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      I stood somewhere deep in the earth, in a cavern vast and dark.

      All around me were writhing abominations, their forms more terrible than anything I had ever seen before, even in my worst nightmares. Inhuman faces, bulging eyes, tentacles as well as arms and legs, mouths full of fangs, skin rotting like a month-old corpse.

      And the sounds they made… the screeches, the screams…

      Above them all towered a colossal form, tall as a tower, made of fire and smoke. It peered down at me with its coal-ember eyes in sockets black as night, and its rumbling voice shook my very innards.

      “Come to me, Iron Mage. Come and meet your doom.”
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      I awoke with a start. I looked around in alarm, expecting the vast, underground cave –

      But I was in a forest, surrounded by trees. The leaves were so thick overhead that not even the moon or stars could shine through.

      There was a fire, but it had long since died out to embers in the pit where we had built it.

      I lay on a blanket with Nori snuggled up under my arm. In the dim light of the embers, the elf’s light blonde hair seemed almost to glow in the darkness. Her face was calm, peaceful… beautiful.

      My armor – the armor that I had created back in Shaw’s forge, the armor that had helped me defeat Zar the Bandit King – sat in pieces by my head, ready for me to call it with my powers. Beside it lay Nori’s staff, the one I had fashioned for her crystals.

      Everything was quiet and peaceful.

      And then a voice whispered out of the darkness.

      “Another vision?”

      I looked over the firepit to see Ayana’s face dimly lit by the orange light. Her red cloak and auburn hair looked almost black in the shadows.

      She had taken second watch, so it was good to know she was still alert.

      I sat up on my elbow and spoke softly so as not to awake Nori. “Just a dream.”

      “Well, from the sound of it, it was a bad one. The same creature?”

      I nodded. “What do you know about it?”

      She smirked. “Despite my many talents, Javron, I can’t see inside your head.”

      Ayana spoke the truth about her talents. She was a lightning mage, able to cast thunderbolts from her hands and to call it down from the sky in the midst of a storm. Her powers had been crucial in our victory against Zar.

      She also had other talents more suited to the bedroom.

      “And well I know it,” I said with a small smile. “But when you spoke to Shaw, you said that the dead walked and demons were ravaging the lands across the far south.”

      Ayana’s smile disappeared, and her brow furrowed with worry. “I only know what Tymon’s scouts told us.”

      King Tymon of Ebrelon was Ayana’s monarch. She had journeyed through three rival kingdoms to retrieve Nori from the Badlands, all at his order.

      Tymon believed that a horrific threat was rising, one that would make wholesale slaughter and the ravages of plague pale in comparison.

      Judging by my dreams, he was right.

      And according to him, Nori was the only chance that humanity had of defending itself. Which was why Ayana and I were doing our level best to get her back to Ebrelon.

      Ayana continued. “They said they saw dead bodies pulling themselves out of graves and shuffling along the roads. They said that entire villages were burned, and corpses desecrated.”

      “Men can do that as well,” I said. “Zar did much the same.”

      Zar had been a half-man, half-orc who had ruled the Badlands through murder and pillage for as long as I could remember. Ayana, Shaw, and I had defeated his army of bandits – and I had killed him in one-on-one combat.

      Ayana shook her head and shuddered. “The scouts saw things feeding on the bodies, though. The size of dogs, but shaped like children’s bones blackened in a fire. Eyes that glowed red. Teeth like fangs, and slimy skin like something from the bottom of a riverbed.”

      The description certain fit some of the abominations I had seen in my dreams.

      “Why are we going north to Ebrelon when the danger lies to the south?” I asked. “Why doesn’t Tymon march south to meet us instead?”

      “Because the king wants time to plan and prepare. And he thinks that once the other kingdoms see the devastation coming their way, they will be far more likely to forge an alliance.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “In other words, he wants the fight to come to him. And he’s not above sacrificing another kingdom or two in order to give him more time.”

      Ayana shrugged. “If they would see reason, he would make peace with them immediately in service of our common cause. But people rarely believe a threat is real until it’s on their doorstep, trying to break into their house.”

      “And he’s going to use Nori’s powers to prepare, is that it?”

      Nori was a crystal mage, something so rare that I had never heard of it before meeting the elf. Her ability was that she could take any power directed from another mage – lightning, fire, and more – and seal it inside special crystals, which could then be used by anyone, including normal humans.

      “Imagine three months during which Nori fashions tens of thousands of crystals filled with every power imaginable,” Ayana said. “Now imagine an army equipped with those crystals. They would be unstoppable.”

