    While I waited, I caught sight of Ayen and Sassa returning from the beach with puppy dog smiles on their faces. Ayen glanced inconspicuously at me and offered me a huge grin, and I gave him a sly thumbs-up in return. His blond eyebrows furrowed in confusion for a moment before he chuckled and returned the gesture. 
 
    A moment later, Wyn walked around the fire pit and came to stand beside me. I nodded at him in greeting, and he smiled in a way that made his mustache twitch at the corners. 
 
    “Levi, I must once again thank you for your assistance,” Wyn said. “You fought valiantly and bravely, and if there were any lingering doubts about your intentions, I believe they have been quashed most completely.” 
 
    “I’m glad I was here to help,” I said. 
 
    “Perhaps we shall need to fit you with a proper sword,” Wyn said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Levi did quite well with his strange iron bar,” Ayen said loudly, and there was a small chorus of agreement and thanks from the small group around the fire. 
 
    “Thanks.” I smirked. 
 
    “It is the strangest weapon I have ever seen,” Sassa remarked, and she nervously tucked her long blonde hair behind her ears as her eyes darted to Ayen’s face. 
 
    “Highly effective, however.” Ayen smiled gently at the pretty blonde beside him. “This curved end is very useful. Good for wrenching heads off, I think.” 
 
    “It’s actually a tool,” I chuckled, and I was pleased to see the gentle exchange between the two blonds. “It’s not intended for killing demons.” 
 
    “Regardless,” Elora said as she returned to the conversation with a small sack tied to her belt, “you are a fierce warrior.” 
 
    “I’ve been in a few fights before.” I shrugged, and I thought it best to keep the lack of lethality of my previous fighting career to myself for the time being. I didn’t want to give the people any reason to doubt me, and I felt the trust of a few of them was still a bit tenuous. 
 
    “Shall we?” Elora asked, and she gestured toward the beach. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, and I whistled for Frida to come over from where she was receiving a thorough petting from Goren. 
 
    My adorable apex predator pup bounded right over with her shark tail wagging happily from side to side. 
 
    “Where are you two off to?” Ayen asked with a mischievous glint in his dark blue eyes. 
 
    “Elora’s going to show me some fighting moves,” I said, and I only just managed to contain the smirk that threatened to fill my entire face. 
 
    “Ah, excellent.” Ayen nodded, and he grinned at me. “Enjoy your lessons.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I rolled my eyes at the big blond guy, and then I turned around and jogged to catch up with Elora who was already several yards in front of me. 
 
    The beautiful elf moved gracefully over the loose sands, and I was breathing a little heavier than normal by the time I caught up with her. Once I reached Elora’s side, I slowed down to match her pace, and she smiled up at me. Then we walked in comfortable silence the rest of the way to the beach. 
 
    When we reached the smooth plains of sand between the rolling dunes and the ocean, Frida looked up at me with pleading black eyes. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said to my wolf-shark pup. “But stay close.” 
 
    Frida’s big tongue lolled happily out of her fanged mouth, and then she stuck her butt up in the air and waggled it excitedly for a moment before she dashed off to splash in the shallows. 
 
    “Here, try this.” Elora held out a strip of light-brown jerky to me. “I think you will enjoy it, and you need the meat.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I took the tender meat from her and sniffed it curiously. It smelled delicious, tangy and salty, and unlike anything I’d ever had before. “This smells amazing, what is it?” 
 
    “It is the dried meat of a wild hare,” Elora answered, and a subtle pink flush spread over her pretty face. “This is from the last one that Ayen caught, I have been saving it for a special occasion.” 
 
    I smiled at the sweet beauty in front of me, and I took a bite. The meat was tender and softer than any jerky I’d ever had. It was a little gamey, but it was full of flavor, and it was a bit more savory than I would have expected. It was really delicious, and I was honored that Elora had decided to share it with me. I ate the jerky slowly and enjoyed every bite of the soft meat. 
 
    “It’s really good,” I said as I chewed the last bit. 
 
    “I am glad you enjoyed it.” Elora licked a bit of salt from the tips of her fingers. 
 
    The sight of her fingers between her lips had my blood running hot, and I felt my cock threaten to grow stiff inside my jeans. I cleared my throat as I realized how long it had been since I’d last had sex. I needed to keep my mind focused, or I was going to embarrass myself in front of this beautiful warrior. 
 
    “So,” I said, and I cleared my throat again. “Where did you want to start?” 
 
    “I believe a short lesson on demon anatomy may be helpful,” Elora replied, and her voice took on a scholarly tone. “They have similar bodies to humans and elves, however, there are a few key differences that I believe you will find helpful.” 
 
    “Okay, that makes sense.” I nodded, and I forced my mind into attention. 
 
    “Demons have strong joints,” Elora started to explain. “They are nearly impossible to dislocate, and they are in slightly different positions than you may expect. On a demon’s elbows, for example, the most vulnerable point is located at the very top of the joint.” 
 
    I watched Elora’s nimble fingers as she pointed to just above her own elbows, and I pulled the demons we’d fought into my mind’s eye. I tried to remember what their arms had looked like, and I realized they had indeed bent at the location Elora was pointing to. 
 
    “Huh,” I breathed. “That’s really interesting.” 
 
    “Their knees are the same way,” Elora said, and she bent slightly to point at the lowest parts of her thighs. “Do not bother aiming any attacks below this point. Their hooves are incredibly tough, and you will waste time trying to inflict any damage.” 
 
    “Good to know.” I nodded and tucked the information away in my brain. 
 
    “Their ribs are also much further apart than yours or mine,” Elora continued, and she laid a hand gently on the exposed pale blue skin below her breasts. “The demons have wide gaps between these bones, but the gaps are protected by thick bands of muscle. It takes a great deal of force to puncture through this tissue.” 
 
    “I noticed that,” I said as I recalled the extreme force it had taken to pierce into the demon’s rib cage. 
 
    Then I realized that, despite the excess force it required, the task had seemed almost easy at the time. Perhaps easy was too generous of a word, but it was much less effort than I would have expected it to take. There wasn’t time to ponder on the fact at the moment, though, because Elora continued with her lesson about demon anatomy. 
 
    Over the next several minutes, Elora informed me about the weak spots in a demon’s head. Much like human infants, they had two seams between the bones in their skulls. The beautiful elf told me there were connection points behind each of their horns. 
 
    “I suspect their skulls connect here to allow their horns to develop over their lifespans,” Elora said, and she ran each of her index fingers through the thick waves of her silvery hair as she spoke. “We do not know if demons are born or if they hatch from eggs, but we do know that infantile demons have horns. I suspect the skull forms around these bones and then fuse together behind them.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s an evolutionary feature they developed to protect the soft spots,” I mused. 
 
    “I do not understand.” Elora furrowed her silvery eyebrows at me. 
 
    “Oh, um,” I quickly reconsidered my words with the assumption that Elora didn’t understand evolution. I felt safe in the assumption that she had no idea who Charles Darwin was, either. “Maybe, throughout their history, the demons with larger horns were more likely to survive because the horns protected these soft spots in their skulls, so they were more likely to breed and procreate.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Elora pondered my theory for a second. “That is an interesting idea.” 
 
    “Not that it matters either way.” I shrugged. “But I’ve always been curious about stuff like that.” 
 
    Elora smiled at me, and then she braced her feet at hips-width apart. “Shall we spar?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I swallowed hard, and my blood started to heat again. “Okay.” 
 
    “Are you ready?” Elora asked, and a mischievous glint filled her amber-and-ruby eyes. 
 
    Before I could respond, the sexy elf took me by surprise and launched herself at me. 
 
    Elora took full advantage of my slow reaction and hooked one of her arms firmly around my neck, and the other one up under my shoulder. Then she wrenched my neck to the side and had me in a firm hold. 
 
    I followed her lead, and I countered the move to the best of my abilities. I reached up and gripped her forearm firmly in my hands, and then I bent forward fast and hauled her over my head and to the sand. I caught her before she slammed into the loose sand so that she wouldn’t hit hard, and I looked down at her with a cocky smirk. 
 
    “Hmm,” Elora hummed up at me. “Well done.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I held a hand down to help her back to her feet. “I’ve got some experience with hand to hand combat.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Elora narrowed her eyes playfully at me, and then she took my hand. Her fingers were small and warm in my palm, and I ached to put my hands all over her. I pushed the alluring dreams of her nearly naked body away, and I took a step back to prepare for another attack. 
 
    “I used to be a prize fighter,” I explained. “It’s how I took care of myself for a long time.” 
 
    “That is a curious profession,” Elora said, and she brushed a bit of sand off of the backs of her legs. 
 
    “It kept a roof over my head and food in my belly.” I shrugged. “It’s a spectator sport on Midgard actually, millions of people like to watch that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Like a gladiator?” Elora asked, and her eyes lit up with curiosity. 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. I thought of Russell Crowe’s big fight scene in Gladiator, and I tried to picture my own glory days at that kind of level. “Sort of.” 
 
    “You are a fascinating man, Levi,” Elora said, and she raised her arms up to a defensive position. 
 
    “Come on,” I taunted her, and I coaxed her forward with my fingers like Morpheus had done in The Matrix. 
 
    This time, Elora darted to my left and came at me from the side with a flurry of precise strikes. I blocked them easily as I retreated backward for a few paces, and I watched her footwork as we moved together over the beach. Elora rarely picked her feet up from the sand, and instead, she slid the balls of her feet over the ground in precise half-moon stances. I kept a hold on my poker face, and I allowed her a few more strikes before I quickly stepped forward and moved my right foot between her legs. 
 
    I’d planned on knocking Elora completely off-balance, but instead, she impressed me with a sudden cartwheel to the side. Her handprints marked the sand clearly where she had escaped my hold, and I stared at her with amazement. 
 
    “Damn,” I said out loud, but in my head, all I could think about was how hot it was that she was so fierce and agile. 
 
    “Advance,” Elora instructed me with a teasing tone, and she shifted her left foot back slightly in preparation for my next move. 
 
    I decided to give her a little more, and this time when I moved, I came at the beautiful elf with a few half-speed strikes. I gave her a quick left-right combo, and Elora expertly blocked the first and ducked out of the way of the second. 
 
    “You’re fast,” I said. 
 
    “You are not.” Elora grinned. 
 
    “Am I going too slow for you?” I asked with a laugh. “I can go faster.” 
 
    “I prefer some things slow,” Elora said, and I swear she winked at me. 
 
    My brain stalled in a fog of desire, and for maybe the first time in my life, I had no witty comeback. 
 
    I gritted my teeth together in determination to accept her challenge. Then I faked to the right, and I dashed in on the left. I was sure I was going to make contact this time, but Elora caught my left arm, used it as leverage, and suddenly had her legs wrapped around my waist before she flipped me off-balance. 
 
    I landed hard on my back on the sand with Elora seated daintily on my chest. It was an entirely too inviting position, and even though I could have bucked her off easily, I let her stay mounted on my hips. 
 
    “You are a capable fighter,” Elora said with admiration. Her long ponytail flowed over her shoulder and brushed against my throat like a feathery river of satin, and she released my arms from her grasp. She sat up, but she made no move to get off my chest. 
 
    “Thanks.” As I tried to come up with something else intelligible to say, my hand moved of its own free will, and suddenly it was caressing gently over the bare, pale blue skin of Elora’s right knee. 
 
    My gaze was superglued to Elora’s mouth, and my brain nearly caved in on itself when her cute pink tongue poked out and ran over her full lips. I forced my eyes up to hers, and I couldn’t help but notice she was looking at my mouth as well. 
 
    The tension was palpable, and I wanted to swim in it forever, but sadly, after a heavy moment, Elora cleared her throat, and she stood up from my chest. 
 
    “We should return to camp,” Elora announced, and her voice had an enticing breathy quality to it. “There is much to do.” 
 
    “Will it take long to remake all the baskets and stuff we lost this morning?” I asked as I silently gloated to myself about the very clear effect I had on this unbelievably sexy woman. 
 
    “Yes,” Elora said, and the teasing tone of her voice was gone. “It will take Wyn days to weave a new net for fishing, and without those baskets, we will struggle greatly to gather enough fresh drinking water for everyone. It will take more than a few trips to the river to haul in enough water, and it is a day’s journey there and back again. I fear we will see the effects of water starvation before the baskets are all remade.” 
 
    “Water starvation,” I repeated. It was an interesting way to say dehydration, but I couldn’t deny that it was a pretty apt description. I whistled for Frida to come back from her romping in the waves, and then I turned to Elora. “There’s nowhere else to get water from?” 
 
    “No.” Elora shook her head. “The swamp water is toxic and diseased, and the ocean water is too salty, of course. The river is our only source of drinking water.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose there’s much rain here,” I said sourly. 
 
    “I do not remember the last time it rained,” Elora said sadly. “I do love a pleasant rainstorm.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I thought for a moment about the predicament before us. Suddenly, something from middle school danced into the forefront of my mind, and I smiled a bit smugly at Elora. 
 
    “What is it?” the beautiful elf asked me. 
 
    “I know how to get us clean drinking water,” I said. “Right here, from the ocean.”
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 Chapter 9 
 
    “What do you mean?” Elora shook her head in confusion. “Ocean water cannot be consumed. It will only make you die of water starvation.” 
 
    “Yes, if you drink it like it is, it will make you sick, and you’ll quickly die,” I agreed. “But if you take the salt out, you’re left with good, clean drinking water.” 
 
    “I do not understand,” Elora sighed, but she looked at me with a small glimmer of hope. “How can you remove the salt from the water?” 
 
    “Come on,” I said, and I started walking back toward the camp. “I’ll explain everything.” 
 
    “Very well,” Elora started walking alongside me, and Frida quickly romped over to trail behind us. 
 
    “Okay, how much do you know about how rain is formed?” I asked as we walked leisurely across the sand dunes. 
 
    “Rain comes from the clouds.” Elora shrugged. “Clouds are formed from water that is in the air, and when enough collects together, it falls to the ground.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s good.” I nodded. “So the water gets into the air through evaporation.” 
 
    “What is this?” Elora asked. 
 
    “Evaporation is the fancy word for when a heat source turns water into a gas,” I said. “And there’s a way to force water to evaporate with a campfire.” 
 
    “Do you intend to make clouds, Levi?” Elora stared at me with awe. 
 
    “Sort of,” I laughed. “I’m going to teach you how to evaporate seawater, which will leave the salt behind, and you’ll be able to harvest drinking water from it.” 
 
    “That sounds like magic,” Elora breathed. “Are you a sorcerer?” 
 
    “No, and it’s not magic,” I laughed, and I smiled at the elf’s beautiful, child-like wonder. “It’s seventh-grade science.” 
 
    “I find myself confused by your words quite often, Levi,” Elora murmured at me. 
 
    “I don’t mean to confuse you,” I said apologetically, and my eyes fell to Elora’s hand that swayed gently at her side. I had a strange desire to lace my fingers between hers and hold her hand as we walked. 
 
    “We have different backgrounds and different educations.” Elora shrugged and smiled. “We will learn to understand each other as we spend time together.” 
 
    “I’d like that,” I said, and the bright purple blush that spread across Elora’s cheeks filled my chest with warmth. 
 
    “As would I,” the beautiful elf glanced up at me before she looked away. 
 
    We walked the rest of the way to the camp in companionable silence, and it felt like I’d known her much longer than just one day. 
 
    Once we arrived back at the camp, I was pleased to see that everyone had returned from their various errands. Goren and his father sat side by side, and they appeared to be checking the condition of the baskets that had survived the fire. Ylva and Rathal were in the middle of cleaning a few iron tools, and it looked like they had two knives and the head of a hammer whose wooden handle had been lost. 
 
    The blonde sisters and the black-haired elf walked up to the fire pit at the same time that Elora and I did, and their arms were filled with large stacks of reeds, long swamp grasses, and lengths of vines. The three of them settled onto stone seats, and they started to spread their harvest of supplies out in front of them. 
 
    “Wait here,” Elora said, and she walked over to Wyn. 
 
    The old man leaned in close to his surrogate granddaughter, and he nodded as he listened to what she had to say. He murmured something back to her, and his gray eyebrows arched high on his forehead. Then Elora glanced at me, turned back to Wyn, and shrugged. 
 
    While I waited for her to return, I watched the blonde sisters and the skinny black-haired elf organize and count the reeds, grasses, and vines they’d collected. 
 
    The shorter blonde woman picked up five long strands of thick grass, and she started to weave them expertly together. Within a few minutes, the bottom curve of a wide basket started to take shape. Beside her, the taller sister started to braid three vines together into a length of rope. 
 
    “Two handles, Azariah?” the taller blonde woman asked her sister. 
 
    “Yes,” Azariah answered, and then she held her hands out to demonstrate her intentions for the basket’s size. “Roughly here.” 
 
    “Very good.” The taller blonde nodded. 
 
    While the sisters worked together to weave and braid the makings of a large basket, the black-haired elf picked up a smooth bowl-shaped stone, and he walked away toward the western edge of the camp. He returned a few moments later with a thick, dark gray mud in the stone bowl. The skinny elf sat back down and started to sprinkle in some ash from the fire pit into the thick muck, and he mashed it around with another cylindrical stone. 
 
    “Remember, Elion,” the taller sister said to the black-haired elf. “The paste must be fine enough to be smoothed into the crevices, or the basket will leak.” 
 
    “Yes, Arlindra,” Elion said with a slight roll of his lavender eyes. “I am well aware.” 
 
    I enjoyed watching the three work together for a few more minutes until Wyn gathered everyone’s attention once more. Elora wandered back over to stand beside me, and she smiled at me. 
 
    “Elora has just informed me that Levi claims he can get us clean drinking water from the sea,” Wyn announced without preamble. 
 
    The small crowd erupted with exclamations and questions. 
 
    “That is impossible,” Ylva scoffed, and Rathal nodded emphatically beside her. 
 
    “I have never heard of such a thing,” Elion gasped. 
 
    “It must be magic,” Arlindra decided as she tied the end of her braided vine rope. 
 
    “That would be a blessing of immense proportions,” Quintus said.  
 
    Many other remarks were drowned out by the commotion, and Wyn knocked the end of his staff twice on a nearby rock to regain order among the group. 
 
    “Levi claims this is science,” Wyn said. “If he can indeed provide us with water, his presence will be entirely invaluable to us.” 
 
    “Hear, hear,” Azariah said firmly as she continued to weave her basket. 
 
    “How does it work?” Goren asked as he leaned forward. “What must we do?” 
 
    “Well, first we’ll need to build the fire back up to a good size.” I gestured at the small flames that danced in the bottom of the pit. “I’m also going to need this cauldron filled with seawater, so I need some volunteers to do that.” 
 
    “We will rebuild the fire,” Arlindra said, and she jerked her blonde head at her sister. 
 
    “I shall fetch the logs,” Azariah agreed. “You begin repositioning the embers and the cauldron.” 
 
    “Yes, sister.” The tall warrior picked up a length of iron and set straight to work pushing the embers into a larger pile. Then she used the bar to nudge the cauldron closer to the center of the small flames, and once again I was impressed by the construction of their fire pit. 
 
    “Awesome,” I replied, and I smiled at the two sisters. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I will assist with fetching the water,” Ayen said helpfully. 
 
    “I will help you with this.” The brown-haired man who’d wielded a sword against the demons earlier held up a hand and stepped forward. 
 
    “Wonderful, Varian,” Ayen said, and he clapped the shorter man on the back before he turned to Goren. “We will need the large two-handled basket.” 
 
    “Right away, sir,” Goren said, and he dashed over to the collection of salvaged baskets. Then he raced over and handed the large basket to Ayen. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ayen said to the young boy, and then he gestured for Varian to follow him. “We will be back shortly with a full basket of saltwater for you, Levi.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled after my new friend, and I turned back to the patiently waiting group. “I’m also going to need something that’s big enough to lay over the top of the cauldron’s mouth, preferably something with a slight curve, maybe a round shield?” 
 
    “I believe I have something that may suit your needs,” Quintus said, and he started to haul himself to his feet. 
 
    “Are you thinking what I am, father?” Goren stopped the white-haired man before he could stand. 
 
    “Yes, boy.” Quintus nodded. “Would you fetch it for me, please?” 
 
    “Of course,” Goren said respectfully, and he raced off once more in the direction of his and Quintus’ hut. A moment later, Goren lugged out a huge iron shield on his back, and he lurched awkwardly forward under the huge weight. “Here, father.” 
 
    “Bring it to Levi, son.” Quintus pointed in my direction. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed as I took the large round shield from the curly-haired boy. “This is perfect.” 
 
    The shield was at least three feet in diameter, and it would fit over the mouth of the cauldron nicely. It was curved decently and had a leather strap hooked into the concave side. I inspected the worn leather for a moment before I gently released the buckle and handed the strap back to Goren. 
 
    Just then, Ayen and Varian trudged back into camp with the large basket filled to the brim with saltwater. 
 
    “Levi!” Ayen shouted, and a thin sheen of sweat had formed on his forehead. “Where do you want it?” 
 
    “Dump it right into the cauldron,” I instructed. 
 
    Ayen nodded, and he silently guided Varian toward the fire. Together, they carefully poured the seawater into the huge black pot, and the water sizzled and steamed for a second as it made contact with the hot cauldron. Then it settled down, and the pot was about two-thirds full. 
 
    I decided that was a good place to start. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said, and then I thought to myself about what I needed next. 
 
    It would take a while for the fire to begin boiling the roughly thirty gallons of water, so we had some time to set the other pieces into place. I looked over the shield, and I figured I could set it right on top of the cauldron so the shape of the armor could allow it to balance on the mouth and give enough space for the water vapor to dribble down and off the rim. The problem there was that if we didn’t direct the dribble to one spot, it would all just run off into the flames and be lost. 
 
    “Hmm,” I hummed to myself as I inspected the shield a little more closely, and after a second, I found the perfect detail. 
 
    There was a misshapen spot about the size of a quarter on one side of the shield’s rim. It looked like the iron armor had taken a good hit by something hard during use, and it created a perfect little spout shape to direct the water where I wanted it to go. 
 
    “Okay,” I said loud enough for everyone in the patiently waiting group to hear. “What happens when you boil water?” 
 
    “It gets hot!” Ayen declared with a boisterous laugh. 
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled, and I rolled my eyes at the big blond man. “And it starts to steam, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” Goren nodded like an obedient student, and my fondness for him grew. “But how does that get us water?” 
 
    “The steam is water that has been made into vapor,” Elora surmised, and her voice was filled with interest and realization. 
 
    “Exactly.” I smiled at the beauty. “So what we’re going to do is place this shield, thank you, Quintus, over the top of the cauldron. The shield will stop the steam from escaping, it will collect on the inside of the iron like rain in a cloud, and then it will drip down the edges so we can catch it in the basket. Only issue I can see is that we are wasting a lot of wood, but we are close to the lava fields, so once we get this figured out in camp with the wood, we’ll work on a set up where we can use the free heat from the lava.” 
 
    “That is brilliant,” Wyn murmured with a sparkle in his silvery-blue eyes. “You have found a way to make a rainstorm for free.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “It’s a lot like that.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Elora hummed. “Will you show us, please?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” I reached out for the iron bar that Arlindra had used to reposition the cauldron. “May I?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Arlindra said, and she handed the improvised fire poker to me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    I carefully balanced the shield over the mouth of the cauldron and slightly toward the outer edge of the fire. Then I used the iron bar to prop it at a slight angle to guide the water droplets toward the dent in the edge of the shield. 
 
    “Where’s that big basket?” I asked as I made sure that the shield would stay in place. Then I turned around and took the basket that Varian offered to me. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You are welcome,” the brown-haired man said, and his hazel eyes flicked from my face to the shield with a touch of disbelief and wonder. “This is a curious formation.” 
 
    “I know it looks really odd,” I agreed, and I placed the basket carefully beneath the dent in the shield and safely away from the open flames. I studied the fire for a second, and I decided I didn’t want to risk another basket burning today. “Do we have any more rocks we can place here to protect the basket from the fire?” 
 
    “We do,” Ylva said, and then she nudged Rathal. “Be useful, go get Levi that flat stone from our hut.” 
 
    “The one we use for car--” Rathal started to ask, and there was a touch of disappointment in his voice. 
 
    “Yes, Rathal.” Ylva cut off his complaint with a stern look before he could finish, and I silently wondered what they used the stone for, and why she wanted to keep it secret from the group. 
 
    “Yes, dear,” Rathal sighed heavily, and then he disappeared into their hut and returned a moment later with a wide, flat stone that was really quite perfect. 
 
    “We can find something else so you can have this back very soon,” I said consolingly to the older man as I took the stone from his callused hands. 
 
    “Very well,” Rathal muttered, and his voice had taken on a grim acceptance of responsibility. 
 
    I wedged the flat stone carefully between the edge of the fire pit and the side of the very flammable basket. Then I stood back and studied the structure in search of any issues or weak points, but overall, the whole contraption looked sturdy and ready to distill all the water we could need. 
 
    “What now?” Elora asked. She reached out and touched my elbow gently for a second before she blushed and moved her fingers away. 
 
    “Now.” I cleared my throat against the rising tide of arousal from that innocent touch of Elora’s fingers. “Now, we wait.” 
 
    “We must wait for the fire to heat the water into a boil,” Wyn murmured, and I could tell the old man understood the idea behind my science lesson. “This is quite clever, Levi.” 
 
    “It’s nothing, really.” I shrugged. “If it works how I think, it will be better to set it up by the lava.” 
 
    “This will save us much time and effort,” Azariah insisted, and her sister nodded emphatically beside her. 
 
    I glanced around the group, and I could see only gratitude and admiration in all the eyes staring back at me. It felt a little odd at first, but I couldn’t deny that I liked it. I’d never really been admired for anything in my life before, and it felt good to be able to genuinely help these people. 
 
    And myself, I silently added. 
 
    I had to stop thinking of myself as separate from this group. I had zero plans to leave anytime soon, and I realized that even if I had a way back to earth, I didn’t think I’d take it. There was a real sense of purpose for me here with these people, and the idea of leaving Elora and never seeing her again wrenched painfully in my heart. 
 
    We all waited around the pit for a while as the fire slowly heated the water. Ryfon finally returned about the same time that the water started to hit a rolling boil and steam started to rise up to the shield’s surface. 
 
    “What is this nonsense?” Ryfon scoffed when he caught sight of the shield and cauldron. 
 
    “Levi has created this to gather fresh drinking water for us from the sea,” Goren boasted, and he puffed his chest out a little bit in defiance of the one-eared asshole. 
 
    “That is impossible,” Ryfon sneered, and he reached out to take hold of the iron bar that held the shield in place. 
 
    “Touch that iron!” Ayen bellowed. “And it will be the last time that hand touches anything.” 
 
    “Can you not see he is manipulating you to worm his way into our trust?” Ryfon growled, and he glared hard at me with muddy-brown eyes. 
 
    “What would be the benefit of Levi lying about this contraption?” Elora asked, and I could hear her eyes roll in her head with irritation. 
 
    “Clearly,” Ryfon drew the word out as if for emphasis, but I could see the wheels turning behind his dull eyes. I knew he was just stalling to try and come up with something to say, and it was clear that he had no idea what to say. “Anyone who trusts the stranger is a fool, and you will bring doom down upon us.” 
 
    “Ryfon, the logic behind Levi’s contraption is sound,” Wyn said gently but firmly. 
 
    And just then, a single drop of water dripped from the dented place at the edge of Quintus’ iron shield and plunked down to the bottom of the basket. Everyone’s eyes turned to the basket as a second, and then a third drop of water splashed in on top of the first. 
 
    “See?” Elora said smugly. “It works.” 
 
    I smiled at the beautiful elf, and my pulse quickened when she reciprocated with a genuine smile of her own. 
 
    “How do we know this water is safe for drinking?” Ryfon demanded. 
 
    “Go ahead.” I gestured at the small puddle that was quickly growing at the bottom of the basket. “Have a taste.” 
 
    “I will not!” Ryfon declared scornfully. “I will not be the victim of your lies and deceit.” 
 
    “I’ll try it,” Goren announced, and then he glanced at his father for approval. 
 
    Quintus gave his curly-haired son a brief nod, and then Goren stepped up to the basket. 
 
    “Here,” Arlindra said, and she handed the young half-elf a small wooden bowl. 
 
    “Thank you,” Goren said, and he reached into the basket and scooped up a mouthful of water into the bowl. 
 
    The air seemed to be sucked out of the camp, and everyone watched with bated breath as Goren brought the bowl to his lips and drank. 
 
    “Well?” Elion asked, and his voice shook with anticipation while his lavender eyes widened. “Did it work?” 
 
    “Mmm,” Goren sighed, and his black curls bounced with an emphatic nod. “It’s warm, but it is crisp and clear! It tastes better even than the river water!” 
 
    “Well done, my friend!” Ayen declared, and he clapped me hard on the shoulder. “Let us gather a feast in celebration of this accomplishment!” 
 
    A round of cheers and thanks ran through the crowd, and several hands reached toward me in appreciation. Frida looped herself affectionately around my ankles, and she nudged her round muzzle against my calf. 
 
    “Come, sister,” Arlindra announced as she scooped up the rough burlap sacks from one of the stone seats. “Let us provide food for this celebratory feast.” 
 
    “I will come, too,” Varian announced, and he gave Arlindra a lingering glance. 
 
    “Wonderful,” the blonde woman said softly, and then she and the brown-haired guy walked off. 
 
    Azariah scooped up another sack and followed behind them a moment later. 
 
    “Wait for me!” Elion called as he dashed after them. 
 
    The rest of the camp settled into various tasks in preparation for dinner, and Ryfon scoffed once more before he stormed away. I didn’t care much where he went, and in fact, I was glad to be rid of his presence. 
 
    Wyn settled onto his stone seat, and Elora quietly brought him a large pile of thin fibers. 
 
    “Thank you, dear,” Wyn murmured softly to his surrogate granddaughter. 
 
    I started to lower myself onto a nearby stone when Wyn waved me closer to him. 
 
    “Have a seat by me, Levi,” Wyn offered. “I would enjoy the company.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. I sat down beside the old man, and Frida curled up at my feet in her usual donut shape. 
 
    I watched for a few moments as his wrinkled hands took out a long thin tool that looked like it had been carved out of a piece of bone. Then Wyn started to knot and weave the thin fibers together, and I realized he was weaving a fishing net. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help you with this?” I nodded at the pile of fibers beside the old elf. 
 
    “I rather enjoy net weaving,” Wyn said. “It keeps the ache from these old hands. Your company is all the help I desire.” 
 
    “I feel a little useless just sitting here,” I admitted, and I reached down to pat Frida on her side. 
 
    “My dear boy.” Wyn’s hands paused on the net, and he looked me dead in the eyes. “You have done more for myself and these people in two days than anyone else has been able to accomplish in years. You overcame the wolf-sharks, you saved us from a demon attack, you helped gather food, and you have brought us clean drinking water.” 
 
    “I just…” I murmured, and I didn’t really know what to say. 
 
    “More importantly than all that,” Wyn continued. Then he leaned closer to me as he lowered his voice, and his silvery-blue eyes flicked to where Elora was helping Goren and Quintus weave more baskets. “You have brought hope back to their hearts.” 
 
    I was quiet for a moment as his words sank in, and it made me think of Elora’s hopeless attitude toward the problem of the Demon Lord. Maybe Wyn was right, maybe everyone had lived for so long in this perilous situation that they simply didn’t have the mental space left to hope for anything better. At times, I could see a small glimmer of hope in Goren’s eyes, but perhaps that was because he still had the optimism of youth. 
 
    “It feels good to help,” I said finally. 
 
    Wyn smiled knowingly at me and continued to weave his net for several more minutes in silence. I studied the horizon for a while as the sun began to sink slowly toward the mountains that flowed steadily with fresh lava, and I wondered if the entire belly of the planet would belch itself out onto the surface. 
 
    “What do you know of the Gods of Asgard?” Wyn asked. 
 
    “Not much,” I admitted. “We had some superhero movies about them, but I never really watched them because I was working.” 
 
    “Movies?” the old man asked. 
 
    “Ehh…” I hesitated, since I remembered seeing ads for the Marvel movies and felt my blood run cold and my heart stop beating. I didn’t really like a lot of movies because I felt like the protagonists were too dumb, but I had particularly felt disgusted when I saw the Thor and Loki characters on the movie ads. 
 
    “Hmm?” the old man raised an eyebrow after I hesitated.  
 
    “Probably not worth explaining. I know that Odin was like the king of all the gods. Thor was his son and had thunder powers. Loki was his brother and the God of Mischief, I think, and something about a tree that connected all living things together. There is a rainbow bridge or something. I don’t know much else.” 
 
    “Odin Allfather was indeed the king of all the Aesir.” Wyn nodded, and his voice took on an ethereal quality as he delved into the story. “Thor Odinson was the God of Thunder, and he had a temper to match the rolling storms that he controlled. Loki was--” 
 
    “Will you tell the tale of Lady Sif, Wyn?” Elora asked softly, and she looked a bit like a little kid asking for her favorite bedtime story. 
 
    “Yes, my dear.” Wyn smiled fondly at the beautiful elf. “Lady Sif was Thor’s wife and the goddess of the harvest, and she had been blessed with the most beautiful golden hair, like the fields of corn and wheat she helped to cultivate. It was a cherished treasure of hers, her husband’s, and indeed all of the gods. Lady Sif took great care of her golden locks. She brushed them with a jeweled comb, and she would wash her hair in crystal clear waters and let it dry in the light of the sun.” 
 
    I smirked at the dreamy imagery, and Elora looked almost wistful as she kept her amber-red eyes on the old man. 
 
    “One day, eons ago, when Loki Odinson, Thor’s brother, was still young and feeling especially mischievous, he stumbled upon Lady Sif drying her golden hair in the sunlight,” Wyn continued. “The beautiful wife of his brother had fallen asleep in the field, her hair fanned out around her like golden wheat. Loki decided he would like to play a trick on his brother’s wife and cause a bit of trouble among Thor’s household, so he took his dagger and cut off all of Lady Sif’s hair.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I muttered, and I realized how sucked into the tale I’d become. I had scooted toward the edge of my stone seat, and my fingers were knotted together with anticipation of the storm Loki had surely brought down on himself by angering his brother. 
 
    “Quite,” Wyn agreed with a gentle smirk. “Lady Sif awoke later to find that she was cold despite the warmth of the sun that shone down on her still. She found that her golden hair had been cut from her head, and she began to cry so hard that rain poured down on the corn and wheat fields. Lady Sif cried so hard and for so long that the crops began to flood. She fled to hide in her home and hid from the world. Thor returned home, and he called out to his love, but she did not answer.” 
 
    “What happened to Loki?” I asked with bated breath, and an eager grin twitched at the corners of my mouth. 
 
    “Thor searched for his wife,” Wyn continued, and he cocked one gray eyebrow to acknowledge my question. “Lady Sif called to her husband from the shadows as she was ashamed of her appearance, and she said to him, ‘My love, my golden crown of hair has been cut from me. I must flee from this place and hide away.’ Thor refused to allow his love to be away from him when she was so sad, and he took her into his arms and demanded to know who had done this to her. Lady Sif told Thor that she did not know who had cut her hair. He wrapped her head in a fine scarf to hide her shame, and they went to his father together to seek the truth.” 
 
    “I love this part,” Elora whispered excitedly, and her amber-and-ruby eyes glowed with child-like joy. 
 
    “Thor took Lady Sif to the chamber of the gods,” Wyn went on. “Thor raged and thunder rumbled all the way on Midgard from the god’s anger. He demanded to know who had scorned his lady wife. Together, the gods discovered that it was Loki, the god of mischief who had done this trickery, wearing Sif’s hair on his head like a wig.” 
 
    “Ha!” I snorted as I imagined the smirk on Loki’s face, and the meathead Thor getting all mad. Of course, Sif was really the one who had gotten pranked, and I felt bad for her, but wouldn’t her hair grow back? If I was her, I would have found a way to prank Loki back better.  
 
    “Odin commanded his son Thor not to kill his brother. Thor lamented that he longed to kill Loki for this treachery, but Odin declared there would be no killing in Asgard or among the gods.” 
 
    “Sounds like Thor was being a dick,” I said dryly. “Loki was just trying to have a bit of fun.” 
 
    “Loki has ‘fun’ in many stories.” Elora smirked. 
 
    “Good,” I snickered. 
 
    “Then, Odin made The Call,” Wyn added, “which was so powerful a magic that none of the gods could refuse the summons. All of the gods who were not already present in the chamber gathered, and Odin publicly demanded to know how Loki would right this wrong.” 
 
    “What did Loki do?” I asked with barely contained anticipation. 
 
    “Loki cried out that he could not make Lady Sif’s hair grow back instantly,” Wyn said. “He claimed there was no such magic as this, and Sif should just wait for it to grow back naturally.” 
 
    “I’m surprised he didn’t offer to give the wig back.” I snickered.  
 
    “His brother asked for Sif’s hair back,” Wyn began as a smile crept to the corner of his lips, “but Loki said he was quite in love with his new hair piece, and he found that frolicking in the fields and pretending to be Sif was so enjoyable; everyone should try it.” 
 
    “Fucking asshole,” I started laughing. “I love this guy.” 
 
    “Thor’s rage surfaced, and he bellowed at his brother to make things right. Loki fled from Asgard, both to escape his brother’s wrath, and in search of a way to repair the damage he had done. He knew that the Giants of Jotunheim and the mortals of Midgard would have nothing that could help him, so he fled under the ground to the Gnomes.” 
 
    “Gnomes?” I breathed. I hadn’t seen that coming. 
 
    “Loki was clever.” Wyn nodded. “He knew that the best way to gather help from the Gnomes was with flattery, and so he praised their works to the skies and beyond. Because the Gnomes were not the wisest of peoples, and they had been treated poorly by everyone their entire long lives, they were not clever enough to resist Loki’s flattery.” 
 
    I stifled a laugh at that. Wyn smirked slightly at me before he continued, and I listened intently. I found that I enjoyed the history of Asgard like a favorite story I had forgotten about long ago. There was something familiar about the way Wyn wove the stories with his words as his hands wove the net. 
 
    “Loki then requested the Gnomes to make a cap of golden silk that would fall to the floor,” Wyn went on. “The Gnomes crafted a great cap of golden threads that were as fine and soft as silk, and Loki promised them the earth and sky in exchange for the cap.” 
 
    “That sounds like it’s going to come back and bite him in the ass,” I mused. 
 
    “Lucky for Loki,” Wyn chuckled, “the Gnomes were not clever creatures. They gave him the cap, and he returned to Asgard to present his gift to Lady Sif. Loki told his brother’s wife, ‘Remove your scarf, and you will once again have beautiful golden hair,’ and when Lady Sif placed the silken cap upon her head, her beauty was restored and all of Asgard rejoiced.” 
 
    “It sounds like Loki had more honor than the stories on Earth would have led me to believe,” I said. 
 
    “He was filled with trickery and mischief,” Wyn assured me. “But Odin Allfather’s younger son was still a god of Asgard. He had a true heart and loyalty in his own way, and he was very young when he cut Lady Sif’s hair from her head.” 
 
    “How young was he?” I asked out of curiosity. 
 
    “I am not certain.” Wyn shrugged dismissively. “The story varies, but he was somewhere around a thousand years old. It was well before my time, that I am sure of.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. 
 
    “You have heard stories of the gods on Midgard?” Wyn asked a moment later. 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “I never paid much attention to them, but people on Earth know about Odin, Thor, Loki… I’m sure people who were more interested in the history knew more stories.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Wyn hummed, and the look on his face told me he was amused by the fact that the stories of his world had survived on Earth. 
 
    “Tonight!” Ayen’s booming voice announced suddenly. “We feast!” 
 
    “Was there a good harvest?” Elora asked, and she laid her half-finished basket aside. 
 
    “We came across a large group of crabs!” Varian confirmed. 
 
    “Huzzah,” Elion declared. 
 
    “What good fortune,” Ylva said, and even her sour face seemed to lighten with this good news. 
 
    “Odin has blessed us this night,” Quintus said with praise in his voice. 
 
    A soft murmuring of agreement rippled through the group, but it was quickly killed by Ryfon’s unwelcome return to the fire pit. 
 
    “Odin is dead,” Ryfon corrected the white-haired man with a snotty tone. “All of the gods are dead. They cannot bless us now. Old fool.” 
 
    Everyone’s faces fell a bit at the harsh reminder of our reality, and I wanted to punch Ryfon square in his stupid face. I debated the idea for a moment, but I didn’t think that was the best course of action to bring the mood back up. Instead, I stood and walked over to inspect the steady dribbling of clean water into the basket beside the fire. The woven basket was more than a third of the way full at this point, and I knew there would be enough clean water for everyone to have with their dinners. 
 
    “There’s good news in this basket as well,” I said to the group, but I looked pointedly at Ryfon as I filled a small wooden cup with the warm liquid and brought it to my mouth. “Mmm.” 
 
    The water was almost as satisfying as the disgusted sneer on the one-eared bastard’s face. 
 
    “You’re an enormous dick, you know that?” I glared at the elf.
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    Ayen burst into boisterous laughter, the kind that came from deep in the belly, and Elora struggled to cover a smirk behind her hand. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Goren asked, and though his eyes were clouded with confusion, his mouth smiled alongside the sound of Ayen’s laughter. 
 
    But the boy would have to wait for his answer. 
 