      “You hope.”

      Ayana smiled. “Nori was the only plan until I met you. Perhaps now that we have an iron mage fighting with us, we might stand a better chance.”

      I thought of an army of tens of thousands of men armed with crystals and swords, surging forward to meet the abominations I had seen in my dream… and fear touched my heart with its cold, clammy hand.

      “The Badlands lie between Ebrelon and the threat,” I said quietly. “What about Shaw?”

      Shaw was my uncle and had raised me since I was seven, when I lost my mother to the sickness. My father and grandfather had been killed in battle when I was even younger, and my grandmother had died of a broken heart shortly thereafter. Shaw was the only family I had left in the world.

      He had taught me a trade – blacksmithing – and had tried to keep me safe from the world. He’d done that by forbidding me to ever use my powers in public or to fight for an army.

      I knew he had good reason. He had lost his father and brother, my grandfather and father, to a pointless war waged on behalf of monarchs who didn’t give a damn about commoners – at least, not beyond the peasants helping them retain their crowns.

      Shaw didn’t want to lose me like he’d lost everyone else. Unfortunately, he had had to make compromises to ensure that safety – like making weapons and armor for Zar and his army of bandits.

      At the time, I couldn’t stand my uncle’s pacifism. I hated working for thugs and thieves, and had chafed under Shaw’s orders. When Ayana and Nori had come along on their mission, they were the perfect excuse for me to rebel – much to my uncle’s chagrin.

      But in the end, after Zar burned down his home and forge, and I had made clear my intention to join Ayana and Nori on their quest, my uncle had relented – and had waded into battle with us, shoulder-to-shoulder, and helped me rid the Badlands of the Bandit King.

      Even though it had only been five days since we’d left Cavennel, I missed him… and I feared greatly for his safety.

      Ayana knew my thoughts, and her face took on a look of sympathy. “I don’t know, Javron. All I know is that the sooner we can make it to Ebrelon, the better.”

      “How long before we reach it?”

      I had never been out of the Badlands before. I had barely been out of Cavennel, the town where I had spent my entire life.

      “Perhaps ten more days of steady riding. We’re already deep into Avenrod.”

      All this talk about death and destruction and the impending end of the world was depressing. So I tried to lighten the mood.

      I let my eyes drop down to Ayana’s body and gave a smile. “Deep into Avenrod, eh? I’d like to be deep into something else…”

      It had been three days since the last inn we’d stayed in. Every night since had been spent in forest and field. The inn was the last time I’d lain with the women, and my desire was growing to a boiling point.

      Ayana’s blush was barely visible in the light of the embers, but it was there. “Is that all you can think about?”

      “When everything else around me is trees and underbrush, yes, that’s all I can think about.”

      “We’re in the middle of a forest,” she protested, “with no defenses.”

      “And with no one else around. So there’s really no need to worry.”

      “You don’t know that. There could be bandits – soldiers – ”

      “The soldiers would keep to the main road, and we’d hear them coming a mile away. And as for bandits, we haven’t seen a single one since we killed Zar’s army in the Badlands. Plus we’re awake. A second after anyone burst into our camp, you would fry them, and I would slash their throats with their own knives. We haven’t even seen any wolves in this region. No, I think the worst we can expect are rabbits or deer.”

      “You just want to rut like a rabbit or a buck,” Ayana said accusingly.

      I grinned. “I certainly wouldn’t mind it.”

      “I will lie with you,” a soft voice said beside me.

      I glanced down to see Nori looking up at me, her violet eyes glinting in the dim light of the embers.

      “Sorry, we didn’t mean to wake you,” I said.

      “I’ve been awake for a while now,” Nori said with a shy smile.

      I raised an eyebrow and smiled. “A little eavesdropper, eh?”

      Ayana snorted. “It’s hard not to be when you’re talking a foot away from her ear.”

      “How much did you hear?” I asked Nori, a little concerned that we might have disturbed her with talk of demons feeding on corpses.

      She blushed, her pale cheeks turning nearly scarlet. “Since you started talking of… being inside Ayana.”

      Hearing her say that in her soft, feminine voice stirred my desires even more.

      But I tried to be chivalrous so she could just go back to sleep. “I was only joking.”

      “I wasn’t,” Nori whispered.

      Her hand drifted down to the front of my pants, and her soft fingers began to caress me through the leather.

      After three days with no release, and now a gorgeous elf stroking my member through my pants, I was at full attention in no time.

      I gave her one more out, though. “Careful… if you awaken the beast, there’s no telling what will happen.”

      She smiled coquettishly as she cupped me with her hand. “It feels as though it’s already awake.”

      That did it.

      I leaned over and kissed her. She opened her mouth to my tongue as she rubbed me even more insistently.

      Ayana was not pleased.

      “Are you seriously going to do this, right here in front of me?!” she exclaimed.

      I looked up and grinned. “You’re welcome to join us.”

      She had twice before – in the inn before we left Cavennel, and in the inn three days ago.

      In fact, the things she could do to both Nori and me at the same time were part of her aforementioned talents.

      “I have second watch!” Ayana said, all in a huff.

      “Keep watch, then,” I said playfully. “You should get an eyeful.”

      She just sat there and watched as Nori and I began.

      First I pulled off the elf’s blouse and exposed her large, soft breasts. My mouth suckled at her tits, causing her to throw back her head and moan with pleasure.

      She unfastened the ties of my breeches and plunged her hand in, where she found my staff hard as forged steel.

      We hastily pulled off each other’s clothes, and she opened her legs wide to me. She was already wet as a ripe peach.

      Someone else had been deprived, as well, and was ready for a good rutting.

      I eased inside her, slowly relishing the exquisite pleasure, then then sank deep inside her.

      She cried out and clutched at my back with her fingers, her eyes half-closed in ecstasy.

      I looked over to see what Ayana was doing.

      She was sitting there on her log, her eyes wide and mouth hanging open, with a look like a starving man eyeing a platter of newly roasted meat.

      “Not too late to join in,” I said in a jocular tone.

      “N-no…” she replied in a strangled voice, but she didn’t look away.

      I went at Nori like an animal, exulting in her moans and passionate kisses.

      The first time Nori began to ascend the peak of ecstasy, Ayana hissed, “For the gods’ sake, cover her mouth! You’ll attract any bandit within ten miles!”

      I grinned. Ayana was being paranoid, I was sure of it… but it would still be fun to do as she said.

      I covered Nori’s mouth with my hand, and then doubled my speed, trying to make her scream all the louder.

      She did, her cries muffled by my hand. Her eyes stared deeply into mine until they rolled back in her head, and then her screams subsided to gentle groans.

      It took all I had within me not to climb the summit with her, but I held back. I had a feeling this was going to be a long night, and that we might have a third participant before long.

      I pulled my hand away from Nori’s mouth and grinned at her. “Can you go on?”

      “Yes,” she breathed out, “but I want to sit astride you…”

      “Fine by me,” I agreed as I pulled out of her and sat on the blanket.

      She got up on trembling legs, straddled my naked body, and slowly took me in.

      She groaned once more in bliss until she had eased me all the way insider her.

      I stroked her back and fondled her shapely ass as she ground against me, her body shifting as though she were riding a horse at a slow gait. Her sighs rose to moans, her moans to tiny cries.

      As we went at it, I looked over Nori’s shoulder at Ayana.

      Even in the dim light of the embers, the desire written on the lightning mage’s face was plain as day.

      Suddenly she stood up. I thought for a second that she might turn and walk into the woods in a pique, but she instead strode around the fire pit, shedding her clothes as she came. Very quickly she was nude, her slim, athletic body lit by the orange pit, her pert breasts firm in the cool night air.

      She knelt down behind Nori and reached out and caressed the elf’s bare back.

      Nori gasped in surprise, then stopped her grinding and turned her head over her shoulder.

      The two women locked eyes, and then they locked lips – a long, slow, sensuous kiss.

      Then they broke off. Ayana began nuzzling Nori’s neck with her lips, and reached around and fondled the elf’s large breasts.

      Nori groaned with pleasure and began grinding against me again.

      If her movements before had been like riding a gentle mare, they soon became like bucking atop a wild stallion.

      She plunged up and down on my staff, her cries growing with every thrust.

      Ayana forcefully covered her mouth with one hand, and roughly pinched the elf’s nipples as she bit hungrily at Nori’s neck.

      Nori’s cries reached another peak, and she stopped moving and leaned away from me, her body nearly doubled over backwards as the throes of passion took her.

      Finally her trembling and moans subsided, and Ayana removed her hand from the elf’s mouth.

      “No more…” Nori panted. “I can’t handle any more…”

      “Good,” Ayana growled. “I want a turn.”

      “I thought you had to keep watch for rabbits,” I teased her.

      She shot me a look. “I’ll keep watch over your shoulder. You do the same.”

      I chuckled. “Sounds good to me.”