    “Admit the truth and be done with this facade!” Ryfon blustered. The one-eared elf stomped over to me, and he jammed a single angry finger at me. “Reveal your true face, Demon, and I will expel you from our camp and our lives.” 
 
    “I’ve already told you,” I growled, and I stared down at Ryfon’s anger as my frustration began to rise. The fact that this asshat was almost half a foot shorter than me really ruined this intimidating stance he was trying to throw at me. “I’m not a fucking demon.” 
 
    “Lies!” Ryfon screamed at me, and he was so irate that his voice cracked, and his face turned red. Then he turned and stared accusingly at the others. “Slanderous lies! His presence here will destroy us all, can you not see that? How blind are you?” 
 
    “Levi has done nothing but help us since the moment he arrived!” Elora hissed, and I could see she’d lost the careful hold on her anger. “What advantage would a demon possibly gain from helping us in these ways? If Levi was a demon, why wouldn’t he have just slaughtered us the moment we let our guard down? He slept in our camp all night long. That would have been the perfect opportunity for a demon to rend us limb from limb, and yet, here we stand with enough clean water for all!” 
 
    “Elora is right!” Goren bravely spoke out. 
 
    Everyone turned to look at the black-haired boy, and I saw him falter slightly under Ryfon’s withering gaze. Goren set his jaw with determination and held his ground, even though his clenched fists trembled at his sides. 
 
    “Goren, you don’t have to…” I started, but the boy stopped me with the fierce point of his chin. 
 
    “Levi has helped us,” Goren reiterated, and though his voice shook, he spoke loud and clear for everyone to hear. “He killed the wolf-sharks, he fought the demons alongside the other warriors, he has created clean water for us!” 
 
    “Petty tricks,” Ryfon scoffed, and he waved his hand dismissively. “Charades to gain your trust.” 
 
    “He had our trust long before he gave us water,” Ayen’s deep voice joined in the conversation, and he moved to stand beside Goren. “The boy is right. Levi has given us no reason not to trust him, and we have accepted him into this camp.” 
 
    “Guys,” I tried to interject. I didn’t need the whole camp picking sides, though it was pretty clear they’d pick me over this bastard. “It’s okay…” 
 
    “I do not trust him!” Ryfon shouted stubbornly over my half-hearted protests, and he turned back to glare at me like I was a huge pile of rotting garbage that the others were offering to him as dinner. Then the jackass turned his shoulders square toward me and puffed out his chest. “I demand satisfaction.” 
 
    “I will happily beat the ever loving shit out of you,” I said, and I reined in my anger as it reared its ugly head deep in my chest. 
 
    I’d learned long ago that I had a temper, and letting it loose was rarely the right thing to do. It had taken a long time, many high school detentions, and a few alleyway fistfights to teach me how to keep a short leash on my anger. By the time I started prizefighting, I had it almost completely in check, so I hadn’t felt this close to a full rage since I’d been cheated on by the longest girlfriend I’d ever had. 
 
    It was right after my dad had died, and Kayla and I had been dating for almost three months at the time. I’d started to think maybe she could be the one, and then she started acting shady as hell. I’d confronted her about it, and finally she’d admitted that she couldn’t deal with my grief over my dad’s death so she’d cheated on me with a mutual friend instead. I’d broken up with her on the spot, gone home, and trashed everything in my dad’s house. The neighbors had called the cops because of all the noise, but when they saw I was alone in the house, they just told me to keep it down and left. 
 
    Now, as I stared down at the red face of this piece of shit, mightier-than-thou, egotistical fucker, I felt my blood boiling. My mouth got hot from the rage I suppressed, but I knew I would only beat him into a bloody pulp if he pushed me to do it. I’d much prefer to get him to give up and leave without a fight, but the angrier he got, the less likely that possibility seemed to happen. 
 
    “Who even put you in charge here anyway?” I asked through a carefully constructed facade of calm indifference. 
 
    “The only person who put Ryfon in charge was Ryfon,” Ayen informed me, and the injustice he saw in that fact was clear on his bearded face. 
 
    Sassa leaned close into Ayen’s side, and she nodded in agreement with the big blond man’s words. 
 
    “What Ayen says is true,” Quintus agreed with a firm and quiet voice as Goren nodded emphatically beside his father. “There was no decision among us to put this small, petty man in charge.” 
 
    There was subdued but firm agreement from everyone in the group. Azariah and Arlindra gritted their teeth and glared aggressively at Ryfon, and I could tell the two blondes were happy that someone was finally standing up to the prick. Even Ylva shot me a small nod of approval as I held my ground against the bastard. 
 
    “Filth,” Ryfon growled angrily, and he took a step closer to me. “You have poisoned their minds against me.” 
 
    “I haven’t done anything but help,” I said honestly. “But I do have a theory about you.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Ryfon said condescendingly. 
 
    “Yeah.” I crossed my arms over my chest and straightened up to my full height. “I think you’re working for the Demon Lord.” 
 
    A collective gasp rippled through the small crowd like the shockwaves of a huge stone thrown into a quiet pool of water. The people clung to the edges of their seats, and I wanted to stop and get them all popcorn to enjoy with the show. 
 
    “Outrageous,” Ryfon said, but I could hear a sudden fissure of tension in his voice. 
 
    “Is it, though?” I asked skeptically, and I dropped my hands to my sides and started to pace casually around the fire pit. “Where do you go all the time? You conveniently disappeared when those lava demons attacked, and then you showed up right after the last one was killed.” 
 
    “I was fighting on the outskirts of camp, of course,” Ryfon proclaimed with false chivalry in his voice. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I nodded and continued to walk slowly around. “And what about the supply shack?” 
 
    “What about it?” Ryfon demanded, and I could tell he felt confident about this one. 
 
    “A demon set it on fire,” I said. “That demon knew exactly which building would cause us the most damage. He set it on fire and then quickly raced off toward the Demon Lord’s castle.” 
 
    “What?” Elora gasped, and she stared at me with wide amber-and-ruby eyes. 
 
    “I saw him running off as the shack burned,” I explained to the gorgeous elf with a softer tone. Then I turned back to my interrogation of Ryfon. “How would a demon know exactly which building to destroy? I would expect that any random demon would just start burning any building and move on to as many as he could before he was found out. This one knew what he was doing, but how did he know?” 
 
    “Nonsense!” Ryfon cried. “He clearly began at the edge of camp with intentions to move inward, and he was found before he could do more damage. We should consider this to be a stroke of luck for us, not question it as sabotage!” 
 
    “Sure, let’s go with that.” I shrugged. “Let’s also completely ignore the question of why, if you were the only one fighting on the outskirts of camp, you didn’t see him and stop him. Let’s just let that slide, shall we? And we can skip right to why you’re so happy to sacrifice your own people to the Demon Lord every full moon.” 
 
    There was a curious chorus of “oohs” through the crowd as I pointed out the flaws in Ryfon’s defense, and the idea of why he hadn’t seen a demon burning down the supply shack in the very location where he’d claimed to have been hit particularly hard. 
 
    “I do not enjoy this duty,” Ryfon said piously. “It simply must be done.” 
 
    “I think you’re more than happy to keep all of these people under the Demon Lord’s thumb,” I said loud and clear so that no one would miss my words. Then I turned to look at all the people. “You don’t have to stay here and be sacrificed one by one to that Sauron-wannabe in that castle.” 
 
    “Do we have another choice?” Elion asked softly. 
 
    “Of course!” I said. 
 
    “Do not let him fill your heads with foolish hope!” Ryfon howled. 
 
    There it was. 
 
    Ryfon had been the killer of these people’s hope. At the very least, he was part of the reason the mighty silver-haired Valkyrie had no hope left of a better way of life. 
 
    My temper flared into life like a sleeping dragon roaring awake after centuries of slumber only to find his entire horde of gold had been stolen right out from under his nose. 
 
    “There is always reason to hope,” I said pointedly. 
 
    “We cannot continue this way!” Ryfon demanded, and he glared at the people around us. “I will not remain here with this… this imposter! You must choose. Either he goes, or I will go.” 
 
    Elora was the first to move, and she immediately walked to my side and looped her arm through mine. Then her amber-red eyes stared hard at the one-eared asshole who stood arrogantly several paces away from us. Ayen was right behind her, and he came to flank my other side with Sassa beside him. 
 
    I glanced at the pretty scarred woman, and she smiled softly up at me. 
 
    Then Goren and his father moved determinedly to join us, and Arlindra, Azariah, Varian, and Elion were the next to make their choice clear. A little more slowly, the other members of the camp made their choices, and Ryfon was left standing alone on the other side of the fire pit. 
 
    “It seems that we are all in agreement,” Wyn, who had been listening quietly, finally spoke up, and his voice was clear and strong. Though he didn’t move from his seat, we could all tell he was siding with me. “What will you do, Ryfon? Will you finally have a scrap of honor and fulfill your promise to us?” 
 
    “I see how things are.” Ryfon scowled, and he seemed to blatantly ignore Wyn’s words. “After everything I have done for you, you choose this stranger over me?” 
 
    “Everything you have done for us?” Elora repeated with disbelief thick in her voice and on her lovely face. 
 
    “I lost an ear for you people!” Ryfon cried. “Do you not remember the swamp demon who attacked in the night, Elora? I saved your life from the beast and lost an ear for my efforts!” 
 
    “You know that is a bald-faced lie,” Elora grumbled with exasperation. 
 
    “I can understand the lack of loyalty from these peasants,” Ryfon spat, and he sent a withering glare at the other villagers. “But why, Elora? Why have you abandoned me? Why do you choose this stranger over me?” 
 
    “Levi has proven himself helpful and trustworthy with every one of his actions and choices since the moment he arrived.” Elora frowned at the mohawked asshole. “And I am thoroughly exhausted by your attitude, your insistence, and your badgering. We are nothing to one another, we never have been, and yet you have spent years pushing yourself on me and blathering on about destiny putting us together.” 
 
    “Why have you always denied our destiny?” Ryfon demanded like a petulant child, and I half-expected him to stomp his foot like a toddler. “We belong together, why can you not see this?” 
 
    “I have made my opinions on that matter very clear,” Elora ground out. “And as for that ear you sacrificed? I have tolerated your lies about that night for years, it is time for the truth to be known.” 
 
    “That is the truth,” Ryfon growled, and there was a touch of warning in his voice that put my guard on high-alert. 
 
    “I was indeed with you the night your ear was cut from you,” Elora agreed. “But it was your own fault, and there was no demon involved.” 
 
    Ryfon harrumphed loudly, and he crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “What happened to his ear?” Ayen asked with intense curiosity. 
 
    “Ryfon had been pushing himself on me quite insistently for a long while,” Elora explained. “He would not take no as my answer, and he kept making advances toward me. Finally, I was forced to use my dagger to make my point clear.” 
 
    “You cut off his ear?” I asked, and I couldn’t help but be impressed by the woman’s fierceness. 
 
    “He left me no other choice,” Elora said with grim determination. “I would not allow him to defile my body.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed, and for a second, admiration was the only thing I could feel, but the rage at Ryfon’s self-importance and entitlement quickly flooded through me. “You are such an unbelievably enormous pile of shit.” 
 
    “I have made my choice for myself as much as I have for these people whom I call family,” Elora declared with firm conviction. “You will no longer bother me with your constant attempts to court me, or your conviction that we are destined for one another. I am not your trophy to have, nor will I ever succumb to you, Ryfon.” 
 
    Ryfon grimaced like Elora had shoved a wad of rotten sour lemons into his mouth, and his eyes actually started to shine with unshed tears. If the guy hadn’t been such an unbelievable piece of fuckery, I might have felt sorry for him, but I was really just disgusted. 
 
    “The choice has been made,” I said clearly in the hopes that would be the end of it. I would be more than happy to beat the brains out of this guy, but I figured one more chance at diplomacy was worth a try. “Leave now, or I will make you leave.” 
 
    Ryfon glowered at Elora for a second, and I almost thought he would make the right decision and run from camp with his tail between his legs to lick his wounded ego. 
 
    But then, in a flash of movement, he drew his sword and pointed it right at me. “I will not allow you to bewitch these people.” 
 
    Elora and all the others quickly backed away from the duel that was clearly about to occur. 
 
    “Levi!” Ayen called. 
 
    I turned to the big blond man whom I already considered to be a true friend, and I saw him toss me a sturdy-looking short sword. I held out a hand and snatched the weapon out of the air. Then I rotated my wrist once to get a feel for the weight and balance of the blade, and I was pleased to discover it was a simple but well-made weapon. 
 
    I silently sent thanks to my old fighting coach, Harry, who’d insisted I have at least a base comprehension of sword fighting. At the time, it had felt like useless information overload, and I didn’t think I’d ever need it considering I planned to fight hand to hand in order to make my money. Harry’s insistence was about to come in incredibly handy. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” I taunted the one-eared piece of shit who faced me. 
 
    “Aaahhh!” Ryfon roared, and he lunged forward at me with his sword like a lance. 
 
    I easily blocked his attack, side-stepped to my right, and pivoted back around to face him. I got the feeling that Ryfon was in such a rage that he would become clumsy and make mistakes, but he impressed me with his ability to drill his rage into focus. 
 
    The clash of steel on steel echoed around us, and the crowd gasped as we traded blows back and forth. I let my boots scuff across the packed dirt beneath my feet as I moved through the paces. 
 
    Ryfon lunged and advanced with precise form and sly movements, and I took a defensive stance as I parried and blocked his attacks. Despite his slimy personality, it seemed that Ryfon fought with honor. His stance was proper, and he used the kind of classic techniques that Harry had shown me as a formality. 
 
    Too bad for Ryfon, I wasn’t above fighting dirty if the occasion called for it. 
 
    We danced back and forth for several minutes as Ryfon lunged and attacked, and I blocked and parried. My body settled into a familiar rhythm of muscle memory, and I was again thankful for the hours that Harry had forced me to practice. 
 
    Instead of a full dump of adrenaline, I felt a steady stream flowing through my mind and muscles, and I settled into the comfortable warmth of physical exertion. A tiny buzz itched in the back of my mind, but I pushed it away and focused solely on my opponent. 
 
    “Well done, Levi!” Ayen’s voice reached me as if from a great distance. 
 
    “Show him who you are!” Goren joined in the one-man cheering squad, and a few other shouts of agreement reached me. 
 
    I could see that Ryfon was surprised by my skill with a blade, and it pleased me probably too much to know that I had once again proven myself to this piece of shit, even if he would never admit it out loud. 
 
    He lunged forward, and I ducked out of the way and felt the slight breeze as his blade whizzed past my head. That was a bit too close for comfort, and I heard Elora’s sharp intake of breath. From the corner of my eye, I could see her hands had flown up to clasp over her mouth, and her beautiful amber-ruby eyes were wide with fear. Ayen had laid a hand firmly on her shoulder to keep her from interfering, and I made a note to thank him for that later on. 
 
    It wouldn’t do any of us any good if Elora stepped into the duel. I wasn’t willing to allow her to step in between us while Ryfon was so irate, but I was also determined to win this battle fair and square. I would not allow the egotistical bastard to try and claim that I had cheated him out of his victory. 
 
    Ryfon roared with frustration, and he stepped back to heave a deep breath. He wiped the back of his forearm across his face and the sweat there, and then he glared angrily at me. 
 
    “What?” I taunted. “Can’t handle it?” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Ryfon scoffed with forced casualness. “I could kill you easily if I so wished.” 
 
    “Right.” I rolled my eyes at that, and my voice dripped with sarcasm. “You wanted to feed me to the Demon Lord, and the wolf-sharks, but now you’re not willing to kill me with your own hands. Okay.” 
 
    Ryfon growled at me, and I could see that I was really starting to piss him off. His proper form faltered as he lunged toward me this time, and I caught a flaw in his movements. 
 
    I didn’t know if it was from an old injury, or just a poor fighting trait, but Ryfon moved too heavily on his left foot. Instead of balancing lightly on the balls of his feet where he could maintain balance and agility, he stomped on his heel. 
 
    I tried to stifle my smug smirk so he wouldn’t catch on that I’d figured out his weakness. I forced my face into a stern mask of focus, and I lunged forward with a strike on his right. 
 
    The clash of his sword against mine rang in my ears, and the vibrations rippled up the muscles in my arms and shoulders. Ryfon was stronger than he looked, and I had to admit he was a fierce opponent. 
 
    I allowed the bastard to strike out a few more times, and I blocked every one of them as I subtly studied the placement of his left foot to be sure of the weakness I’d noticed. I wanted to be certain before I made a move to use the poor footwork to my advantage. 
 
    Twice more, Ryfon stomped stiffly on the back of his heel instead of using the more stable position on the ball of his foot, and I noticed that his left ankle was a little stiff. He seemed to favor his right foot, and it put his strikes at a slightly awkward angle when he tried to lunge from the left. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, and Ryfon paused long enough to take a deep breath. Then he swung his sword up over his head and darted forward with his blade pointed straight for my heart. It was clear Ryfon was tired of playing nice, and he was going for the kill shot. 
 
    I’d rather not murder Ryfon if I could avoid it, but I wasn’t above giving him a few good shots. I quickly shifted my grip on my sword, and I sliced it forward at a downward angle. I knew I’d caught the one-eared elf off-guard, but he sucked a sharp breath between his teeth and stepped back as a thin line of bright red blood appeared on his forearm.  
 
    I gritted my teeth and narrowly evaded the stab of his sword, and at the same time, I shifted my right foot forward at a diagonal angle and hooked the toe of my boot around the stiff joint of Ryfon’s ankle. The moment of realization was plain on Ryfon’s face as his muddy-brown eyes opened wide with shock, and a split second later, I pulled his left foot out from under him. To ensure his topple to the ground, I moved in close to Ryfon and knocked his shoulder back with my elbow. 
 
    The whole thing moved in slow-motion, and Ryfon sucked in a sharp breath as he tumbled backward. His sword flung from his hand and soared through the air to land point-down in the dirt a few feet away at the same time Ryfon’s back thumped hard against the ground. 
 
    “Ooophh!” The ground slammed all the air out of Ryfon’s lungs, and his eyes slammed shut from the impact. 
 
    A quiet ripple of surprise flowed through the crowd around us. 
 
    I loomed over the asshole on the ground as he slowly opened his eyes, and they burned into me with hatred and wounded pride before Elora strode over to stand beside me. 
 
    “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” the beautiful elf demanded. 
 
    Ryfon’s eyes blazed with fresh fury now, and a cryptic sneer curled on his lips as his gaze stayed locked with mine. 
 
    “I should have raped that stupid whore when I had the chance,” Ryfon growled. 
 
    Then I pointed the sharp tip of my sword directly at the hollow at the base of Ryfon’s throat.
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 Chapter 11 
 
    “Apologize to the lady,” I growled at the cowering pile of animal shit at my feet, “and maybe I will let you leave with your life and limbs intact.” 
 
    Frida snapped viciously toward Ryfon’s toes as if to emphasize my words. 
 
    Ryfon’s sour mouth opened and closed twice before he finally clamped his lips together, looked away, and nodded in total humiliating resignation. 
 
    I slowly lowered my sword from where it was poised above his throat, and I took a half-step back to allow Ryfon to raise himself to his feet. I didn’t take my eyes off of the bastard because I didn’t trust him as far as I could throw Ayen. I hoped he would take my overly respectful offer and run as fast as he could from this village. As much as I longed to pierce my sword straight through his frozen heart, and as much as he deserved such a fate, I really didn’t want to have to expose these people to more violence if I could avoid it. 
 
    But I would do what I had to, and it was completely up to him now how the next few seconds would go. 
 
    “Leave, Ryfon,” Ayen suggested in a heavily ominous tone. “Leave while Levi still graces you with the chance to go.” 
 
    Ryfon glared at the big blond man to my left, and he slowly raised himself back to his feet. He kept his muddy-brown eyes glued to me as he cautiously backed up toward his sword. 
 
    “Go ahead, take it,” I offered with narrowed eyes and deep suspicion. 
 
    Ryfon finally looked away from me, and for a second, I thought maybe he would actually leave us be, and a spike of disappointment cut through my heart. 
 
    Frida circled around me once and then took a defensive stance just to my left as we waited to see what Ryfon would do next. 
 
    Instead, the moment Ryfon wrapped his fingers around the handle, he yanked it from the dirt and pivoted immediately toward me, but I was ready for him. 
 
    I skewered him through the chest without mercy or any remorse, and my blade sank halfway into his heart. Then I laid a hand on his shoulder, and I slowly pushed forward as I impaled him to the hilt on my sword. 
 
    “You should have left when you had the chance,” I muttered in his ear as he gasped around the blood that was rapidly flooding his lungs. “You utter piece of garbage.” 
 
    “You…” Ryfon gasped with his final breath. Then blood dripped down from his mouth, his weight slumped against me, and his dead eyes stared up at me with a look of shocked rage. 
 
    I pulled my sword from his chest, and Ryfon’s dead body thumped back to the ground. 
 
    “Fucker,” I muttered under my breath as blood dripped from the tip of my sword and stained the dirt at my feet. 
 
    My wolf-shark pup growled at Ryfon’s body, and then she sat down and looked up at me proudly. 
 
    I took a deep breath before I turned back to the others. I couldn’t be sure what their reactions would be to me killing Ryfon. It was one thing to want him gone of his own free will, it was another matter entirely for me to have killed him. But I knew there had been no room for another chance, and I’d given him the opportunity to flee. There was no one to blame for Ryfon’s demise except himself, at least that’s what I had to hope the others saw as well. 
 
    I turned around, and I found Elora’s face first. I locked my eyes on her because I knew her reaction was the most important to me. It was clear in her gentle amber-and-ruby eyes that she not only accepted what had happened, but she was a bit grateful to me as well. 
 
    Next, I turned to Ayen, and he nodded at me with a poorly-smothered grin on his broad face. At his side, Sassa nodded slightly with a determined set to her chin. I slowly looked around the crowd and found faces filled with acceptance, resignation to the fact that this had to be done, and even several smiles of gratitude. 
 
    “Good riddance,” Wyn announced clearly. 
 
    “Wyn!” Elora gasped at her surrogate grandfather’s surprising words. “I know you liked Ryfon no more than any of us, but I have never heard you speak so harshly of another.” 
 
    “I tolerated his presence on principle alone.” Wyn shrugged dismissively. “Levi, you have done us yet another service.” 
 
    “Huzzah!” Goren shouted. The young half-elf threw his hands in the air, and his black curls bounced wildly around his head. 
 
    “Though I do not share the boy’s enthusiasm,” Ylva said dryly as she frowned at Goren, “I do agree with the sentiment. We are, all of us, indebted to you once again, Levi.” 
 
    “Let us feast!” Ayen declared, and there was a rumble of agreement from the small crowd. 
 
    The villagers settled into quiet chatter as more water was hauled in from the sea to boil the crabs. The cauldron rested in a good cooking position, and the basket filled with drinking water was carefully set aside and covered to protect it from any wayward dust or ash. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” I asked Sassa as she piled fresh logs onto the fire and got the new water boiling. 
 
    “You have done quite enough, Levi.” The pretty blonde woman smiled at me, and the scarred side of her face crinkled with the expression. She glanced happily at Ayen where he chatted comfortably with Varian nearby, and then she looked back at me. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said, and I knew she wasn’t just thanking me for the clean water or dealing with Ryfon’s entitled ass. It warmed my heart greatly to see my new friends finding even a small bit of happiness in this harsh world of theirs. 
 
    “Ours,” I reminded myself under my breath as I glanced around at these people. 
 
    This place felt more like home than anything I’d had in a very long time, and that was an entirely new sensation. I’d been on my own for so long I didn’t know what it was like to be part of a community like this. 
 
    The biggest downside to my cunning and somewhat manipulative nature was the fact that it drove most people away from me. I’d never been able to maintain a relationship for longer than a few months. Even the few friends I’d managed to hold onto over the years were more like drinking buddies than real friends. I was a bit of a loner in the world, but that had suited me just fine up until recently, so I saw no reason to change my ways. I didn’t think I’d be able to anyway, even if I wanted to. Cleverness and trickery were just part of who I was, and I liked myself more than most other people anyway. 
 
    But these people here were different, and the situation had changed. I wasn’t fighting to stay on my feet in Boston on my own anymore. These people needed someone thinking ahead for them and considering every angle. They needed someone with a mind like mine to navigate the craziness in this world, and to help spare them from getting into shit with people like Ryfon or this Demon Lord. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt like I was in my element, and Asgard seemed like the ideal place to flex my mental prowess and really stand for something bigger than myself alone. 
 
    To stand beside others for once. 
 
    Elora’s warm amber-and-ruby eyes flicked to me, and I realized I’d been staring at her as I considered this. I smiled at the beautiful elf, and I was elated to see her face flush as she returned my stare. 
 
    “We should do something with this,” Ayen said. 
 
    I looked over to where he stood over Ryfon’s dead body, and I realized he was right. We couldn’t just leave the corpse there to rot. I wondered suddenly if these people had ritualistic burial ceremonies, but I knew there was a real possibility they hadn’t needed to handle burial rights for a long time. I expected that for many years, their people had already been gone from the camp before they had died. 
 
    “We shall give him a proper burial,” Wyn said thoughtfully, and I respected that the man had honor and kindness, even for pieces of shit like Ryfon. “But we shall do so tomorrow.” 
 
    “Let us cover his body for this evening,” Elora suggested. “I do not wish to lay eyes on him like this.” 
 
    “What should we use?” I asked. I hadn’t exactly seen anything like a sheet or even a canvas around the camp, and it didn’t seem like there were a lot of options. 
 
    “I shall inspect his hut for something,” Ayen offered. 
 
    “I will go with you,” Sassa said, and she dropped the last crab into the boiling cauldron. “These will not be ready before we return.” 
 
    “Come,” Ayen said, and he held out his hand for his lady. 
 
    Sassa placed her small hand in the blond man’s much larger one, and they walked off together toward Ryfon’s hut. I smirked to myself, and I had a feeling they weren’t going to be quick about this little errand. 
 
    Elora caught my eye, and she returned my knowing smirk. Then her eyes got a little hazy, and she bit down on her bottom lip with a row of straight white teeth. My blood began to heat, and I was suddenly rather uncomfortable in my dark wash jeans. It was then I realized I hadn’t had a shower in at least two days, and I grimaced a bit to myself. 
 
    Before I could dwell on that fact for long, Goren walked up to me and hesitantly sat on the stone beside me. I could tell the boy wanted to ask me something, and I waited patiently for him to sort his words out. 
 
    “Do you really think we can defeat the Demon Lord?” Goren finally blurted out. 
 
    Everybody turned their eyes toward me to await my answer, and I gazed at Goren for a moment as I thought about everything I knew so far about this place and the Demon Lord. 
 
    I mentally ticked off the facts. 
 
    I was pretty sure the Demon Lord ate the humans that were sacrificed to him. I had shifting magic that allowed me to turn into an enormous killer whale. Wyn had suggested that my magic could be strengthened and improved. If nothing was done about the Demon Lord, every one of these people, including Goren, Ayen, and Elora would eventually be killed. 
 
    The thought of this sweet and fierce beauty being gone from the universe wrenched violently in my heart and stomach, and I knew I would do everything in my power to keep that from happening. 
 
    Ayen and Sassa returned, and they quickly covered Ryfon’s body with a long narrow sheet of harsh linen before I could answer. I was pleased to see the scarred woman’s face was flushed, and Ayen had a very pleased grin on his face. 
 
    “Yes, Goren,” I said finally. “I do think it’s possible.” 
 
    Quintus shook his head sadly, and I knew he didn’t agree with my assessment. 
 
    “Tell me what you’re thinking, Quintus,” I said. 
 
    “No one could defeat a Demon Lord.” The white-haired man’s face was filled with pessimistic resignation. “It is a fool’s errand.” 
 
    “In my experience,” I said boldly, “any opponent worth fighting is going to be a challenge.” 
 
    “We must not forget, Quintus,” Wyn added. “Levi has proven himself to be a fierce warrior, and he has shifting magic.” 
 
    “I guess that is true,” the older man conceded. “But how will you do it?” 
 
    “Well,” I murmured. “That’s where you all come in. I need to know everything about the Demon Lord, his castle, his guards, everything you can tell me.” 
 
    “His castle is a fortress,” Elora said succinctly. 
 
    “We do not know how many demon guards he has,” Wyn added. “But he has control over the demons in these regions, so I can only guess there are many.” 
 
    Sassa started to carefully pluck the boiled crabs from the cauldron. Then Elion, Ylva, and Varian started to pass around the feast for everyone to enjoy. In addition to the crabs, there was a salad of seaweed, mussels, and some strange kind of mushroom I’d never seen before. They were a bright orange color that reminded me of Elora’s eyes, and when I bit into them, I was pleased to discover they tasted like chicken. 
 
    “Here’s what I know,” I began. “This Demon Lord is a tyrannical ruler who is actively and slowly killing you. Maybe in the past, he offered you protection from the other demons in the region, but I think we’ve proven we can take care of them ourselves. I don’t see a single advantage to letting this asshat continue to rule over our lives. If I can work on this shifting magic I apparently have, then it shouldn’t be impossible to kill him, but we’ll need to work together, and we’ll need to be smart about this.” 
 
    “I am with you,” Elora announced in a clear and steady voice. 
 
    “As am I,” Ayen added, and Sassa nodded silently at his side. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “We’re going to need to get as much intel about the castle and the surrounding areas as we possibly can in the short amount of time we have here.” 
 
    “Perhaps we can make a trip that way tomorrow while you are practicing your shifting,” Azariah suggested. “Arlindra and I can make a quick trip. We could gather more fresh greens as well while we are there.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded, but I wasn’t in love with that idea. 
 
    I wanted to look at the demon castle myself. I’d also have to ask Wyn about the limitations of my magic and whether my only option was a killer whale. If so, killing the Demon Lord would be a lot more difficult, but if other animals were within the spectrum of my abilities, maybe I could sneak in as something small to have a really good look around. The specifics could wait on that for the moment. 
 
    “So how do the sacrifices go?” I asked. 
 
    “On the day of the full moon,” Wyn began, “The Demon Lord will light a signal in the sky, and then the volunteers go together to the demon castle. We do not know what happens after that.” 
 
    “I expect they are met by his guards,” Elora added, “and led up to the castle and the Demon Lord.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded as I processed this information. I wanted to get an idea about the terrain around the castle, and maybe even a bit of the castle’s layout if I could. The biggest obstacle to my plan at this point was going to be how little time I had to work with. There were only two days until the night of the full moon. 
 
    Frida looked up at me with her black eyes, and she whined as if she could sense the frustration in me. 
 
    “What do we do first?” Goren asked as he leaned down to pet Frida. 
 
    “First, you must practice your shifting,” Ayen decided. 
 
    “Yes,” Elora agreed. “You must have as much control over your magic as possible.” 
 
    “I do not doubt that Levi will master his magic in time,” Wyn said. “All you need is practice.” 
 
    “Right,” I sighed. “Too bad we don’t have a whole lot of time before the full moon.” 
 
    “We could wait until the next full moon to act,” Rathal suggested hesitantly. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head firmly. “I won’t allow one more person to be sacrificed to the Demon Lord. Not one more person is going to die under my watch.” 
 
    Rathal’s pale blue eyes seemed to fill with relief at my insistence, and I could see relief and gratitude among the others as well. 
 
    Determination and even a bit of the thrill of the fight started to fill my chest, and I wanted to get started right away. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I looked at Wyn. “So how do I improve my shifting abilities?” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Wyn replied, and his tone left no room for argument. “It is late, and what you need now is rest. As do we all. Let us retire for the night, and we will begin in the morning.” 
 
    Everyone started to chatter lightly amongst themselves, and they slowly wandered away to their various huts for the night. Ayen and Sassa lingered for a moment, and Elora made no move to get up from her seat. 
 
    “Good night, dearest,” Wyn said softly, and he leaned down to place a gentle kiss on the top of Elora’s silvery-blue hair. “Sleep well.” 
 
    “And you,” Elora said in return. 
 
    “Good night, Levi,” Goren said a bit shyly. 
 
    “Good night, Goren,” I replied. 
 
    Soon everyone was gone but Elora, Ayen, Sassa, and myself. Something about Elora’s face told me I should linger by the fire. 
 
    “Do not neglect your rest, Levi,” Ayen said with a sly smirk, and his eyes flicked briefly to Elora. “We will begin training at first light.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll turn in soon,” I said casually, and I reached down to scratch under Frida’s chin. “I just wanted to give Frida some of these scraps first. I’m worried she’s not eating enough.” 
 
    “Of course,” Ayen chuckled, and then he laced his fingers through Sassa’s and tugged her gently behind him. “Come, darling.” 
 
    “Good night,” Sassa said shyly, and her face turned a pretty shade of pink as she followed Ayen away from the fire. 
 
    I chuckled lightly at the new lovebirds, and I scooped up some scraps of crab meat to toss them to Frida. My adorable pup caught them fiercely out of the air, and she seemed to swallow them whole. 
 
    Elora smiled gently as she finally stood from her seat. My heart sank a little, and I thought she was going to go to bed for the night. Instead, the seductive elf sauntered over and sat down beside me. 
 
    “Not tired yet?” I asked as casually as I could manage while my heart started to thunder in my ears from her nearness. 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you first,” Elora said. 
 
    I looked up from Frida’s rounded muzzle, and my eyes locked with Elora’s like a powerful neodymium magnet. My breath caught in my throat with anticipation as I wondered about what she might want to say. 
 
    “Okay.” I swallowed hard. “What is it?” 
 
    “I know you did not truly desire to kill Ryfon,” Elora said, and her voice was filled with compassion. “But I am grateful to you for doing so. He pushed this fate on himself, and you merely did what had to be done.” 
 
    “It was no big deal.” I shrugged. I’d never killed anyone before, and I would have expected to feel worse about it, but the guy had been such a complete fucking bastard that all I could feel was that justice had finally been served. “I’m glad you’re all free of him and his bullshit.” 
 
    Elora furrowed her brow at my phrasing, but she seemed to expect strange words from me now and didn’t bother asking exactly what I meant. 
 
    “You have done many things in a very short time,” Elora insisted. “Levi, you have changed our lives for the better, and I will be eternally grateful to you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” I admitted. It was such a new feeling to have someone value my help so much. I’d been alone for so much of my life, it was weird to have someone as strong and brave as this gorgeous Valkyrie warrior’s gratitude. 
 
    Elora smiled softly at me, and we sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes as Frida chomped happily on the remaining bits of crab and mussels I offered her. 
 
    “What was your father like?” Elora asked suddenly. 
 
    “My dad?” I felt my eyebrows rise up to my unruly brown hair at her question. “Um, well… he was a really hard worker.” 
 
    “Was he a warrior like you?” Elora wondered. 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “He was in construction.” 
 
    Elora’s fine silvery-blue eyebrows knitted together at my words. 
 
    “He built things,” I explained. “Um… let me see. He made buildings out of stone.” 
 
    “That is honorable work,” Elora said, and her face lit up with a smile. “Masons are important people.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “I mean, it wasn’t fancy or anything, but it kept food on the table. It was rough growing up with just him and me. He was really busy, he worked almost all the time, and on his one day off a week, he was usually so tired he didn’t exactly have the energy to spend a lot of time with me.” 
 
    “It must have been very lonely for you as a child.” Elora’s amber-and-ruby eyes shone with sadness for the child I’d once been. 
 
    “I was used to it.” I shrugged. “I didn’t know anything else. My mom was never around, and I didn’t have any brothers or sisters.” 
 
    “What about your father’s parents?” Elora asked. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “My dad didn’t exactly get along with them, so he never let me meet them. By the time I was old enough to reach out, I found out they’d died when I was fifteen.” 
 
    “I am so sorry,” Elora said with sadness. “I did not know much of my family, either.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “You said you grew up with just your mother and Wyn, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” Elora nodded, and her eyes hardened as she thought about her past. “My mother’s parents were cold-hearted people whose only concern was the status and reputation of the family. They’d seen my mother’s capture as her own fault, and that she had caused her fall from honor.” 
 
    “Wow.” I grimaced at the kind of people who would think that way. “They sound like real winners.” 
 
    “You must remember,” Elora said in a conciliatory tone, “this was somewhere close to three hundred years ago. Many things have changed in that time.” 
 
    “Three hundred years ago,” I repeated dumbly. “Wait, wait, wait. How old are you?” 
 
    “I am not sure anymore,” Elora admitted. “The last birthday I am sure of was my two hundred and twenty-fourth. That was the last year before Ragnarok.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed, and I struggled to wrap my head around the idea that the beautiful woman in front of me was centuries older than me. “How long do elves usually live?” 
 
    “Oh, we can live for many, many centuries,” Elora said casually. “Wyn is close to eight hundred years old.” 
 
    “Eight hundred years old.” I just blinked at her for a moment as my brain stalled. 
 
    “Yes, Levi,” Elora giggled. “Elves have exceptionally long lives compared to humans.” 
 
    “Yeah, apparently” I said dryly. Then something occurred to me that I hadn’t thought of before. “How long did Ragnarok last? Quintus said that Goren was born after Ragnarok, but it sounds like it went on for a long time.” 
 
    “The most brutal attacks were in the first weeks,” Elora said with a heavy tone. “I do not know how things occurred in other regions, but here the demons came swiftly, and they wreaked havoc on all life in the area. The Demon Lord had taken over in the area before the first year was complete, and we have lived under his thumb ever since. I am sorry, I do not know anything more specific than that. Our lives have been focused on survival rather than keeping track of the years, and we have long since lost contact with other regions of the realm.” 
 
    “Wow,” I muttered again. It was so difficult to wrap my head around such a long period of time. Elora had been living in the destroyed wreckage of her planet probably longer than I’d even been alive. 
 
    “Does it bother you?” Elora asked, and her gorgeous face fell a little as she waited for my answer. 
 
    “Does what bother me?” I asked. 
 
    “Me being so much older than you,” Elora clarified. 
 
    “No,” I said without hesitation, and I was pleased to know it was the truth. 
 
    “I am glad.” Elora smiled softly at me. 
 
    We fell into silence for a while after that, and I could see she was just as content to sit in comfortable silence with me as I was with her. I studied the delicate features of her face, and I realized there was an almost iridescent glimmer of lilac purple under the pale blue tones of her skin. The curve of her collarbone was a delicious line that begged for my lips to trace it, and I spent more than a few minutes imagining the weight of her full breasts in my hands. My cock throbbed uncomfortably against the stiff fabric of my jeans, and I remembered again how long I’d been wearing these same clothes. 
 
    “I feel so gross,” I confessed. “I haven’t gone this long without a shower in… I don’t know, years.” 
 
    “What is a shower?” Elora asked curiously. 
 
    “Oh,” I chuckled, and I realized I’d confused her again with my modern Earth language. “It’s a way to bathe right inside your home. On Earth, I mean Midgard, we have pipes that bring fresh water into our homes, and one of the places is called a shower. The water comes out of this special thing, and it sort of rains down so you can wash yourself.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Elora breathed, and her amber-red eyes shone with interest. “We often bathe in a small waterfall that flows near the river from where we used to collect our drinking water.” 
 
    “No chance of a shower tonight, then,” I grumbled a little. 
 
    “I have another suggestion for you,” Elora offered, and there was a teasing glint in her eyes. “If you would like to freshen up?” 
 
    “Something closer than the river?” I asked. 
 
    “Mmhmm.” Elora nodded, and she stood up from the stone seat. 
 
    Then she held out her hand for me, and I barely hesitated before I laced her fingers between my own. I glanced down at Frida and softly commanded her, “Stay here.” 
 
    Frida stared up at me with big puppy dog eyes, but she curled up comfortably by the fire and remained where she was as we started to walk toward the beach. 
 
    I thoroughly enjoyed the feeling of Elora’s hand in mine as we walked across the sand dunes under the night sky. The orange-tinted clouds had rolled into the distance, and a strong breeze rushed toward the lava fields from the sea. I could only assume the wind was responsible for the clear view of the night sky we had this evening, and I glanced around and took in the orangey glow of the nearly-full moon as it shone down on us amidst the spattering of stars. 
 
    I gazed up as we walked, and I was struck by the fact that I couldn’t identify a single constellation at first. As I studied the stars a bit closer, I realized I could make out the stars that made up Orion. I hadn’t recognized my favorite constellation at first because the angle was entirely different from any view of the constellation I’d seen before. From Asgard, the hunter was completely horizontal with its top much closer to the horizon than the feet, and it was a little stretched. It was a really blatant reminder that I wasn’t on Earth anymore, but I was clearly still in the Milky Way galaxy. I wondered if any of the stars I could see were the sun I’d lived under for twenty-eight years. 
 
    “It is a lovely night,” Elora murmured as she directed me toward the right side of the beach. 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “I was just looking at the stars and wondering where Midgard’s sun is.” 
 
    “I am not sure,” Elora said as she paused in her walking and gazed up at the night sky. “Wyn may be able to identify it for you, he once studied the stars.” 
 
    “I do recognize this constellation,” I said, and I held onto Elora’s hand as I stepped close behind her. I lowered my head beside hers and raised our joined hands up to trace the three stars that made up the belt. Then I traced the rest of the hunter for her. “These three are called Orion’s belt. They’re part of the Orion constellation, The Hunter.” 
 
    “Those are part of my favorite constellation,” Elora whispered, and her breathing was faster than usual. 
 
    She squeezed my hand and began to trace new stars around Orion’s belt, and I struggled to follow the shape as I was overwhelmed by the sweet smell of her so close to me. 
 
    “Does it have a name?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not remember.” Elora angled her head toward me until her mouth was only an inch away from mine. 
 
    A desperate desire to close the small distance between us nearly overwhelmed me. 
 
    Elora blinked rapidly a few times, and then she pulled away and started walking again. I was very glad to feel her fingers remain entwined snuggly with mine. 
 
    “There is a private little alcove just beyond these rocks,” Elora said in a very breathy voice. “It is replenished with sea water at every high tide, and it looks like we have arrived just in time.” 
 
    “That sounds nice,” I said, and I focused on wrestling my arousal back under control. 
 
    My dick strained painfully against the front of my jeans, and I felt hot all over. I didn’t know what Elora’s plan was here, but the idea of stripping down in front of the sexy elf made my heart thunder in my ears. Maybe she was planning to show me the spot and then leave me here to wash up by myself. The prospect gave me only the tiniest twinge of relief, but mostly I knew I would be incredibly disappointed if that happened. 
 
    No matter what, I vowed to myself to be a gentleman. I’d never forced my affections on a woman before, and I would cut off my own toes before I did that to Elora. She’d suffered Ryfon’s overly aggressive attention for far too long, and I wasn’t going to do anything to liken myself to that piece of shit. If I couldn’t earn Elora’s affection honorably and respectfully, then I didn’t deserve it. 
 
    “Come,” Elora’s voice took on a playful tone as she tugged her hand from mine and jogged lightly toward a cluster of large boulders. “This way.” 
 
    Elora gazed alluringly at me over her shoulder, and then she turned toward me and walked backward around the boulder as she started to tug at the ties that laced her leather bustier together at the front. She giggled playfully and then disappeared behind the boulder. 
 
    I stared dumbstruck after her as fire burned through my blood, and then the leather bustier plopped down on the sand several feet in front of me. 
 
    “Are you going to join me or not?” Elora called coyly.
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 Chapter 12 
 
    “Fuck,” I moaned under my breath, and then I nearly lost my damn mind when the leather skirt Elora had been wearing moments before landed beside the other half of her clothes. 
 
    At that point, I couldn’t remove my clothes fast enough. I tore my demon blood-stained shirt off over my head as I kicked off my boots. Then I fumbled for a second with my belt buckle as I strode forward and around the boulders. 
 
    The pool was beautiful. It was a pretty large space and about twelve feet in diameter. Large boulders surrounded the entire pool, and the only way in was from the five-foot-wide gap Elora had led me to. Her leather sandals laid at the edge alongside a much smaller piece of cotton that I hadn’t seen before, and I could only assume it was her panties. 
 
    My pulse drummed hard through my veins as I set my eyes on the water.  
 
    The secluded pool was smooth and clear, and the moon shone down on it to clearly illuminate the sexy beauty submerged up to her nose in the water. Her silvery-blue hair was soaked, and her amber-and-ruby eyes shone brightly with mischief as she stared at me. 
 
    I let my grin spread across my face, and I shoved my pants down to the sand and stepped out of the dirty denim. 
 
    Then Elora’s doe-like eyes crinkled at the edges in a smile hidden by the water, and she raised one eyebrow in invitation as her eyes flicked down to my crotch. 
 
    I hesitated for a second as I watched her, and my hands stalled on the elastic waistband of my boxer briefs. There was no point in trying to be chivalrous or bashful at this point. It was obvious that I wanted her, and she wasn’t trying to stop me even a little bit. 
 
    “Are you going to tease me all night?” Elora asked in a raspy voice. Then she stood up in the waist-deep water, and she bared herself to me. 
 
    My heart stalled for a second before it started pumping again. She was entirely, deliciously, gorgeously perfect. Her full breasts shone with an iridescent violet hue in the bright moonlight, and the water dripped down her pale bluish-purple skin. Elora’s long silvery hair clung to her back like a wet river of silver strands, and it reminded me of the story of Lady Sif and her golden locks. 
 
    “I’ll only tease you as much as you like to be teased,” I murmured. I shoved my boxer briefs to the ground, and my eager cock sprung forward to point at its chosen target. 
 
    I stepped carefully into the cool saltwater, and it felt incredible. It was a perfectly refreshing temperature. I sighed heavily as I stepped forward, and the water quickly reached up to cover my thighs. 
 
    “Aaahhh,” I sucked in a breath as I walked the rest of the way toward the deepest part of the pool, and the cool water rose up above my hips. “Oh, this is so nice.” 
 
    “I am glad you like it,” Elora teased, and she laid back to float on the water. 
 
    The movement gave me a perfect view of her naked body, and my brain shorted out for a second. I didn’t know if she was intentionally trying to drive me crazy, but it was definitely working. There was a tantalizing patch of silvery curls between her thighs that I wanted to rub my nose through as my hands caressed every inch of her wet skin. Elora kept her eyes closed as she floated on the surface of the water, and her hands waved gently through the pool as she directed herself in a slow circle. 
 
    I took a deep breath and dunked my head under the water, and then I scrubbed my hands through my unruly brown locks. I stood back up and raked my fingers through my hair as I attempted to work through some of the knots and dirt. It wasn’t perfect, but I generally felt better than I had before. 
 
    “This place is gorgeous,” I said softly, and I walked over to where Elora was lazily floating in the water. 
 
    “I enjoyed coming here at night until the wolf-sharks took over the beach,” the seductive elf explained to me in a sultry voice. “High tide comes in the early evening, so this is the hour the water is freshest and fullest.” 
 
    “Thank you for showing it to me,” I murmured, and I reached out and caught Elora’s fingers with my left hand. I couldn’t stop my eyes from grazing all over her naked body, the swell of her breasts, the tight dusky purple peaks of her nipples, the narrow shape of her waist, the wide curve of her hips, and the toned muscles of her thighs. 
 
    I wanted to kiss every inch of her. 
 
    “You are welcome,” Elora sighed, and she opened her eyes to gaze up at me. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” I breathed, and I wrapped one hand around her narrow waist as I tugged her closer to me. 
 
    “You are very gorgeous, too,” Elora purred as she lowered her feet to the sandy bottom of the pool and stood back to her full height. She stepped forward, and her tight nipples brushed against my chest. “For a man.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever been called gorgeous before.” 
 
    “It is far too often allocated to women,” Elora murmured, and her eyes roamed all over my arms, shoulders, and chest as she spoke. “Many people believe men are incapable of being beautiful, but refraining from calling you these words would be a disservice to all the nine realms.” 
 
    “You are far more beautiful than me,” I sighed, and I traced my left hand up the tender skin of her side and cupped the back of her head in my hand. 
 
    “Levi.” Elora raised her amber-red eyes to mine, and that cute pink tongue of hers poked out to lick her upper lip. Her eyes were filled with unspoken desire, and I was at the edge of my sanity. “Are you ever going to kiss me?” 
 
    The corners of my mouth quirked up in an instant smirk. Then I pulled her naked body flush against mine, and I lowered my head slowly. I intended to savor every millisecond of her body pressed up against me, but the closer my lips got to hers, the less control I had over myself. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Elora hummed with desire when I slammed my lips against hers, and her hands wound up around the back of my neck. 
 
    She tasted like all the best things in life. 
 
    Elora’s lips were sweet and soft under mine, and she moved to perfectly match my angle. Her body was hot and supple under my hands as I let my fingers graze down her back to cup the round globes of her ass under the surface of the water, and I pulled her hard against my erection. 
 
    “Aaah,” Elora gasped. 
 
    I dove on the curve of her neck, and I placed a trail of kisses down her throat and flicked my tongue at the hollow of her neck where her pulse thrummed rapidly. Lava flowed like molasses through my limbs as I explored every inch of her soft skin. 
 
    “Oh, Levi,” Elora moaned, and her hands started to wander down my chest. “You feel so marvelous.” 
 
    “You’re delicious,” I growled deep in my throat. 
 
    I reached my hands around to cup the heavy weight of her tits in my palms. I pinched her dusky nipples between my fingers and thumbs, and I breathed in her response like a drowning man breaking the water’s surface. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Elora hummed. She arched her back to press her breasts further into my hands, and her head fell back. 
 
    The moonlight illuminated every inch and curve of her sweet body, and I wanted to taste her. Before I could scoop her up to bring her to the edge of the pool, Elora straightened up and wrapped her delicate fingers around my shaft. 
 
    “Fuck,” I sucked in a breath at her hot touch and lightning pierced through my brain. 
 
    Now it was my turn for my head to fall back, and Elora pressed a trail of searing kisses across my chest and down my abdomen as her fingers teasingly stroked my length. 
 
    I felt my grip on my restraint starting to slip, so I straightened up and gripped Elora firmly around her waist, and I lifted her up against me. The sexy elf wrapped her legs around my hips and clung to my shoulders with both of her hands. 
 
    “Levi,” Elora purred my name like a prayer, and her face was beautifully flushed with desire. 
 
    “You’re so delicious,” I whispered, and I cupped her under her ass to hold her firmly against me as I showered her face with kisses. 
 
    Elora moaned and rocked her hips against me in a desperate search for friction on her slick heat, and I was happy to oblige. 
 
    I shifted her slight weight to my right arm, and I reached between us to trace my fingers through her slippery folds. 
 
    “Oooohhh, yeeeees,” Elora sighed with deep pleasure, and her short fingernails dug into the muscles of my shoulders. 
 
    “You’re so fucking wet,” I growled in her ear, and I sank one finger into her pussy until the palm of my hand pressed against her clit. 
 
    I massaged the tight inner walls of Elora’s tunnel as I nipped gently at the tender skin at the base of her throat. My cock throbbed and twitched as the sounds of her passion-filled moans echoed around us. I wanted to bury myself in her wet tunnel until there was nothing left between us, but instead, I thrust a second finger deep inside her pussy and coaxed them firmly against her g-spot. 
 
    “Shit,” I groaned, and my resolve started to crack as I felt Elora’s walls flutter around my fingers. 
 
    “Levi,” Elora pleaded. “I want your length inside me.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I gasped at her blatant request for me to fuck her, and I pulled my fingers from her delicious pussy. “Whatever you want, baby.” 
 
    Elora gazed at me with flushed cheeks and heavy-lidded eyes as I carried her over to a smooth section of boulder at the edge of the pool. Then I pinned her between my chest and the flat stone, and I stared into her passion-hazed eyes as I nudged my cock against her slick entrance. 
 
    “Please, Levi,” Elora begged. “Fill me. Make me whole.” 
 
    “Uuuuhhh,” I groaned, and I sank deep inside her in one long thrust. 
 
    “Yeeeeees!” Elora cried out. 
 
    I thrust my length all the way into her hot pussy, and I forced myself to remain still for a second as her tight tunnel adjusted around my girth. Then I slowly pulled my hips back before I gradually sank forward again. 
 
    “Oooh,” Elora moaned as I began to fuck her. 
 
    “Fuckkk… you feel so goooood…” I groaned as I repositioned my hands to cup her ass more completely, and she squeezed her muscular thighs around my hips. I set a slow and sensual pace, and I luxuriated in the sensations of her tight pussy wrapped around my hungry cock. 
 
    It had been way too long since I’d last enjoyed a woman like this, and never one as gorgeous and otherworldly as Elora. I knew I wasn’t going to last long, so I shifted the angle of my thrusts so my pelvis nudged against that sweet bundle of nerves above her pussy every time I sank into her. I arched my back and leaned my head forward to suck one of her dusky purple nipples between my teeth, and I tugged gently on the sensitive tip. 
 
    “Ooooh!” Elora cried out, and she pressed her tit harder into my face. 
 
    “Do you like that?” I asked gruffly, and I gazed up at her face as I moved to lavish attention on her other breast. 
 
    “Y-yes,” Elora gasped, and a bright pink blush spread across her face and down her neck. “Yes, I do like it.” 
 
    I smirked to myself and nipped a little bit harder on her nipple as I started to thrust faster into her pussy. 
 
    Elora writhed between me and the stone with wanton abandon, and her moans filled my ears and sent my blood pumping hard. Liquid gold trickled down my spine and pooled low in my gut as I sank into her welcoming body over and over again. I was close, but I was determined to make Elora cum with my cock deep inside her. I wanted to feel her pleasure around me. 
 
    “Oh, Levi,” Elora groaned, and her breaths came in harsh gasps as her legs clenched tight around me. 
 
    I knew she was close, so I shifted her weight to my left arm and reached between us to circle my right thumb gently over her clit. 
 
    “Oh, yeeeees!” Elora cried out. 
 
    I slipped my thumb teasingly over her sensitive bud, and I rocked my hips faster against her. 
 
    Elora’s head fell against my shoulder, and her nails scraped down the length of my back as her pussy clenched around my cock. 
 
    “My gods!” Elora gasped as her entire body started to shudder and tense with a forceful climax. “Levi… fill me… please… your seed…” 
 
    “Oh, fuckkkk!” I groaned as the ripples of her orgasm stole away the last of my resolve, and she milked me for everything I was worth. 
 
    Lightning struck through my brain and fire flashed in my gut, but I nudged even deeper inside Elora’s pussy as my release kicked me in the stomach.  
 
    “Yessss…” she gasped as I pumped her full of my hot seed, and she whimpered non-stop as her orgasm crested and rolled into another one that made her tunnel tighten and milk my length. 
 
    “Goddamn,” I gasped as I rode out the last waves of my climax with the seductive elf still wrapped tightly around every part of me. I wanted to stay buried deep inside this beautiful woman’s body for the rest of time. My dick twitched with a final wave of ecstasy, and I felt her pussy clench around me to coax the last drops of my seed from my tip. 
 
    “Ooh,” Elora sighed, and she leaned her head back against the smooth stone. “That was wonderful.” 
 
    “Wow,” I hummed, and I caressed up from her clit to the base of her throat. I leaned forward and pressed a hot kiss to the curve of her collarbone, and then I slowly pulled out of her dripping pussy. “You’re incredibly sexy.” 
 
    “Sexy,” Elora repeated the word, and there was a hint of confusion in her voice. “What is this word?” 
 
    “You are sexy,” I purred, and I pressed a hot kiss to her flushed cheeks. “It means I find you very attractive, gorgeous, delicious, and that I want to do that again with you… as often as possible.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” Elora grinned slyly at me, and she danced her fingers over my shoulders and down my chest. “Then I think you are very sexy as well.” 
 
    “Good,” I growled, and I kissed her hard. Then I slowly lowered her to her feet so she stood waist-deep in the cool water once more. “But I think we should get back and get some sleep.” 
 
    “I think that is a very wise decision.” Elora nodded with only a touch of disappointment. “Let me rinse off, and then we shall return to the camp.” 
 
    “Good idea.” I smirked at the sexy elf whose juices were still all over my cock and thighs. I lowered myself into the water and gently cleaned the evidence of our fucking from my sensitive dick. 
 
    “Come,” Elora said a moment later, and she walked toward the edge of the pool. “We both need our rest for all the work we have ahead of us.” 
 
    I followed the beautiful elf out of the water and quickly scooped up my dirty clothes. I grimaced a bit at the bloodstained items. “I do not want to put any of this stuff back on.” 
 
    “We shall find something for you to wear in the morning,” Elora said as she bent over to scoop up her clothes, and she gave me a perfect view of her swollen pussy lips in the process. 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured, and I caressed one hand over the delicious curve of her ass. 
 
    “Enough of that for one night,” Elora chided me with a playful tone. “There will yet be time for more.” 
 
    “Good,” I purred, and I pulled her close to my side. “Because I’m not even close to being done with you yet.” 
 
    “Nor have I had my fill of you,” Elora said coyly. “But first, sleep. We have a Demon Lord to defeat.” 
 
    I laced Elora’s fingers through mine as we walked silently back across the dunes and into the slumbering camp. Frida was asleep on her side by the fire, and she snored loudly as the embers burned low in the pit. 
 
    “Will you honor me by joining me in my bed for the night?” Elora asked, and there was the tiniest bit of shyness in her eyes. 
 
    “I would love that,” I said, and my heart warmed at the idea of holding the beauty in my arms all night long. 
 
    “Come.” Elora tugged my hand, and I whistled softly for Frida to follow us. 
 
    My wolf-shark pup stirred immediately, and her black eyes blinked until she found me. 
 
    “Come on, girl.” I patted my thigh, and Frida leapt up to follow us into Elora’s hut. 
 
    The sexy elf’s home was about the same size as the one she’d given me, but her bed was much nicer. It was about as wide as a twin-sized mattress, and it was padded with a thick layer of green moss under a wide piece of cotton fabric. 
 
    “Wow,” I hummed as I gazed at the bed. “That’s fancy.” 
 
    “I discovered a thick patch of moss near the river,” Elora explained softly. “It makes for a very comfortable place to sleep if you clear out the beetles first.” 
 
    “Which I assume you did?” My eyebrows raised up at her. 
 
    “Of course,” Elora giggled quietly as she sat her naked ass on the edge of the bed. “Join me?” 
 
    “Happy to,” I replied, and I dropped my dirty clothes on the dirt floor of Elora’s hut. Then I climbed over her and settled onto the surprisingly squishy moss bed. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Elora hummed with satisfying pleasure as she curled up against my side. She laid her silvery head on my shoulder and draped one long leg over my hips. “It feels very good to be this close with you, Levi.” 
 
    “Yes, it does,” I sighed, and I allowed myself to enjoy the feeling of this strong, courageous, beautiful woman in my arms. 
 
    I stroked my fingers gently over the silky length of her hair as it dried, and within a few minutes, the steady rhythm of Elora’s breathing slowed and deepened with sleep. I smiled to myself as I closed my eyes, and sleep soon overtook me. 
 
    I slept more soundly than I had in a long time, and I woke in the morning with warmth and contentment to have this gorgeous woman curled up beside me. 
 
    I gazed down at Elora’s sleep-softened face and watched her as she began to wake up. The silvery fan of her long lashes fluttered as the beautiful elf opened her eyes and gazed up at me. 
 
    “Good morning,” she sighed sleepily, and she stretched in my arms like a cat in the sunlight. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said, and I caressed the side of her face. Then I glanced down the length of her body and took a moment to enjoy the sight of her naked in the morning light. “You’re so beautiful.” 
 
    Her pale blue skin was flushed with the warmth of sleeping so close to me, and I wanted to lavish every inch of her with kisses, but somebody had other plans. 
 
    “Elora! Do you know where Levi…” Ayen began to ask as he unceremoniously stuck his head into her hut. Then his eyes landed on us, and he immediately retreated from the doorway and chuckled. “Oh, I suppose you do.” 
 
    “Goodness!” Elora laughed nervously. “What do you want, Ayen?” 
 
    “I was simply in search of Levi!” Ayen called from outside. “It is morning, and we must not waste the daylight. He has shifting magic to master, and very little time in which to do so.” 
 
    “I’ll be right out,” I called to the big blond guy, and I shook my head. “Welp, we better get moving.” 
 
    “Such a pity,” Elora murmured with a frown. “I was looking forward to laying in your arms for a bit longer. But, alas, Ayen is right, we must work on your training.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded reluctantly, and I watched Elora climb from the mossy bed. “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “We shall join you momentarily, Ayen!” Elora called out, and she started to pull fresh clothing from a small wooden chest that sat on the opposite side of the hut from her bed. “Please, will you prepare some breakfast for us? We will all need our strength for the day ahead.” 
 
    “Aye, milady,” Ayen’s voice rumbled with mirth. 
 
    Elora shook her head good-naturedly as she pulled out a linen blouse, a thick leather belt, and a pair of leather shorts from the chest. Then she perched on the edge of the bed and began to dress. Once her shorts were secured at her hips, and she’d slipped the flowy blouse over her head, she wrapped the thick belt around her waist and tied it snuggly under her breasts and tugged her sandals over her feet. 
 
    I sat watching her from my own spot on the bed, still totally naked, and I considered pulling my filthy clothes back on, but the premise was entirely unappealing. 
 
    “Any chance you have something in there that would fit me?” I asked jokingly, and I gestured at the chest. 
 
    “Oh,” Elora gasped, and a soft pink blush covered her cheeks. “Of course, wait one moment, please.” 
 
    Elora stood up and disappeared out of the hut, and she returned a moment later with a white cotton shirt and a pair of well-worn cotton trousers that were laced at the crotch. 
 
    “Try these,” Elora said, and she handed me the items. 
 
    I tugged the shirt over my head and pulled the pants on. The items were snug but comfortable, and I tucked myself carefully into the pants before I tied the laces. “How do I look?” 
 
    “Dashing,” Elora said with an appreciative smile, and she handed me a pair of gladiator-style leather sandals. “Try these.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I took the sandals and laced them around my ankles. 
 
    They fit fairly well, and they were more comfortable than I expected them to be. The whole outfit was pretty well-suited to the heat of this region, even if I did feel like I was about to head out to a Ren Faire. I turned around and checked the fit of my new pants, and when I looked back at Elora she was gazing at my ass with blatant appreciation. 
 
    “Are you enjoying the view?” I smirked at the sexy elf, and I gave her a little butt shake. 
 
    “Yes,” Elora answered simply, and she gave me a huge grin before she disappeared through the curtain that was her door with a giggle. 
 
    “So much trouble,” I snickered to myself, and I wasn’t sure if I was telling myself I was in trouble or acknowledging that this woman was trouble. Either way, I was happy to be in the thick of it. 
 
    I followed Elora outside and found her walking toward Ayen, who was seated at the fire with Sassa and Wyn. Several others were there, too, and it seemed that breakfast was well underway. I glanced up at the smoke-smothered sun and guessed it was mid to late morning. The breeze had shifted again, and this morning it was bringing the smoke from the volcanoes toward the beach instead of pushing them away. 
 
    “Good morning, Levi,” Wyn greeted me. Frida was sitting happily at his side, and it looked like Wyn had been giving her all the attention she could desire. 
 
    “Good morning.” I cleared my throat, and I sat down on the stone beside Elora. 
 
    “I hope you slept well,” Wyn said casually. “Elora tells me she intends to assist you in practicing your shifting this morning.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” I nodded. 
 
    “Here,” Elora said softly, and she handed me a strange blue thing that was the oblong shape of a potato, had the slightly waxy texture of star fruit, and felt a little fuzzy like a peach. “Try this.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I studied the curious object in my hand. I brought it up to my face and sniffed it, and I was pleasantly surprised to find it smelled sweet. 
 
    “Just try it,” Elora urged me with a bright smile. 
 
    I went for it and took a large bite out of the side of the strange blue fruit. The sweet juice splashed into my mouth, and the meat was firm and crunchy like a fresh apple. It was delicious. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” I breathed, and I took another bite. “This is good. Do you get a lot of these?” 
 
    “They grow occasionally near the river,” Elora explained. “This is the very last of the fruits from our previous harvest several days ago. We have been waiting for it to ripen.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and I thoroughly enjoyed the sweet fruit. 
 
    “Levi,” Wyn said a moment later. “I wanted to share with you the information I recall about shifting magic.” 
 
    “That would be amazing,” I said. “I had some questions about it all.” 
 
    “As I thought you might.” Wyn nodded sagely, and he popped some kind of nut into his mouth and crunched it between his teeth. “What would you like to know?” 
 
    “Well,” I began, “I was wondering if I was limited to one shape, or is it possible to shift into other animals?” 
 
    “Yes, it is possible,” Wyn confirmed. “The most powerful shifting sorcerers could transform into multiple different creatures. You are limited only by your mind.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Your biggest obstacle will be yourself,” Wyn said with a mysterious tone. 
 
    “Okay,” I murmured, and I decided to move on to my next question. “How does the shift work? I mean, is there a specific trigger? Or some kind of magic spell I need?” 
 
    “Many forms of magic used spoken spells,” Wyn confirmed, but he didn’t add how, or even if, that applied to shifting magic or me. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I grumbled, and I decided to ask a less specific question in the hopes the old man would give me something helpful. “So… do you have any advice, then?” 
 
    “Listen to the inside of your mind,” Wyn said as if he was giving me the most simple instructions on how to draw a straight line. 
 
    “Right,” I sighed, and I felt a surge of frustration at the old man’s word games. 
 
    The old man’s silvery-blue eyes sparkled with subdued humor, and I shook my head to keep from ripping my hands through my hair. I got the feeling that Wyn enjoyed making things a puzzle, and I was the most recent victim to his riddles. 
 
    “Let us begin!” Ayen declared around a bite of his breakfast. Then he gave Sassa a firm kiss that left her blushing, and he stood from his stone seat. “There is nothing to be gained from sitting around all day!” 
 
    “I must agree.” Elora nodded, and she brushed the crumbs from her hands and rose to her feet beside me. 
 
    “Right, so where are we going to practice?” I asked. I’d never had performance anxiety exactly, but I would feel better about practicing away from all the prying eyes of the camp. At least until I got a better handle on this shifting magic. 
 
    “I thought we could go down to the beach,” Elora said, and she started walking toward the dunes. “That will give us a lot of space.” 
 
    “That works for me,” I said. 
 
    We walked quietly across the sandy dunes, and Frida bounded happily around me. My thoughts wandered around the task ahead of us. I wasn’t sure how Elora planned to go about helping me learn to control my shift. 
 
    I thought back to the moment just before I’d shifted for the first time, and I remembered the adrenaline dump and the following heightened focus that took hold of me. I couldn’t be sure, but I had a feeling that there was some kind of survival instinct related to the fight or flight reaction in my body. 
 
    We crossed from the rolling dunes onto the damper sand of the beach, and I looked back and forth between Elora and Ayen. 
 
    Frida glanced up at me and then off at the softly crashing waves as if asking for my permission to go and play. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I chuckled at my adorable predator, and she bounded right off without hesitation. I shook my head at the fierce beast who was really just a puppy dog on the inside. Then I turned to Elora and Ayen. “So… uh, how do we begin?” 
 
    “What do you remember from the first shift?” Elora asked, and she bent down to tighten the leather laces of her sandals. 
 
    “I remember my body’s reaction to imminent death.” I smirked. “That rush you get at the start of a fight, that’s what was most in the forefront of my mind, and then there was just this weird stretching, pulling sensation through my whole body. The next thing I knew, I was a killer whale.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Elora hummed, and she chewed on her bottom lip thoughtfully. 
 
    “That is very interesting,” Ayen murmured in agreement. “It sounds like your body shifted as a survival technique.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “That’s exactly what I was thinking, too.” 
 
    “Let us begin there, then,” Elora said. 
 
    Before I could ask what she meant by that, the fierce Valkyrie pivoted on her heels and spun her other foot through the air directly at my head. 
 
    “Woah!” I ducked backward enough to keep from getting smacked, and I reached up with both of my hands to block her calf against my forearms. 
 
    “Good thinking.” Ayen smirked, and then he advanced toward me with a three-strike combo aimed at my chest. 
 
    “Fuck!” I gasped, and I stepped back, blocked the first two strikes, and just barely ducked out of the way of the third. 
 
    “Come on, Levi,” Ayen laughed, and it was clear he was enjoying this. “Where is your magic?” 
 
    “Damn, Ayen!” I grumbled at my new friend as I worked to evade his massive fists. “I don’t know how it works yet!” 
 
    “Then figure it out!” Ayen nearly cackled as he continued to come straight at me with flying fists. 
 
    The guy was strong, but his strikes were slower than mine due to his size and less agile movements. My footwork was clean and natural as I moved out of the way of the big blond guy, and I evaded more of his strikes than I blocked. 
 
    “Levi, you are not trying,” Elora chided me, and she joined in once more. 
 
    The sexy elf did an impressive handstand move that turned into a rough kick to the face, and I just managed to catch her ankle before she knocked my teeth out. 
 
    “What the hell, guys?” I demanded. 
 
    It was clear they weren’t trying to kill me, but if I wasn’t as skilled at evasive maneuvers and blocks, I would have been black and blue by now. 
 
    “You agreed that a natural survival instinct was likely the trigger of your shift,” Ayen said with barely contained humor. “We are merely trying to give you the right motivation!” 
 
    I focused on protecting my head and chest from their barrage of punches and kicks, and out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Wyn and Varian walking down toward the beach together. Wyn’s arm was looped through Varian’s as if he needed the younger man’s support, but I had a feeling Wyn was stronger than he liked to let on. 
 
    During my short distraction as Wyn and the brown-haired man approached, Ayen threw a hard right hook that got past my defenses. His curled fist connected with my jaw, and though I could feel him pull back at the last second, he still gave my bell a good ringing. 
 
    A few lights flashed behind my eyes, but I quickly shook the hit off. I gritted my teeth, and I felt my pulse starting to rise. Everything started to slow down, and then Elora and Ayen came at me from both sides with a synchronized attack. 
 
    It was like someone had pushed slow-mo on my brain. 
 
    Between the steady beats of my heart, I felt my mind still and narrow in on their fists coming toward me. My arms started to pull in toward my body as it lengthened, and my legs began to meld together. I moved toward the ground and felt the sand under my bare belly, but my head was still level with their chests. My vision sharpened into crystal clear clarity, but the colors mixed together into a vast array of black, gray, and white. 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask them if it had worked, and the only sound that came out was a long hissing noise. 
 
    “Well done!” Ayen chuckled merrily, and he took a big step back from me. 
 
    “Goodness,” Elora gasped, but there was a smile on her face. 
 
    I stared up at them for a moment as I felt my tongue flick out of my mouth. I was surprised to find that the air tasted heavily of ash and salt, and there was a touch of rotting plants on the breeze, too. I turned my long neck around to look at the rest of my body, and I was more than a little surprised at what I saw. 
 
    My arms and legs were absent from the long, green-and-black scaled snake body I now inhabited. 
 
    I really could shift into other animals. 
 
    But I was a snake unlike anything I’d ever seen before in my life. 
 
    Fierce-looking dark green spikes ran all along the length of my spine. I flicked my tongue over my teeth curiously, and I discovered long razor-sharp fangs where my human canines used to be. 
 
    This was surprising and fantastic news. I’d been a little apprehensive that I would be limited to just the orca whale form or even just sea creatures, but it seemed like I had other options within my reach. Now I had hope that with enough practice, I could shift into any kind of animal I wanted. Maybe I could even build up my skills enough that someday I could shift into demons, or maybe even other people. 
 
    I smirked to myself at the idea, but I knew I still had a long way to go. I definitely lacked control over the shift. I hadn’t chosen to become a snake, and I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to pick and choose what I turned into. I also had no idea how to change back to my human body, but I decided I could revel in the victory of this shift for a little while before I let that little detail bring down my mood. 
 
    I gazed up at my friend and my lover, and they were both looking at me with admiration and even a touch of hope. I knew that my idea of taking on the Demon Lord was resting squarely on my ability to gain power over my shifting. It would be a suicide mission to go up against that evil overlord without some kind of consistency in my magic. 
 
    “I knew you had it in you, Levi!” Wyn called from near the edge of the beach, and he had a bright grin beneath his silvery beard. 
 
    “That is indeed very impressive,” Varian remarked. He took a hesitant step toward me, but then he turned to Wyn with questioning eyes. “Is it an illusion?” 
 
    “No,” Wyn said simply. “This is not illusion magic. Levi has reshaped his entire being into the form that best suits the situation.” 
 
    “Hhsss,” was the only sound that came from between my long, venomous fangs, but what I’d meant to ask was whether or not I had control over the forms I took. I knew I’d have to return to my human form before I would be able to ask the old man, but this brought up a new question. 
 
    Were there any creatures or animals I would be able to speak as? 
 
    I wondered, if I turned into a parrot, or if I ever learned to shift into a demon, would I be able to speak English then? Perhaps I would be constricted to speaking only the native tongue of the species I shifted into. There were so many questions floating around inside my head that I felt a bit dizzy from it all. 
 
    “How does he shift back?” Ayen asked the small group in general. 
 
    “I have no fucking idea,” I tried to say, but once again the only sound that came from my snake mouth was a long menacing hiss. 
 
    “How did you shift back last time?” Varian asked. 
 
    I thought back to the moments after I’d killed the last wolf-shark, and I remembered the steady and tired calm that always filled my body after a good fight. 
 
    “From what I have known,” Wyn spoke softly, “each sorcerer has a different way to the magic.” 
 
    I wanted to frown at the old man to let him know how unhelpful that was, but I didn’t think snakes had eyebrows, so the look seemed to have little effect. 
 
    “Well,” Elora said thoughtfully as she tapped her index finger idly against the center of her collarbone, “if the shift is triggered as a natural survival instinct, perhaps it is ended when your body no longer senses danger.” 
 
    “That seems logical to me.” Ayen shrugged. “Perhaps try some deep breathing to allow your body to relax?” 
 
    I nodded my snake head, and I began to breathe in a slow and steady rhythm. After three or four calming breaths, I felt my body begin to shift again. My legs peeled apart from one another, my back became less flexible, and my arms sprouted out from my torso. I felt the cotton fabric of my clothes return, and I found myself laying on the sand. 
 
    “That’s interesting,” I chuckled and pushed myself back to my feet. 
 
    It was convenient and surprising that I retained my clothing through a shift. I’d also held onto my weapon the first time I’d shifted into a killer whale, but apparently, I wasn’t guaranteed to land back on my feet. I hadn’t noticed after my first shift in the water, but it was impossible to dismiss this time. 
 
    “Excellent work, my boy,” Wyn said in a congratulatory tone, and he nodded at me with admiration. “I suspect you may find your magic becomes more natural with each time you shift.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I couldn’t keep the dryness from my tone. I wanted to tell the old man he hadn’t exactly been helpful with his riddles, but I didn’t think it was worth it. 
 
    “Let us return to the camp,” Varian said. “We should inform the others of your progress!” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded, and I reached out to lace my fingers through Elora’s waiting hand. Then I turned and whistled for Frida, and she came running right over. The wolf-shark pup stopped beside me and shook her entire body aggressively to knock the excess water from her smooth skin. “Good girl.” 
 
    “We should announce your plans to kill the Demon Lord, as well.” Ayen grinned. “They will be so pleased to hear such news.” 
 
    “I won’t tell them anything,” I corrected the big blond man. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Elora asked. 
 
    “I won’t do anything to be like Ryfon,” I said firmly. “I intend to let everyone know that I want to take out the Demon Lord, but I won’t go against the group’s wishes. I want to make sure everyone is okay with the plan before we do it.” 
 
    Elora and Ayen nodded thoughtfully at me, and the beautiful elf smiled sweetly as we all walked back across the dunes together. Wyn gazed at me with wise understanding as we walked back to camp, and I had a feeling that he knew as well as I did that this was just a formality. There was no doubt in my mind that the people would agree with my plan to kill the Demon Lord and free them from his tyrannical reign. There would be a lot of questions, I was sure, but they wouldn’t be able to deny the many benefits of removing the tyrant from his throne. 
 
    I made a quick mental list of all the things I would need to learn before any kind of suitable plan could be put into place and executed. I needed to scout the terrain around the castle, and if I could get inside, that would be immensely helpful.  
 
    Now that I knew I could shift into other animals, I felt a lot more pleasure and optimism thinking about the mission ahead of me. I’d been filled with grim determination and a sense of duty to free these people from their circumstances, but now I felt almost eager when thinking about it. 
 
    Everyone else was busy working around the fire pit, and they were chatting casually about the supply of food we had. As we approached, I could hear a shift in everyone’s tone go from friendly and idle conversation to a more worried urgency. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ylva demanded in a semi-hysterical tone. 
 
    “Here,” Goren said, and he thrust a shallow basket toward the older woman’s face. “See for yourself.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked as we walked up to the campfire. 
 
    “Many of these oysters and clams are diseased,” Goren explained, and his green eyes were filled with worry. “They are not fit for consumption.” 
 
    “But that leaves us with barely enough food to get through the rest of today!” Ylva cried out, and she clutched one hand to her chest as she leaned heavily on her husband’s shoulder. 
 
    “Well, shit,” I muttered.
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 Chapter 13 
 
    “We must gather more food,” Rathal said sternly. “Immediately. If we wait we will become too weak to scavenge, and we will ensure our doom.” 
 
    “I agree,” Arlindra announced in a calmer tone. 
 
    “Shall we go to the beach and see what we can find?” Sassa suggested in a softly worried voice. 
 
    “The tide is coming in,” Ayen said, and he wrapped his arm protectively around his lady. 
 
    “Ayen’s right,” I agreed. The water had already taken over half of the beach and covered most of the rock pools by the time we’d left. It would be hours before the water was low enough again to safely return. “It’s too dangerous to go when the tide is this high.” 
 
    “But we use the high tide to fish,” Goren pointed out. “Perhaps this is the perfect time to go down to the beach.” 
 
    “I have not yet finished the net,” Wyn announced in an overly casual tone. 
 
    “What are we to do!” Ylva cried, and she looked like she was going to force herself to faint the way she was acting. 
 
    “Alright, so the beach is out,” I said in a calm and commanding voice, and everyone turned their heads to look at me exactly like I wanted them to. If I was going to insert myself as a person of authority in this group, this was as good of a time as any to start. “The lava fields are out, too, I don’t expect anything edible grows or lives in there, right?” 
 
    “Correct,” Elora confirmed with a succinct nod. 
 
    “Okay,” I continued. “So that leaves us with the swamp, which I assume is also pretty useless when it comes to finding food, and the river I’ve heard so much about. Is that about all our options?” 
 
    “Indeed.” Wyn nodded from his seat where he had returned to slowly weaving the fishing net together. “Your observations are quite correct.” 
 
    “Then the river it is,” I decided. “It seems like our only choice at the moment.” 
 
    “That is a full day’s journey,” Elion argued. “We may not return until nightfall.” 
 
    Frida looked up at me and whined softly, and I knew she could sense the tension that had taken over the group. 
 
    “Well, then,” I said, and I put as much motivating confidence into my tone as I could manage. “Let’s not waste any more time. We should get a group together and go get enough food for everyone before we don’t have the strength to make the journey. Does that sound reasonable?” 
 
    I added the last sentence as almost an afterthought. I refused to be an oppressive bulldozing leader to these people like Ryfon had. I knew that following me was in their best interests, but I wouldn’t force them to that decision. It was a conclusion they needed to reach on their own, so I waited for a moment as the people exchanged questioning glances with one another. Then all their eyes turned to me, and I could see they’d silently decided and agreed that what I had suggested was indeed the best course of action. 
 
    “Will you lead us, Levi?” Azariah asked with a quizzical arch to her blonde eyebrows. 
 
    “If you want me to,” I consented. “I’d be honored to do so.” 
 
    What I hadn’t had the opportunity to share with the people yet was that it would be an ideal opportunity to scout out the land around the Demon Lord’s castle. I kept my mouth quiet as the group decided who else would be joining us, and I waited and listened for a good opportunity to bring up my plan. It was only a few minutes later that Arlindra, Varian, Elora, and Ayen would be going along on the excursion. They started to gather up their supplies for the journey. 
 
    Azariah slung a leather pouch of water over her sister’s shoulder, and Varian secured a lethal-looking dagger in his belt. Elora picked up her seven-foot-long bladed staff and jammed a short dagger into a holster before she tied it onto her belt. Ayen loaded his quiver up with fresh arrows and slung it over his shoulder, and then he pulled Sassa in close and gave her a firm kiss on the lips. 
 
    “Be safe.” The pretty blonde woman blushed profusely when Ayen finally released her. 
 
    “I will, dearest,” Ayen replied confidently. “We shall return with a feast.” 
 
    “One moment, please,” an elf whose features gave him a young appearance said. He rushed forward, and I recognized him from around the camp. 
 
    He had shoulder-length brown hair pulled back with a thin leather tie and intelligent hazel eyes. He was what my dad would have called a “scrap of a man,” with a lean build and long limbs. I hadn’t had many occasions to speak with him, and I’d noticed he was often quiet during group discussions. 
 
    “I will be coming with you,” the young elf announced. 
 
    “That’s great,” I said. “I don’t think I ever caught your name.” 
 
    “I am Nestryn.” He gave me a short bow. 
 
    “Well, Nestryn,” I replied kindly. “We’re happy to have you. The more help, the better.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” the brown-haired elf murmured a bit uncomfortably. “You will need my knowledge of the plant life in the area.” 
 
    “Nestryn was a botanist before the realm fell to the demons,” Elora explained. “He knows everything about the plants that still grow by the river.” 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed with interest. “I bet that’s been incredibly useful.” 
 
    “Let us not waste any more time,” Ayen announced loudly, and he started to walk toward the northeast corner of the camp. 
 
    “Hang on a second,” I said before anyone could take more than a step. “There’s something else I wanted to propose to everyone before we head out.” 
 
    “What were you thinking, Levi?” Wyn asked in invitation. 
 
    “The river is fairly near the Demon Lord’s castle,” I began, and several eyebrows raised up as I continued. “I think this could be a really good opportunity for me to scout out the area.” 
 
    “You still want to defeat the Demon Lord,” Elion said, and there wasn’t even a hint of a question in his tone. 
 
    “I do.” I nodded. “And if we’re going to do it, we need to have as much information about the areas surrounding the castle as possible. I want to sneak over while we’re in the area and get some intel on the place. Maybe I can find a good way in.” 
 
    “It sounds like…” Goren spoke up, and then he hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “Go on,” I encouraged the curly-haired boy. 
 
    “It sounds like you are asking for permission,” Goren said, and he seemed both surprised and appreciative of that. 
 