      I kissed Nori one last time, and then the elf extricated herself from me and collapsed on the blanket. Ayana hungrily took her place, straddling me and taking my staff in her hand.

      We gazed deep into each other’s eyes as she guided me to the precipice and paused there.

      Then I pushed gently down on her shoulders, forcing her down upon me.

      “Oh, Javron,” she moaned as I sank deep within her.

      There was no easy gait with Ayana – she went straight to the bucking stallion.

      After a moment of feverish coupling, she pushed against my chest. She wasn’t strong enough to force me back, but I knew what she wanted and gave it to her. I lay down on my back with her on top, riding me for all she was worth.

      It was a gorgeous view: her slim body outlined by the orange fire as her enraptured face lifted towards the heavens. She tried to keep quiet, but her closed mouth barely stifled her rising moans.

      Nori recovered enough to sit up beside Ayana, and the two women began kissing. Nori fondled Ayana’s breasts at first, then bent lower to suck her nipples.

      Within seconds, Ayana’s stifled groans burst out of her in a high-pitched scream of ecstasy.

      It was too much for me. I had already hung on to the edge of the cliff far too long; three days without release, the sound of Ayana’s bliss, and the sight of Nori suckling her breasts all pushed me over the edge.

      I exploded deep inside Ayana with a bellow like a charging bull.

      The sound seemed to double Ayana’s pleasure, and she writhed atop me, her entire body shuddering in release.

      After a long moment of bliss, her trembling subsided, and she slumped down on top of me, exhausted.

      Nori just smiled and stroked Ayana’s back.

      “By the gods… I needed that…” Ayana whispered into the hollow of my neck.

      I laughed. “I think we all needed that.”

      Ayana lay limp on my chest. “We can go again, but… I just… need to rest… for a second…”

      I rolled over so that she was on her back and I was on top of her. Then I pulled out from between her legs.

      “Wait… no…” Ayana whimpered as I slipped out of her.

      “You can have as much as you want later,” I reassured her with a smile, “but you’ve been up the last several hours. Time to sleep.”

      “Sleep…” she murmured.

      Nori gave me a smile. Then she settled down beside Ayana. The two women nestled together on the blanket, their naked bodies pressed tight together.

      My staff had been receding before that, but the sight put new life into me.

      Still, they needed sleep, and I had agreed to take the third watch till dawn. Despite what I’d said to Ayana about rabbits and deer, there was no reason to be stupid. The night was dark and full of dangers, and it would be foolish to forget that.

      “Sleep,” I whispered to them both as I covered them with another blanket.

      Within seconds they were both breathing softly, their breasts rising and falling slowly beneath the cloth.

      I got dressed and then sat by the dying embers. For a long time I watched them, but the sight was filling me with desire again, so I distracted myself with something else.

      I used my powers to lift my armor into the air, the metal links making only the tiniest of clinks as the pieces shifted. I brought all the pieces over and had them hover before me as I inspected them.

      My abilities as an iron mage gave me complete control over metal. Iron, steel, bronze, copper, gold, silver – anything that could be worked in a forge.

      I could suspend it midair… bend it with my mind… work it into any shape or form I desired, easier than a potter molds clay, and all without the touch of my hand. I could send it flying outwards to cut down an enemy, or animate empty armor so that it walked like a man. Both had been enormously important in our battle against Zar.

      I inspected my armor. Leaving aside all modesty, it was incredibly well-made, with touches not even the greatest blacksmith could have added. How could they, when a mage’s power were responsible for them?

      Funny… I had not even thought of myself as a mage until Ayana called me one days ago. I had merely thought of myself as a blacksmith with a gift. And my armor was my greatest work yet.

      The cuirass was split into two even parts with no fasteners; I bound the breastplate and backplate together with my powers as soon as they touched.

      The pauldrons and gardbraces attached to both the cuirass and the vambraces with small metal loops, almost like oversized chainmail. It allowed smoother, more fluid motion of my arms, and provided extra protection. Not that I would need it, hopefully; the joints of the armor were so tightly and precisely crafted that there was barely a hair’s breadth of space for an arrow or spear tip to find entry.

      The same type of links joined each cuisse over the thigh to the poleyn over the knee and the greave protecting the calves and shins.

      The demi-gauntlets I’d fashioned were clever, as well. They extended an eighth of an inch past my fingertips – but they had three tiny hinges that would curl into a rounded battering ram if I slid my fingers through the four metal rings on the demi-gauntlet’s underbelly and made a fist. So I had the dexterity of having my fingers free, unencumbered by a full gauntlet – but the protection of a full gauntlet if it came down to a fist-fight.