    “Well, I am.” I shrugged. “Listen, I’m not going to be like Ryfon. I want everyone to be on board with whatever we do. If there are concerns, or questions, or any outright disagreements with any of my ideas, I want to know about it.” 
 
    There was a surprised hush over the small crowd for a moment as my words sank in. It looked like they had genuinely expected me to just take over and decide everything for them. Whispered conversations mixed through the group, and then slowly, several heads started to nod in agreement. 
 
    “We trust you, Levi,” Azariah announced for the group. “You have given us no reason to doubt what you say, and to be entirely honest, we would all be very pleased to no longer live in constant fear of the Demon Lord.” 
 
    “What my sister says is true,” Arlindra agreed. “If you believe there is a way to defeat that self-appointed king of this region, we are behind you.” 
 
    “Alright.” I grinned, and though I was entirely unsurprised by their decision, it felt good to know for sure they agreed with my intentions. “I’ll scout out the area and see what I can learn about the Demon Lord. There’s got to be a way in, and if I’m excellent at anything, it’s figuring out a way to do something that seems impossible.” 
 
    The group collectively nodded at me and mumbled words of assent. I scooped up the sword I’d used to battle Ryfon, and I secured the leather belt and holster around my hips. 
 
    Ayen, Arlindra, Varian, Elora, and Nestryn began to march toward the northeastern end of the camp once more, and I turned back to nod at the people who would remain in camp. 
 
    Frida bounded obediently over to me and started to march faithfully with the others, and I knelt down to pat her affectionately on the chin. 
 
    “I want you to stay here in camp,” I murmured to the wolf-shark pup. 
 
    Frida whined up at me for a moment, but then she turned around and curled up beside Wyn’s feet. 
 
    “Good girl,” I said to my fierce companion. 
 
    “Be safe,” Quintus said, and the white-haired man had a look of concern in his dark green eyes. 
 
    “We’ll be back,” I reassured him. Then I jogged a few paces to catch up with the rest of the group before I laced my fingers through Elora’s. “So, how did I do?” 
 
    “Spectacularly.” Elora smiled up at me and squeezed my hand. 
 
    “Good,” I sighed, and I turned my attention to the mission ahead of us. 
 
    Ayen led our small group, with Nestryn a few paces behind him. Arlindra and Varian walked beside one another, and they spoke in quiet tones. Occasionally, Varian would say something, and Arlindra would smile at his words, and I couldn’t help but notice the way they slowly began to walk closer together. 
 
    Elora stayed close by my side, and though we didn’t say much during our hike, she frequently looked up at me in a way that made me think she was remembering our time together from last night. I caught her staring at me from the corner of my eye at one point, and when I turned to meet her gaze, her entire face turned a lovely shade of pink. I smothered a rather smug smile, and I allowed myself to enjoy the memory of her pale bluish-purple skin in the moonlight as I’d fucked her. When I felt the cotton fabric of my pants begin to grow uncomfortable, I forced my attention away from the seductive thoughts. 
 
    Early in our journey I spotted a dark, looming building of stone between two ranges of rocky peaks as we walked, but it quickly disappeared behind the mountains. I only got a short glimpse of the structure, but the ominous shape of the columns and the fierce points of the turrets made me think it could only be the Demon Lord’s castle. 
 
    My heart sank a tiny bit as we marched for an hour or two across the sand dunes, and the fortress fell further to the west of our apparent destination. Perhaps the Demon Lord’s fortress was further out of our way than I’d surmised. I hoped I would have sufficient time to investigate it without dragging the others that far away from the food-gathering mission. 
 
    The Broken Spire loomed near the ocean like a monument to times long past, and its broken columns glittered brightly even in the cloud-shrouded sunlight. There was something familiar about the landscape and the enormous palace, but the longer I stared at the opulent building, the further away the feeling slipped. 
 
    I shook my head and turned my eyes further east. 
 
    After a while, I could make out the flowing of water as it entered the gulf. The shore was rocky past the soft rolling dunes of sand, and I could see that the river flowed at a steady pace. 
 
    “Is that the mouth of the river?” I asked 
 
    “That is the river, yes,” Elora giggled slightly at me. “I have never heard it called a mouth before.” 
 
    “Oh,” I chuckled. “Yeah, that’s what it’s called on Earth. I think the other word people use is ‘delta,’ but that always sounded pretty pretentious to me.” 
 
    “We simply call it the outlet,” Elora explained. “Because this is where the river lets out to the ocean.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I murmured. “I like that.” 
 
    “Come,” Ayen announced as we started to round the rocky shore toward the smoothly flowing river. “Let us set to work.” 
 
    The river was several yards across and flowed steadily out to the ocean. There was a wide, level plain on either side of the river that met with a steep embankment that rose up several feet above the water. The riverbanks were covered in many varieties of growing things, and it was the most color I’d seen since landing in that cave two days ago. There were no trees, and in fact, it looked like every single plant was no taller than my waist. Some of them were dotted with bright yellow and orange blooms, and others seemed to have long thorns on them. I recognized a few of them as things I’d seen during my short-lived hiking phase, but many of them were entirely foreign to me. 
 
    “Do remember,” Nestryn said pointedly, and he identified a copse of bushy plants with strangely triangular leaves. “These are not edible this time of year, so they are useless to us at this time.” 
 
    “Yes.” Arlindra nodded. “We will pay close attention to this.” 
 
    Everyone spread out on our side of the river, and they set immediately to work gathering various plants and gently stuffing them into their bags. I watched them for a moment before I tapped Elora on the shoulder. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” I asked. 
 
    “See this plant with the yellow blossoms?” Elora gestured to a patch of wildflowers that looked a lot like dandelions. “These are called lion flowers. They are not only edible, but they are also rather delicious as well. Will you help me pick them?” 
 
    “Of course.” I took the burlap sack Elora offered me. “Which part of the plant do you want?” 
 
    “The entire thing,” Elora answered, and she took hold of one by the base of the stalk and pulled it from the ground, roots and all. “The stem and leaves make a lovely salad, the blossoms are rather sweet, and the roots boil down to make a good broth for stew.” 
 
    “That’s really useful.” I smirked, and I crouched down to start pulling the foot-tall plants from the rich soil. 
 
    I was surprised at how different the landscape was here from over by the camp. I wondered why the people didn’t relocate near the river, it would be really advantageous for them to be near such an abundant source of fresh water and food. I guessed it was because the Demon Lord didn’t want them this close to his castle on a regular basis, but I decided to ask Elora about it anyway. 
 
    “Have you considered moving the camp here to be closer to the river?” I glanced at the gorgeous elf to watch her reaction to my question. 
 
    “We tried that in the earliest days after Ragnarok,” Elora said, and her face fell with sadness. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked softly, and I forced my hands to keep pulling the yellow flowers from the ground. 
 
    “Trolls,” Elora murmured so softly I almost didn’t catch the word. She was silent for a long moment before she sighed heavily and continued. “Trolls used to roam this region. We learned the hard way that they are not a force to trifle with. Only days after the first demon attacks, several members of our group had come here to explore the area and see if it was worth building by the river. The only other Valkyrie who survived Ragnarok in this area was among them.” 
 
    “Oh,” I sighed, and my heart clenched from the grief that took hold of Elora’s beautiful features. 
 
    “She was killed by a troll,” Elora said, and I could hear the way her throat constricted around the painful words. “We decided that it was safer to build the camp where it is, well away from the trolls, and near enough to the sea that we could gather the oysters and other crustaceans we have lived on for all these years.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said gently. Then a thought struck me, and I looked around. “So… uh, what happened to the trolls?” 
 
    “I am not sure.” Elora shrugged, and she brushed off the grief-filled memories to continue collecting the green and yellow plants. “I suspect they moved on further upstream, but I do not know for sure. It is possible they were hunted down by the demons. We have not seen one in many years.” 
 
    “Hmm.” A feeling deep in my gut made me think that wasn’t the case, even though I had no reason to think otherwise. 
 
    We continued to gather all of the lion flower plants in silence. Ayen was collecting these taller plants with odd little clusters of leaves every few inches up the stalks. Arlindra and Varian were collecting those chicken-flavored mushrooms from all over the place. And Nestryn appeared to be deep in thought as he bent over a scraggly-looking bush close to the river’s edge. 
 
    I glanced over at him, and I noticed that the scraggly bush spread across the majority of the other side of the river. It stretched on for several yards and grew in sporadic clumps. Just looking at the spiny leaves made me feel itchy, and I noticed that Nestryn kept his face at a respectable distance from the plants. 
 
    A while later there was a small rustling sound in the brush, and everyone’s eyes turned toward the noise. 
 
    Ayen pointedly brought a single finger up to his lips and raised his other in a halting motion. Then he drew his longbow from over his shoulder, nocked a single arrow in his bow, and aimed at the rustling bush. 
 
    I forced every one of my muscles to be perfectly still, and Elora did the same where she was crouched a few feet to my left. I hoped it was something we could eat. It would be great if we could bring some meat back to camp along with all of this vegetation. 
 
    I watched Ayen with bated breath as he pulled the string of his bow and took very careful aim at the bottom leaves of the bush. He let out a slow, steady breath and then released the string, and the arrow shot forward with a quiet whoosh of air. 
 
    There was a short squeal of noise, and then the rustling was gone. 
 
    “Excellent shot, Ayen,” Arlindra complimented the archer. 
 
    “Thank you.” Ayen hooked his longbow back over his shoulder and walked over to the bush. Then he crouched down and reached into the leaves. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Ayen breathed with appreciation, and he pulled out a large wild hare with brown and gray fur. His arrow had pierced expertly through the rabbit’s left eye, and there was a thin line of blood that dribbled down the animal’s face. Then Ayen turned back to look at me, and he raised the rabbit carcass to show off his kill. “It is the makings of a lovely stew.” 
 
    “Well done,” Elora praised. “That will go wonderfully with these lion flower roots.” 
 
    “I have found a small cluster of wild carrots as well,” Varian announced proudly. “There are not many, but they are thick and should be very flavorful.” 
 
    “Excellent.” I grinned at the group, and I was pleased to see the positive effect such a successful foraging mission had on everyone’s moods. 
 
    “What have you found, Nestryn?” Elora called to the botanist who seemed to have collected almost nothing. 
 
    “I was inspecting this display of night lace,” Nestryn replied, and he picked up a stick to poke gently at the spiky-looking leaves. “This plant seems to have mutated from its original form.” 
 
    “Night lace?” I asked. “That sounds… ominous.” 
 
    “Excellent observation, Levi.” Nestryn nodded. “It is quite poisonous.” 
 
    “Have you found anything that is, perhaps, not poisonous?” Ayen asked with a roll of his dark blue eyes. 
 
    “Knowing the plants we cannot eat,” Nestryn replied haughtily, “is just as valuable as knowing the ones we can.” 
 
    “Right,” Ayen agreed. “But right now we need to collect enough food to replace the diseased supplies we lost this morning.” 
 
    “Which you all are doing a fantastic job at,” the scholarly-looking elf said, and his tone sounded genuine. 
 
    I couldn’t tell if this guy was intentionally snotty, or if he was just the kind of intellectual who didn’t do well with reading other people or social situations. I decided to give the guy the benefit of the doubt, at least until he gave me enough reason to think otherwise. 
 
    “We’ve just about got all the lion flower plants collected here,” I said to diffuse the air of irritation that simmered between the botanist and my new friend. 
 
    “Excellent!” Nestryn latched on to my words with a touch of relief. “There is a new group of curly docks here that should be a lovely addition to the lion flower leaves. If you would like, I could show them to you?” 
 
    “Sure.” I smiled at the guy and decided he was more socially inept than an actual stuck-up prick. 
 
    Elora smiled at me as she crouched down and began to pick the wide flat leaves off a strange plant. Its leaves were covered in a soft fuzz like an extra furry peach, and a clear liquid pooled at the raw edge of the wide leaves like aloe vera when she broke them off. 
 
    “This is the curly dock plant here,” Nestryn explained when I reached his side. 
 
    “I know this plant,” I said. 
 
    I immediately recognized the plant’s long wavy leaves. The thing had been the bane of my existence in my elderly neighbor’s yard growing up. Mrs. Callahan had bemoaned the weed every spring and summer for popping up out of the cracks between her patio pavers. I’d helped the sweet old woman pull them out by the roots for as many summers as I could remember. She’d always insisted on paying me a quarter for every plant I’d yanked from her property, and it had been a decent way to make some extra cash every year. I hadn’t been able to smother my smile every spring when they started popping back up like a plague to her well-kept property. 
 
    “Does it grow on Midgard?” Nestryn asked, and his whole face lit up with scientific curiosity. 
 
    “Yeah, it does,” I chuckled at the damn thing. “It’s considered a nuisance weed on Earth. I didn’t know it was edible.” 
 
    “It is,” the socially clumsy elf explained. “It is filled with many good nutrients, and it is rather tasty as well. This is a good cluster we have come across today.” 
 
    “Let’s gather it up, then,” I said, and I bent down to inspect it closer. It looked exactly like I remembered it. “Do we want any specific part of it, or the whole thing, or…?” 
 
    “The leaves are the best part,” Nestryn answered. “The roots can be eaten, but they are not as delicious as the leaves, so do not overwork yourself to pull them out.” 
 
    “Hey, I got you.” I smirked, and I expertly pulled one of the curly docks clear out of the ground, roots and all. 
 
    “Goodness,” Nestryn gasped, and his hazel eyes were wide. “You did that quite perfectly.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. “I used to help my neighbor pull these out every year. I got pretty good at it.” 
 
    The scholarly elf and I worked quietly side by side to pull all the curly docks from the packed soil. I watched him surreptitiously from the corner of my eye, and he seemed quite relaxed to work silently and focus his attention on the plants. His intense focus on the task at hand cemented my perception of him as the quiet intellectual I’d first suspected him to be. 
 
    After we’d gathered all of the curly dock leaves and gently placed them into Nestryn’s bag, he pointed out another edible species of mushroom nearby. The bright red fungi looked entirely threatening, but Nestryn assured me that they were both edible and a great source of nutrients as well. 
 
    “They are called shallah shrooms.” Nestryn plucked a plump one from between the rocks where they were growing and held it up to the light. 
 
    “Huh.” I leaned in closer to get a better look at the matte red color of their tops. “They’re kind of pretty.” 
 
    “I think so, too,” Nestryn gasped with awe, and his eyes sparkled with joy as he turned to look at me. “Nobody truly appreciates plants for what they are.” 
 
    “I always thought maybe one day I might grow a garden,” I said. “I just never had the time or land to do it.” 
 
    “That is a true shame.” The botanist frowned. “Plants are a wondrous thing. I find them utterly fascinating.” 
 
    “I can see that,” I chuckled. 
 
    We fell back into a comfortable silence as we picked a few dozen red shallah shrooms from the damp and mossy rocks and loaded them into a smaller pouch separated from the curly docks. 
 
    “They would absorb the moisture from the curly dock leaves,” Nestryn explained when he saw my look of curiosity. “This prevents them from withering.” 
 
    “That’s smart.” I nodded. 
 
    A few minutes later, Nestryn became thoroughly engrossed in inspecting the thick moss that the shallah shrooms were growing around. I leaned back and took a moment to watch the others. 
 
    Arlindra and Varian were gathering something together, and I could tell they were enjoying each other’s company quite thoroughly. I idly wondered if they were merely friends, or if one of them, or both of them, harbored deeper feelings for the other. 
 
    My attention was drawn to Elora as she stood up from the stone she was perched on, and she stretched her toned arms up over her head. She ran her hands through the long tresses of her silvery-blue hair, and she held it up off her neck for a moment. Then she released the thick waves, and they cascaded down her back like a river of silver threads. 
 
    Suddenly, Elora’s entire body stilled, and her eyes went wide like a deer in the headlights. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Elora gasped. Her eyes were locked on something upriver. 
 
    “What is--” I started to ask, but my answer came tromping around the bend in the river. 
 
    An enormous twenty-foot-tall troll stomped lazily around the corner. His skin was an odd greenish-brown color, and his whole body was covered in thick warts the size of softballs. He wore a dirty leather loincloth slung across his massive hips, and a vest that hung open from his shoulders. A sprout of thin gray hair popped wildly from his very round skull. He blinked, and then his huge, dull brown eyes focused directly on Elora’s perfectly still frame. 
 
    The beast roared angrily at my beautiful elf, and she just stood there in complete shock. 
 
    “Elora!” I screamed, and my heart thumped deafeningly in my ears.
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 Chapter 14 
 
    I started to race toward Elora but several things happened all at once. 
 
    I felt the familiar dump of adrenaline in my brain, and before I could even think about it, my body began to shift. Thick brown fur sprouted out all over my arms, and I shot up to two and a half times my usual height. Heavily armored pads like an armadillo rose up on my forearms and my legs. My hands spread out, and my fingers shortened as my nails grew into long, razor-sharp claws. I could just see my nose lengthen out and turn into the black-nosed muzzle of a grizzly bear. 
 
    In the midst of my rapid shift, I watched as Elora came back to herself, and she flipped to where her long bladed staff was propped against a taller boulder. Elora wrapped her hands around the shaft in the middle of her evasive cartwheel, and she kept going until she was well out of the way of the troll’s initial strike. 
 
    The beast roared, and spittle flew out of its huge mouth as he slammed one enormous fist down on the spot where Elora had just been standing. Three arrows struck the troll’s hand and forearm in quick succession, but they might as well have been splinters in a man’s finger. The troll barely noticed the long narrow shafts of Ayen’s arrows, and instead, he shifted his eyes to focus on each of us in turn. 
 
    “Ayen!” Elora cried. “His skin is too thick for arrows! You must go for the beast’s brain through his eyes!” 
 
    “Then I shall!” Ayen declared as he nocked another arrow and let it fly. 
 
    The troll easily swatted at the arrow which must have looked like nothing more than a bothersome toothpick to him, and it clattered to the ground. 
 
    I roared loudly at the wart-covered creature, and the troll’s dull brown eyes trained on my massive body. I leaned down on all fours and ran toward the beast, and I felt my body thrumming with the thrill of the fight. I must have taken the troll a bit by surprise when I reared back onto my hind legs and slammed my massive front paws into his chest because he stumbled back a step. I was a bit surprised to find that I was nearly as tall as the ugly as fuck creature, and I took advantage of his surprise and swiped my sharp claws diagonally across the troll’s chest. 
 
    The troll roared as thin lines of dark red blood pooled up from the long wounds, but his reaction looked more like anger than pain. Then the beast grabbed hold of my furry brown shoulders with both of his huge hands and pushed me backward until my back paws splashed into the river. 
 
    The water was surprisingly cold, but my bear fur was thick, and I barely felt the chill. I braced my back right paw against a stone in the river and used all the strength of my huge body to shove back at the troll. 
 
    “Bear!” the troll roared suddenly in a booming voice that was weirdly nasally. “Mean bear!” 
 
    I almost lost my footing with the complete shock that raced through my brain at the troll’s words. I had no idea a beast like this could speak, but the troll’s words had been clear. I wondered if there was a way to convince the troll to leave us alone, and I shifted my front paws on the creature’s chest. I leaned in close and met the beast’s dull brown eyes, and I tried to convey to him without words that he should just leave. 
 
    There was a split second where I thought the troll might be able to read the intelligence in my eyes, but then he gripped my shoulders hard, bent his knees, and hurled me across the river. 
 
    I slammed hard against the packed earth, and the wind was knocked out of my big lungs. Then I climbed back to my feet and felt the crunch of plant life beneath my paws. In the back of my mind, I hoped none of these had been edible and helpful plants, but there was nothing to be done about it now. 
 
    The troll bared his crooked teeth at me and yelled in anger. Then it spun around fast as Ayen’s arrows pierced only an inch or two into the hide of his back. 
 
    “Begone, foul beast!” Ayen demanded, and he shot another arrow toward the troll’s head. 
 
    The twenty-foot-tall creature swatted the arrow out of the air like a pesky fly. 
 
    I looked across the river and saw that Varian and Nestryn were huddled a good distance away with the bags of food supplies we’d spent the last few hours collecting. Arlindra had drawn her sword and stood just behind Ayen, and the blonde woman looked prepared to back him up however she could. 
 
    I scanned around, but I couldn’t find Elora at first. Then her pale blue skin and silvery hair flashed between some large bushes at the top of the river embankment. 
 
    My heart leapt up into my throat as I watched her prepare to launch herself down onto the troll’s head. My brain threw the possibilities of her plan behind my eyes, and I saw her broken body in a hundred different ways. Elora might be mad at me for it, but I couldn’t help myself from needing to protect her. 
 
    I sucked in a huge breath and roared as loudly as I could, and the troll turned to look at me. I started to bound back across the river toward the troll, and the beast did exactly what I wanted and moved toward me as well. 
 
    Then I reared back on my hind legs in the middle of the river, and the troll and I collided. 
 
    Water splashed up all around us as we wrestled for the advantage. I swiped out with my razor-sharp claws, but Elora was right about the troll’s skin. His flesh was thick like armor, and my claws barely broke through his tissue. They looked like tiny kitten scratches on a grown man’s arm, and I knew I needed a different approach. 
 
    I snapped forward with my teeth and bit down on the little bit of curve between the troll’s head and his shoulder. I was able to break through his flesh easier than with my claws, and his blood poured out onto my tongue. The bitter taste of his blood made my head ache and my throat clench. I tried to ignore it and push through, but it was overpowering, and I released my teeth from the troll’s shoulder. Then I locked into a grip with the troll, and I flicked my eyes around us. 
 
    I spotted the perfect weapon of execution about a dozen feet upstream from where I stood. A rather pointy boulder stood up in the middle of the stream with just the tip of it poking up out of the water. If I could maneuver the troll toward it and knock him off his feet onto the relatively sharp stone, I knew that his weight would be enough for the rock to puncture through his thick hide and into his vital organs. 
 
    I leaned in as close to the troll’s ugly face as I could get, and I let out an ear-piercing roar that made the beast go a little cross-eyed. I clenched my claws hard into the muscles of his chest, and I pushed forward with all my strength. The troll’s height made it so that I mostly needed to line his body up to fall onto the stone, so I shoved at his right shoulder, and then his left until he stood completely unaware in front of the rock. 
 
    I allowed him to regain his footing only long enough for me to adjust my own stance. I crouched down a bit and prepared my thick leg muscles to jump at the troll’s round head. I knew I had to get this on the first shot. The troll didn’t seem highly intelligent, but I could tell he would be able to identify the rock as a deadly threat once he laid eyes on it. 
 
    “Levi, that’s brilliant!” Elora’s voice called from behind me. Then she murmured something softly to the others. 
 
    I assumed she had figured out my plan because a second later I heard Ayen pull back on the string of his longbow. His voice was strong and determined when he let me know his intentions to assist me. 
 
    “When you move, Levi,” Ayen growled. 
 
    I roared once in what I hoped sounded like agreement, and then I sprang forward. Just a split second before my front paws landed hard on the troll’s shoulders, a single arrow slammed into the beast’s right eye. Then I followed through with a harsh headbutt to the left side of the beast’s skull. 
 
    The troll teetered precariously for a split second, and he screamed with pain as he grasped at the arrow that stuck out of his eye socket. 
 
    I didn’t give the troll the chance to regain his footing, and I pushed hard against his torso until I felt him tip over the balance point. I kept my eyes on the troll as I stepped back, and his huge body fell like a chopped redwood tree. He landed with the sharp stone squarely in the middle of his back, and just like I’d calculated, the weight and momentum of his body skewered him on the rock. 
 
    The troll’s body created a huge splash of river water when he landed, and the fang-shaped rock pierced all the way through his torso until it poked out a few inches above his chest. Dark red blood poured out from the massive wound and stained the river for several seconds as the life drained out of his body. 
 
    I stared down at the beast, and I was relieved to see he died very quickly. Once again, there had been no choice but to kill the beast. It had been obvious he would have beaten us into the ground if I hadn’t taken him out first. I turned back toward the river’s edge and walked carefully to the bank. Once I was securely back on dry land, I took several slow deep breaths, and I felt the dark brown fur recede as I returned to my human body. 
 
    “Levi!” Elora cried, and she threw herself into my arms. 
 
    I caught her tightly around her narrow waist, and I buried my nose in her silvery hair. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “That was incredible,” she breathed, and she pulled back enough to give me a firm kiss. 
 
    “Once again you have saved us,” Nestryn murmured in complete awe, and he rubbed his hands together like he wanted to give me a round of applause. “You have become an invaluable member of our community, Levi.” 
 
    “Hear, hear,” Varian declared with firm agreement. 
 
    “Is everybody alright?” I asked. “Is the food alright?” 
 
    “Yes,” Arlindra answered with confidence. “We are all quite well, thanks to you.” 
 
    “Good,” I sighed, and I turned back to look at the troll’s dead body. “That thing came out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Trolls can be shockingly quiet when they desire to be,” Elora explained, and she nuzzled herself close into my side. 
 
    “Should we see if it’s got anything useful?” I asked, and I gave Elora a tight hug. 
 
    “I shall go,” Ayen volunteered, and he handed his quiver and longbow to Varian. 
 
    Then the big blond guy waded through the waist-deep water to the troll’s corpse, and he climbed onto the beast’s torso. 
 
    “Does the beast have pockets?” Nestryn asked with deep curiosity, and he took a step closer to the river’s edge. 
 
    “He does,” Ayen answered as he dug into the inside of the troll’s vest.  
 
    “I enjoy zoology as well.” Nestryn shrugged after I raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Of course, you do,” I chuckled. 
 
    “There is a wild rabbit in his pocket!” Ayen declared, and he hoisted the fresh kill into the air triumphantly. “We shall have a fine stew this evening!” 
 
    “That is wonderful!” Elora grinned. “Now, if you are quite finished, let us gather our things and prepare to leave.” 
 
    Ayen held the rabbit at shoulder height as he carefully made his way back to shore. Arlindra, Varian, and Nestryn began to gather up the bags that were weighed down with all the food we’d gathered. 
 
    “Hang on.” I glanced further upstream. “Does the river bend back toward the Demon Lord’s castle?” 
 
    “It does,” Elora confirmed. “There is a pathway that enters the mountains, and I can only assume it leads toward the castle.” 
 
    “I need to scout out the area,” I said. “This is probably going to be the only chance we get, but I don’t want to risk any of your lives, or the food for that matter.” 
 
    “I am going with you.” Elora stood firm with her hands on her hips, and her chin pointed out with stubbornness. 
 
    “As am I,” Ayen agreed, and he took his quiver and bow back from Arlindra. 
 
    I knew there was no point in arguing with them, so I just nodded and turned back to the others. “You three take the food back to camp. Tell the others what we’re doing and let them know we will be back soon.” 
 
    “Please be careful,” Nestryn said, and there was a hint of pleading in his voice. 
 
    “We will.” I nodded reassuringly at the botanist. 
 
    Arlindra took the lead with Nestryn behind her, and Varian followed behind them. It was a good formation for the three of them to take, with the intellectual in between them. I wished Ayen would go with them as well, but I knew there was no point in trying to get him to go. It was clear to me that the big blond man was intent on remaining by my side as backup, and honestly, I couldn’t say I was bothered by that. He was an excellent warrior, and he was quickly becoming a good friend as well. 
 
    Once the other three had disappeared around the river bend, I turned to Elora and Ayen, and I gestured for the beautiful elf to lead. 
 
    “This way,” Elora announced softly, and she started to pick her way upriver. 
 
    We walked for about fifteen minutes before the landscape really started to change. The rich soil filled with bright green plants morphed into mountainous terrain, and larger boulders started to fill the riverbanks. The peaks on the horizon towered over us now, and the pleasant smells of the river faded away into dry air and a hint of ash and brimstone. 
 
    “We must climb now,” Elora said, and she secured her bladed staff to her back and started to climb up the boulders toward the mountains that reached toward the sky. 
 
    “Goodie,” I said dryly, and I began to follow Elora’s lead. 
 
    My thoughts wandered back to the troll at the river, and I was pleased with the progress in my shifting magic. I’d come a long way in such a short time, and I was glad to know I could shift into another new animal. I was also curious about the specific animals I had shifted into. The snake and bear forms I’d taken were nothing like any snake or bear I’d ever seen before. I wondered if the animals were natural creatures of this planet, or if I had the ability to enhance normally occurring creatures to suit my needs. I supposed I would discover more of that as I continued to strengthen my shifting magic. For now, I was just pleased that I seemed to have the ability to take on different forms. 
 
    We climbed the mountainside for a while, and thankfully it was more like steep hiking than sheer rock face climbing. I was glad of the angle of the mountains because it was shallow enough that we didn’t really need ropes. We continued on for at least half an hour along the narrow path through the mountains until we reached a small, flat ledge behind one peak. 
 
    Elora crouched down and prowled across to peer over the peak. Then she gestured for us to join her. 
 
    Ayen and I crouched down and moved to her side, and I peered down over the edge with her. 
 
    Far below stood a massive stone palace with four wide turrets at each corner and a massive, peaked dome in the center. The roofs were made of red stone, and the walls of the castle were built at a slightly strange angle. It looked like the entire structure loomed over the ground below like an ominous presence all its own. 
 
    A group of five demon guards paced lazily back and forth across the outer front wall of the castle. I couldn’t see any guards on the sides or rear walls of the castle, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. I had to remember that the whole place could be crawling with demons. 
 
    “How do you intend to get inside?” Ayen whispered. 
 
    “I’m going to shift,” I said simply. 
 
    What I didn’t tell him was that I wasn’t sure what I was going to shift into. I felt like I had a decent handle on the initiation of the ability now. If I could get close enough to the demon guards to get a good adrenaline rush, then I would be able to shift. I was pretty confident the magic acted much like a natural survival skill, and I had a theory that the animal I shifted into would be suited toward my needs during any given situation. 
 
    Even if I wasn’t fighting an opponent. 
 
    “Please,” Elora said with passionate concern thick in her voice, and she placed her hands on either side of my face. She pressed her lips firmly against mine, and when she pulled back to look at me, her eyes shone brightly. “Be careful.” 
 
    “I will,” I assured her. Then I glanced between my lover and my friend. “You two stay here. Stay out of sight, and if I’m not back before sunset, I want you to go back without me.” 
 
    “I will not--” Elora began, but Ayen’s words stopped her. 
 
    “I will drag her back to camp if necessary,” the big blond man interrupted. 
 
    “Thanks.” I smirked at my new friend, and then I started to work my way down the other side of the slope. 
 
    I was glad to have Ayen on my side, he was a good man with a kind and honorable heart. I’d never had a friend like him before, since my teasing and mischievous ways had often driven friends away, and over the years, I’d learned to wear an emotional mask in front of others. It felt really good to be able to be myself so completely and have someone as sincere and light-hearted as Ayen enjoy my presence. 
 
    I picked my way slowly and carefully down the mountain toward the castle’s front gates, and it felt like Frodo and Sam approaching the gates of Mordor. As I drew closer, I could feel my nerves start to sing with anticipation. I leaned into the sensation as I gazed up at the demon guards on the outer wall, and I imagined getting spotted and captured by them. It had the desired effect, and I felt the dump of adrenaline starting to bloom in my brain. 
 
    I focused on the task ahead and what I needed to do during this shift. I wasn’t sure at first what I was shifting into, but I could tell it was something small. I shrank down significantly until the boulders around me soon towered over my head. Then I leaned forward onto all fours as I felt a long tail sprout from my lower back. I looked down at my hands and saw flesh-colored toes with short semi-opaque claws that looked like they were only good for climbing. My arms were covered in a soft gray fur, and my nose twitched rapidly as long thin whiskers sprouted from my cheeks. I turned and looked at my body and found that I had shifted into a small field mouse. 
 
    “Perfect,” I tried to say to myself, but the only sound that came out was a little squeak. 
 
    I scurried rapidly toward the castle’s front gates, and thankfully there was a long chain that led up from the ground to a small hole in the stone wall. I guessed it was part of the lever and pulley system that opened the huge wooden gates. Whatever it was, my little mouse feet climbed it easily, and I slipped inside the castle unnoticed. 
 
    I stopped just inside to have a look around. 
 
    I was on top of the outer walls of the castle, and the five demon guards I’d spotted from the cliffs were milling idly around the walkways. There were five of them, and occasionally one would peer out over the castle wall to the path that led to the front gates. They looked exactly like the demon that had attacked the camp, and they carried simple polearms in their clawed hands. 
 
    I scurried across to the inside of the castle’s walls and gazed over the edge. 
 
    Below me was a wide stone courtyard with another large structure constructed in the center. This was the building that had the red roofs, and I knew it was the main part of the castle fortress. The Demon Lord would surely be within those walls somewhere, probably in some opulent throne room. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and started to scurry down a long and narrow ledge that existed from a warped bit of construction in the stonework that led down to the ground below. Once I was on the ground, I raced to what looked like the main doors of the inner castle, and I disappeared inside. 
 
    The main hall of the castle was enormous, and even my tiny mouse steps echoed through the huge space. The walls were made of the same light stone as the exterior walls of the castle. There were matching rows of thick columns made of shiny black stone running along both sides of the huge room, and at the far end was a giant stone statue of a menacing-looking demon. 
 
    The statue had huge horns that were as thick as my forearms sprouting from either side of its head. Its face was frighteningly angular, with a sharp, hooked nose, pointy chin, and eyes that glared at everything in its path. The statue had cloven hooves, too, and its knees bent in the wrong direction like a goat’s. The whole thing reminded me of the classic depiction of the devil I’d seen growing up, and I wondered if Satan was modeled after real demons from Asgard. 
 
    I heard the echoing of steady footsteps approaching the massive hall, and shortly after, a human voice reached my ears. I scurried forward and ducked behind one of the massive columns as the voice drew nearer. 
 
    “Hurry, girl,” a middle-aged elf with graying brown hair whispered urgently. She was pretty in a sturdy kind of way, with a stained apron tied snuggly around her thick waist and full breasts. She was holding a large silver tray with a domed cover, and the smells of roasting meat and baked vegetables reached my whiskered nose. “His Lordship is waiting.” 
 
    “I am right behind you,” a younger human girl whined, and her breaths came in heavy bursts. The pretty blonde girl was also wearing an apron and carrying a large silver tray. 
 
    I rushed to follow the pair without being seen. 
 
    The elf had said “His Lordship,” and I knew that could only mean one thing: They were bringing dinner to the Demon Lord. 
 
    I was about to get a personal escort to the tyrannical asshole’s dinner. I sent a quick thanks to whoever had given me this kind of luck, because without it, I may have spent hours wandering around this enormous place and never even found the Demon Lord. 
 
    The elf woman rushed down a long hallway with horned sconces all along the walls, and the younger woman raced after her as fast as her feet could move. I struggled to keep up on my short rodent legs, and I made sure to keep my eyes on the pair. The older woman turned around about halfway down the hall and backed away to the right side of the corridor, and the younger girl quickly followed her. 
 
    I raced down the end of the corridor as fast as my short legs could carry me, and I skidded to a halt just before the open doorway. Then I dashed inside as the large wooden door began to shut, and I hid behind a stone pillar while I peeked out from one side and gazed around the room. I huffed with the kind of relief of just barely making it into work on time.  
 
    The space was almost as large as the entrance hall had been, with narrow pillars of light-gray stone all around the perimeter of the room. A massive wooden table sat in the middle of the room, and it was piled high with fruits, vegetables, and several more covered trays like the ones the two women carried. 
 
    The back wall was covered in long black tapestries that seemed to be painted in a dark reddish-brown to mimic the array of mountains and volcanoes around the castle. Along the opposite wall from where I hid behind a pillar were four cutouts in the stone walls, and I could see the mountains behind the castle through them. The windows didn’t have glass, and the distant smell of ash drifted gently into the room. 
 
    A huge wrought-iron chandelier that was about four feet in diameter hung from a thick rope above the table. All three of its tiers were covered with dozens of candles that sent an eerie, flickering light around the room. The wax dripped slowly down the tapers and pooled on the wood surface of the table below. The rope looped through a huge anchor in the stone ceiling and then was knotted in place between two of the windows on the wall opposite from me. 
 
    I was impressed by the strength of the rope. That chandelier must have weighed at least a few hundred pounds. I would definitely not want to be standing anywhere near it if the rope snapped. 
 
    My whiskers twitched suddenly as I realized I could potentially use that very source of light to my advantage if the need arose. If I could get the Demon Lord underneath the iron structure and cut the rope, or even just loosen the knot enough for the rope to slip free, then that thing could cause a lot of damage. 
 
    The older elf bowed her head as low as she could and walked straight toward the end of the room. She paused to the left of the massive chair at the head of the table, and the younger girl followed suit and stopped two paces behind her. They held the trays and waited silently. 
 
    I hadn’t seen any other demons on the grounds since the five that had been stationed at the front gates, and it made me a little uncomfortable. I had expected the place to be crawling with lower demons. I wondered if the Demon Lord had other guards that were busy somewhere out of sight, or if he was powerful enough to not need a full guard of demon soldiers. Maybe he’d sent them out of the castle on some kind of mission. 
 
    I suddenly realized there was a chance that the Demon Lord had more than one camp of surviving humans in this region, and the possibility made me even more determined to kill this bastard. 
 
    I slowly and carefully made my way from one pillar to the next toward the only chair at the long table. 
 
    “Where--” the younger girl started to ask. 
 
    “Hush!” the older woman whispered aggressively to her without moving an inch. 
 
    The blonde girl’s eyes went wide and flicked around the room as a single drop of sweat rolled down her temple. 
 
    My heart clenched as I watched her, and I realized there was something familiar about the angle of her nose, and the shade of her wheat-blonde hair. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but I felt like I’d seen her before. 
 
    I watched and listened silently for what felt like hours, but really it was probably only about five minutes. My whole body was filled with tension, and my nerves felt like the strings on a guitar that had been pulled too tight. The stress was palpable in my muscles, and my heart beat rapidly in my tiny chest. The two women seemed to be just as stressed by the prolonged wait as I was, and the younger girl’s arms started to tremble from the weight of the silver tray in her hands. 
 
    While we waited, several other human servants silently came into the room, and they all lined up along the length of the heavy wooden table. There were both men and women, humans and elves, and they all stood beside one of the large silver trays. 
 
    They wore dirty clothes and aprons tied snuggly around their waists, but as I studied their faces closely, I realized that they all wore the same haggard expressions of life in servitude, too. One of the older women seemed oddly familiar, and I studied her face for a moment. She had gray hair tied back in a tight bun at the base of her neck and a sour look on her face. I’d never seen her before, and then I realized she reminded me a bit of Ylva with that lemon-sucking purse on her thin lips. 
 
    I clenched my mouse teeth together as the anticipation grew to an almost painful intensity, and finally, I heard the thundering voice of the Demon Lord approaching. 
 
    “Where is my dinner!” the Demon Lord hollered, and he stomped into the room so forcefully that everything on the table began to tremble. 
 
    I sucked in my breath and curled my thin tail around myself in an instinctual attempt to make my body even smaller than I already was. 
 
    The tray in the blonde girl’s hands clattered violently for a second before she gripped the handles hard enough to turn her knuckles white, and then it was as silent as the rest of the room. 
 
    “I am hungry!” The Demon Lord burst into the room like a hurricane. 
 
    Every pair of eyes in the room except my own suddenly found the floor entirely fascinating. 
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off the Demon Lord as he stomped forward and stopped beside his massive chair. 
 
    He was the spitting image of the huge statue I’d seen in the main hall. His horns were curled a bit more than the statue, and he seemed to have grown a pointed beard from his chin since the statue was carved. The biggest difference between the statue and the Demon Lord before me was his size, though. I’d thought the statue was large, but this fucker was even bigger. He was easily as tall as the troll had been, and he was as thick as a bus. His chest was covered in thick banks of muscle and wiry black hair, and his arms bulged with barely contained strength. 
 
    Two humans rushed forward and scraped the chair back, and the Demon Lord dropped into the seat, leaned back, and propped his cloven hooves up on the table. 
 
    “Oh, fucking shit,” I said to myself, but the only sound that came from me was the tiniest squeak of shock that escaped from between my four front teeth.
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 Chapter 15 
 
    This guy was fucking huge, but even worse than that was that he was clearly far more intelligent than the troll had been. The whole prospect of going up against this asshole sent my heart racing again, and I felt a fresh dump of fight or flight hormones in my brain. 
 
    “What are you slaves waiting for?” the Demon Lord demanded at the top of his lungs, and his glowing orange eyes narrowed at the humans and elves lined up along the table. 
 
    The servants rushed to obey their master’s demands, and they each reached forward and quickly removed the large silver domes from the trays. 
 
    I couldn’t see most of the offerings on the table from my vantage point on the ground, but the smells of roasted meat, steamed vegetables, thick gravy, and freshly baked bread reached my small nose. I flicked my eyes around for a way to get a better look at everything, and I decided the long tapestry at the back of the room was my best option. 
 
    “Go!” The Demon Lord gestured aggressively with his four-fingered hand. “Leave me to my meal.” 
 
    The humans and elves didn’t need a second invitation, and they scurried away quickly and disappeared through various doors. 
 
    For a second, I debated whether I should rush after them to find out if I could hear more of their conversations, but I decided to stay and investigate the Demon Lord instead. I should stay here and observe as much as I could about this huge asshole. 
 
    The Demon Lord dove into his meal like a starving animal, and he began to rip the cooked animal carcasses apart with his bare hands. I watched in horror for a moment as he slammed an entire chicken leg into his mouth, bone and all, and chewed it with his mouth wide open. Then he began to shove an entire handful of something green into his mouth before he picked up a gallon-sized silver goblet and took a huge drink of the red liquid inside. 
 
    I took advantage of his intense focus on his meal, and I scurried quickly over to the tapestries directly behind the Demon Lord’s chair. I hoped climbing as a mouse was as intuitive as swimming in my whale form had been. I leaned up on my back legs and clutched the thick fabric with my little mouse claws, and I was pleased to discover the task was much easier than I remembered the rope climb in PE class being. 
 
    I climbed all the way to the top of the tapestry and scurried over the edge to a small ledge at the top of one of the pillars, and I peered down at the table from a perfect bird’s-eye view. 
 
    My stomach turned and clenched as I took in the feast that had been laid out before the Demon Lord. There was a wild rabbit, something that looked vaguely like a boar, and some kind of fowl, which were all pretty normal. It was the two long legs that ended in five rounded toes that made me sick to my stomach. I also couldn’t help but notice that the goblet he’d drunk from appeared to be filled with blood. The liquid was far too viscous to be wine. So not only did he eat the people that were sacrificed to him, he drank them as well. 
 
    Or at least some of them. 
 
    There was little question in my mind about where the Demon Lord’s servants had come from, but I wondered how he chose which ones to have for dinner and which ones he allowed to live. I expected they weren’t allowed to live indefinitely, and that when the people ran out their usefulness, they became dinner as well. 
 
    The Demon Lord reached out and picked up the left leg, and I tore my eyes away from the roasted human flesh before it reached his teeth. There was more than enough food on this table, and even a beast as large as the Demon Lord probably couldn’t eat it all. It pissed me off to great lengths to think of all this extra food going to waste, and how constant a source of worry food scarcity was for the people in the camp. 
 
    The thick, doughy rolls on the table remained entirely untouched by the Demon Lord as he ate his fill with as much grace as a Neanderthal. I hadn’t seen any bread or heard a single mention of flour since I’d arrived here on Asgard, and I’d just assumed there was no way to make it. The Demon Lord’s spread was clear evidence that wasn’t true at all, and the fact that he didn’t seem to have a taste for the sweet-smelling bread pissed me off. 
 
    I watched the Demon Lord for a few minutes and took the time to study his anatomy. His body was layered with thick muscles, and I discovered that he had quick reflexes when a roasted potato began to roll off the tray and onto the floor. The beast snatched it out of the air and slammed the whole thing into his mouth in the blink of an eye. I could also tell that he had the same slightly different joints that Elora had taught me about in lower demons, and I made a mental note of that fact. 
 
    I wondered if the Demon Lord had any weak points in his body, perhaps at the base of his throat or under his ribcage. I figured if nothing else, the eye sockets were always a good point of access into any creature’s body. 
 
    “Mmmm.” The Demon Lord slowed down eventually, and he leaned back in his massive chair like he was going to take a nap. 
 
    I watched for another minute, and when the beast’s thick chest started to rise slowly, I knew he was asleep. I didn’t hesitate to use his unconsciousness to escape the foul-smelling beast, and I scurried quickly back down the tapestry and past the pillars into the hall I’d entered from. I didn’t think it was possible for my body to have made more adrenaline already, but when the Demon Lord’s arm slipped from his chair I felt the kick of animalistic terror in my nervous system. I raced out of the room like a gazelle fleeing from a crocodile at the watering hole. 
 
    Now that I wasn’t rushing to follow the servant women, I had a chance to look around a little more. The sconces on the walls were all slightly different from one another, and I could see a bit of dried-out and decaying flesh around the rims where the fire burned. My stomach did a little flip as I realized these weren’t decorative horns, but that they were likely trophies of the demons the Lord had slain. 
 
    There were a few large rectangular-shaped areas of a slightly lighter shade than the rest of the walls between the pillars. They reminded me of scenes in movies when paintings and furniture were moved for the first time. I could see the difference in the wallpapers and carpets, and I wondered what had hung on those spaces long enough to alter the shade of the off-white stone. 
 
    I turned left and continued back to where the two servant women had first appeared. Then I peeked around the corner and found a narrow stone staircase leading into the belly of the castle. I quirked my mouse ear, and I strained to hear any noises from below. 
 
    The distant clanging of pots and pans echoed up the stairwell to me, and I guessed this was probably where the kitchens were. I started down the long stairs, and as I went, I wondered who had built this castle. When I first heard about the Demon Lord, I had just assumed that he’d had it built when he took over the area, but maybe it had existed before that. Perhaps one of the Aesir that Wyn had spoken about had lived in this castle before Ragnarok. 
 
    It took me a few minutes to descend the flight of narrow stone steps, and the voices of the busty elf woman and the young blonde woman grew clearer as I went. About halfway down, I realized I needed to keep my adrenaline up or I was in danger of shifting back to my human form in the middle of this demon castle. The very thought was enough to send another dump of the hormone into my brain, but I moved my feet a little faster. 
 
    Thankfully, I’d been in a pretty constant state of fight or flight stress since I’d snuck into the castle walls. 
 
    A third male voice joined in the conversation and redirected my focus, but it wasn’t until I reached the bottom of the stairs that I could make out their words. 
 
    “…such a shame, really,” the male voice said. 
 
    “What it is, is torture,” the young woman said, and her tone was filled with rage and spite. “It is vicious to bring the new sacrifices directly into a room with an enormous table laden with all kinds of delicious-smelling foods. I feel as though it would almost be preferable to be taken straight to the dungeons.” 
 
    The three of them stood around a rough wooden table scattered with flour. The older elf woman was kneading a large lump of dough, and there was a smudge of loose flour on her forehead. The man was human, and he was busy scrubbing the pots and pans clean in a huge basin near an enormous open fire. The young woman had a large pile of wild carrots in front of her, and a palm-sized brush of wild boar bristles in her hand. She scowled down at the root vegetables with hatred in her blue eyes. 
 
    “You know as well as I,” the older woman sighed. “His Lordship prefers to gaze upon his sacrifices as soon as they arrive at the castle so he can decide who will be best suited in service to him in each capacity.” 
 
    “Yes,” the human man agreed with a sour look on his face. “And so he may decide who looks the most delicious.” 
 
    A shudder ran up my spine at the man’s words, not to mention the fact that neither of the women disagreed with him. They both lowered their eyes back to their work as if it wasn’t even worth making a counterpoint. 
 
    “There is little to be done about it,” the older elf said, and her gently wrinkled face fell with regret. “Let us focus on preparing the feast for the full moon.” 
 
    “We should burn the feast.” The blonde woman crossed her arms in defiance. “Destroy every last morsel. If the Demon Lord is so hungry, then he can cook for himself.” 
 
    “Fool,” the elf chided her. “You know that would only bring about very painful and slow deaths for us, and his Lordship would only replace us on the next full moon.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” the blonde sighed heavily, and her shoulders slumped under the truth of the older woman’s words. “There must be something to be done.” 
 
    “Astrid,” the elf woman said gently, and she stopped kneading the dough to look at the blonde girl. “Has anyone ever returned from the Demon Lord’s castle before?” 
 
    “No,” Astrid murmured, and her voice was heavy with despair. “Never.” 
 
    “Mhmm.” The older woman nodded as if that was all the explanation they needed to end this conversation, and she set back to preparing the bread. 
 
    “I do not see much point in continuing to serve his Lordship,” the man said with disdain, “if he is only going to kill us anyway.” 
 
    “Because,” the elf woman said sagely, “if we serve him and do so to his liking, he will make our deaths quick and easy. You know as well as I that the only prize we will win by angering him is painful and torturous deaths. Never forget, he’ll eat us alive if he’s got the temper to…” 
 
    The young blonde woman shuddered at the words, and her sickly expression made me realize she may have actually witnessed this before. 
 
    It was clear that these people hated the Demon Lord as much as I did. Even the older elven woman, who seemed resigned to make the best of her unfortunate circumstances, spoke about the Demon Lord with disgust in every line of her face. After listening to these fine people, I was more determined than ever to kill this fucker and set them all free. I wondered who they were, and if they had family in the camp missing them and mourning their deaths. 
 
    I wished I had more time to really explore the castle. There was so much of the space I hadn’t seen, and I couldn’t shake the suspicion that more demon guards were lurking somewhere within these halls. 
 
    I was starting to feel worn down from the constant levels of stress I’d been maintaining since I’d shifted into my mouse form, though, and I didn’t think I’d be able to keep it up much longer. I knew there was a limited amount of adrenaline the human brain could produce in a given amount of time, and I felt like I was probably pushing my luck as it was. 
 
    I needed to get out of here before my brain ran out of the fight or flight hormone and I ended up unwillingly shifting back into a human. I could only imagine the smug look on the Demon Lord’s face if he found a human shifter who’d been lurking around his castle. 
 
    I shook my head and thought about what I had learned so far. 
 
    The Demon Lord kept at least some of the sacrifices alive to serve in his castle. He ate a lot of food, but not everything that was set before him. He seemed to favor the meat platters and the root vegetables the most. 
 
    Suddenly, I had a stroke of inspiration, and my whiskers twitched excitedly as an idea formed in my brain. 
 
    Nestryn had pointed out that poisonous plant, and there had been a lot of it growing on the other side of the river. I had to assume that a large enough dose of it could take down a creature even as massive and powerful as the Demon Lord. I could use the hatred of these kitchen servants to my advantage and have them poison the bastard’s food. If I was lucky, it would be enough to kill him, but even if it wasn’t, it would certainly give me an upper-hand in a fight with the asshole. 
 
    I scurried around the kitchen, and I did my best to stay out of sight for the time being. I wanted to see how much the Demon Lord had stored away down here. If he had all kinds of food and supplies stashed, it would be hugely beneficial for us to raid the pantries. 
 
    There was a cold storage room off the kitchen on the opposite side from the large fireplace, and I scurried inside. The cool stone walls were lined with wooden shelves, and the shelves were piled high with sacks of flour, baskets of potatoes, carrots, and onions. I spotted something that looked like radishes, and another smaller basket filled with rock salt. Extra pots and pans were hanging from the ceiling, and even some sharp knives and other utensils. The place was a treasure trove of kitchen supplies, and I knew the villagers would all be thrilled to add these things to our supplies. 
 
    I wondered what other rooms the castle had, and what other goodies we might be able to find. Maybe clothes, blankets, or even things like weapons. The possibilities were endless, especially if this castle had once belonged to an Asgardian. 
 
    I scampered back into the kitchen to have one more quick look around to make sure I hadn’t missed anything important. The three enslaved people were working silently on their individual tasks, but I did see something advantageous that I had overlooked on my first inspection of the large room. 
 
    High above where the human man was scrubbing pots, there was a narrow window that looked out on a cloudy sky. It was only about a foot wide and maybe four inches tall, but it was plenty big enough for a mouse, or perhaps a bird, to squeeze through. 
 
    I smirked to myself and started to lay out a plan to defeat the Demon Lord as I began to hunt for a way up to that window. I would need to come back here, not only to deliver the poisonous plant that Nestryn had pointed out, but also to get more information about the castle. I had to know more about what was going on here, how many guards there were, and the castle layout itself. 
 
    Or I might as well just scurry right into the dining hall this minute and allow my shift to end in full view of the Demon Lord. 
 
    I turned my focus to escaping the castle, and I knew I would come back again after my brain had a chance to replenish my adrenaline supply. Thankfully, the kitchen was lined with many shelves, storage hooks, and even a length of twine that reached to the floor. I hoped the length of twine was securely knotted around that nail in the stone wall, and I began to climb. It didn’t take long to reach the top, and I rushed to jump across the short distance to the shelf nearby. 
 
    I paused in the middle of the shelf where a small oval etching rested flat on its back. The copper-colored metal frame wasn’t much larger than an American half-dollar, and it was tarnished from age. The image etched into the small oval was the same image that marked the single gold coin I’d found on the shelves in my hut that first night. I suspected this bearded man with the eye patch was Odin Allfather, and I made a note to ask Wyn about it when I had the chance. 
 
    Then I raced behind the stacks of wooden mixing bowls and over to a long-handled spoon that hung down from a hook on the ceiling a few inches away from the small window. 
 
    I climbed up the spoon, and I took a deep breath before I launched myself to the window ledge. The force of my jump was enough to send the spoon knocking into the mixing bowl on the shelf, and all three servants turned their eyes to the sudden noise. I ducked close to the corner of the window, and I tried to make myself as small as I possibly could. 
 
    Then I held my breath for a second as the three people looked just beside me. 
 
    The man shrugged and went back to work, and the pretty blonde sighed heavily before she started to scrub the carrots clean. The older elven woman was a bit more suspicious, and she narrowed her eyes in my direction for another few seconds before she slowly turned back to greasing a dented loaf pan. 
 
    I breathed out, and I turned around to see where in the castle I was. I was near the ground, and the rear right corner of the outer walls was about ten yards away from my current location. I peered around in search of some way I could get outside of the fortress walls, and I found a small crack in the foundation. 
 
    I raced as fast as my short legs could carry me across the open distance and pushed myself inside the crack. The space was just barely big enough for me to squeeze my furry little body through, and I popped out on the other side about twenty yards away from where I’d first approached the front gates. 
 
    I didn’t waste a second, and I clambered up the mountainside as quickly as I could. I would have expected my legs to be exhausted after all this climbing, but my body felt warm and limber like a great workout. 
 
    As I climbed, my mind raced through everything I had learned. The Demon Lord clearly had enough food to survive without having to eat the people in the camp. It was like he was keeping them as his own personal cattle reserve like they were a fine veal that he ate only for the pleasure of it. Meanwhile, if all his meals looked like the one I had seen, he prepared and wasted enough food that could have fed the entire village and every servant in his castle. The injustice and entitlement of it all made my blood boil, and I longed to watch the life drain out of the Demon Lord’s glowing orange eyes. 
 
    I was going to kill that fucking bastard, one way or another, and if I played my cards right, he would be in a disastrously poisoned state before he ever laid eyes on me. I just needed to know a little more about the plant that Nestryn had identified, but I was fairly confident that it would give me a good leg up on the massive demon. 
 
    Once I returned to Elora and Ayen, we would gather as much of the plant as we could fit into one sack. Then I would need to bring the plant to the cooks in the Demon Lord’s kitchens and explain to them who I was, and my intentions to free them from slavery. I had a feeling that the young woman, Astrid, would take very little convincing. The older elf might need more persuasion, but I was confident that I could get her on my side once she saw that I had shifting magic. 
 
    I didn’t stop to rest until I climbed over the peak where Elora and Ayen waited for me. They sat silently beside one another, and Elora’s eyes studied the sun that was steadily sinking toward the horizon. It was then that I realized how long I’d been gone. After all, it took a lot longer to move around when my strides were significantly smaller than usual. I didn’t want to startle them, so I skittered over to Elora’s foot, and I nuzzled against her toes to get her attention. 
 
    “Hello, little mouse,” Elora murmured, and she held her palm out to greet me. 
 
    I placed one paw gently on the tip of her index finger, and then I scurried back several paces. I turned around, looked up at her, and took several long deep breaths to slow my heart down from its rapid fluttering pace. 
 
    Elora’s eyes went wide for a second, and then her entire face relaxed into joyful relief as my body shifted back into my normal human form. 
 
    “Levi,” the beautiful elf sighed. “I should have known it was you.” 
 
    “Welcome back, friend,” Ayen said in an unusually quiet voice. “How did your mission go?” 
 
    “Good.” I cleared my throat. “I found out a lot, and I have a plan to kill the Demon Lord. I’m pretty sure it will work, but let’s get out of here first.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Ayen whispered, and he started to hike back down the way we’d come. 
 
    Elora gave me a quick kiss, and then she scooted across the flat area and followed Ayen down the mountainside. 
 
    I took one last glance over the edge at the castle fortress below to make sure there were still only five demon guards patrolling the outer walls of the castle. Besides the Demon Lord himself, those five guards were the only demons I’d seen in or around the fortress, and I gazed out into the distance to see if there were any demon armies camped out in the mountains. I couldn’t see evidence of any, and I thought that the Demon Lord was probably confident in his ability to protect himself. 
 
    Though he probably didn’t feel like he needed any protection. He seemed quite secure in his position of power, and I couldn’t blame him. The people were terrified, and they had absolutely no intentions of rising up against him until I’d shown up with shifting magic. 
 
    I smirked to myself, and then I followed Elora. 
 
    Elora kept glancing over her shoulder at me like she needed to make sure I was still there as we went. We hiked in silence until we reached the shift in terrain at the edge of the river. 
 
    “Will you tell us your plan now?” Elora asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “So it turns out that at least some of the sacrificed people are kept alive to serve the Demon Lord.” 
 
    “Goodness!” Elora gasped. “Who are they? Who is still alive?” 
 
    “I saw about a dozen people altogether,” I said as we continued to walk downriver. “The only name I heard was a young blonde woman named Astrid.” 
 
    “That is Azariah and Arlindra’s youngest sister!” Ayen said with surprise. “They will be very relieved to hear she is alive.” 
 
    “So that’s why she looked familiar.” I smirked and recalled that Astrid had the same nose and wheat-blonde hair as her older sisters, and the same fierceness, too. 
 
    “Do the survivors play a role in your plan?” Elora asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “Astrid and an older elf woman work in the kitchen. They prepare the Demon Lord’s feasts, and they were working on the feast for the full moon sacrifice.” 
 
    “An older elf,” Ayen repeated, and he looked over his shoulder at me. “Was she a lovely plump woman? With graying brown hair?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “She was. Do you know who she is?” 
 
    “I believe that was Ingrid,” Ayen answered. 
 
    “Okay,” I replied, “but who is Ingrid?” 
 
    “Goren’s mother,” Elora said with hope in her voice. “If she is still alive, Goren and Quintus will be ecstatic.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” I murmured. So the people in the Demon Lord’s castle were from the camp. I wondered if they all were, or if my theory about other camps being nearby was true, but there would be time to figure all that out later. We had work to do. 
 
    “Levi!” Nestryn cried as we turned the last bend before the river’s outlet. 
 
    “Nestryn.” I blinked in surprise at the brown-haired elf’s intelligent face. “What are you doing here? You were supposed to go back to camp.” 
 
    “He would not leave without you,” Arlindra replied. 
 
    “Indeed,” Varian agreed. “Nestryn insisted on waiting for you all to return from your mission at the Demon Lord’s castle.” 
 
    “How did it go?” Nestryn asked, and his eyes sparkled with interest. “Did you see the Demon Lord?” 
 
    “Yes, that bastard is fucking huge,” I explained. 
 
    “How big is he?” Arlindra asked with a touch of anxiety in her voice. 
 
    “He’s about as big as that troll was,” I said. Then I walked over to the plant that Nestryn had been observing earlier, and I pointed at it. “But I have a plan.” 
 
    “Night lace,” Nestryn said in a curious tone. “What would you want with this?” 
 
    “You said it was poisonous, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, if you consumed enough night lace, it would surely kill a man of your size.” Nestryn’s brown eyebrows knitted together with confusion, and it was clear he wasn’t following my train of thought. 
 
    “Good.” I nodded. “Let’s collect as much of it as we can carry.” 
 
    “I do not understand,” Nestryn said. “There are no beneficial uses for this plant…” 
 
    “Yes, there is,” Elora corrected, and her eyes lit up with understanding. 
 
    “We’re going to use it to kill the Demon Lord.” I smirked.

  

 
 
    [image: ]
  
 
   



 

 Chapter 16 
 
    If you’d like to see a map of the area around the encampment, you can find it on my Patreon (search Google for ‘Patreon  Eric Vall’), or you can find it in my Facebook group (Search for ‘Eric Vall’ in Facebook Groups). It’s also linked on my website at www.ericvall.com 
 
      
 
    “You intend to poison the Demon Lord with the night lace,” Nestryn murmured, and his face went from confusion to understanding to doubt in quick succession. “I do not believe this plan will work as you hope, Levi.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked, and I was suddenly very glad that Nestryn and the others had decided to remain at the river and wait for us. 
 
    I didn’t want to waste my time collecting a plant that was going to end up being useless, but I still had a gut feeling that the night lace would be helpful. 
 
    “Night lace is processed through the blood,” Nestryn explained. “If the Demon Lord is as large as you say, then even a strong dose of the poison would at best give him a state of intoxication as if he had consumed a large amount of strong ale. His stomach would likely not absorb the poison and spread it through his body fast enough to kill him. The heat of his body may burn off the poison before it has enough effect.” 
 
    “Alright.” I nodded and thought for a moment. “So, what if we get the asshole’s heart beating faster? That would pump his blood faster, and harder, which would push the poison through his body faster, right?” 
 
    “Then it will have more time to take effect before his body burns it off,” Elora continued. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I was thinking,” I confirmed. “We don’t necessarily need the poison to kill the Demon Lord. We just need it to fuck him up enough to give me the upper-hand.” 
 
    “That sounds logical to me.” Ayen shrugged. “What do you think, Nestryn?” 
 
    “This plan has potential,” Nestryn murmured thoughtfully. “If you could get enough of the night lace into the Demon Lord’s system, and then get his heart racing quickly enough, it would make him disoriented, weak, and confused. But how do you intend to get the poison into his system?” 
 
    “That’s where Ingrid and Astrid come into the plan,” I said. 
 
    “Astrid?” Arlindra gasped at me, and her blue eyes went wide. “You saw Astrid? Are you certain it was her?” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “She looks a lot like you, and the other woman called her by name.” 
 
    “That is incredible,” Arlindra clasped her hands over her mouth as her eyes started to shine with tears. 
 
    “He saw Ingrid as well,” Ayen added with a victorious expression. 
 
    “Oh!” Arlindra grinned. “That is wonderful news, were there others as well?” 
 
    “Yes, I saw at least a dozen people acting as servants to the Demon Lord,” I confirmed. 
 
    “Then we must free them all,” Varian declared. 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” I said. “So after we collect all the night lace, I can shift again and bring it to them. Then I can explain who I am, that I’m with their families, and about our plans to kill the Demon Lord. I got the feeling that Astrid would be more than eager to help me take that bastard out once and for all, and I think I could easily get Ingrid on my side.” 
 
    “And then they could cook the poison into the Demon Lord’s meal?” Varian asked, and he scratched his brown hair as he pictured the plan. 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. 
 
    “Hmm,” Nestryn hummed, and he walked over to the spiny-looking plant. “Perhaps I could reduce the leaves down into a more potent concentrated form.” 
 
    “Would that help?” I asked. 
 
    “It may very well,” Nestryn confirmed. “The poisonous oil within the leaves has no taste or smell of its own, but the leaves have a distinct smell. If I can extract the poison out of the leaves and reduce it, it would be much simpler to mix in with the Demon Lord’s feast. This would also give Ingrid and Astrid a much more potent poison to work with. They would need to be very careful in handling it, but I do believe the risk would be well worth it.” 
 
    “Let’s do it, then,” I said, and I glanced at each of the people around me. 
 
    “Very well,” Ayen agreed, and he pulled an empty sack from his leather belt. “Let us stuff this sack full of the deadliest leaves we know.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Wait!” Nestryn cried, and he sounded a little bit panicked at our eagerness. “We must be very careful in handling this plant, the oil can cause skin irritation and even blindness if one is careless. Do any of you have a set of gloves perhaps?” 
 
    Arlindra, Ayen, and Elora all shook their heads, but Varian smiled confidently as he reached into one of his pockets. 
 
    “I do,” the brown-haired guy said. 
 
    “Excellent,” Nestryn replied. “Elora, if you cut the leaves down at the base of the stalks with your spear, it will make it much easier to collect the leaves.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Elora confirmed, and she pulled her spear out and sliced effortlessly through a bushel of the night lace. 
 
    “Allow me to help,” Arlindra offered, and she pulled her sword from its leather holster and began to slice through another bush of the spiny leaves. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Nestryn said with intellectual satisfaction. “Levi, will you hold the sack open for Varian?” 
 
    “Of course.” I took the large burlap sack from the scholarly elf’s hands. 
 
    Varian tugged his leather gloves up to the middle of his forearms, and I walked over beside him. I held the sack open as he bent down and carefully picked up one leaf at a time and laid them gently into the bag. 
 
    “I shall try to be helpful,” Ayen said, and he pulled his bow from his shoulder. “Perhaps I can find another rabbit.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I agreed. “Are there any other animals that you might find in this area?” 
 
    “I found a small wild boar once,” Ayen answered with a smug smile. “That was a very good day.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll have another very good day,” I chuckled. 
 
    Ayen stalked off quietly toward the untouched bushes and moved silently forward in the hopes of finding something good to hunt. 
 
    Elora and Arlindra worked together to cut down all of the night lace plants we could find, and we all remained quiet to keep from scaring away any potential prey animals that Ayen might come across. 
 
    After a while, Ayen had walked around the bend in the river, and the rest of us had collected all of the night lace we could find. The burlap sack was about three-quarters of the way full with the leaves, and Nestryn nodded appreciatively at the haul. 
 
    “This should be sufficient,” Nestryn murmured. “I should be able to boil it down into a rather potent concentrated poison.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I said, and I turned in the direction Ayen had wandered. “Should we go after him?” 
 
    “I will--” Varian began to offer, but a celebratory holler in the distance cut him off. 
 
    “Huzzah!” Ayen’s voice bounced off the boulders on either side of the river, and a moment later he came jogging back around the bend with a fat feathered creature in his hand. “It has been a very, very good day!” 
 
    “Marvelous!” Arlindra cried. “Is that a wild cockerel?” 
 
    “It is indeed,” Ayen said smugly as he jogged the last few paces to stop beside me. “Is it not a fine beast?” 
 
    I studied the bird in Ayen’s hands, and I had to agree it was a fine specimen. The bird looked like a North American wild turkey with muted-brown feathers and a meaty breast. The bird’s head was a slightly longer shape than the wild turkeys I was familiar with, and it had a bright blue spot on the base of its beak. 
 
    “Excellent hunting, Ayen.” I gave him the best clap on the shoulder I could manage. 
 
    “Thank you!” Ayen laughed, and he returned the slap to the shoulder with a much firmer one of his own. “Are we finished here? I would very much like to return to camp and begin defeathering this beast!” 
 
    “We are all sorted here,” Elora confirmed. “I am becoming weary, let us return.” 
 
    “Hear, hear,” Nestryn sighed with exhaustion, and he carefully slung the sack of night lace over his shoulder. 
 
    The rest of us picked up all our supplies, the two wild rabbits, and all the sacks of plants and vegetables, and we walked tiredly to the end of the river and around the bend toward the sand dunes. 
 
    “So, Levi,” Varian began a few minutes after we passed into the rolling dunes. “What is your plan beyond using the night lace poison on the Demon Lord?” 
 
    “Yes.” Arlindra nodded in agreement. “There must be more to this, surely there are dozens of demon guards in that place.” 
 
    “Actually, I only saw five,” I corrected. “I need to go back and have a more thorough look around the castle. There’s got to be more guards around that place. Even if the Demon Lord is some super strong, cocky bastard, I don’t want to risk underestimating him.” 
 
    Arlindra and Varian’s footsteps slowed just a touch so that we all walked close together in a small group. Their eyes all turned to me, and they waited patiently for me to continue. 
 
    “There are surely many areas of the castle you did not have time to explore,” Ayen said. 
 
    “There are,” I confirmed. “I really only saw a small fraction of the castle. Astrid said something about a dungeon, and I would think that more demon guards are probably stationed there to watch over the imprisoned sacrifices.” 
 
    “It is wise to get a better idea of the castle’s layout,” Elora agreed. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “Okay, so Nestryn agreed that getting the Demon Lord’s heart beating faster would be important to the night lace working. Here’s what I was thinking: I’ll deliver the poison to Ingrid and Astrid, and I’ll fill them in on the whole plan. While I’m there, I can get a better look around the place. I can see how many more guards are lurking about in the dungeons, and maybe I can even find some things around the fortress that will help in this fight against the Demon Lord.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Arlindra asked. 
 
    “There’s this huge wrought-iron chandelier in the dining hall,” I explained. “It’s got to weigh at least a few hundred pounds, and it’s hanging by just one rope. If I could get that asshole underneath it and cut the rope, our problems could be that much easier to solve. It might not be enough to kill him, but it would definitely do some serious damage.” 
 
    “Do you think there may be other such useful elements to the environment?” Varian asked. 
 
    “Probably.” I smirked as I thought back to one of my favorite childhood movies. Home Alone was a cinematic masterpiece, and I was gonna go Kevin McCallister all over that Demon Lord’s ass in his own castle. “From what I’ve seen of castles, they always have some pretty ridiculous features. Things like iron gates in the dungeons, cell doors, and massive and precariously hung chandeliers. I’ll get a good look around and see what I can find.” 
 
    “Have you spent much time in castles on Midgard?” Nestryn asked, and his eyes lit up with curiosity. 
 
    “Um, sort of…” My mind drifted to my YouTube rabbit holes when I’d spent three days adventuring through random old castles all across Europe through my computer screen. I couldn’t help it, I just wanted a damn castle. “It’s hard to explain. Anyway, after I deliver the poison and have a thorough look around, we’ll wait until the Demon Lord signals for the full moon sacrifice to begin. Two of our best warriors and myself will go in with the intentions of--” 
 
    “But you could be devoured!” Arlindra gasped. “We can’t be left without our best warriors!” 
 
    “That’s actually not likely,” I admitted. “From what I saw, he prefers his… meals, uh… cooked, so we can assume he won’t immediately devour whoever we send in.” 
 
    The group looked alarmed at all of this news, and I quickly continued to avoid dwelling on the cooked human legs I’d witnessed. 
 
    “So the other sacrifices and I are going to go in and meet the Demon Lord,” I explained. 
 
    “I am confused,” Nestryn said, and his brown eyebrows furrowed together. “What will happen once you are presented to the Demon Lord?” 
 
    “Astrid and Ingrid said that the Demon Lord assesses the sacrifices to see where they’d be most useful to him,” I said. “They also mentioned that the bastard has a bit of a temper. I was thinking that if I play it just right, we’ll get thrown into the dungeon. That way the other two warriors will be safe. Then I can shift my form, escape, and go deal with the Demon Lord. While we’re out of the dining hall, he’ll have the opportunity to guzzle down all the night lace poison.” 
 
    “I will be going with you,” Elora said, and her eyes steeled in a way that left little room for argument. 
 
    But the idea of having Elora accompany me as a sacrifice made my stomach immediately turn into stone. My brain threw a variety of horrific images at me. I saw Elora in chains, cooked in an oven, ripped apart and eaten alive, and many much more horrifying and unspeakable atrocities. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Elora demanded. “In case you have forgotten, I am a Valkyrie. I am quite capable of handling myself in battle, and I will not sit idly by while others risk their lives on my behalf.” 
 
    I could tell I wouldn’t be able to force Elora into staying behind, but maybe there was a way to include her in the plan without putting her directly in front of the Demon Lord. I considered all the facts again, and then I knew exactly what job to give her. 
 
    “You won’t be sitting idly by,” I assured her. “You’re just as important to my plan as anyone else, but I have a more important job for you. While the sacrifices and I are being taken to the Demon Lord and then hopefully sent down to the dungeons, I’ll need you to lead a second group of fighters to the front gates and take out the five demon guards I saw there.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Elora hummed, and she narrowed her eyes at me as she considered this. “That is a wise plan. Very well, I shall lead the second group.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. 
 
    “Ahem,” Ayen cleared his throat. “And what, pray tell, will be my important job? I refuse to miss out on all the exciting battles.” 
 
    “You’ll be with Elora,” I said. “You two work really well together, and I know you’ll watch each other’s backs.” 
 
    “Quite right.” Ayen grinned, and he puffed out his chest with pride. “So who will go in as sacrifices beside you, then, Levi?” 
 
    “I figured I would wait until we got back to camp,” I said. “And then people could volunteer like they have in the past. I don’t want to put anybody in a position they’re not comfortable with.” 
 
    “I will go with you,” Varian declared without hesitation. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked the brown-haired man. “It’s likely we’ll be sent to the dungeons pretty quick.” 
 
    “I am sure.” Varian nodded. “I will do my part to ensure the success of this plan.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “I’m going to trust Ingrid to decide what the best option is for delivering the poison to the Demon Lord. I’ll also make sure to ask her about how the sacrifices usually go. I want to know if he eats before they arrive, or during, or if he takes care of business and then feasts as a reward to himself.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Arlindra murmured thoughtfully. 
 
    “So,” I breathed, and I lined up the order of events in my head. “Boil down the poison, deliver it to Ingrid and Astrid and get them on our side, check out the castle a whole lot more, figure out which dish the Demon Lord will consume the most of first, and go in with the ‘sacrifices.’ Elora’s team takes out the demon guards at the front, and anybody else that gets in my way. Meanwhile, my team and I will make sure we’re sent to the dungeons, I’ll shift and escape while Varian and the third sacrifice stay behind to look after anybody that’s still alive. Then I’ll go back up to the dining hall and get the Demon Lord’s heart pumping, the poison flowing, and kill that motherfucker.” 
 
    “It sounds so simple when you say it this way.” Varian smirked. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” I shrugged. “But it won’t be easy, and we’ll need to make sure everything goes in the right order. If the poison gets processed through the Demon Lord’s body too quickly, or too slowly, everything will go to shit.” 
 
    “Very good,” Elora said. “I believe we have a plan.” 
 
    “A good plan,” Ayen corrected with a chuckle. 
 
    “I think so, too,” I agreed. 
 
    We continued across the shifting sands toward the camp in silence for a while, and I thought about the mission ahead. I examined the different pieces of our plan from every angle, and I searched for holes and weak points. I couldn’t deny that there was a possibility that the night lace wouldn’t have enough of an effect on the Demon Lord, but I was confident that we could get it into a dish he would throw down his gullet with greed. Perhaps his blood wine would be a good choice. From what I understood, liquid was absorbed by the body faster than solids, and he had poured almost the entire goblet into his mouth all at once. 
 
    I didn’t feel as confident about everything as I knew I would once I got all the information I needed. I was itching with the urge to return to the castle and check out as much of it as I could, but I knew that going now would be foolish. I was pretty tired, and I felt the drain of too much adrenaline in my muscles and my mind. I needed to rest and recuperate for at least a few hours before I would be able to shift again. Besides, Nestryn still needed to boil down the night lace into a concentrated poison before I could deliver it to Ingrid and Astrid. There was no sense in trying to return to the Demon Lord’s castle until that was completed, or I’d just have to make two more trips. 
 
    By the time we reached the outer edges of the camp, we were wiping sweat from our brows, and we were glad to put our loads down. 
 
    Frida came running right over to me, and she nearly knocked me over with her excitement at my return. 
 
    “Hey there, cutie,” I chuckled, and I knelt down to give her a firm hug. “I missed you, too.” 
 
    Frida trotted over and greeted Elora and Ayen next, and they both gave her friendly pats on the head. My wolf-shark pup circled happily around Arlindra, Varian, and Nestryn as well, and then she raced back into the middle of camp and curled up beside Wyn. 
 
    “It appears you had a very successful day,” Wyn commented as he looked over our haul. 
 
    “We did,” Elora confirmed as she set her bags down. “Two wild rabbits.” 
 
    “A cockerel,” Ayen continued, and he held up the feathered beast. 
 
    “Loads of good vegetables,” Nestryn added and plopped rather ungracefully onto a stone seat near the fire pit. 
 
    “And the beginnings of a solid plan to kill the Demon Lord,” I declared loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    “That is very fine progress for a single day of work,” Wyn remarked with barely contained mirth. 
 
    “Let us not waste time,” Ylva announced, and she picked up one of the bags of wild carrots. “We shall have a fine meal this night.” 
 
    “May I help you with that, Levi?” Goren asked, and he reached for the sack of curly docks on my shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” I handed him the bag. 
 
    “Will you tell us about your plan, please?” Azariah asked as she helped her sister sort through the bag of lion flowers. 
 
    “Have a seat by me, Levi,” Wyn said, and he patted the stone beside him. “Tell us what you have learned, and what you intend to do.” 
 
    “Alright.” I sat down beside the old elf, and I hesitated for just a second. “I can help at the same time…” 
 
    “You have done quite enough,” Varian stopped me. 
 
    “Yes, Levi,” Elion agreed. Then he gazed at the rest of the hunting party. “Let us take over the work for a while.” 
 
    There was a note of almost servile obedience in his tone that caught my attention, and as I looked around at the others all bustling to do the work, it suddenly sank in that I really was being treated as the leader of these people. It seemed to come so naturally to them to heed my words and address all of our needs for me. 
 
    And it felt good to realize this. 
 
    It felt somehow… right. 
 
    I smirked a little to myself as I watched Goren, Quintus, Rathal, and Elion take charge of the vegetables and animals. They began to clean the plants and field strip the meats. Sassa and Ylva began to prepare the cauldron with boiling water to make a fine rabbit stew for dinner. Meanwhile, Nestryn held tight to his sack of night lace, and he softly asked if he could borrow Varian’s gloves to prepare the poison. The brown-haired man handed the leather gloves to the botanist and then settled back in his seat. 
 
    “Levi,” Wyn said in invitation. “Will you share with us now?” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded. 
 
    I quickly explained to the group what I had seen in the Demon Lord’s castle. When I got to the part about Astrid and Ingrid in the kitchens, Azariah stared with shock at me, and Goren’s eyes started to shine with tears. 
 
    “Mother?” Goren whispered, and he looked desperately at his father. “Do you think it is really her?” 
 
    “She was always a phenomenal cook, my son,” Quintus replied cautiously. “If the Demon Lord wanted anyone to prepare his food, it would have been your mother.” 
 
    “And Astrid?” Azariah asked, and I could see she was keeping her internal defenses high against the possible hope of her youngest sister surviving. “Was it really her?” 
 
    “I’m sure it was,” I said gently, and I looked between the two sisters. “She has the same shade of blonde hair as you both, and she has the same nose as well. Also, the woman whom I’m sure was Ingrid called her by name. So unless there was another young blonde woman named Astrid nearby, I’m certain it was your sister.” 
 
    “It sounds like a miracle,” Azariah murmured wistfully. 
 
    “And there were others in the castle as well?” Ylva asked, and there was a strange note of hope in her usually sour voice. “Other humans, and elves?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed, and then it struck me. The older gray-haired woman I’d seen who looked familiar had the same sour look as Ylva. “Did you perhaps have a sister?” 
 
    “My sister was offered up to the Demon Lord many moons ago.” Ylva’s wrinkled face stretched in a deep frown. 
 
    “Was the family resemblance clear between you?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Ylva gasped. “People would often mistake us for twins rather than sisters four years apart.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I saw her,” I murmured gently. “She had the same chin as you.” 
 
    “My dear Merial,” Ylva gasped, and she clenched her hands together at the base of her throat as silent tears spilled down her face. Then she turned to her husband. “Rathal, do you think it is possible?” 
 
    “I do not believe Levi would lie to us,” Rathal said reassuringly. “And you and Merial had a strong resemblance. If he saw a woman who looked like you, it was surely your sister.” 
 
    “We must defeat the Demon Lord,” Ylva said with conviction. “We must kill that… that…” 
 
    “Piece of shit motherfucker?” I offered helpfully. 
 
    “I do not quite know what this means,” Ylva said with the smallest touch of a smirk at one corner of her thin lips. “But yes. Precisely.” 
 
    “And Levi has begun to develop a fine plan of how to do so,” Ayen announced with a smug smirk. “Tell them, Levi.” 
 
    “I never could have thought of it without Nestryn’s knowledge of night lace.” I smirked at the botanist. 
 
    The young-looking elf was deep in thought over a small flat stone and a pile of night lace leaves. He had a much smaller cauldron in front of him on the opposite edge of the fire pit from the rabbit stew. Nestryn drew some calculations with his finger on the edge of the stone and pursed his lips together in thought. 
 
    “Night lace, hmm,” Wyn murmured thoughtfully. 
 
    “Yes.” Elora nodded. “Levi has come up with a very clever plan.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled at the beautiful elf. “So Nestryn is going to boil down the night lace into a concentrated poison. I’m going to bring it to Ingrid and Astrid in the kitchens and get them to add it into the Demon Lord’s feast for the full moon sacrifice. While I’m at the castle, I’m going to do some more reconnaissance and get a better idea about the castle’s layout, how many guards there are, and everything else I didn’t have time to learn about during today’s mission.” 
 
    “That is a wise decision,” Wyn said. 
 
    “I would have loved to get it all checked out today, but there just wasn’t enough time,” I said, but I kept it to myself that I wasn’t sure how long my shift would last. I didn’t need them to worry about that aspect of the plan. I was confident that I could maintain the shift long enough for each part of the mission so long as I didn’t try to do everything all at the same time. “That place is pretty big, and I didn’t want us to have to travel back to camp in the dark.” 
 
    “What will happen once you have delivered the poison to Ingrid and my sister?” Azariah asked. 
 
    “I will go in as one of the sacrifices,” I continued. 
 
    “But the Demon Lord requires three,” Ylva pointed out. “Who else do you intend to have offering themselves up?” 
 
    “I have volunteered,” Varian announced simply. 
 
    “I shall go as well,” Azariah declared, and I wasn’t surprised in the slightest. 
 
    “And what will happen to the three of you?” Elion asked. “Will the Demon Lord not simply kill you right then?” 
 