      The best thing about the demi-gauntlets, though, were the four crystals affixed to them. Two crystals per gauntlet: one between the first and second knuckles, and another between the second and third. I had embedded the first two into the metal before we went into battle with Zar, then added the next two after we’d started on our way to Ebrelon.

      Each crystal held three charges of lightning power provided by Ayana and bound to the crystals by Nori. Up to twelve individual bolts of lightning could fly from my hands at will – or four massive strikes that could have incinerated damn near anything.

      The crystals were also capable of storing up to five charges in a super-charged but highly dangerous state. Ayana and I had used some of the crystals to create improvised explosives – metal orbs that exploded with lightning, hurling out shrapnel that had cut down dozens of Zar’s bandits at once.

      But five-charge crystals were highly unstable, prone to discharge without the user intending it – so I kept only three charges in each of my gauntlets’ stones.

      Though Ayana had assured me the crystals were not rare, she and Nori only had six in total. Nori gave me four. The other two she kept: one in her staff to protect herself in case of attack, the other in reserve.

      It was truly the finest armor ever created in the Badlands, even without the deadly mystical stones.

      And yet, surveying it all, I saw vast room for improvement.

      For one, I’d assembled the armor out of modest pieces available in Shaw’s forge. The metal was fairly good quality, but not the best. I could do much better with King Tymon’s help, I was certain.

      And the helm was something that Shaw had crafted. Good quality, yes – but just a standard barbute with an attached spike to protect my nose. I wanted something with a visor – and something of my own design. Something intimidating, that would make enemies tremble when I set foot on the battlefield.

      Plus, some of the metal was inferior. The demi-gauntlets I’d fashioned out of pieces of a plow. They were dark and menacing, but rather dingy in contrast with the gleaming steel of the rest of the suit.

      The entire thing had a patchwork look. Formidable in battle, to be sure, but it looked like the armor of a ragtag blacksmith from the Badlands.

      I wanted a suit of armor that was the greatest in the world, fit for a conqueror of demons.

      Most of all, though, I wanted more crystals. I could just imagine a suit of gleaming steel sparkling with them, each stone filled with the power of a different mage: fire, lightning, ice, and who knew what else. Zar had had an earth mage; perhaps King Tymon had one who could lend me some of his power. I had only encountered two fire mages and a single frost mage my entire life in the Badlands, so I had no idea what was possible. I would have to remember to ask Ayana how many other types of mages there were.

      I could fly into battle, suspended in my suit of armor, ready to deal death upon armies of men or the abominations in my dream. At my disposal would be both my own powers, and the powers of a dozen other mages locked inside the crystals. Fire, lightning, metal – it would all be at my command.

      Perhaps it would even be enough to defeat the arch-fiend who called to me in my sleep.

      I spent the rest of my time until dawn dreaming with eyes wide open, fantasizing about all the improvements I would make once I had time and resources.

      Time and resources… two things in short supply on our trek to Ebrelon.

      But I hungered for more crystals to install in my armor, almost as much as I hungered for the two beauties slumbering on the other side of the fire.
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      Dawn came soon enough. When Nori and Ayana stirred, I built the fire back up to a crackle. The morning air had a chill in it, and the fire would provide much-needed warmth.

      “Javron,” Nori called to me, still naked beneath her blanket, and giggled as she beckoned me with one finger. Ayana just grinned as I hastily disrobed.

      Naked female bodies provide a great deal of warmth, too, as it turns out.

      After we indulged in more passion, we dressed and ate a breakfast of smoked meat from Cavennel and berries we had picked along the way. Then we set out on the main road.

      It was no later than eight in the morning when we encountered the soldiers.

      There were about ten of them riding on horses, decked out in light armor. When they saw us coming, they stopped in formation to block our way.

      We slowed our horses and approached warily.

      The commander of the group removed his helmet, presumably to show they posed no threat. He was maybe ten years older than me, with yellow hair and a neatly trimmed beard.

      “Javron of Cavennel, iron mage and blacksmith?” he called out.

      The fact that I was known in a kingdom I’d never set foot in, five days’ ride from Cavennel, wasn’t comforting. My only hope was that they didn’t know about Nori.

      As though reading my mind, the elf touched the scarf tied around her head to make sure it was still in place. It hid her pointed ears, though if the soldiers had our physical descriptions, they could surely identify her by her pale skin and light blonde hair.

      I stopped my horse about thirty feet away from the soldiers, and both Nori and Ayana followed suit.

      “Who’s asking?” I called out.