    “No, I learned a fair amount about the way the sacrifices go from listening in on Astrid and Ingrid’s conversation,” I said. “According to them, the sacrifices are presented to the Demon Lord so he can assess them and decide how they can best serve him.” 
 
    “Despicable,” Quintus muttered through clenched teeth. 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded. “But it’s good for us in this case, because it will get us past the demon guards at the front gate and into the castle without having to fight. Once the Demon Lord decides each person’s value, he sends them down to the dungeons until they can be dealt with.” 
 
    “How does being in the dungeon help you, exactly?” Goren asked. 
 
    “I can shift into something small to escape,” I replied. “Once I’ve gotten out of the dungeon, I can go back and make sure the Demon Lord has consumed the poison, and then I can get him all riled up to get the poison pumping through his body. Once the night lace is at its most effective, I can kill the beast.” 
 
    “What about the other demons at the castle?” Rathal asked. “Did you not say there are guards at the front gates? Surely there are more guards inside the fortress.” 
 
    “That’s where Elora comes in,” I said, and I smiled proudly at my beautiful warrior. “She will lead a second team to the castle after Varian, Azariah, and I have been brought to the Demon Lord. Elora and her team will kill the guards at the front gates and provide backup to us if the need arises.” 
 
    “Who will be on Elora’s team?” Wyn asked like he was curious about what was for lunch today. 
 
    “I have volunteered to assist Elora,” Ayen said in a firm voice. 
 
    “I may not be the best fighter,” Elion said, and he wrung his hands a bit self-consciously. “But I would like to help in any way I can.” 
 
    “I would be happy to have you back me up,” Elora said to the black-haired elf. “You may not have much experience in battle, but you have a natural ability that cannot be taught.” 
 
    “Very well,” Wyn said with authority. “It is decided.” 
 
    “This night lace concentrate will take several hours to boil down,” Nestryn muttered to himself, and then he glanced around as if realizing we were all still around him. “I shall work through the night to ensure it is as potent as possible if I must. I assure you, it will be ready by mid-day. That should give you enough time to deliver it to Ingrid and Astrid, then explore the castle, and return before nightfall.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said with gratitude. “Your work is crucial to the success of this plan.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” Nestryn nodded, and the weight of the responsibility was clear in the worry between his brown eyebrows. 
 
    “The stew is ready,” Ylva announced proudly, and she began to scoop portions into various wooden bowls and cups. 
 
    “Let us enjoy our dinner,” Wyn declared, and then he looked at me. “We can discuss any more details we may need to after your second trip to the Demon Lord’s castle.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I agreed. “Let’s eat, I’m really hungry.” 
 
    Goren and Sassa passed out the bowls to each of us, and we all sat around the fire to dig into the delicious stew. It smelled amazingly rich and hearty, and it tasted even better. The wild rabbit was tender and full of flavor, and the carrots were the perfect addition to the meat. There were also roots from the lion flowers, and even some curly dock leaves mixed in, which were surprisingly zesty. I greatly enjoyed the stew, and it seemed that everyone else did as well. 
 
    “It grows late,” Wyn said, and then he made little effort to hide a very large yawn. “I believe we would all benefit from a good night of sleep.” 
 
    “We should gather our strength for the day ahead,” Ayen agreed. “Tomorrow will be busy and long.” 
 
    “Good night,” Quintus murmured to the group. His green eyes looked very far away as he leaned on his son’s arm, and they disappeared inside their hut a moment later. 
 
    Elion murmured his good nights as well, and he walked off toward his hut. Arlindra, Azariah, Ylva, and Rathal soon followed suit, and they all wandered off to their beds. I couldn’t help but notice the way Varian’s eyes lingered on Arlindra until she was out of sight. 
 
    “I look forward to going into battle with you on the morrow, Levi,” Ayen said in his booming voice. Then he scooped up Sassa as she giggled profusely and tossed her over his shoulder. “But this evening is mine!” 
 
    “Good night!” Sassa giggled and waved shyly at us as she was hauled away into Ayen’s hut with him. 
 
    “I am glad to see they have finally found their way to one another,” Wyn murmured with fondness. “I shall bid you all a good night now as well.” 
 
    “Good night, Wyn.” Elora smiled at the old man, and then she leaned closer to me. 
 
    After a moment only Elora and Nestryn remained by the fire with me. 
 
    “Is there anything else we can do to help?” I asked the botanist. 
 
    “No.” Nestryn shook his head, and he glanced up at me with a thankful expression. “This merely needs time for the heat to break down the poisonous oils. Then I shall scoop the remainder of the leaves from the brew and allow the water to boil away.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I really mean it, this plan wouldn’t work without your knowledge and expertise.” 
 
    “I am just happy to be useful,” Nestryn said, and his hazel eyes flicked away shyly. “I have often felt that the most useful thing I can do is stay out of the way.” 
 
    “Not everyone is a fighter, Nestryn,” I said, and I laid a hand gently on his narrow shoulder. “We all have different skills, and yours are very important.” 
 
    The black-haired elf cleared his throat, and then he nodded. “Go along, I do not wish to interrupt your sleep.” 
 
    “Good night,” Elora said softly, and then she laced her fingers through mine, and she began to tug me toward her hut. 
 
    Frida perked up from where she’d been sleeping by the fire, and she marched right over to us. 
 
    I followed Elora, and when we stepped inside, Frida quietly curled up in the corner and turned her back to us as if she wanted to give us a bit of privacy. Then Elora wrapped her arms around the back of my neck and pulled me down for a passionate kiss. 
 
    I was only a little bit surprised by the sudden heat with which she explored my mouth, and my body responded immediately and forcefully. I felt a wave of electric heat flash over my skin, and my dick pressed uncomfortably against the laces of my cotton pants. I let my hands roam freely over Elora’s soft skin, and then I pulled at the ties of her cotton shirt with my index finger. The fabric gaped open, and I tugged it away impatiently. 
 
    Then I cupped the weight of her breasts with both of my hands, and I delved into her hot mouth with my tongue. 
 
    “Ooh,” Elora gasped, and her lips broke away from mine. 
 
    I kissed from the corner of her mouth to the edge of her elegant jawline, and then I laid a trail of hot kisses down the length of her neck. 
 
    “I like when you kiss me like this,” Elora moaned, and she arched her back so her tits pressed more completely into my hands. 
 
    “You taste so good,” I murmured, and I grazed the calluses of my palms over her nipples until they pebbled into tight buds. 
 
    The sexy elf’s fingers plucked at the hem of my shirt until she yanked it free from the waistband of my pants, and then she tugged on it until I lifted my arms and let her pull it up over my head. Elora’s fingers were hot as she caressed her hands across my chest and up under my arms until she pulled herself hard against me. 
 
    I slid my hands lightly down her sides and removed the leather belt that kept the hem of her open shirt in place. Then I set to work loosening the ties on her leather shorts, and I pushed them down her shapely thighs until they landed on the ground at her feet. 
 
    I kissed my way down the length of Elora’s naked chest and taut stomach and then placed a single teasing kiss at the light bit of fabric of her panties. I wondered what she might look like with a deep purple bra and panties set made of fine lace or high-quality satin. I hooked my index fingers into the narrow strip of fabric that held the cotton in place, and I pulled them roughly down her thighs until she stood naked before me. Then I pressed my lips back to Elora’s hot skin and trailed my way down until I was on my knees in front of her. 
 
    “Oh, Levi,” Elora sighed, and her head fell back as her pale blue skin flushed with arousal. 
 
    “You’re so fucking gorgeous,” I whispered, and I traced the tips of my fingers slowly down the backs of her thighs, over her knees, and down to her calf-high sandals. 
 
    Elora braced her hands on my shoulders as I loosened the laces, and then she lifted her legs one at a time so I could pull the sandals from her dainty feet. She sighed and moaned as I placed a handful of soft kisses on the sensitive skin of her inner thighs. 
 
    “I want your touch all over me,” Elora moaned, and her short fingernails dug into the muscles of my shoulders. 
 
    “With pleasure,” I growled playfully. Then I reached up and cupped her ass with my hands, and I lifted her against me as I stood up from the ground. 
 
    “Oh!” Elora wrapped her legs instinctively around my waist. 
 
    I carried her to her bed in two long steps, and then I set her down on her back on the mossy cushion. I let my hot breath fan over Elora’s collarbone as I traced my hands up from her hips to tweak her dusky purple nipples between my fingers. 
 
    My brain was hazy, and my blood burned with desire in my veins. My cock throbbed against my pants, and I started to reach down with one hand to free myself from the cotton prison. 
 
    Elora reached down and grasped my wrist firmly in her hands to stop me. 
 
    “Allow me,” the sexy elf breathed as she slid her hands down my forearm and tugged expertly at the leather ties that held the front of my pants together. 
 
    “Mmm,” I hummed, and the light pressure of her fingers grazing against my length sent lightning bolts through my nerves. “I want you so badly.” 
 
    “I want you, too,” Elora panted, and then she captured my mouth with hers as she shoved my pants down over my hips. 
 
    My hungry cock sprang free, and Elora tugged me closer to her with her strong legs. I lined up the tip of my shaft with her slick entrance, and I teased it up and down the folds of her wet heat until she started to writhe with anticipation. 
 
    “Oh, Levi,” Elora mewled. She sat up and dug her fingers into my shoulders to hoist herself closer to me. “Stop teasing me, and give us both what we want.” 
 
    “As you wish,” I growled, and I plunged my cock deep inside her pussy with one deliciously slow thrust. 
 
    “Yeees,” Elora moaned, and she leaned her head against my shoulder. Her silvery hair fell like a curtain of silk down my arm, and her tight tunnel enveloped me in the sweetest pleasure. 
 
    I scooped Elora up by her perfect ass and held her close against my chest as I knelt down on the mossy cushion of her bed. I lowered my sexy silver-haired elf slowly onto her back, and I braced myself above her. Then I slowly withdrew my cock from her hungry pussy, and I waited two long seconds before I thrust deep inside her again. 
 
    “Oooh!” Elora cried out, and she pressed the palm of her hand against her mouth in an attempt to smother her own sounds of pleasure. 
 
    “Shhh,” I hushed her playfully, and I leaned down to kiss along the length of her neck to her shoulder. “We don’t want anyone to hear us, do we?” 
 
    “Mmm,” Elora mumbled, and she shook her head to the side once before her amber-red eyes closed again. 
 
    I set a slow and teasing rhythm, and I secretly reveled in the knowledge that anyone could overhear us. It was a delightful challenge to bring Elora intense pleasure and to keep her from being loud enough for the entire camp to hear. 
 
    “Yes, Levi,” Elora moaned between her fingers, and her skin flushed a lovely shade of pinkish-purple. “That feels so good.” 
 
    “You’re so fucking wet,” I whispered harshly into her ear. “It feels so good to love you.” 
 
    “Yes, it does,” she moaned in agreement.  
 
    I continued to fuck her slowly, and I paused for a lingering moment each time before I sank deep into her slick folds. Her harsh moans and the way her ruby-and-amber eyes rolled back in her beautiful face were all the evidence I needed to know she was enjoying the torturously slow build-up as much as I was. 
 
    Elora lifted her left leg and tucked her foot under my arm, and then she rested her thigh against my chest. I was impressed by how flexible she was, and the way it opened her pussy and allowed me even deeper made the fire at the base of my spine spread like an inferno. My toes started to curl, and I couldn’t maintain the slow and steady rhythm any longer. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re so tight,” I growled, and I started pumping my hips hard and fast into Elora’s eager pussy. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Elora cried out as I fucked her harder. 
 
    “Shh,” I hushed her. I laid my fingers over her mouth, and I pressed my cock as deep inside her tunnel as I could to emphasize my point. “You have to be quiet.” 
 
    “Mmmhmm.” Elora nodded in compliance, and then she tilted her hips up to pull me even deeper into her dripping pussy. 
 
    I held Elora’s piercing gaze as I started to move again, and she bit down hard on her bottom lip. I watched her closely as I slid my hand away from her mouth, and I caressed down her chest and flat stomach. I set a new rhythm that was steady and deep, and I felt Elora’s legs clench around me as she forced herself to remain quiet. 
 
    “Good girl,” I praised her softly. As a reward, I reached down to the apex of her thighs and started to tease tight little circles over the engorged bundle of nerves above her dripping tunnel. 
 
    “Oooooh,” Elora moaned softly, and she gazed up at me with deep sensuality in her ruby-and-amber eyes. 
 
    I felt her pulling me into herself with those passionate eyes, and I had no reservations about falling completely into the depths of her soul. Elora’s hands danced so gently across the planes of my back as I moved deep inside her, and my heart warmed from the strong connection I’d found myself in. The powerful desire that wrapped around my heart was just as intense as the hot pleasure of her pussy, and I felt myself teeter on the edge of ecstasy. 
 
    “Goddamn,” I groaned, and I lowered my weight on top of Elora as I thrust harder. I played with her clit as I picked up the speed, and I could feel her body tense all around me. 
 
    “Yeees,” Elora sighed, and her legs began to tremble beneath me. 
 
    Liquid gold started to expand in the base of my spine, and lightning struck through my brain. I held it off for as long as I could as I pushed Elora right over the edge into a crashing orgasm. 
 
    “Gods!” Elora whisper-shouted, and she hugged me close to her as she reached down and dug her nails into the cheeks of my ass. She urged me forward, and I was lost. 
 
    “Fuuuck,” I growled through gritted teeth as the rippling waves of Elora’s pleasure pulled my climax from me. 
 
    Elora’s body trembled all around me, and I let myself succumb to the abyss without any resistance. The toe-tingling pleasure crashed through my entire body, and I pumped my hot seed into Elora’s shuddering pussy. I dropped my head down beside her and nudged us relentlessly through the crests of our shared ecstasy. 
 
    “Oooh, Levi,” Elora sighed as her breathing started to even out, and her body twitched with the lingering waves of her pleasure. “You touch me with perfection.” 
 
    “You’re incredible, Elora,” I murmured into her pointed ear, and I placed gentle kisses all along her jaw. 
 
    Elora giggled softly as my three-day scruff tickled her throat. I pulled myself gently away from her, and I rolled to the side to keep from crushing her with my full weight. The beautiful elf curled up contentedly against my chest, and she nuzzled her nose close into my shoulder. 
 
    “So sleepy,” Elora mumbled, and she yawned like a cat in the sunlight. 
 
    “Sleep, love.” I stroked a hand gently down the length of her silvery hair as I realized what I’d said. 
 
    I’d never used the word “love” with a woman before, and I waited for the panic to grip around my heart, but nothing happened. Something about Elora made it feel right, and somehow, I knew she had deep feelings for me, too. There was something in the way she’d looked at me tonight, the way she’d touched me, and I could just tell she had strong feelings for me. 
 
    Elora’s chest rose and fell steadily, and I knew she had fallen asleep. I tucked her in close to my side, and I drifted off as well. 
 
    Deep, restful sleep eluded me for a while, and I was plagued with more frightening dreams like my first night here. I ran as fast as I could while a crystal palace collapsed all around me. The sounds of people screaming and buildings crashing battered my ears like a never-ending rainfall. Elora appeared in many forms, on balconies, on staircases, in garden pathways, and no matter how fast I moved my legs, I could never get to her before she disappeared into the splintering ground. 
 
    Elora’s melodic voice cried out for me repeatedly, and I raced toward her calls without success. It was the worst kind of mental torment, and I woke in the early morning covered in sweat with my heart pounding in my chest. 
 
    “Levi,” the female voice called me again, and I sat bolt upright beside Elora’s sleeping form. 
 
    “What the…” I muttered to myself. 
 
    “Come to me, Levi,” the woman’s voice echoed from the distance.
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 Chapter 17 
 
    “Elora?” I whispered, and I brushed a length of silvery hair away from her peacefully sleeping face. 
 
    The gorgeous elf breathed heavily once, but she didn’t stir. My beautiful lover was still sound asleep, but the voice came again. 
 
    “Levi,” the woman called as if from a dream. 
 
    Frida’s smooth head popped up suddenly, and she padded right over to nudge her round muzzle at me. I reached down and patted Frida on the head as I tried to clear the lingering dreams from my head in the hopes that the voice would go along with them. 
 
    “I am waiting, Levi,” the ethereal voice called again, more insistently. “Come to me.” 
 
    “Well, fuck,” I muttered, and I carefully got up from Elora’s bed of moss. 
 
    I tugged on my discarded clothes from last night, and I jammed my feet into the leather sandals Elora had given me. I had no idea what had happened to my socks, and they were gross anyway, so my steel-toed boots were out of the question. Once I was dressed, I looked over my shoulder at Elora’s sleeping form, and I grabbed up my sheathed sword from beside the doorway. Then I ducked out into the orange-gray light of dawn. 
 
    Frida followed me out into the cloudy and hazy morning, and the sun was just barely starting to rise over the horizon. She followed me as I started to wander in the direction of the voice, and a few moments later we were at the southernmost point of the camp. 
 
    The Unknown Swamp laid in the distance before us, and I hesitated as I thought about the voice. 
 
    “Probably not wise,” I murmured to Frida, “following random voices into dangerous swamps on unfamiliar planets and all.” 
 
    Frida cocked her head to the side at me, and then she reached up with her hind leg and scratched at the back of her head with her paw. 
 
    “Levi,” the woman called again in a singsong voice, and I just knew she wouldn’t leave me alone until I went to her. 
 
    “Shit,” I sighed, and I looked down at Frida once more before I stepped out of camp and began walking toward the smell of rotting plant life. 
 
    I slung the sheathed sword over my shoulder, and I considered telling Frida to stay in camp, but I figured a bit of company couldn’t hurt. She was a fierce predator after all, and I figured she wouldn’t be too happy about being left behind again. 
 
    “This way,” I commanded her softly, and Frida and I set a steady pace. 
 
    We walked together across the hard stone I’d passed over on my first journey to the camp. It was hard to believe that I’d crash-landed through a tunnel of rainbow light only three days ago. So much had happened since I’d been pushed through that portal by a demon who wanted nothing more than to kill me. If Levi from four days ago could see me now, I’d look like a total stranger to him. 
 
    I was surprised to find that the leather sandals Elora had given me were far more comfortable for hiking across this rough terrain than my boots had been. They had an impressive amount of arch support and the openness of the sandals’ style kept my feet at a very comfortable temperature in the constant heat from the nearby lava fields. It reminded me of how much I’d enjoyed running around barefoot as a child. Boston living didn’t lend itself to many barefoot opportunities as an adult, and it was freeing to walk around so unencumbered. 
 
    There was a wide valley between the lava fields I’d first come through and a small group of lonely volcanoes that separated this path from the shore. Frida and I kept as close to the middle as we could manage, and we skirted around the occasional lava pool that spilled into the valley. The hot, dry air from the mountains made my eyes itch, and I longed for a bottle of Visine. 
 
    Frida and I walked for a while, and the edges of the swamp drew close before I realized I hadn’t heard the woman’s voice since we’d left camp. I wondered if I’d imagined the whole thing, and I started to berate myself for letting bad dreams wander into my waking thoughts. 
 
    I paused in the middle of the narrow valley, and I considered the benefits of continuing forward. I was a little curious about the swamp, and Frida seemed to be enjoying the outing with me. 
 
    Just as I was about to decide how foolish an excursion this was and turn around and go back, the woman’s ethereal voice sang out to me again. 
 
    “Levi, I sense you coming,” she called, and she sounded closer and more real than she had before. 
 
    I shook my head, and I shoved the idea of retreating out of my head. I pushed forward, and I hoped she was real and not too deep in the swamp. I didn’t feel like trudging through thigh-deep mud this early in the morning, or encountering god only knows what in the swamp. I could only assume that the place was filled with some kind of muck-loving demons, and I was in no mood to deal with that. 
 
    The air was growing more fetid as we drew closer to where the ground began to shift into a wet, foot-sucking muck. Spindly trees popped up from the damp ground at random places, and heavy vines hung down from their erratic branches. All kinds of weirdly angular plants in various shades ranging from bright yellow-green to black sprang up from wherever there was enough solid soil for them to take root. The incessant buzzing of swamp insects filled the air with an annoying hum, and my ears itched from the constant input. 
 
    “You are close, now,” the voice said with quiet triumph. 
 
    I stopped and listened as I tried to figure out where the voice was coming from exactly. I didn’t feel like wandering aimlessly through the swamp, and it looked like an ideal place for getting lost. 
 
    “Where are you?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Come to me,” the woman sang. 
 
    I turned to my right slightly, and I gazed around in search of the mysterious woman. She sounded very close now, but I still couldn’t tell where she was calling me from. 
 
    “Levi,” the woman called once more, and the singsong tone of her voice echoed from the mouth of a cave about a dozen yards ahead of me and to the right. 
 
    Frida stepped in front of me, and she whined a bit as her shiny black eyes gazed up at me. 
 
    “Come on, girl,” I said reassuringly. “Let’s check it out.” 
 
    Frida seemed to bravely grit her teeth together, and she followed loyally behind me as I walked to the mouth of the damp cave. 
 
    “Hello?” I called into the darkness, and my voice echoed off the wet stone walls. 
 
    “Come in.” The woman’s voice sounded solid and real this time when she spoke to me, and a flickering orange light began to appear at the end of the cave. 
 
    I took a deep breath and entered the cave. I had no idea who I was about to face, but for some reason, I felt no looming shadow of dread or danger. I paused just inside the darkness anyway, and I pulled my sword from its sheath. It didn’t feel necessary, but the logical part of my brain said it was a smart move to be prepared. I could always put the blade away if I found that the woman wasn’t dangerous. 
 
    “Who are you?” I called into the cave as I started to walk forward again. 
 
    “Come into the light,” the woman said, and her voice sounded very close this time. “Let me lay eyes on you.” 
 
    The cave entrance was only about eight feet across, but it was a good twelve feet high. The walls were slick with wetness, and a steady dripping sound came from deep within the cave. The ground was covered in a thin layer of algae, and it was slippery as I moved forward. Frida’s back paws slipped with every step she took, and it was cute how fast she moved her legs to keep her footing. 
 
    There was a sharp bend about a dozen yards into the tunnel of the cave, and I edged around it to find a large, cavernous space. The walls of the cave were dry here, and the stone floor was free of the slick algae. The walls were lined with wooden shelves, and the shelves were covered with glass bottles of brightly-colored things. One jar looked like it was filled with the black eyeballs of demons, and another had enormous beetles jammed tightly together like sardines. A thick net woven of the same vines I’d seen in the swamp hung along one wall and up to the ceiling. There were wooden barrels along one section of the huge room, and several tall stacks of books towered on the opposite side of the cave. 
 
    The books took me by surprise because I hadn’t seen a single one since landing on Asgard. Books were a luxury that survival didn’t necessarily require, so I wasn’t surprised by the lack of reading materials in camp. I had assumed they’d all been destroyed during Ragnarok. There were hundreds of books here in this cave, though, and I was violently curious to know what kinds of books the woman had gathered together. I could see faded titles on the spines, but they were too far away for me to make out. 
 
    “Hello?” I asked as I gripped my sword a little tighter in my hand, and my voice echoed around the large room. 
 
    “Well met,” the woman’s voice came from very nearby, and a second later she appeared around an almost invisible alcove behind the towers of books. 
 
    She was stunningly beautiful with piercing eyes that were such a dark shade of blue they almost looked black in the dim light of the cave. She wore a flowing robe that looked like it had been woven out of a rainbow of once-bright colors that time and the darkness of the world had dimmed. A thick scarf was wrapped around her head, and it kept her wavy black hair pulled away from her angular features. She had sharp black eyebrows that slanted straight over her eyes, a straight nose that turned up at the end, and full lips that looked stained with redness. She was short, and her figure was lithe, with small breasts that suited her petite frame perfectly. Her sheath dress was cinched tightly around her narrow waist with a black sash. Layers of dark ash and dirt were caked around the hem of her dress where it swished around her ankles. Her feet were bare, and she wore silver rings on each of her fingers and toes. In one hand she held a wooden staff that was at least two feet taller than herself. It was intricately decorated with twisting knotwork, and at the top was a carving of a thick tree with a wide canopy. 
 
    “Hello.” I swallowed hard as I took in the stunning beauty in front of me. She was nothing like the old witch I’d imagine I would encounter in some mysterious cave at the edges of a dangerous swamp on Asgard. 
 
    “My name is Sylmarie.” The woman smirked at me, and then she turned around, leaned her tall staff against the towers of books, and gazed up at the rows of strange glass bottles on her shelves. 
 
    “Um…” I murmured, and I felt almost hypnotized by the gentle sway of her hips as she moved around the cave like she was in a perpetual dream state. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    There was something weirdly familiar about Sylmarie, but I couldn’t place what it was. Some distant itch at the back of my mind seemed to have been awakened by her presence, and I studied her features for a moment to try and decide if I somehow knew her before I finally pushed the thoughts away. 
 
    I shook my head to clear away the feeling of haze that crept in from the strange cave environment. I could taste magic in the air, and it felt like there was music playing from nowhere. The entire space gave me a weird feeling, but I didn’t feel like I was in danger. It felt like a dream, but one much more pleasant than those I’d been having lately. 
 
    “You have traveled a great distance, Levi Carmichael,” Sylmarie spoke in that same singsong voice she’d called to me with, but she said my name with a strange look on her face like the syllables were uncomfortable for her lips to shape. 
 
    “Yeah,” I breathed, and I was struck dumb by the truth of the statement as well as by the fact that she knew my whole name. I hadn’t told anyone here my last name, it hadn’t mattered at first, and I shortly came to the conclusion that people here didn’t really have surnames. “How did you--” 
 
    “Your destiny awaits you,” Sylmarie announced dreamily, and she plucked a small glass jar of a strange pink liquid from the shelf. 
 
    “My destiny?” I repeated. There was something about the gorgeous woman that entranced me. I still felt fully in control of myself, but I suddenly wanted to walk around the cave and brush her black hair away from her face. I wanted to listen to her talk for hours and fall asleep with my head cradled in her lap, and that odd familiarity sparked in the back of my mind again at the thought. “I’ve never believed in destiny.” 
 
    “Your lack of belief does not stop destiny from approaching.” Sylmarie grinned mysteriously at me, and she pulled the cork from the glass bottle. 
 
    Then she held the strange pink liquid above the flickering flames and let a few drops spill onto the embers. The flames burst into vibrant life, and flashes of pink and purple light illuminated the entire cave as sparks floated up to the ceiling. 
 
    Frida whimpered at the suddenly large flames, and she hid behind my legs. 
 
    “So… what’s my destiny, then?” I asked despite myself. I felt almost buzzed by the intense magical energy of the cave, like my filter was gone. I tried to get a firm grip on myself. 
 
    “You will be God King of the Nine Realms,” Sylmarie murmured, and she padded barefoot around the fire. She didn’t stop moving until there was barely an inch between us. 
 
    I could feel the warmth of her body next to mine, and my fingers ached to run through her glossy black hair. It felt like déjà vu, being this near the strange woman whom I’d never seen before. 
 
    And the look in her dark blue eyes seemed to see straight through me as her red lips parted to speak again. 
 
    “You will liberate this world, and rise at last,” Sylmarie continued in a hushed voice. “Now is finally your time. Trials await you, and help will find you when you need it most.” 
 
    “What? No, I don’t want--” I stopped, and the words tasted false on my tongue. I shook my head to try and clear the magical fog from my brain, and I tried to figure out what it was that I wanted now. I’d been so preoccupied with my desire to be with Elora and to free these people from the Demon Lord that I’d nearly forgotten about my previous life. I felt a strange need to deny this destiny that Sylmarie tried to lay at my feet. “I’m just some dude from Boston.” 
 
    “Shh,” Sylmarie hushed me, and she placed a single silver-ringed finger against my lips. 
 
    Electricity flashed through my body at her touch, and I was again struck with a fierce sensation of familiarity. 
 
    “Who are you?” I sighed. I searched her blue-black eyes for answers, but I found only more questions and what felt like a memory of a dream that was slipping rapidly away. 
 
    “Do not listen to the raven,” Sylmarie said, and her tone sounded strangely ominous for the first time. 
 
    “The raven?” I asked, but I knew I wasn’t going to get any answers from the mysterious woman. 
 
    “You have found yourself a fine companion, ástin,” Sylmarie giggled, and she knelt down to greet my wolf-shark pup. “What is your name, darling?” 
 
    “Her name is Frida,” I answered, and I watched my pup carefully. 
 
    Frida cowered away for a second, and Sylmarie blinked patiently at her. Then Frida sniffed at the black-haired woman’s proffered hand, and her shark tail began to wag happily back and forth. Her tail smacked hard into my calves, and her slobbery tongue lolled out over her sharp teeth. 
 
    “You are such a sweety,” Sylmarie cooed at Frida, and the woman scratched her heavily-ringed fingers affectionately under the wolf-shark’s chin. 
 
    Frida’s hind foot started to thump excitedly on the floor of the cave, and Sylmarie grinned brightly at the fearsome predator. 
 
    “Who are you?” I tried again, and I could hear the wonder in my own voice. 
 
    “You will know when the time is right,” Sylmarie said mysteriously as she rose to her full height, and she barely came up to the middle of my chest. “Then we will know each other more intimately, as we are destined.” 
 
    “Riddles,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “It is time for you to return, now,” Sylmarie said simply. “Your lady will be waking, and she will worry when you are not beside her.” 
 
    “How…” I breathed, and I shook my head with a touch of frustration. She was right, of course, Elora would worry if she woke up to an empty bed and couldn’t find me. I wanted to ask Sylmarie if I would see her again, but the words stalled on my lips. 
 
    “You will see me again when the time is right,” the mysterious woman answered my unspoken question with a teasing smile. 
 
    “Right,” I murmured. I glanced down at Frida and jerked my head toward the mouth of the cave. 
 
    Then I turned around and started to leave, but I couldn’t resist one more glance over my shoulder at the gorgeous woman within. She was swaying from side to side and moving slowly in circles around her fire, and her long black hair swished like a river of ink around her narrow shoulders. Even now, I couldn’t ignore the strange magnetic pull that seemed to keep me from exiting the cave as quickly as I’d intended, and the sudden desire to never leave the woman’s side swept over me. Her presence was like a strange tonic I never knew I needed, and when she caught me watching her, her red lips curled into a knowing smile. 
 
    I tore my eyes away and jogged out to the end of the cave with Frida close on my heels, and once I was back out in the open air, the dreamy daze in my brain cleared. I turned back to peer into the cave again, but the flickering orange light of Sylmarie’s fire was gone like it had never been there in the first place. I shook my head again, and I turned away from the mysterious cave. 
 
    The sun had risen well into the sky, and I wondered how long I’d been in that cave. It hadn’t felt like more than a few minutes, but nothing in there had felt completely real. 
 
    “Come on, girl,” I muttered to Frida, and together we jogged across the flat stone expanse that led to the camp. 
 
    As we drew closer to the camp that was rapidly beginning to feel like home, I realized how much my priorities had changed since I’d arrived here. At first, my only hope had been to find a way back to Earth, and now I knew I wanted to stay with Elora. I had a deep desire inside me to be near the gorgeous and fierce elf, and I wanted to see what this world had to offer. Even before Sylmarie’s declaration of a great destiny laying before me, I’d been curious about this world. I felt like I had a real purpose here, and not just my desire to free the people from the Demon Lord. I didn’t know if I would call it destiny, but something told me I was needed here. 
 
    And just like that, I had decided. 
 
    I would stay on Asgard, even after I had completed my mission to free the people from the tyrannical overlord. I would stay here for as long as Wyn and the others offered me a place to be. 
 
    A sense of calm acceptance and rightness had rooted itself deep in my mind by the time Frida and I strolled back into the southern edge of camp. 
 
    Elora was sitting at the campfire with Wyn, Ayen, and Sassa when Frida and I returned. I could see several others walking together to where the supply shack had once been, and they carried tools and supplies with them. I figured they were working on building a new structure to house our things. 
 
    “Levi!” Elora dashed over and threw her arms around me. “Where did you go so early in the morning?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m sorry,” I said gently, and I hugged Elora tightly. “I didn’t mean to worry you.” 
 
    “I am simply glad you are safe.” The beautiful elf gazed up at me with kind eyes. “But where did you go?” 
 
    “Well,” I sighed, and I tugged Elora to sit down beside me around the fire. I glanced around at the group around me. “It sounds kind of crazy.” 
 
    “Surely not, Levi,” Wyn said wisely to me, and there was a glint of recognition in his eyes. “Share it with us, will you?” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded, and I tried to order my thoughts inside my head. “I woke up, and I heard a woman calling my name.” 
 
    “Elora,” Ayen chuckled teasingly at the silver-haired beauty at my side. 
 
    “It was not me,” Elora laughed. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t,” I agreed with a smirk. “So I came out, and I kept hearing the voice, she said to go to her, and she called from the south.” 
 
    “Near the swamps.” Wyn nodded, and there was no question in his voice. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded back. “Well, there was this cave just at the edges of the swamp, and inside was a beautiful woman with long black hair. She was… strange…” 
 
    My words trailed off unconsciously as I remembered Sylmarie and the way she spoke in an ethereal, almost otherworldly, tone of voice. Then the phantom pull I’d felt toward her tugged at my mind, and I swallowed hard as I once again tried to decide why the beautiful woman had seemed so familiar to me. 
 
    “Levi?” Elora nudged me gently. 
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered, and I shook my head. “She said her name was Sylmarie, and she knew my name. She said that I’d traveled from a great distance and that my destiny was laid out before me.” 
 
    “Oh!” Elora gasped, and she brought her hand up to cover her mouth with surprise. 
 
    “What?” I asked, and I had a sinking sensation in my chest. “Was she a demon in disguise or something? I had a weird feeling about her, she was an illusion or something, right?” 
 
    “Not at all.” Wyn smirked at me and shook his head. 
 
    “You were blessed, Levi,” Sassa murmured with awe. 
 
    “Blessed?” I asked, and now I was utterly confused. 
 
    All four of the people around me stared at me with wide and almost reverent gazes in their eyes. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” I admitted. 
 
    “Levi,” Elora murmured. “You were blessed by a visit from a Völva.” 
 
    “What the fuck is a Völva?” I asked.
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 Chapter 18 
 
    “A magical seer,” Elora explained, and there was awe clear in her voice and on the faces of the others around us. “What she said to you was most assuredly true. Völvas have the magic to see into the future and the past. If she looked into your soul, she could have seen your entire life’s journey.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. “That’s… that’s a lot.” 
 
    “A visit from a Völva is a blessing, son,” Wyn said, and though his tone was filled with foreshadowing, his face was peaceful. 
 
    “What else did she tell you?” Ayen asked, and he ate a bite of his breakfast stew. 
 
    “She said I would become God King of all the nine realms,” I said. “And something about a raven that I shouldn’t trust? I don’t know, that part didn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “A raven?” Sassa repeated. “Curious.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Ayen hummed in agreement. “We have not seen many birds since the lava fields have expanded, and no ravens in even longer.” 
 
    “Well, there was that wild cockerel you shot yesterday,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Quite.” The big blond guy nodded. “The only kinds of birds we have seen for many years have been flightless.” 
 
    “Weird,” I said, but I decided it would be a better use of our time to work on the plan ahead. The full moon was tonight, and we still had a lot to do before the Demon Lord called for his sacrifices. “Has anybody seen Nestryn this morning?” 
 
    “He wandered into his hut very early this morning,” Wyn replied, and his wrinkled hands scooped up the nearly finished fishing net he’d been working on. “I believe he stayed up all night finishing the poison.” 
 
    “I’d like to go check on him,” I muttered. I didn’t want to disturb his sleep, but the poison was the crux our whole plan depended on. 
 
    “Come,” Elora said, and she stood from her seat. “I will show you which hut is his.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a small bit of reluctance. 
 
    Elora led me toward the eastern edges of the camp, and she stopped in front of one of the smaller huts. 
 
    “Nestryn?” Elora asked gently, and she rapped her knuckles on the stone beside the doorway. “Are you awake?” 
 
    “Elora, is that you?” The botanist’s voice mumbled from inside the hut. 
 
    “Yes,” Elora replied. “Levi and I were curious if you finished the poison?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course.” Shuffling noises came from inside, and a moment later Nestryn’s head poked out of the curtained doorway. His brown hair was mussed, and he had dark shadows under his eyes like he hadn’t gotten much sleep. “I have it here for you.” 
 
    Nestryn stepped out from his hut and presented a small vial of clear liquid with a slight opalescent sheen to us. The vial was maybe two inches tall, almost completely full, and stoppered with a piece of dark cork. 
 
    “It’s almost pretty,” I remarked with surprise. 
 
    “Yes,” Nestryn agreed, and there was enthusiasm under his exhaustion. “Night lace can be a very beautiful plant. The most deadly often are, in fact.” 
 
    “Is there anything I need to know about this?” I asked as I took the vial. “Anything I should be sure to pass on to Ingrid and Astrid?” 
 
    “They should know not to touch it with their bare skin,” Nestryn said. “I have done my best to educate everyone about the dangers of night lace ever since I joined the camp, but a reminder may be helpful. They should also use all of the liquid, after all, an overly powerful dose will not be a problem in this particular circumstance.” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “It won’t. Thank you so much for your dedication and hard work, Nestryn. You’ve been a crucial part of this plan.” 
 
    “Well.” The botanist blushed under my praise, and he brushed a hand self-consciously over his shirt. “I am happy to be of use.” 
 
    “You’ve done more than be useful,” I reiterated. “Now, go and get some well-earned rest. You’ve done your part. We’ll just have to wait and see if you’ve done it as well as I expect you have.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Nestryn nodded, and he started to duck back inside before he paused and added, “Good luck, Levi.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    Nestryn disappeared into his hut, and then Elora and I walked back over to the middle of the camp. Goren, Quintus, Azariah, and Arlindra had all gathered around the fire pit while we were speaking with the botanist, and I nodded at them in greeting. 
 
    “Is that the poison?” Goren asked, and he pointed at the small vial in my hand. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” I confirmed. “Now all I need to do is deliver it to the cooks in the Demon Lord’s castle and explain the plan to them.” 
 
    “We were discussing an idea for this,” Azariah said, and she glanced between her sister, Goren, and his father. 
 
    “Go on,” I encouraged. 
 
    “We thought, perhaps…” Quintus hesitated for a moment. “That a letter written by the four of us may be the best way to explain the situation and the plan to my dear wife, and the ladies’ sister.” 
 
    “A letter?” I thought about that for a moment, and I decided that could be really beneficial. “Yeah, that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Do we have anything to write on?” Ayen asked skeptically. 
 
    “I have something to contribute,” Ylva said in a softer voice than usual. “One moment.” 
 
    The sour-faced woman walked off to her and her husband’s hut, and she returned a moment later with a single sheet of thin cream-colored paper. It was torn all along one edge, and there was a single line of thin writing across the middle. 
 
    “Merial should recognize this,” Ylva said, and her eyes shone slightly at the mention of her sister. 
 
    “This will do nicely, Ylva.” Quintus flipped the paper over to inspect it. 
 
    I suddenly realized it was the title page from a book, and I wondered if Ylva had a book stashed away in her hut, or if she’d managed to hold onto this one page for all these years. Either way, it was impressive that the page was in such good condition, and I was curious what book it had come from. 
 
    “What can we write with?” Azariah asked. 
 
    “I know!” Goren shouted with excitement, and he dashed over to the fire pit. The curly-haired boy scrounged in the edge of the fire pit for a few seconds before he came up with a long stick of charcoal in his ash-covered hands. “Here, Father!” 
 
    “Very clever,” Elora praised the young half-elf. 
 
    Goren blushed slightly under the beautiful elf’s smile, and then he brought the charcoal stick to Quintus. The white-haired man walked over to the stone seats around the fire and smoothed the cream-colored page out in front of him. 
 
    “Let me see,” Quintus said thoughtfully as the charcoal hovered over the page. “Shall we address it to all three?” 
 
    “Yes,” Arlindra agreed. “Put Ingrid’s name first because it is your handwriting, Quintus.” 
 
    “And you shall put Merial’s name last,” Ylva added. “I shall add a secret message to her at the end. This will erase any possible doubt that may linger after they read the letter.” 
 
    “Very well.” The older man nodded, and he lowered his hand to the page and began to write in a small, elegant script. “Dearest Ingrid, Astrid, and Merial…” 
 
    Quintus precisely and briefly laid out the details of my arrival here on Asgard and the discovery of my shifting abilities. Then he added a quick and private message of love to provide Ingrid with proof that the letter was indeed from her husband. Then he passed the page and the charcoal to Arlindra, and he swiped a single tear from his wrinkled cheek. 
 
    “Excellent work,” Azariah said softly, and then she and her sister turned to their portion of the letter. 
 
    Azariah dictated the words, and Arlindra put them down on the page in a less elegant and blockier script. Together they explained to their youngest sister our plan to dispatch the Demon Lord. They wrote about the night lace poison and reminded the ladies not to touch it with their bare hands. The blonde sisters completed their piece of the letter with a three-word phrase that seemed like complete nonsense to me, but Azariah assured me it had a special meaning. 
 
    The meaningful look the two sisters exchanged made me wonder what it was like to have a sibling bond as strong as theirs was. 
 
    “Ylva,” Arlindra said. “Would you like to add your message now?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” The sour-faced woman stepped forward, and she took the charcoal stub the blonde warrior offered her. 
 