      “I am Elios, captain of the guard of King Melik of Avenrod. Your presence is requested for an audience with the king.”

      Interesting.

      Six days ago I had been a nobody blacksmith in the backwaters of the Badlands. Now kings were ‘requesting’ an audience with me.

      “Sending armored messengers doesn’t seem much like a request,” I said in a cheeky voice. “More like a command.”

      Elios smiled. I gave him points for not being offended. “You can’t expect us to go out unarmed against the slayer of Zar the Bandit King.”

      “News travels fast,” I said, slightly surprised.

      “When a decades-long threat on our southern border disappears overnight,” Elios said, “yes, it most certainly does travel fast.”

      Ayana snorted and said under her breath, “Funny how I was a vital part of the victory, but it’s always the man who gets the credit.”

      “Considering that we’d like certain things to stay secret,” I whispered to her, “it might be better to let me steal all the credit this time around.”

      “I suppose,” she muttered.

      “Talking amongst yourselves?” Elios asked with an arched eyebrow. “Hope you’re not planning anything untoward.”

      “Just considering your ‘request,’” I called back.

      “If I wasn’t clear before, it’s rather an urgent one.”

      I clucked in mock regret. “Well, as it so happens, we’re on an urgent trip and have no time to spare. So if you could just clear the road, we’ll be on our way.”

      Elios’s smile became tighter, less patient. “I would advise you to make time to spare.”

      They knew about Zar, but they hadn’t mentioned my being an iron mage. Plus they were wearing metal armor, which was absolutely the stupidest thing they could have done in this situation.

      I could have killed all of them in an instant by crushing their heads inside their helmets. For Elios, who had taken his helmet off, I could collapse his cuirass and snap his spine.

      Even if I didn’t want to shed any blood, I could have easily levitated them and lodged them in the highest nearby treetops until we passed by.

      All that led me to believe that they didn’t know about my powers yet. Or at the very least, they didn’t believe in them.

      Which gave me the advantage.

      “Well?” I murmured to Ayana. “What do you think?”

      “…maybe we should see what the king has to say.”

      I looked over at her in surprise. “I thought the idea was to get to Ebrelon as fast as possible.”

      “That will be harder if we have an army chasing us. And if we can curry favor with King Melik, he could prove to be a valuable ally.”

      This was a far cry from the talk of last night about violent kings and not recognizing threats until they threatened to break down the door.

      “You’re sure?” I asked.

      Her face clouded. “…no… but I think it’s probably the most prudent course.”

      I chuckled. “Look at you – ‘the most prudent course.’ You’ve changed since you first walked into my uncle’s forge, demanding staffs and going out to face bandits alone.”

      She frowned in indignation. “I don’t – ”

      “Why all the whispering, blacksmith?” Elios called out. I could tell from his tone that his patience was coming to an end.

      “Just conferring with my friends.”

      “Are you coming? I would much prefer to be an amiable escort instead of a… less friendly one.”

      My temper swelled a bit, but I remembered what Ayana had said about currying favor with a potential ally. No need to let my tongue get the best of me and start things out on the wrong foot.

      But I couldn’t help but get in a little barb.

      “Of course. Just waiting for you to clear the road… friend.”

      Elios smirked, then gestured to his men, who broke formation.

      “Follow me,” Elios said as he led the way.
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      I was thankful that none of the soldiers looked askance at Nori, other than to dwell on her curves and face. I could hardly fault them for that – she was quite stunning.

      The ones who leered at Ayana, on the other hand, got a piercing glare from her and quickly returned to minding their own business.

      I tried asking a few questions of Elios. “How did you find out about Zar?”

      “We have people stationed here and there.”

      “Spies.”

      Elios gave the slightest hint of a smile. “That’s a rather unpleasant word for it. Besides, it’s not like we wouldn’t have eventually heard about you. The bards are already starting to sing your praises.”

      Interesting that their songs hadn’t mentioned anything about my powers. That would have made the most interesting verse of all.

      “Did you have anyone in Cavennel?” I asked, wondering who amongst my neighbors might have been in a foreign power’s employ.

      “I can’t answer questions of that sort.”

      “Then – ”

      “Perhaps we should wait until we reach King Melik. He will answer all your questions… within reason, of course. The main road is just up ahead, and we need to make haste, so there won’t be much occasion to talk on the way.”

      He was right – the forest road we had been travelling intersected a main road not three minutes later. As soon as we turned east onto it, Elios and the other soldiers broke into a canter, which was not exactly conducive to conversation.

      We rode for nearly an hour, passing isolated farms and small hamlets along the way. There was sparse traffic on the road, and those who were on it all hurried to get out of our way.

      Then the farms grew more numerous and more people crowded the road. Peasants on foot, farmers with wagons laden with produce, soldiers on horseback  – even a carriage, doubtless with some rich man inside.

      Then we saw the stone walls of a small city in the distance.

      I was intensely interested, having never seen anything more than a simple village my entire life, and I studied every detail.

      The walls were about twenty feet high and made of stone. We passed through the gates of the city, which had heavy wooden doors made of massive tree trunks bound together by iron. Then we passed by small wood and stone buildings that would have been at home in Cavennel, except there were far more of them and they were more closely crowded together. Shabbier, too, with a greater number of their inhabitants dressed in ragged clothing.

      Finally we emerged into an open market area, which was filled with merchants hawking their wares: weapons, leather goods, potions and trinkets, and delicious-smelling food cooked over open flame.

      From the market we rode up to another interior wall, beyond which was what could only be a castle. I had never seen a castle in my life, but I recognized it from descriptions. Three stories high and made of stone, it was impressive indeed.

      Stable hands took our horses at the gates.

      “Make sure our guests’ rides are well taken care of,” Elios instructed the boys, then led the way down a path through flowering gardens.

      I gawked at everything as we passed by – especially the fountains. Spouts of water shot ten feet into the air out of the mouths of exquisitely carved stone fish.

      “This is amazing!” I said to Ayana and Nori.

      Ayana looked at me in surprise.

      “You’re joking, right?” she whispered, low enough that Elios and the other soldiers wouldn’t hear her.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What’s so amazing about it?” the lightning mage asked.

      I gestured to the flowers lining the path, the water-spouting fountains, and the castle ahead of us. “The size – the beauty – the sheer magnitude of it!”

      Ayana scoffed. “Are you serious? This is a pigsty compared to Ebrelon.”

      I stared at her in shock. “Really?!”

      “Yes.”

      I looked at Nori. “Have you seen something grander than this?”

      She was far kinder with her expression and appraisal, but she seemed to agree with Ayana. “Well… my tribe was smaller in number, but our architecture was a bit more… aesthetically pleasing.”

      “Oh… well, this is like something out of a fairy tale compared with Cavennel.”

      “Did you ever make it out of that dinky little town of yours?” Ayana asked me.

      “Shaw wouldn’t let me. And there was always work to be done.”

      “Then I guess I can see why you’d be impressed.” Ayana glanced around and muttered, “Our potential new ally is a king of mud and sticks. I’m rethinking the wisdom of seeking an alliance.”

      If this place was ‘mud and sticks,’ I would have hated to hear Ayana’s appraisal of my village.

      The soldiers escorted us inside the castle. The main hall had high ceilings and was hung with beautiful tapestries, but was cold and dreary compared with the cozy cottage I’d shared with Shaw my entire life.

      We walked down a hallway flanked by armored guards. As we passed them, I felt the metal of their armor and swords humming at a baritone pitch.

      “Captain Elios returns, your highness!” one of the guards barked.

      Then we entered the throne room, where dozens of rich people turned to watch us with curiosity.

      Twenty feet beyond the crowd, a large, ornate, carved wooden chair sat atop a raised stone platform. In the chair sat a man in his early 30’s, dressed in velvet and fur. His short, black beard hid a weak jaw, and his balding head was mostly hidden by the small ring of gold encircling his brow. No precious stones in it, just a few pointed spires. The gold called out to me, too, but in a different voice than iron and steel: its tone was smoother, higher-pitched, almost melodious.

      I noticed, however, there was only one throne… and no queen.

      Beside the throne stood an old man, probably in his 60’s. He was tall and thin, with a waxen face that was almost skeletal. In contrast with the king, he wore dark grey robes and a scholar’s cap with straps that dangled by his sunken cheeks. His beard was long, grey, and unkempt, and he held a crooked ivory staff that was nearly as tall as he was. His piercing eyes inspected us as we entered the room.

      First he looked at me, then Ayana… but it was Nori he was most interested in. I hoped it was for her looks, though an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach argued otherwise.

      “My king – Javron of Cavennel and his two female companions,” Elios announced. Then he stepped aside, leaving me and the women standing alone in front of the throne.

      “Well, well, well,” the king said in a voice that was the epitome of smug self-satisfaction. “So this is the iron mage who rid me of the Bandit King.”

      So much for them not knowing about my powers.

      The king smirked. “Zar was a thorn in my kingdom’s side for decades. Many thanks, blacksmith.”