    Ylva murmured the words aloud as she wrote, and they had a strange taste of familiarity, but I couldn’t understand them. I could only guess she was speaking in the ancient language of Asgard. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “It is the beginning of our favorite tale of the Aesir,” Ylva answered. “Translated to the common language, it means ‘Before there was soil, or sky, or any green thing, there was only the gaping abyss of Ginnungagap.’ Our father would read us these tales when we were young. Merial will remember this as well as I.” 
 
    “Beautiful,” I murmured. It reminded me of the Christian story of when God created the universe, and I glanced around the group. “Is there anything else we should add?” 
 
    Quintus shook his head, and his white curls bounced around his face. Arlindra and Azariah looked at each other before the blonde sisters turned to me in unison and shook their heads as well. 
 
    “We should write that they can ask you yes or no questions,” Goren suggested. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I agreed. I knew that if I absolutely had to, I could shift back into my human self to speak with them, but I would rather save my energy for exploring the castle. 
 
    “May I?” Goren asked Ylva respectfully, and he held his hand out for the page. 
 
    “Of course, boy,” the usually sour-faced woman’s steely-gray eyes softened as she handed the paper to Goren. 
 
    The curly-haired boy took the page and carefully laid it back on the stone. Then he gripped the charcoal in his hand and slowly wrote a single sentence at the bottom of the paper. His letters were a bit awkward, and I guessed that Goren hadn’t had much chance to practice his writing skills. 
 
    “There.” Goren smiled brightly, and he looked over his work before he handed the page back to Ylva. 
 
    “I believe this will do nicely,” Ylva said as she read the brief addition. Then she rolled up the paper carefully and wrapped a thin length of dried grass around it, and she pressed the letter carefully into the palm of my hand. “The next part is up to you, Levi.” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded, and something occurred to me. I’d held items in my hands during shifts before, but they had been entirely concealed during the shift. That wouldn’t be ideal in this situation. I held the letter and the vial out to Elora because I had no idea if I would be able to let go of them if they were in my hands prior to shifting. “Would you give these to me after I shift, please? 
 
    “Of course.” Elora took the two main pieces of our plan and held them close to her chest. There was worry in her amber-red eyes, and I was suddenly filled with nerves. 
 
    I allowed the tension to grip in my chest, and I focused on what I needed to do next. I needed to fly to the Demon Lord’s castle, I needed to be swift, and I needed to be stealthy. I also needed to be able to fly the distance to the castle, and the entire way home, without too much difficulty. I turned my thoughts to the mission ahead, and I tried to drive up my adrenaline by thinking about the danger I’d be in and the possibilities of what would happen if this plan failed. 
 
    I thought about all the places I needed to explore within the castle, and how long it might take me to check out everything. I thought about how many demon guards I might encounter during my time, and the possibility that I might get hung up and run out of adrenaline before I escaped the walls of the Demon Lord’s fortress. If I was still within the castle when the strength for maintaining my shift faded, then I’d once again be a sitting duck for the guards and Demon Lord to do with as they pleased. 
 
    I imagined the Demon Lord discovering me and snatching me out of the air like a fly. I thought about how he would probably toss me right into an oven and eat me for dinner, feathers and all. I forced myself to imagine what would happen to Ingrid, Astrid, Sassa, Goren, Wyn, and Elora if I failed to defeat the Demon Lord. Eventually, they would all be killed and cooked to feed the tyrannical beast’s insatiable hunger. 
 
    My pulse started to thunder in my veins, and my muscles clenched with loathing as I thought about the Demon Lord tearing into Elora’s flesh, or worse, keeping her alive to serve him for the rest of her long years. 
 
    I felt the kick of the life-threatening situation, but the dump of adrenaline I was looking for didn’t come. My body became tense, and my muscles were rigid, but nothing changed. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered under my breath, and I started to think this wasn’t enough to initiate a shift. 
 
    My heart started racing even faster as I saw my entire plan slipping away because I couldn’t control my shift. They were all going to die if I couldn’t get this to happen, and there would be nobody to blame but myself. 
 
    I was about to try and calculate how quickly I could run on my human feet to the demon Lord’s castle, and whether there would be enough time to enact the rest of my plan, when I felt a slow focus take hold of my mind. 
 
    Everything wound down into slow-motion, and I felt my body begin to shift and shrink. My torso began to constrict, and the angle of my head shifted forward. My arms extended, and my fingers stretched out into long speckled brown feathers. Then my legs became incredibly short, and I felt the hard ground beneath my new talons. My nose pointed out and formed into a sharp beak in front of my piercing eyes, and as the range of my vision extended, I could see five times further than I had a second before. I turned my head almost all the way around to look at my back. I was covered in white, brown, and black speckled feathers now, and I had a snazzy sharp tail sticking out from the end of my butt. 
 
    I looked up at the people around me, and they all stared back with admiration and awe. 
 
    Elora’s amber-and-ruby eyes crinkled at the edges as she smiled at me, and she sank down to her haunches. 
 
    “You are a beautiful hawk,” Elora said softly, and she held out the rolled-up letter and the small vial for me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I tried to say, but a sharp screech was all that came out of my beak. 
 
    Elora giggled at me, and Goren laughed as he slammed his hands over his ears. 
 
    I scooped the vial up in my right talons, and I grabbed the letter with my left. Then I blinked up at Elora as I wondered about the mechanics of flying. I hadn’t exactly ever been a bird before, but I figured it would be intuitive, like climbing as a mouse had been. 
 
    “Would you prefer if I scoop you up and give you a little boost?” Elora asked with a kind smile. 
 
    I nodded my hawk head at her, and then Elora wrapped her hands gently around my entire body and lifted me from the ground. 
 
    “Many best wishes, Levi,” Quintus said, and he wrapped his arm around his son’s shoulders. 
 
    “You will do splendidly,” Wyn said from where he’d sat quietly all morning. “I have no doubts of this.” 
 
    I gazed at the centuries-old elf for a moment, and I hoped that my heartfelt thanks shone through my sharp bird eyes. Then I nodded once at Elora, and I stretched my wings out to the sides. 
 
    “Come back to me,” Elora whispered and then gently tossed me into the air. 
 
    I caught the wind under my wings, and I soared high into the sky on the firm morning breeze. It was an incredibly weird sensation. Somehow, flying felt like riding a bike, like I’d been doing it my entire life, and at the same time, entirely new and exciting. I soared in a wide circle over the camp and gave a sharp caw to the people below. Then I headed north toward the Demon Lord’s castle. 
 
    I made sure my direction was steadfast, and that my wings were secure with the wind beneath my feathers. Then I took a few minutes to survey the region from this vantage point. 
 
    The land sprawled out beneath me, and with my hawk vision, I could see for miles. All to my left were the never-ending eruptions of the volcanoes and lava fields. Far to my right was the glinting blue-gray ocean, and in front of me were the pointed peaks that surrounded the Demon Lord’s fortress. 
 
    I also had an amazing view of the Broken Spire as I flew north, and I took several minutes to study the cracked crystal towers. The place had clearly once been a magnificent example of Asgardian architecture, and even now, as it laid in ruins, it was strangely beautiful. 
 
    The crystals shone in the sunlight when it peeked out from behind the thick cloud cover, and I could hardly imagine the splendor of the palace when it had shone in the full light of the sun long ago. I expected it was nearly impossible to even look upon the magnificent building. There were long cracks that ran all throughout the cylindrical columns, and it looked like the slightest tremble would send it all falling down like dominos. 
 
    The landscape around the Crystal Spire was achingly familiar, and I stared at it as I racked my brain trying to figure out where I’d seen that range of hills and valleys before. It struck me all of a sudden, and I would have stumbled if I wasn’t gliding easily on the breeze. 
 
    The scene was nearly identical to my favorite painting in my escape room back on Earth. The shock was thick in my head, and I swooped around to gaze at the sight for another moment. I wanted to chalk it up to a coincidence, but there was no way to deny it. The sharp peaks around the broken palace, the ocean on the eastern side, and mountains rolling away in the distance, I’d been gazing at them for months already. 
 
    Now, the familiarity of the structure felt like coming home again, and I wondered idly for a moment if there was any way to save the place. Sylmarie’s words echoed in my mind again as I coasted on my wings. The idea of becoming the ruler of all nine realms, or even just this one, was so huge and foreign a concept that my brain rejected it. I couldn’t see the destiny she’d said was laid at my feet as a reality, but Elora and the others had been confident in Sylmarie’s prophecies. I figured if it really was my fate to rule, then it was unlikely I’d be able to change that. 
 
    As crazy as that sounded. 
 
    I decided I would go one step at a time, and if I did fulfill some destiny and become God King of the nine realms, I would see about restoring the palace to its former glory. 
 
    For now, I had darker fish to fry, and I turned my attention to the less opulent but still rather imposing structure to the north as I picked up speed again. The Demon Lord’s castle was close, and I remembered what Ayen had told me about flying birds being a rare occurrence in this region for the last several years. 
 
    Then I veered far to the west, and I soared slowly around the western side of the castle toward the back and then around to the eastern side where the kitchen was. 
 
    I inspected the walls as I went, and once again, only five demon guards patrolled lazily back and forth along the castle’s front outer wall. They seemed entirely bored, and they only occasionally glanced down toward the front gate for dangers to their lord. I couldn’t see any other demons anywhere around the castle, and I expected that the terrain played a big hand in that fact. The castle was nestled quite nicely into an alcove in the mountain range, and the only reasonable path to the gates was from the front. 
 
    I waited until I was well around the other side of the castle with the kitchen window in my view before I dove sharply down. Then I spread my wings out hard to slow my descent, and I stretched my feet out in front of me. I flew straight at the window, and I tucked my wings close to my sides at the last second to keep from breaking my hands on the stone walls. 
 
    I tried to stop on the windowsill, but my momentum was a bit too much, and I slid right off and landed on the narrow table below. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered, but it came out as a muffled screech. 
 
    Astrid was in the kitchen all alone, and she stood with her back to me at the large table in the middle of the kitchen. She gasped and turned around sharply when the thump of my landing and my squawk alerted her to my presence. 
 
    “Oh!” Astrid breathed with surprise and a touch of relief as she looked at me. “Hello, beautiful friend. What are you doing here?” 
 
    I spread my talons out on the table and kept the vial firmly under my toes. Then I held out my left leg that held the letter and gave her a tiny caw. 
 
    “What have you there?” Astrid brushed off her flour-covered hands on her apron. The pretty blonde girl stepped closer to the table, and she gingerly picked up the rolled-up letter. “Goodness, this is unusual.” 
 
    I gave the girl what I hoped was a reassuring blink, but I had no idea how my hawk features would appear to her. I looked pointedly at the letter and nudged my beak toward her. 
 
    “Would you like me to open this, my new friend?” Astrid asked, and she reached one finger forward slowly as if she wanted to stroke the feathers on my chest. 
 
    I gave the girl a firm nod, and I leaned closer to her finger so that my brown-and-white speckled feathers touched gently against the back of her knuckles. 
 
    “You are very intelligent,” Astrid said with wide eyes. 
 
    I blinked patiently at her, and I did my best to be still as she finally unrolled the letter. 
 
    “‘Dearest Ingrid, Astrid, and Merial,’” Astrid breathed as she read the letter aloud. “Oh, dear…” 
 
    I watched the young woman’s face grow more and more surprised as she read the letter, and her mouth moved over the words in silence. When she was done, she stared at me in shock. Then she read the letter over once more, and she turned the page over in search of more information. 
 
    “My gods,” Astrid gasped. Finally, she looked at me, and her blue eyes were wide with confusion and shock. “Is this true?” 
 
    I nodded firmly, and then I released the vial from under my right foot, and I nudged it toward her. 
 
    “Goodness!” Astrid picked up the vial full of concentrated night lace poison, and she held the pretty liquid up to the light. 
 
    “Is that dough ready yet, child?” Ingrid asked with authority as she re-entered the kitchen from the stairway. “Oh! What in the heavens is going on in here?” 
 
    “Ingrid!” The blonde girl turned fast to Goren’s mother, and she held out the letter to her. “We’ve received a letter from my sisters and your family!” 
 
    “What?” Ingrid asked, and she eyed me with suspicion. “Why on Asgard is there a hawk in the kitchen? Where did it come from?” 
 
    “His name is Levi,” Astrid answered firmly, and she took a half-step between me and Ingrid. “Here, read the letter!” 
 
    Ingrid narrowed her pale green eyes at me, and then she looked from Astrid’s insistent face to the page the girl held in her hand. 
 
    “Very well,” Ingrid sighed as if she knew there was no use in refusing the girl’s request. Ingrid moved the page toward her face, and then she moved it away several inches as if she couldn’t quite focus on the lines. Then she narrowed her eyes and began to read. “What the…” 
 
    “See?” Astrid pleaded with the older elf, and she pointed to a place on the torn book page. “They mean to kill--” 
 
    “Hush, child!” Ingrid shushed her in an aggressive whisper, and her pale green eyes flicked to the stairs. “I can see what it says.” 
 
    “And here it is,” Astrid added, and she held up the vial of poison. “Just like the letter says.” 
 
    Ingrid read the lines of the letter once more, and then she looked me over thoroughly before her mouth opened, closed, and opened again. 
 
    “Is this all true?” Ingrid finally forced the words out of her shock-stricken mouth. 
 
    I nodded firmly, and I gave her a small caw to confirm everything in the letter was true. Then I resettled my wings against my small body and waited to see what Ingrid would do next. 
 
    “We must take this chance, Ingrid,” Astrid half-ordered and half-pleaded with the older woman. “No other opportunity like this will ever come to us.” 
 
    “I do believe you may be right, dear,” Ingrid murmured in amazement, and her face slowly shifted from pure shock to determination. 
 
    “You intend to free us all from the Demon Lord,” Ingrid murmured. 
 
    I just gazed at the women and waited for them to decide. 
 
    Then a small spark of hope came to life in the elf’s pale green eyes, and when I knew I had her on our side, my heart rate jumped in anticipation. 
 
    Holy shit, this crazy plan of mine just might work. 
 
    “So, I must add this to his Lordship’s feast for this evening?” Ingrid asked me. 
 
    I nodded to confirm. 
 
    “Something he will consume quickly would be best, I expect?” Ingrid pondered for a moment. 
 
    “Actually,” I tried to say, but a small screech came out of my beak instead. I shook my feathered head insistently. 
 
    “I do not understand.” Ingrid narrowed her eyes in confusion at me. “It should not be something he will consume quickly?” 
 
    I sighed with frustration and knew I was going to have to shift back into my human form to speak directly with these women. I wished for a moment that I had the ability to speak in animal form, but I guessed that just wasn’t part of the magic. 
 
    I glided down from the table and landed on the uneven stone floor. Then I took a few deep breaths, and I thought about how I needed to speak with Ingrid and Astrid, and how crucial it was to the mission that we be able to communicate. I had no idea if it was going to work, and I started to resign myself to playing twenty questions with the Demon Lord’s servants. Then my body began to shift once more, and I felt myself stretching back out to my six-foot-four-inch frame. 
 
    “Oh!” Astrid gasped, and she smothered the sharp sound with both of her hands. 
 
    “Goodness, that is astonishing,” Ingrid whispered with more stealth than her young companion. 
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized. “I didn’t mean to startle you, but I felt like I needed to clarify some things. And, honestly, I have some questions for you, too.” 
 
    “Certainly.” Ingrid nodded, and she smoothed her hair down. 
 
    I was impressed with how much composure the woman had. Even though she seemed to believe the part in the letter about me having shifting magic and being a human in hawk’s clothing, I’d still expected her to freak out a little bit. 
 
    “Okay, so I came in here yesterday as a mouse,” I started, and I shook off how weird that sentence sounded coming out of my mouth. “I overheard you two talking about how the sacrifices are presented to the Demon Lord so he can figure out how everyone would be most useful to him. Is that right?” 
 
    “Yes.” Astrid nodded. 
 
    “That is how the sacrifices have gone for as long as I have served His Lordship,” Ingrid agreed. 
 
    “Okay, good,” I said. “And after that, the sacrifices get taken down to a dungeon?” 
 
    “Yes, there is another set of stairs down this hallway that leads to the dungeons,” Ingrid confirmed, and she pointed back through the kitchen door and further to the left. 
 
    I moved toward the kitchen door and poked my head around the corner to peer down the stone hallway. Two simple iron sconces were spread far apart so that there were just two pools of flickering yellow light before the hallway sank into total darkness. 
 
    “What happens to them once they’re in the dungeons?” I asked, and I phrased my next question very carefully. “How long is it usually before the Demon Lord has them brought to their different… assignments?” 
 
    “The quickest I have ever seen the sacrifices leave the dungeons is the following day.” Ingrid knotted her cracked fingers, and the tension was clear through her entire body. 
 
    I moved further back into the kitchen, and as I stepped out of sight of the hallway, I was pleased to see this brought some relief to the older elf’s shoulders. 
 
    “That’s good,” I said. “What about the demon guards? Are there more than the five at the front gates?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ingrid confirmed. “I do not know how many there are, I am sorry.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I comforted the woman, and I could tell my prolonged presence here was making her nervous about being found out. “Do they patrol through the whole castle? Or do they have particular stations and assignments?” 
 
    “Mostly, they seem to guard the dungeons,” Astrid answered. 
 
    I nodded at the young blonde woman, and then I glanced at Ingrid for confirmation. The older elf nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Excellent.” I sorted all the additional information into my mental assessment of the Demon Lord and his fortress. 
 
    “What do you wish for me to do with the, uh…” Ingrid gestured vaguely at the vial that was still clutched in Astrid’s tight grip. 
 
    “Right, so Nestryn said it would be burned up quickly in the Demon Lord’s body,” I explained. “This means I need it to go into something he’ll consume fairly quickly, but not immediately. I’m going to need time to be brought down to the dungeons, shift, escape, and get back up to the dining hall before he has a chance to burn through it all. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “It does.” Ingrid nodded, and she thought for a moment. “I bring his Lordship his wine as the sacrifices enter the room. I believe he enjoys the shock on their faces when they see me, and he enjoys the torture it brings me to see who has been chosen each month. I have never seen him take even a single sip or nibble until after the sacrifices have been led away to the dungeons.” 
 
    “Okay. That’s good, that will give me enough time.” I nodded my understanding. 
 
    Then Ingrid bustled around the kitchen in a sudden burst of movement, and I side-stepped to get out of her way. 
 
    “Astrid,” Ingrid commanded the young blonde woman. “Bring the red wine from the back of the storeroom. It is the best wine, and he will not be able to help himself from drinking every last drop.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Astrid said with a smile, and she hurried off to follow the older woman’s orders. 
 
    “That sounds perfect,” I said, and I felt our conversation was coming to an end. “Do you have any questions for me?” 
 
    Ingrid paused and thought for a moment. “I do not believe so.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ve got to check out the castle a bit more,” I told them. “I need to see these dungeons and get a better feel for the demon guards down there.” 
 
    “Are you going to turn back into a hawk, sir?” Astrid asked. Her tone was polite, and her eyes were filled with fascination. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” I shook my head, and I pondered my options. I needed to be something small so I could get around without being seen, but I didn’t want to lose the serious advantage that flying gave me. 
 
    “Then what will you become?” Ingrid’s wrinkled brow furrowed at me. 
 
    “Let’s find out,” I mumbled under my breath. 
 
    Then I closed my eyes and prepared to shift once again.
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 Chapter 19 
 
    I imagined something small, inconspicuous, and with the ability to fly, and I turned my thoughts firmly to the needs of the next part of my mission. 
 
    Then I opened my eyes and focused on the need to be stealthy and move around the castle with swiftness. I thought about how many vicious demons were probably roaming around the dungeons, and what they would do to me if I was caught lurking around. Just a few seconds later, I was surprised and pleased to feel my body beginning to shift. 
 
    I watched Ingrid and Astrid’s eyes go as round as dinner plates as I shrank low to the ground. My arms and legs shrank and narrowed into spindly little limbs beneath me, and an extra set of legs started to emerge from the middle of my torso. Then I felt a pair of thin, veiny wings sprout from my back, and my eyesight shifted. It was like looking through a kaleidoscope, the way everything fractured into two dozen identical versions of the room around me. The weirdest part of this shift was that I could suddenly detect all the smells of the kitchen from two antennae that had emerged from my forehead. 
 
    I was very close to the floor, and the two women stood far above me with identical looks of shock and awe on their faces. 
 
    “Goodness,” Ingrid breathed, and she took a half-step away from me.  
 
    I spread open the thin membrane of my wings, and I felt them flap rapidly against the firm muscles of my back. I flicked my large globular eyes back to get a better look at myself, and I spotted thin stripes across the middle of my torso. The stripes were a very subtle shade of yellow, and the rest of my body had become the smooth black casing of a wasp. 
 
    If I’d still had a traditional spine, a shudder would have gone down it. 
 
    There was something about wasps that had always creeped me out, and now I was one. I forced myself to look at the many advantages of this form for my current mission. I was definitely small, and the black color of my exoskeleton would make it easier for me to blend into the shadows in the dungeons. I would also be able to crawl around on the ceilings and walls in this form, so I wouldn’t have to fly the entire time. Then I could fly all the way back to camp without having to shift again. 
 
    I decided it was a good option, even if it creeped me out. 
 
    I fluttered my wings, and I was impressed at how quickly my entire body lifted from the uneven stone floor of the kitchen. The room tilted strangely around me, and it took a few seconds for me to get my bearings. Flying in my hawk form had been a bit more straightforward, and I assumed it was because my wings had shifted from my arms. In this wasp form, the wings had sprouted from my back as completely new extremities of my body, and it took a bit of extra thinking to manipulate them and maneuver in the direction I wanted. 
 
    I took a few laps around the kitchen to get a better hang of flying, and then I buzzed straight through the doorway and into the hallway. I flew to the left and started to make my way down the poorly-lit stone corridor. The hall was long, and I flew close to the ceiling just in case a demon decided to emerge from the dungeons at that moment. There were two more open doorways in the hall that appeared to lead into more storerooms, and I spotted several wooden barrels and crates in the rooms. 
 
    Once I got to the end of the hall, I could see that there was an even narrower flight of stone steps that led down into the bowels of the castle.  
 
    There was a distant yellow light flickering somewhere at the bottom of the stairs, so I figured that was where I needed to go.  
 
    I started to fly into the dark depths of the castle, and I sniffed at the putrid air with my antennae. I could smell the pungent odor of dozens of dirty bodies pressed close together, the moldy dampness that accompanied a poorly ventilated basement, and the wretched stench I’d come to associate with the demons of this world. 
 
    The castle’s dungeons opened up at the bottom of the stone stairs, and there were a few more simple iron sconces on the wall that allowed enough light for me to have a good look around. 
 
    I noticed a heavy iron keyring hanging on a rusty nail just outside the door, and I filed this fact into my mind. I was sure these would be the keys to open the prison doors. 
 
    The space was wide and long, and prison cells lined both sides of the stone room. Thick iron bars ran from the ceilings to the floors all along the length of the room, and I could smell the strange tinge of rust on the bars. The first area of the basement prison was empty of any people, but there were at least a dozen people huddled together in the second area. 
 
    The people looked as though they’d barely been cared for since their arrival here. They were filthy, and the dirt on their faces was streaked with dried tears. Many of them looked dangerously thin, like they’d been given just enough food to keep them from starving to death. Some of the men and women looked more healthy, and I assumed they were more recent arrivals to the Demon Lord’s castle. 
 
    Some looked as old as Wyn, and the youngest appeared to be closer to my age. She was a beautiful human woman with short-cropped black hair that sprang up all around her face. She had good muscle tone all over her body, and there was a pleasant curve about her full figure. I could only assume she hadn’t been here for very long if she still appeared so healthy. She was incredibly beautiful despite the torn state of her clothing and the smudges of dirt and grime on her face, and I caught myself lingering on the sight of her. Her eyes were an intense shade of blue that sparkled in the flickering light of the iron sconces, and something about the woman intrigued me enough that I suddenly longed to know her name. 
 
    The black-haired beauty moved around the group, and I realized that she was checking in on the other prisoners. 
 
    “Have some water,” the woman said, and she thrust a small tin cup into the clenched hands of an old woman curled up in the corner of the cell. 
 
    “What is the use?” the woman said in a shuddering voice. 
 
    “We must not give up hope,” the beautiful woman urged. 
 
    I shifted my focus away from the prisoners inside this hellish place, and I turned my attention to what I could do to save them. I landed upside-down on the ceiling of the dungeon, and I began to crawl around and look at everything below me from a disorienting angle. 
 
    On the opposite side of the room from where the prisoners were caged was another cell, but this one held something far more ominous. The dirty stone floor of the cell was littered with the partial skeletons of rabbits, deer, and even a large boar. 
 
    There were two sleeping demons laying amongst the debris in the open cell. Their hideous faces were lax with sleep, and their chests heaved in a slow and steady rhythm. 
 
    I knew there had to be more demons in the dungeon, and I suspected they wouldn’t be very pleased to find their companions asleep on the job. 
 
    Strewn around on the floor were a random assortment of weapons. I spotted a few swords, some axes, a bow and quiver of dusty arrows, and even one long staff with a machete-style blade on one side and a nasty pike at the end. I was pleased to see we’d have access to these weapons, and I made another mental note. 
 
    Then I started to scurry silently across the ceiling and deeper into the dungeon. I received a fresh dump of adrenaline when one of the demons suddenly snored like a chainsaw starting up. 
 
    “Oh!” the old woman in the corner gasped loudly, and she curled so tightly in on herself that I thought she might disappear into the stone walls. 
 
    The demon snorted and rolled over before his breathing evened out again. Every one of the prisoners and I heaved a sigh of relief, and I scurried toward the narrow door that led into the next room. 
 
    This space was identical to the other part of the dungeon, except instead of live prisoners, there was a group of a dozen demons sitting around gnawing on the various limbs of some kind of animal. It was torn into sections, and all I could make of the mess was light-brown fur, black hooves, and the blood and guts that the demons were shoveling into their maws with vigor. 
 
    A shudder ran through my mind, and I turned to inspect the space for anything I could use to my advantage. 
 
    The demons sat in the wide aisle between the prison cages, and I cursed them for not hanging around in the larger space where I could easily lock them in. I flicked my multi-directional vision around the room, and then I spotted it. 
 
    My wasp wings fluttered once with my excitement, and I crawled back toward the doorway between the two areas of the dungeon. Built into the stone ceiling above the doorway was another door of thick iron bars. The iron cage was pulled into a narrow crevice in the stone ceiling. It looked like an emergency lockdown mechanism that could be thrown in the event of a prison break. I scanned the stones around the mostly-hidden cell door, and I nearly hooted with excitement when I found what I was looking for. 
 
    Just to the side of the doorway, on the outside of the second room where all the demons were feasting, was a tiny notch in the stone. I crawled down from the ceiling and moved closer to the notch to investigate it further. I peered into the notch and found a small iron level inside, and I knew it was the switch to activate the hidden cage door. 
 
    “Fuck yes,” I breathed, but the only sound that came out was a miniscule puff of air. 
 
    I raced over to the far end of the dungeon to make sure there was no way to exit on that side. I found another stone doorway, and my heart sank as I saw a touch of daylight at the far end of the stone tunnel. I looked around at the doorway, and I was starting to throw away my entire plan when I realized that this door also had a hidden iron cage stashed away in the stone ceiling. 
 
    This was fucking perfect. 
 
    I would have cheered if I could have. I knew exactly what I was going to do. 
 
    An additional part of my plan started to form in my mind. Once the other sacrifices and I had been deposited into the dungeon, I could shift into a different form, go over to this second door, and slam it closed. The noise and motion would draw most, if not all, of the demon guards into the second dungeon room. Then I could rush over to the first door between the two sections of the dungeon, and I would slam the cage door down on them and trap them well out of the way. 
 
    It was brilliant. 
 
    I felt the same kind of rush of excitement that I’d had when I’d first built my escape room. I loved making traps like this, and the fact that this castle had one already built into its dungeons just waiting for me to use was fucking awesome. 
 
    This was exactly why I’d always wanted a damn castle. 
 
    I took one more quick lap around the dungeon to make sure I hadn’t missed anything important or useful. Then I started to make my way back up the stone steps. I wished for a moment that I could let the prisoners know I’d be back to free them very soon, but there was no way for me to communicate. Plus, if they had too much obvious hope shining in their eyes, it might tip off the demon guards to something going on, and then my whole plan would be at risk. It was better for them to be left in the dark for now. 
 
    I flew back up the narrow stone steps and down the dimly-lit hallway toward the kitchen. Ingrid and Astrid were still alone in the kitchen, and they were working busily to clean and chop up a variety of vegetables. I landed briefly on the counter in front of Ingrid, and I buzzed in a little circle to let her know I was leaving. 
 
    “Did you find everything you need, sir?” Ingrid asked me. 
 
    I buzzed my wings briefly and rubbed my front limbs together in an attempt to answer her question. 
 
    “Excellent.” Ingrid tried to fight against the grin on her kind, wrinkled face. “Tell my boy I love him, and I will see him soon.” 
 
    I buzzed again, and then I took off into the air and flew out the window. I started to escape the castle again, but then I remembered I was much smaller than the hawk form I’d first arrived in. 
 
    I flew back toward camp, and I was pleased to see how fast I could jet around as a wasp. I didn’t want to completely startle everyone in the camp, so I landed at the edge of the circle of huts. I took several deep breaths and focused on calming my mind and body, and I was somewhat surprised to find how quickly I shifted back to my human form. 
 
    Maybe I was getting a really good handle on this shifting magic already. 
 
    I walked through camp toward the fire pit. Most of the villagers were settled around the flames, and they were distractedly working on various tasks while they ate. 
 
    “Welcome back, Levi,” Wyn said. 
 
    “It’s done,” I said succinctly as a wide grin spread on my face. “They’ve agreed to help us, and they will put the poison in the Demon Lord’s wine goblet.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Ayen said cheerfully. “Well done.” 
 
    “Did you explore all the parts of the castle you needed to?” Azariah asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “There are a lot of people alive in the dungeons of the castle, and I found a really good way to lock the demon guards away in the dungeon. We’re still going to have to deal with the guards out front, but there were still only five of them out there.” 
 
    “That is very good,” Sassa said. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “I think we have a really good chance of doing this. Ingrid told me that the sacrifices are always brought to the dungeon after they are assessed by the Demon Lord, and she’s never seen them leave for at least a day. All we need to do is follow along with the usual process of things. Once we’re in the dungeons, I’ll shift and escape from the cells. There are two areas to the dungeon, and all the prisoners were in the first one, but the second has iron cage doors on both sides of it.” 
 
    “You intend to trap the demon guards between these doors.” Ayen smirked at me like a proud older brother. 
 
    “Yep,” I confirmed. “I’m going to seal off the second door, and that will draw most, maybe all, of the guards into the area to investigate. Then I’ll seal off the first door, and they’ll be trapped.” 
 
    “What if they simply open the doors?” Rathal asked, and his eyes narrowed with pessimism. 
 
    “There was only one set of keys,” I said. “They were hanging on the wall at the bottom of the stone stairs when I entered the dungeons. I intend to get the keys first and stash them with Azariah and Varian before I trap the demons.” 
 
    “Brilliant,” Ayen breathed. 
 
    “Did you see my mother?” Goren asked. His shoulders were tense around his ears, and he picked nervously at the skin around his thumbnails. 
 
    I could almost feel the stress and anxiety the young half-elf was dealing with, and I hoped I could give him a bit of relief. 
 
    “I did,” I said, and I laid a hand gently on the boy’s tense shoulder. “She asked me to tell you that she loves you.” 
 
    Goren’s green eyes suddenly shone with tears, and the corners of his lips quivered with a bittersweet smile. 
 
    “She also said she will see you soon,” I told him, and I patted his shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you, Levi,” Goren gasped around a thick sob that burst from his throat. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m glad I can help,” I said, and then I looked at Quintus behind his son. “We’ll get her out of there. We’ll get every one of your people out of there.” 
 
    Several mumbles of hopeful thanks rippled through the group, and I gave everyone a moment to process. Then I realized Elora wasn’t in the crowd. 
 
    “Where’s Elora?” I asked as I looked around. 
 
    “She took Frida down to the beach to have a swim,” Goren answered. 
 
    “Yes,” Sassa agreed. “Frida was looking a touch dried out, and Elora thought she might need a bit of a splash.” 
 
    “Great.” I smiled at them and turned toward the beach. “I’m going to go find her.” 
 
    “Do not linger, Levi,” Wyn suggested. “You should have a good meal before this evening.” 
 
    “Good point,” I chuckled at the older man. 
 
    “Here.” Ylva handed me a large chunk of roasted meat that I suspected came from the wild cockerel Ayen had shot. “You will need your strength.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I patted the middle-aged woman’s hand, and then I turned toward the beach again and jogged off to find my beautiful elf. 
 
    I ran all the way across the dunes to the beach, and I was running on the high of my plan going smoothly so far. I fucking felt great. I was actually even a little bit eager to get to the next steps and go toe to toe with the Demon Lord himself. 
 
    Then a heart-breaking, mournful melody reached my ears as I drew close to the beach, and after a moment I realized Elora was singing. She was standing with her feet in the water, and the shallow waves were splashing gently over her bare toes. Frida splashed and played a little way out in the waves, and Elora’s head tilted slightly as she watched my wolf-shark pup play. 
 
    Elora’s voice was haunting in its beauty and sorrow. I didn’t understand the strange words, and I figured they were some kind of elvish. The feeling behind the lyrics was as plain as the ocean in front of my face, and my heart broke for her. 
 
    I walked slowly forward, and when I reached her, I placed my hands gently on her narrow waist. 
 
    Elora continued to sing her heart-wrenching melody as she leaned her head back against my shoulder. 
 
    I placed a kiss on her cheek, and I waited for her to finish the song before I spoke. 
 
    “That’s a beautiful song,” I whispered in her ear. “Beautiful and filled with sorrow.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Elora hummed in agreement, but she didn’t say more. 
 
    “What has you so sad?” I asked softly, and I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her back against me. 
 
    “I was thinking about my Valkyrie sisters,” Elora admitted after a long silent pause, and a single tear rolled down her pale blue cheek. “They fought valiantly until the very end. They made their ancestors proud. I wish there had been more I could have done to help them, but without my wings, I was not particularly useful in the final battle.” 
 
    “Do you think there are still other Valkyries out there?” I asked. 
 
    “It is possible,” Elora said, and she turned around in my arms and buried her face against my throat. “Long ago, there were Valkyries in all regions of the realm. Tens of thousands of us.” 
 
    “Then maybe one day we’ll find some of them,” I said, and I let the hope in my heart seep into my voice. 
 
    “Your mission to deliver the poison was successful, then?” Elora asked, and she looked up at me with hopeful tears in her eyes. “Did you explore the areas of the castle you wished to see?” 
 
    “It was.” I nodded. “Ingrid is going to put the poison in the Demon Lord’s wine goblet.” 
 
    I explained everything I’d learned from Ingrid and Astrid about the process of the sacrifice as well as the layout of the dungeon. When I got to the part about the iron cage doors and my intentions to lock the demon guards away in the dungeon, her amber-red eyes sparkled brightly with admiration. 
 
    “Oh, Levi, that is very clever,” Elora gasped. 
 
    “There’s not much I can do about the demon guards at the front gates,” I reminded her. “But I’m sure you and the rest of your team will be able to handle them, wings or no wings.” 
 
    “It saddens me,” Elora said, and her face fell a little bit. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “That I shall never earn my wings,” Elora clarified. “Valkyrie wings were crafted and forged by the greatest metalsmiths in the realm, the dwarves. We have not seen a single dwarf in decades, and I fear they are all gone from this world.” 
 
    “Well, we have no idea who has survived in other regions,” I said, and I pulled Elora into my arms for a comforting hug. “Maybe there are dwarves out there, and if there are, we’ll find them.” 
 
    “You are amazing, Levi.” Elora’s voice was filled with gratitude and admiration. 
 
    My heart swelled as this beautiful, fierce warrior gazed up at me like I was her knight in shining armor. 
 
    “You’re pretty incredible yourself.” I smirked back at her. 
 
    “I intend to spend the rest of my days trying to show you how beautiful you are to me,” Elora sighed. “And telling you how thankful I am to have you in my life. You have brought hope back to me, and to all the others, too. I cherish you, and the positive impacts you have had in our lives. You have done so much in such a short time.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to any of her words, so I just pulled her close against me. I stroked the palm of my hands slowly down the length of her shining silvery hair as Elora nuzzled tight against my heart. 
 
    “I love you, Levi,” Elora murmured so softly that I almost didn’t catch the words. Then she pulled away to look up into my eyes. “I love you with all of my heart and soul.” 
 
    It felt like my heart swelled so much it would burst out of my chest, and I realized I loved her, too. I took a breath and prepared to say the words I had never said to anyone before, but before I could speak the truth, a shout came from the dunes. 
 
    “Levi! Elora!” Ayen cried as he raced across the shifting sand toward us. “The skies grow dark! The Demon Lord demands his sacrifice!”
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 Chapter 20 
 
    If you’d like to see a map of the area around the encampment, you can find it on my Patreon (search Google for ‘Patreon  Eric Vall’), or you can find it in my Facebook group (Search for ‘Eric Vall’ in Facebook Groups). It’s also linked on my website at www.ericvall.com 
 
      
 
    “That is impossible, Ayen.” Elora shook her head in denial, but she bit down tensely on her lip. 
 
    “See for yourself.” The big blond man turned north and pointed up at the sky. 
 
    Far in the distance, a dark and ominous cloud was rolling rapidly toward the encampment from over the Demon Lord’s castle. It was blacker than any storm cloud I’d ever seen, and as I stood there and watched, it took on a haunting reddish glow. I half-expected red lightning to streak out from the rolling clouds. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” I breathed. Despite my words, I knew exactly what it was, and a feeling of looming darkness wrapped itself around my heart. 
 
    “Ayen is right,” Elora confirmed without inflection. Then she turned back to look at me, and she gripped my forearm in her fingers. “We are out of time. The Demon Lord summons his sacrifices.” 
 
    “Alright.” I swallowed hard, and I gritted my teeth. “Let’s not keep the ugly fucking bastard waiting, then.” 
 
    I whistled for Frida, and she bounded right over to me with a happily oblivious expression on her fierce face. 
 
    Without another word, the three of us jogged back to camp. Frida dashed forward, and she ran in excited circles around us. Her tongue lolled out of her huge mouth as she enjoyed the excitement of a good run, and we raced right to the center of camp without stopping. 
 
    Everyone was gathered around the fire, and their nervous energy was palpable in the air. I could almost taste the anxiety of so many racing hearts, and it was contagious. My heart rate started to kick up a notch, and I felt a slight buzz racing along my nerves. 
 
    “Steady,” Wyn said in a calming tone, and he held his hands out in a wide gesture. 
 
    “He has never sent the signal early before,” Ylva said, and her tone was as hysterical as the first time I’d heard her voice. “What does this mean?” 
 
    “What if he has found out about our plan?” Goren asked with intense anxiety on his face. 
 
    “Perhaps he is just extra hungry this evening,” Ayen said with forced casualness. He shrugged his shoulders, but his tension was clear in the movement. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter why,” I said in an authoritative tone. “We’re ready, so we’ll move forward with the plan.” 
 
    “Let us hurry.” Azariah clenched her jaw with determination. “We must gather our weapons and prepare for battle.” 
 
    “Bring only small weapons that you can hide on your person,” I advised. “There were some swords and axes in the dungeon that we can take if we need to. We need to play this as usual so the Demon Lord won’t suspect anything, or the plan might go right to hell.” 
 
    “I see your point,” Azariah conceded, and she handed a pair of matching axes to her sister. “Very well.” 
 
    Varian tucked a dagger the length of his forearm into the leather belt at his waist, and then he pulled his shirt loosely over the handle. Azariah handed me a similar dagger with a brutal serrated edge, and she tucked another six-inch dagger into a band around her calf. The blonde warrior covered the blade with the fabric of her pants, and then she nodded at me. 
 
    I slid the serrated dagger into my belt, and I turned to check on Elora and her team. 
 
    Elora slid a pair of daggers into the holsters on her belt, and she slung a short sword over her shoulder and picked up her spear. Elion picked up a narrow sword and twisted it once in his grip before he sheathed it at his side. Arlindra gripped her sister’s matching axes firmly in her hands and chewed on her lip for a moment. 
 
    “I will be joining you, Elora,” the taller sister declared. 
 
    “We would be honored to have you,” Elora said. 
 
    Azariah gazed at her younger sister for a moment, and then the corners of her mouth quirked up in a grin. 
 
    Ayen loaded his quiver with as many arrows as he could, and he slung the leather over his shoulder. He inserted a short sword into his belt, and then he pulled Sassa in for a firm kiss. 
 
    Sassa clung to Ayen’s chest for a moment as she sobbed silently in his arms. 
 
    “I will return to you, my love.” The big blond man swiped a river of tears gently away from Sassa’s cheeks, and he placed a firm kiss on her forehead. 
 
    “Is everybody ready?” I asked. 
 
    “I believe so,” Varian said. 
 
    Elora nodded with grim determination, and Ayen puffed out his chest like an alpha gorilla about to defend his nest. 
 
    “Be safe, my child,” Wyn murmured, and he waved his hands over Elora in a reverent way. “Odin’s blessings be upon you.” 
 
    “Do not worry,” Elora said firmly. “We will not fail.” 
 
    Ylva clung to her husband as she wrung her hands together at the base of her throat. Goren stood respectfully beside his father, and I half-expected him to throw a salute at us. Nestryn gave me a firm nod, and the others gazed at us with a range of sorrowful and hopeful expressions. 
 
    “Hang tight, everybody,” I said to the small crowd. “You’re all about to become free finally.” 
 
    “Let us begin,” Elora murmured, and she started to lead us north. 
 
    We strode forward in silent anticipation of the battle that lay in front of us, and before long, we passed out of the camp and began to make our way across the rocky ground to the Demon Lord’s castle. My thoughts bounced around like tennis balls, and I took a deep breath to focus myself. 
 
    One thought was particularly insistent as we drew closer and closer to the narrow path that led to the fortress. I shuddered to think how many souls had walked along this very path to their ends, and all because of that bastard Ryfon. It made my blood boil to think about that one-eared asshole. He’d been more than happy to let the others turn themselves over to the Demon Lord instead of doing what a real leader would do, and taking action. 
 
    My heart began to thunder with rage and the anticipation of an oncoming fight, and I leaned heavily into the sensation. My nerves were singing, but my brain was as focused as a world-class sharpshooter by the time we reached the entrance to the narrow pathway. We would be in full sight of the Demon Lord’s front gates in just a few minutes, so now it was time for our groups to diverge. 
 
    “It’s time,” I said, and I glanced at Azariah and Varian. 
 
    Azariah gave her sister a firm hug and then pressed a loving kiss to Arlindra’s forehead. Varian gazed at the pair like he wanted to be included in the moment, but he waited respectfully on the side. 
 
    “Make sure to give us enough time to get to the castle,” I reminded Elora. “Then wait even longer. We need time to be taken to the Demon Lord, assessed, and then brought to the dungeon. I don’t want you arriving at the castle before I have the chance to lock away the other guards in the dungeon, or it will be a massacre.” 
 
    “I understand.” Elora nodded. 
 
    “The only massacre that will be happening this evening is that of the Demon Lord himself.” Ayen’s bearded chin jutted forward with determination. 
 
    “That’s right.” I smirked at my friend, and I stepped closer to lay a hand on his shoulder as I glanced between him, Elora, Elion, and Arlindra. “Look after each other. Stay focused. I’m pretty sure the front gate demons are like the one I fought when I first arrived. So watch out for their spit, it’s acidic.” 
 
    “We will do what must be done,” Elion said, and he straightened his back proudly. 
 
    “I know you will.” I smiled slightly at the honorable elf. “Okay, we have to go now.” 
 
    “Yes, you must,” Elora agreed, but she just stared up at me with love in her amber-and-ruby eyes. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I murmured, and I let the strength of my love pour into my words. 
 
    Then I cupped Elora’s beautiful face in my hands, and I pulled her toward me. I matched Elora’s body against mine, and I kissed her with all the passion and love I felt in my chest. She softened against me, and she hummed deep in her throat. Then she raked her hands up into my hair, and she delved her tongue into my mouth. I would have loved to stand there kissing her until every star and galaxy in the entire universe fell down around us, but Ayen cleared his throat. 
 
    “You must go,” the big blond man said apologetically. 
 
    I led the charge, and we stalked doggedly forward. Once we turned around the first bend, and the Demon Lord’s castle came into view, my brain started to buzz with the pending dump of adrenaline. I forced my breathing to remain slow and calm, though, and I held off the fight or flight response. I needed to save my shift for later. 
 
    When we were about thirty yards away from the gate, one of the demon guards seemed to notice us. He turned away and called something over his shoulder, and a second later, two more guards appeared at the wall’s edge. 
 
    “We have been seen,” Varian muttered. 
 
    “Good,” I mumbled under my breath. “Here we go.” 
 
    “Uhrit ovatt taaahla,” one of the demons growled. 
 
    “Ugh,” Azariah groaned at the hideous beast’s face. 
 
    “Steady,” I reminded my team. 
 
    Two of the demons disappeared from the castle wall, and a moment later, the huge wooden doors opened. The black-skinned demons stood with long polearms in their pointy-fingered hands, and they quickly pointed the business ends of their weapons at our chests. 
 
    I raised my hands submissively, and I bowed my head just a tick to show them we were prepared to cooperate. I was pleased to see that Azariah and Varian followed my lead immediately. 
 
    The demons huffed with annoyance as they moved around behind us, and then they prodded us forward with their weapons. 
 
    We walked obediently forward, and the demons guided us through the front door. I peeked slyly over my shoulder and out of the corner of my eye to see that the other three demons were watching us from the top of the castle’s outer wall. The demons herded us like sheep to a literal slaughter through the castle’s front doors and into the main entrance hall. 
 
    Varian stifled a gasp as his brown eyes flicked around the cavernous space. Azariah held on to her composure, but I could still see the surprise in her eyes at the opulence of the space. 
 
    I’d thought the entrance hall had felt so massive because I’d been a small field mouse the last time I’d passed through here, but in my human form, I could see that the space was really just that big. The ceilings were easily thirty feet high, and the winding staircases that led to the second floor were fifteen feet wide. I also noticed another wrought-iron chandelier hanging high above the marbled floor of the entrance hall. It was probably twice the size of the one in the dining hall, and I quickly scanned the chain that the chandelier hung from. It was anchored much more securely in the stone wall than the rope of the other chandelier. 
 
    The demons led us toward the hall, and I did my best to inconspicuously inspect the chain as we passed. It looked like it was held in place by a mechanism of cranked gears. I was pretty sure that with one firm press on that lever to release the crank from its lock, the entire thing would come crashing down. 
 
    I added the contraption to my mental map of the castle, and I turned my eyes down the hall that led to the Demon Lord’s feast. 
 
    Ingrid stood beside the door that led into the dining hall, and she held a silver tray loaded down with a massive wine goblet. Her green eyes were locked on the floor, and she took a trembling breath. 
 
    “Welcome,” Ingrid said in a hushed voice, and she glanced up at me for the briefest of seconds. “His Lordship awaits your arrival.” 
 
    I knew that Ingrid was required to say this line, and it only worked to heighten my rage even more. The Demon Lord had this whole thing planned out like a Broadway play, and he expected all his servants to play their parts. A slow and painful death was surely the fate they risked if they refused to play along. 
 
    Varian, Azariah, and I walked through the wide doors and into the Demon Lord’s dining hall. The Demon Lord wasn’t in the room yet, but I could hear the stomping of his big hooves coming from the other direction. 
 
    The room looked much the same as the last time I’d seen it. There was a massive feast of roasted vegetables, cooked meats, and freshly baked breads spread across the long wooden dining table. The chandelier had fresh taper candles in each of the spots, and they dripped slowly down onto the food-laden silver trays below. Ingrid bustled forward with a huge silver decanter in her hands, and then she stood by the corner of the table as she tried to keep her eyes away from me. 
 
    The guards nudged us forward until we stood about two-thirds of the way down the length of the massive table. 
 
    “Kneel for your new master,” one of the demon guards behind us growled. 
 
    The other guard braced his polearm across my shoulders and shoved me down to my knees. Varian hurried to follow the order, and Azariah knelt as well, although she did so a bit more slowly. 
 
    The Demon Lord burst into the room like a pompous king arriving at a celebration dedicated to his own ego. He threw his massive arms out wide and cackled in that disturbingly rasping voice of his. 
 
    “My offerings!” The huge fucking bastard stomped over in front of us and peered down his ugly nose at us. “Ah, excellent. Quite a sturdy lot they’ve given me this full moon.” 
 
    The Demon Lord stomped forward even more, and in a single step, he towered over us. I could smell the wretched stench coming from his body, and it turned my stomach. I had to force my body to remain still, and I took several calming breaths through my mouth. It wouldn’t do me much good to shift yet from pure rage. 
 
    “What a delightful specimen you are.” The enormous bastard eyed Azariah with a grotesquely intense grin on his face. “You look quite strong, and I am in need of a new bath wench.” 
 
    I heard Azariah swallow forcefully, and I suspected she was focusing hard on keeping her last meal in place. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a shudder run down her spine. 
 
    “You will be useful somewhere,” the Demon Lord said as he glanced quickly over Varian before he turned away dismissively. Then he leaned close over me, and he sniffed deeply at my hair. “And this one… mmmm.” 
 
    I locked my muscles in place and allowed the beast to smell me like a fine wine. I thought about all the people who had come before me and had to endure this kind of appraisal, and my temper turned icy cold in my veins. 
 
    I could tell by the thin line of drool that escaped from the corner of the Demon Lord’s mouth that he intended to have me for dinner. 
 
    “An excellent offering this month,” the tyrannical bastard concluded. He turned around, stomped over to his huge chair, and lowered himself down. The Demon Lord waved his hand in the air and propped his massive cloven hooves up on the edge of the table. “Take them away.” 
 
    Ingrid stepped forward and began to fill the Demon Lord’s massive silver goblet with a smooth red liquid. She glanced pointedly at me from the corner of her eyes as she poured, and I caught her gaze for a fraction of a second. 
 
    The plan was set in motion. 
 
    The demon guards walked around in front of us and jabbed us once again with the long handles of their polearms. Varian, Azariah, and I stood up, pivoted back around to the door we’d entered, and walked out into the hallway. 
 
    A loud chomping sound echoed out from the dining hall a second later, and I knew the Demon Lord had begun to dig into his feast. I forced my feet to keep moving, and I reminded myself this was all part of the plan. As much as I longed to burst into the dining hall and let my adrenaline shift me into some kind of ferocious beast so I could kill the Demon Lord, I needed to wait. 
 
    The demon guards led us quickly down the first flight of servants’ stairs and past the kitchen. 
 
    Astrid was working on some dish at the massive table in the kitchen, and I felt a rush of panic as her eyes went wide with recognition when she caught sight of her eldest sister. Azariah barely registered her sister’s presence in the Demon Lord’s kitchen, but I saw her shoulders tense with fresh anxiety and determination. 
 
    “Go,” one of the demon guards growled at us, and they shoved us forward with their polearms once more. 
 
    We walked past the kitchen, down the dimly-lit hallway, and began to descend the narrow stone stairs into the dungeon. They were slightly damp and slick from the moisture that permeated the entire dungeon. 
 
    Varian’s foot skidded out from under him halfway down the stairs, and he slid the rest of the way to the dungeon on his ass. 
 
    “Uh!” Varian grunted as he hit the bottom, and then he rubbed at his backside a bit. 
 
    One of the guards edged around Azariah and me, and he jogged down the second half of the stairs. 
 
    “Get up,” the demon growled at the brown-haired man. 
 
    Varian stood up as Azariah and I walked down the last few steps. 
 
    There was a jangle of iron keys behind us, and the other demon guard at our backs walked around and inserted a key into the dungeon’s locked door. Then the both of them pushed us roughly through the open door and into the cell. 
 
    The prisoners in the dungeon were huddled in the far corner, and they peeked out at us from around one another. The black-haired woman I’d seen during my recon mission stood at the front of the group, and she held her hands out in a defensive position like she could protect her fellow prisoners from the demon guards. 
 
    The demon scoffed at her actions, and he slammed the cell door shut. The iron rang loudly in my ears, and all the prisoners in the corner jumped from the sudden noise. 
 
    “Insects,” the demon guard cackled. Then he turned toward the open doorway between the two sections of the dungeon. “You have new arrivals.” 
 
    “Feirskt kjuut!” came the response from the other room, and the unfamiliar words were followed by a chorus of demonic laughter. 
 
    I focused on the two guards who had led us down to the dungeon, and I listened for the ring of keys. Just as the second demon passed through the doorway toward the stairs, I heard the distinctive jangle of iron keys being replaced on the rusty nail. I smirked to myself, and I was pleased to see that everything was going exactly according to my plan so far. 
 
    Then I turned around to greet the people I was about to free from horrific fates. 
 
    “Azariah,” the black-haired woman raced forward and wrapped her arms around the blonde warrior. 
 
    “Shalanna?” Azariah gasped, and she returned the black-haired woman’s embrace. “Goodness, I never expected to see you again, although I never expected to see Astrid again, either, yet there she was, plain as day.” 
 
    “You saw Astrid?” Shalanna asked, and she pulled away far enough to glance at me and our other sacrifice. “Hello, Varian, and who is this?” 
 
    “My name is Levi,” I said quickly. “I’m sorry, but we don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Shalanna asked, and she glanced around as if we had nothing but time. 
 
    “We are here to free you all from this fate,” Varian whispered. 
 
    By this point, a few of the other prisoners had risen to their feet and came over to greet us. 
 
    “That is impossible,” an older man said, and his tone was heavy with sadness. “Nothing but death can free us from the Demon Lord’s clutches.” 
 
    “We don’t have time to discuss everything,” I said, and I turned to the beautiful woman. “Shalanna, was it? I get the feeling you pay attention to what goes on around here, am I right?” 
 
    “Yes.” Shalanna nodded, and she narrowed her dark blue eyes at me. “What is happening right now?” 
 
    “I’m going to kill the Demon Lord,” I said quickly, and I pointed to the first doorway where the demon had hung up the ring of keys. “Now tell me, are those keys the only ones for this entire dungeon?” 
 
    “They are,” Shalanna confirmed. “I do not understand…” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to Shalanna. Then I turned to Azariah, and I started to loosen the iron grip I’d maintained on myself. “Would you explain to them, please? I have to get going.” 
 
    “Of course.” Azariah nodded. 
 
    “Go,” Varian urged, and he laid his hand briefly on my shoulder. “We will take it from here. Odin’s blessings be with you.” 
 
    “Don’t make a move until they’re good and trapped.” I stared hard at my two companions, and then I took a step away from the group. 
 
    More than a dozen curious and suspicious eyes narrowed at me, but I turned a bit away from them as I allowed my survival instincts to kick up a notch, and I focused on what I needed to do next. I needed to be able to climb up the walls to reach the hidden level to activate the jail cell doors, and I needed to stay hidden. I turned my ears to the quiet chattering of the demons in the next room, and I imagined what would happen to me, these prisoners, and everyone at the camp if I was caught. 
 
    My brain dumped a load of adrenaline into my body, and I immediately felt the beginning of my shift. I shrank low to the dirty stone floor, and I sprouted four extra limbs from the middle of my torso. My eyesight multiplied several times, and I could suddenly see everything around me in a complete three hundred and sixty degrees. I felt a burst of wiry hairs sprout out all over my limbs as I sank down to just half a foot tall, and then I inspected my eight legs and found I’d become a gnarly-looking, black-and-brown tarantula. 
 
    “Oh!” the old woman who’d been cowering in the corner had looked up at exactly the wrong moment. She’d caught sight of me shifting into a massive spider, and she’d fainted straight away. 
 
    “Silence!” a demon called from the next room. 
 
    “Steady!” Azariah hushed the prisoners, and they all backed as far away from me as the prison cell would allow. 
 
    I stared up at them and blinked as reassuringly as I could manage, but I didn’t think the extra hairy limbs that extended from my body were very comforting. I scuttled through the bars and up the wall beside the doorway that led through to the second area of the dungeon. I was pleased to find that my eight spider legs had excellent grip against the stone walls, and I scurried around the top of the ceiling. 
 
    Twenty demons were lounging lazily around the open cells doors. They were eating something that looked like a groundhog with small antlers, but I didn’t pause to take a closer look. 
 
    I raced over to the doorway and slowly crawled down to where the little lever mechanism was hidden in the stone wall. I peered at the demons to make sure none of them were staring too pointedly in my direction, and then I moved my first leg into the crevice and pressed down as hard as I could on the small iron lever. My brain started to panic when the little bar didn’t immediately give way under my hairy appendage. Then I pressed harder, and I heaved a sigh of relief when I heard a slight click. 
 
    The iron door slammed shut. 
 
    I heard the demons mutter amongst themselves, but I didn’t linger to see their reactions. I raced back across the highest part of the stone ceiling, and out of the second room. Then I quickly found the second little lever and punched it with all my might. The second door slammed shut more easily than the first, and I allowed myself a short victory shuffle as the demon guards spun around to find they were entirely trapped within their own prison. 
 
    All of the demons blinked in confusion for a second, and then they darted over to the locked cell door. I stood at the bottom, and I looked up at the enraged demons as they banged and thrashed against the iron bars. 
 
    “Who is responsible for this?” a demon guard howled, and his black eyes glowed with rage. “You will all pay the price!” 
 
    I longed to return to my human form in front of the demons and enjoy the utter shock on their faces as they saw me, but I had neither the time nor the adrenaline to spare for that. Instead, I scurried over and crawled up to the iron keyring. I knocked the keys off the nail, and I dragged them over to where Varian stood waiting for me. 
 
    “We will take it from here, Levi,” the brown-haired man said to me, and he gave me a confident smile as he glanced at the locked-up demons. 
 
    “Is this even possible?” one of the prisoners asked as I started to scurry out of the dungeon. 
 
    I left the room and raced up the slick stone stairs without any issues, past the kitchen, and up the servants’ stairs toward the main level of the castle. 
 
    The two demon guards who had escorted us to the dungeon were nowhere to be seen, so I could only assume they’d returned to their posts outside.  
 
    I darted forward and into the entrance hall. I decided I should quickly assess the crank mechanism that held this massive wrought-iron chandelier in place, and I scurried up the wall toward it. The lever was at least a foot long, and I could tell it would take a lot more pressure to throw this switch than the cage doors in the dungeons required. 
 
    I paused for a moment, and I decided the first thing I needed to do was hurry to the Demon Lord, see if he’d drank all his wine, and then get his heart pumping. Once I got him good and riled up and chasing me, I wanted to lure him under the chandelier in the dining hall and cut the rope. I didn’t think that would be enough to kill him, but it would hurt him, I was fucking sure of that. Then I could rush out here, shift into my human form, and get him under this much larger chandelier. Once he was under it, I’d release the lock and send this massive hunk of wrought iron down on his head. 
 
    Then I could shift again and finish the bastard off. 
 
    It was a good plan, and I was ready for it. I scurried back to the floor and raced down toward the dining hall. I slipped around the doorway, into the room, and dashed into the corner to watch the Demon Lord. 
 
    The huge, hideous beast was diving face-first into his meal, and it was clear he was enjoying gorging himself on the excess food. I hoped he was stuffing himself to the point of a post-Thanksgiving coma that any proper American grandad would be proud of. 
 
    In the meantime, I waited and slowly edged my way around the room toward the wall with the windows. Right between two of the open windows in the exterior wall was the anchoring rope of the chandelier above the table. I needed to get a quick look at the path I would take from the middle of the dining table across to that rope, and luck was on my side. I smirked at the open space on the table’s shiny surface directly below the center of the chandelier. 
 
    Then I took a few moments to gnaw at the rope with my tarantula fangs, and I stopped when the rope strained to hold the weight of the wrought-iron chandelier above. One more fiber of the rope snapped, and the rope held, but I knew it wouldn’t last long. 
 
    Ingrid stood as still as a statue in the dimly-lit corner of the room, and she held the silver decanter in her hands. I could see a thin sheen of sweat on her forehead, but her hands were steady. 
 
    “Slave!” the Demon Lord suddenly hollered at the top of his lungs. “My wine is empty!” 
 
    I ducked back against the wall, and I watched as Ingrid rushed forward from the corner. She tipped her silver decanter over the Demon Lord’s empty goblet, and she poured the last of the poisoned wine until the very last drop. Ingrid’s eyes went wide as she looked up and spotted all eight of my hairy legs along the edge of the room. 
 
    I lifted one foot to my mouth in a poor imitation of a shushing motion, and then I dashed forward and under the edge of the table. 
 
    “Why are you still here, slave?” the Demon Lord growled a moment later. “Shoo.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord,” Ingrid’s voice shook, and her feet backed away to the corner once more. 
 
    I crawled up the leg of the table, and I scuttled up onto the shining surface. Then I spread my legs out as wide as I could, and I tried to keep myself close to the table. 
 
    “Delicious,” the beast muttered to himself, and he licked each of his fingers one by one. 
 
    I inched slowly forward, and I could see that the Demon Lord’s gut was incredibly bloated from his meal. I studied his movements for a moment as I made my way carefully closer. 
 
    The Demon Lord’s eyes appeared unfocused, and when he reached for his goblet again, he missed the huge silver cup twice before he gripped around the object with both hands. The goblet shook as the tyrannical asshole raised it to his enormous mouth, and he quickly dumped the remainder of the contains down his gullet in one huge gulp. 
 
    That’s when I sprang forward on all eight of my legs, and I made sure to knock into as many of the silver items on the table as I could to draw the Demon Lord’s attention. 
 
    “What is this?” The Demon Lord scowled down at me. “Begone, foul creature.” 
 
    The hideous beast’s words were slurred, and he gestured at me to just go away. The Demon Lord clearly wasn’t bothered enough by my presence to get out of his chair, and I knew I was going to have to do something drastic to get the beast to chase me. 
 
    “Fuck,” I cursed. 
 
    I was shocked when the word rasped out of my mouth clearly enough that the Demon Lord’s orange eyes widened with recognition.
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 Chapter 21 
 
    “Did you…” the Demon Lord mumbled, and his words were even more smushed together. 
 
    I could tell the night lace poison was in full effect, but I was barely able to register the fact over the realization that the Demon Lord could understand my words. 
 
    “Did you speak?” the Demon Lord asked, and he laid his massive hands flat on the table in front of me. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    “The meaning of this is your death!” I hissed at the hideous beast, and I was pleased to see my words had the intended effect. 
 
    The Demon Lord’s orange eyes burned with sudden rage, and he hauled himself to his cloven feet. He stumbled back a few steps, and then he stared at me in surprise. 
 
    “I’m here to kill you,” I announced to the stumbling Demon Lord. “I’m here to free all the people you’ve kept as your own personal cattle!” 
 
    “How do you intend to kill me?” the Demon Lord burst into hysterical laughter. “You are but a tiny, insignificant spider! I will squash you like the pest you are!” 
 
    The Demon Lord lurched forward, and he swung a huge hand down onto the surface of the table. I bolted out of the way, and he tried again in vain to crush me. The poison was having a heavy impact on his coordination and balance. 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed. “If you can catch me!” 
 
    I scuttled backward and darted side to side as the Demon Lord slammed his hands down in an attempt to catch me. The table shook violently underneath my feet, and I felt a crack splinter up the length after one particularly hard hit. 
 
    “Aaaahhh!” the Demon Lord roared as he grabbed hold of the table and began to lift it clear off the floor. 
 
    Now was my chance. 
 
    I launched myself off the edge of the table and raced up the wall to the partially severed rope. I looked back at the Demon Lord as he roared with frustration, and he hurled the table right against the wall opposite of where I stood. Then I quickly checked for Ingrid, and I was glad to see she’d disappeared from the room. 
 
    “Where did you go, vermin?” the Demon Lord roared, and his orange eyes burned with rage. 
 
    The Demon Lord stomped forward, and I held my breath as I watched him stop right where I needed him. Then I sawed quickly through the last few threads of rope that held the massive chandelier overhead. 
 
    Everything went into delicious slow-motion as the rope snapped, and the torn edge sailed away from me toward the ceiling. The chandelier seemed to hang in the air for a split second like Wile E. Coyote in a Road Runner cartoon before he looked down and realized the cliffside was gone. I even got the full satisfaction of the Demon Lord looking up just in time to watch the massive wrought-iron light fixture come crashing down onto his head. 
 
    “Oooof!” All the air whooshed out of the bastard’s lungs as the chandelier crashed down onto his head and pummeled him to the floor 
 
    I was surrounded by the crashing sounds of metal and the crunching of bones as the beast collapsed onto the stone floor with the chandelier on top of him, and I waited to see how much damage it had done. 
 
    The Demon Lord’s chest continued to rise and fall, so I knew he wasn’t dead, but based on the amount of viscous black blood that spilled out around the beast, the wrought-iron fixture had definitely injured him. 
 
    “Uuugh,” the asshole groaned, and he started to push the chandelier off of himself and rolled to the side. There was a huge gash in the right side of his massive horned forehead, and black blood was dripping steadily down his face. 
 
    The Demon Lord’s eyelids were heavy from the concussion he’d surely just received, and I scuttled closer to the door that led out into the hallway and toward the entrance hall. I stopped in the middle of the doorway, though, and I turned back to the disoriented and poisoned beast. 
 
    “I’m over here, motherfucker!” I screamed at the top of my tarantula lungs. “Come and get me!” 
 
    “Pest!” The Demon Lord shook his massive head in what was probably a futile attempt to clear the fog of the poison away, and then he lurched after me. 
 
    I raced down the hallway toward the cavernous entrance hall, and I could hear the hideous fucker’s stomping feet close behind me. I dashed out of the corridor and darted directly for the spot on the wall where the much larger chandelier was hanging. 
 
    Once I was just below the heavy foot-long lever, I closed my eyes against the racing of my heart, and I forced myself to take several deep breaths. I knew calming breaths alone wouldn’t be enough to end the shift this time, so I went with my gut, and I focused on channeling that adrenaline into what I needed to do next instead. 
 
    I envisioned myself shifting back into my human form and releasing the chandelier’s locked chain just in the nick of time. 
 
    Then I felt my body slip into a peaceful state of vindication, and my form began to stretch back out to my natural size. I opened my eyes, and I watched as my vision narrowed back down to that of my human eyes. 
 
    “Where are you?” the Demon Lord’s rasping voice screamed as he stumbled awkwardly into the entrance hall. 
 
    The beast nearly tripped right over his own cloven hooves, and it was obvious the poison was still having a huge effect on the asshole. He skidded to an unstable stop several feet into the hall, and his unfocused orange eyes scanned around the room in search of me. 
 
    “Yoo-hoo,” I taunted in a singsong voice, and I waggled my fingers at the hellish bastard. “Looking for me?” 
 
    “What…” The Demon Lord’s eyes crossed in confusion as black ichor flowed in a thin line down his face. 
 
    I could tell the exact instant that the asshole’s eyes finally fixed on mine, but he still didn’t seem to be able to comprehend what the fuck was going on. The Demon Lord glanced around the room again, and he took several steps further into the room. He stopped a few steps outside the chandelier’s radius, and I gritted my teeth in frustration. I knew I was going to have to piss him off a little bit more to lure him right where I needed him. 
 
    “Hey there.” I leaned casually back against the wall, took my smuggest stance, and gave him an incredibly cocky smile. “I’ve got something to say to you.” 
 
    “What could you possibly have to say to me?” the Demon Lord scoffed at me like I was a piece of litter at his feet, but he stumbled another step forward. “You peasant, you do not deserve to breathe the same air as I.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed lightly. “But I do. I have a massive problem with you, you giant bag of dicks. You’ve been killing good people for a long time now, and I’m here to stop you.” 
 
    The Demon Lord growled at me, and his eyes narrowed with confusion and what looked like nausea. His dark skin even paled a few shades, but he lurched forward again. 
 
    I smothered my smirk as I saw that he was so close to standing exactly where I needed him to be. I shifted slightly on the wall, and I raised my left hand up to gesture vaguely at the creature before me. The movement appeared relaxed, but it brought my hand within two inches of the lever that would release the chandelier into a free fall from the thirty-foot-high ceilings. 
 
    “You’ve been acting like a bratty little kid with an ant farm,” I said, and I sneered at the beast. “But that stops here. Playtime is over, and you’re going to get exactly what’s coming to you.” 
 
    “What is this nonsense you speak?” The horned bastard’s words were heavily slurred at this point, and he wobbled precariously on his hooves. His eyes rolled back in his hideous face, and he stumbled forward once more. 
 
    “It’s okay if you don’t understand what I’m saying.” I smirked openly as the hellish demon stood exactly under the center of the massive wrought-iron chandelier, and I moved my hand to press against the cold lever that would seal this fucker’s fate. “You are dumb enough to fall for the same trap twice.” 
 
    Then I spun around and pressed on the lever with all my might. My heart nearly stopped when I felt the iron lock give way under my palm, and I heard the whooshing clicks of the chain links racing through the gears. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder as the Demon Lord looked up just in time. 
 
    The huge light fixture dropped like a hundred tons of rocks, and it crashed right on top of the Demon Lord’s already wounded skull. Then the beast was crushed like a stick figure, and I heard the horrendous sound of his spine snapping under the weight. 
 
    The Demon Lord’s entire body crumpled into a broken heap, and broken bones speared out from his snapped arms and legs. Thick black blood pooled all around the stone floor, and the acidic smell of his innards coated the inside of my nostrils. 
 
    “Ugh, fucking gross” I groaned, and I took a few steps closer to make sure the beast was really dead. “This is exactly what you deserved, you ever-loving piece of fucking shit.” 
 
    The sound of racing footsteps echoed up from the hallway that led toward the kitchen and the dungeons, and I turned around to see who was coming. 
 
    Azariah, Varian, and Shalanna bolted into the room, and close behind them were Astrid, Ingrid, and several other faces I recognized from my excursions through the castle. 
 
    “Oh, my gods,” Azariah gasped at the mangled sight of the Demon Lord’s corpse. 
 
    “Praise Odin,” Ingrid sighed, and silent tears started to spill heavily down her cheeks. 
 
    Just then, Elora, Ayen, Arlindra, and Elion burst in through the front gates. They held their weapons aggressively in front of them, and Elora’s amber-red eyes were filled with determination as they flicked around the room. 
 
    “Hey, slow down!” I darted forward with my hands up. “It’s done!” 
 
    “Levi!” Elora gasped. She stared at the crushed corpse in the center of the room for a second, and then she wrapped her arms around me in a tight hug. “I am so glad you are safe.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I whispered in her pointed ear, and I pressed a hot kiss to the soft skin of her neck. 
 
    “Well done, my friend!” Ayen called loudly, and he slammed his palm on my back in congratulations. 
 
    “I can hardly believe it,” Varian breathed, and his hazel eyes were wide with disbelief. 
 
    “Neither can I,” Arlindra giggled. “It is so wonderful!” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow at the usually serious warrior’s girlish laughter. 
 
    “What a sweet, sweet victory!” Arlindra cheered, and she took a firm hold on Varian’s face and pulled him in for a fierce kiss. Then she pulled back quickly, and her face blushed all the way up to her blonde hair. “Forgive me…” 
 
    “No,” Varian said flatly. 
 
    The blonde woman’s face fell, and I could see her mortification growing in her entire body. 
 
    Then Varian smirked, and he pulled Arlindra slowly back for another kiss, and Arlindra nearly melted in his arms. 
 
    “Finally,” Azariah muttered with a roll of her eyes. 
 
    Astrid giggled shyly behind her eldest sister, and her face blushed a pretty shade of pink. 
 
    “Hear, hear,” Ayen agreed. His smirk was dry, but there was warmth in his midnight-blue eyes that told me he was happy about this development. 
 
    We just stood there for several long seconds and watched the new couple enjoy a moment that, in all rights, should have been private. After their kiss had gone on for a minute, I cleared my throat noisily to remind them they weren’t alone. 
 
    “Oh!” Arlindra gasped, and she blushed profusely as she pulled away from the brown-haired man’s embrace. “Terribly sorry.” 
 
    “We all have reason to celebrate,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You have given us cause for celebration,” Elora murmured in my ear, and her hand wound its way around my waist. 
 
    “Astrid!” Arlindra gasped, and she bolted over and scooped her sister up in her arms. “I am so glad you are alive.” 
 
    “I can hardly believe you are here,” Astrid said, and her voice was strained by the intense emotions that were clear on her face as she looked between her two sisters. “I did not think I would ever see you again.” 
 
    “You will never be taken from us ever again,” Azariah said, and she wrapped her arms around both of her sisters. 
 
    There was a burst of tearful reunions, and too many names thrown around for me to catch. I decided I would make it a point to introduce myself to each and every last one of them later. 
 
    Elora gasped when she spotted Shalanna in the group, and she walked over in surprise. 
 
    “Shalanna?” my elf lover walked over to the black-haired woman as if she expected her to disappear in a wisp of smoke. “Is it really you?” 
 
    “Elora?” The short-haired woman smiled with surprise. 
 
    “You look so well,” Elora said in amazement. 
 
    “Hello, Shalanna,” Ayen murmured as he stepped over to join us. “I should not be surprised to see you looking so well. If anyone could survive the hell of this place, it would be you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ayen.” Shalanna smirked. 
 
    “He is right,” Elora insisted. “Eira would be so proud of you.” 
 
    “I have wanted nothing more than to make my grandmother proud,” Shalanna said, and her bright blue eyes shone with sudden tears. 
 
    I smiled at the black-haired beauty, and I decided to ask Elora more about her when I had the chance. 
 
    “We should do a sweep of the castle,” Azariah said wisely after things settled down a bit. “We must dispatch the demons in the dungeons.” 
 
    “Good point.” I nodded. “Let’s split up into two groups and do a clean sweep of the whole place. I’m pretty sure there aren’t any more demons running about, but we should still make sure.” 
 
    We quickly decided that Azariah and Arlindra would take Varian and Elion and move around the west wings of the castle. Elora, Ayen, and I would head down to the dungeon so Ayen could enjoy some target practice on the locked-up demons in the dungeon. Then we would meet back in the massive entrance hall when we were finished. 
 
    “Be safe, keep your eyes open, and watch each others’ backs,” I advised, and then we split up. 
 
    There was a silent agreement between us to save conversations for later, and we stalked silently through the castle. I led the way, Elora followed close behind me, and Ayen took up the rear. 
 
    The castle was huge, but it was laid out in a pretty straightforward manner. The hallways led in a linear way to the kitchens, and other storerooms. I guessed that our companions had moved on to the second floor of the castle and that they would find bedrooms, sitting rooms, perhaps a library, and other rooms meant for social interactions. 
 
    As we moved through the castle, I became more and more confident that the place had belonged to one of the Aesir before Ragnarok. The entire structure looked like every old castle I’d seen in movies and TV shows, and it wasn’t exactly built with the massive Demon Lord’s proportions in mind. The hallways were narrower than I expected he would have picked if the place had been built specifically for him. Some of the doorways looked like he’d barely be able to fit through them, but they were perfectly-sized for an average human or elf. 
 
    When we stopped at the top of the stairs that led down into the dungeon, Elora and Ayen nodded at me. Then they drew their weapons, and I started down the narrow stone steps. 
 
    The twenty or so demons that were trapped in the second area of the dungeon, and two of them stood at the cage door. They banged on the bars and pulled unsuccessfully on the iron. The demons’ black eyes went wide as they spotted us descending the stairs and crossing the room toward them. 
 
    “Ayen.” I smirked. “If you will?” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” Ayen replied, and he pulled an arrow from his quiver and nocked it into his bow. 
 
    Elora and I enjoyed the show as Ayen made quick work of the demons in the dungeon. Then we proceeded back up to the kitchen area of the castle and did a thorough check for any more guards. We didn’t find a single other demon or prisoner, but we did find a lot of stored food, wine, and cooking supplies, as well as several sealed barrels of clean drinking water. 
 
    We went back up to the entrance hall, and the others returned just a moment later. They also hadn’t found any more demons or prisoners in the castle, and we decided that the castle was safe. After several moments, the blonde sisters decided they would go back to camp with Varian and Ayen to tell Wyn and the others of our success. 
 
    “We will begin to prepare for your return to the village,” Arlindra announced, and her blue eyes gazed around at all the loved ones who’d been returned to them. 
 
    “Hang on a second,” I murmured, and everyone’s eyes turned to me. I glanced around the entrance hall, and for the first time since arriving here on Asgard, I made an executive decision for the whole group. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Levi?” Elora asked me with a keen look in her eyes. 
 
    “Why should we return to the camp permanently?” I asked. 
 
    “Do share your thoughts with us, my friend.” Ayen narrowed his midnight-blue eyes at me with a smirk. 
 
    “This castle is ours now,” I announced. “There are tons of supplies and plenty of room. It will keep us much safer than the camp, and it’s much closer to the river. We will also have better access to the land beyond the castle, everything upriver, and even further beyond that.” 
 
    “I think that is a brilliant idea,” Elora murmured, and she leaned in close to kiss me. 
 
    “This castle is ours,” I declared. “We’ll move everyone into its walls, clean it up, and make it our new home.” 
 
    A slow and subtle ripple of agreement and even excitement flowed through the tired and fearful crowd. I knew it would take time for them to heal from the trauma they had surely endured since their sacrificial arrival in this castle. 
 
    But the advantages of remaining within these stone walls far outweighed returning to the camp beside the lava fields. 
 
    “I think this is an excellent idea,” Elion agreed, and his lavender eyes shone with hope. 
 
    “Very well.” Azariah nodded in agreement. “Then we shall return to camp and prepare to move all our belongings and people here.” 
 
    “Wonderful!” Ayen cheered jubilantly. 
 
    “You are going to take the Demon Lord’s castle for your own?” Shalanna asked, and one sharp black eyebrow arched up. “That is a very bold decision.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured, and I took a better look at the woman in the light of the entrance hall. 
 
    Shalanna’s eyes were flecked with bits of silver in her bright blue irises, and her skin was a lovely porcelain that begged to be caressed. Her figure was womanly, but fit, and she was blessed with curves in all the right places. 
 
    I could see that she was strong despite her extended time as the Demon Lord’s captive, and I remembered Elora’s comment about training the black-haired beauty. I suddenly wanted to spar with Shalanna, and my blood started to heat at the idea of wrestling with the gorgeous woman. 
 
    Instead, I shoved the enticing thoughts away and got back to business. 
 
    “Astrid, Ingrid?” I called to the two women who’d played crucial roles in making our victory possible. “Would you please help the others to get cleaned up, fed, and tend to any of their injuries?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Ingrid said, and she curtsied politely. Then she seemed to realize what she’d called me, and she blushed. “Oh, do forgive me. I have served a lord for a long time.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I reassured her, but I didn’t correct her use of the title. 
 
    I figured “lord” was the first step on my way toward becoming God King, if that was my true destiny, and maybe I should start getting used to being referred to by proper titles. In a strange, deep-rooted way, it felt right. 
 
    I smirked to myself as the groups began to disperse from the entrance hall, and I turned to survey our new castle. 
 
    I was struck by a powerful sense of familiarity once again as I gazed around the space. It felt like a place I’d visited many times before in my dreams, but the statue of the Demon Lord that sat opposite the front doors stood out like a sore thumb. I decided my first point of restoring the castle would be to tear down the monument to the biggest motherfucking asshole I’d ever had the displeasure of fighting. 
 
    But for now, the people were more important, and I would make sure they were taken care of. After a few minutes, only Elora remained in the massive hall with me. 
 
    “Oh, Levi,” my beautiful elf sighed, and she folded herself into my arms. “You did it.” 
 
    “No,” I corrected her as I stroked my hand down her silvery locks. “We did it. Together. And we will continue to work together, to keep these people safe, and to spread out into the other regions of this world. We will free as many people as we can find, and we will return Asgard to its former glory.” 
 
    “Do you really think we can?” Elora asked me with hope thick in her voice, and she stared up at me with her bright amber-red eyes. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” I told her. 
 
    I took her by the hand, and together we walked over to the staircase that wound up either side of the hall and led to the second floor. I moved like I knew exactly where I was going even though I’d never seen this part of the castle before. Once we reached the top of the stairs, I walked straight to a wooden door that was carved with an elaborate skyscape of rolling clouds. Then I pushed the door open and found an enormous empty space that was covered in a thick layer of dust.  
 
    It looked as if the Demon Lord had never used this room. 
 
    The floor was done in shining white marble that was edged in gold, and there was an open doorway across from us that led out onto a wide balcony. The room was eerily familiar, and a second later, I realized it was the same room I’d dreamed about my first night here. The main difference between my dream and the room in front of me was the lack of an enormous four-poster bed with my love sprawled out naked upon the mattress. 
 
    “This is beautiful,” Elora hummed. 
 
    I tugged her across the room and out onto the balcony, and the view was incredible. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed as I pulled Elora into my arms, and together we gazed out on the landscape beyond the castle. 
 
    Past the crescent shape of mountains that surrounded the castle on three sides was a lush green forest. The river that led out into the ocean to the east cut through the forest in a wide curving shape, and far beyond in the distance I could see what looked like grassy plains. 
 
    With no lava, no smoke, and no volcanoes in sight. 
 
    “I can’t believe this.” A silent stream of tears fell from Elora’s beautiful eyes. “There is so much more remaining of the world I once knew than I ever could have hoped for.” 
 
    “I love you,” I whispered to her, and I pulled her tight in my arms. 
 
    I knew what would come next. 
 
    I didn’t even have to think twice about it. Seeing the look on Elora’s face, and feeling the buzz of our victory in my veins, had shifted something inside of me. I knew this world would be crawling with demons, probably of every breed I couldn’t even imagine, but there was something left to save, too. Lands like the ones stretching out beyond the castle proved as much, and I decided right then and there that I would conquer this world and free it from the demons myself. 
 
    I would slay a thousand Demon Lords just to see the look of awe and hope on Elora’s face again and again. I would cross over lava fields to find any of her Valkyrie sisters, and we would rule this world together. 
 
    I smirked to myself as I briefly wondered what it’d feel like to be the God King, and I knew I would follow the path that Sylmarie said destiny had laid at my feet. 
 
    Asgard would be mine. 
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    End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Chaos God! I’ll start working on book 2 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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