      “Well,” I said, “strictly speaking, I didn’t kill him for you, but you’re welcome all the same.”

      The corners of the king’s mouth turned down in displeasure.

      “Your majesty,” the old grey-bearded man corrected me, his face twisted in a sneer.

      His trying to shame me into deference annoyed me. So did his vicious tone of voice.

      “No need to call me ‘your majesty,’” I said with a cold smile.

      Ayana bumped me from behind, another rebuke.

      “Forgive him, your highness,” she said in a submissive voice unlike anything I’d ever heard her use before. “Javron is a commoner from the Badlands, unaccustomed to royalty.”

      I turned to give her a look. She just scowled at me like a schoolmarm.

      “And who are you?” the king asked.

      “Ayana of Ebrelon.”

      “Ah… the lightning mage who helped destroy the bandits.”

      “So much for women not getting any credit,” I muttered to her.

      “What was that?” the old scholar snapped.

      “I said, ‘So much for women not getting any credit,’” I repeated loudly. “A private joke between us.”

      “We know all about your contributions to the downfall of Zar, my dear,” the king said. “What we haven’t heard about, though, is your charming companion. You are…?”

      Nori seemed unsure of what she should do, so she did a quick bow. “I am Nori of – ”

      “The Badlands,” Ayana interrupted.

      The grey-bearded scholar smirked. “Her headscarf does not conceal the fact that she is an elf – not from those who know such things.”

      There was a gasp from the courtiers. Even the king looked surprised, and sat up in his seat.

      Ah – maybe that was why the old man had shown such interest in her.

      “You are in the presence of royalty,” the scholar continued with a sneer, and gestured impatiently with his hand. “Take it off.”

      Nori looked abashed, glanced around her in embarrassment, and quickly removed the scarf.

      The courtiers all edged a bit closer and peered intently at her pointed ears as they whispered and tittered amongst themselves.

      Which was odd to me. Elves were not exactly common in the Badlands, but I had seen more than a dozen during my life before Nori walked into our smithy.

      What I hadn’t seen was a castle. Odd that the situation here was reversed: these people saw a castle every day, even milled about in it, yet apparently had never seen an elf.

      But the old man’s imperious treatment of Nori was making my blood boil.

      “Speak a bit more courteously to my friends, old man,” I said with menace in my voice.

      The scholar’s face flushed with anger, and he bared his teeth.

      The king just laughed. “You must forgive Kalos. He goes a bit overboard in matters of propriety.”

      “Is that what he is?” I asked as I stared down the scholar. “The court’s mistress of manners?”

      The old man looked like he wanted to kill me.

      The king just chuckled again. “My, you are a handful, aren’t you? But then again, I wouldn’t expect anything less of the man who killed Zar. Kalos here is my most trusted advisor, and a great sorcerer. A more powerful one you will not find anywhere in the land.”

      Interesting. Sorcerers learned their powers, whereas mages were born with them. No wonder Kalos looked like a scholar; he’d probably spent his entire misbegotten life poring over dusty books.

      Maybe all the malice was because he was jealous of me. After all, I was in the prime of my life, unlike him. I hadn’t had to spend all my life in a library, although something told me he had probably enjoyed that part. And here I was, walking around with two beautiful women while he bowed and scraped for a living.

      His next words more or less confirmed my thoughts.

      “You must think that just because you killed a bandit king,” Kalos sneered at me, “that you don’t have to show fealty to a real one.”

      “Fealty…” I shook my head. “Sorry, I’m a simple country boy. Don’t know what that word means.”

      “It means sworn loyalty,” Kalos snarled.

      “My only loyalty,” I said, staring him in the eyes, “is to those who earn it.”

      The king smiled, although it wasn’t exactly pleasant to see. “You are not one of my subjects, Javron, and therefore you own me no fealty. But you are passing through my lands, and you owe me duty for your passage.”

      Ayana spoke before I could. “We don’t have much money, your highness, but – ”

      “I require no gold,” the king interrupted. “Merely service.”

      Ah. So that’s what this was all about: extorting something out of us.

      “And what would that be?” I asked coolly.

      “There is a mine to the east of the kingdom that has been taken over by violent creatures. You would do us a great service to clear them out.”

      A mine. I’d handled a bunch of bandits in a deserted one back in the Badlands; clearing out some unwanted animals would be no problem at all.

      The king continued. “If you do as I ask, then you’ll have clear passage through my lands. If you don’t…” He smiled unpleasantly again. “I would see it as an act of hostility, and you would consider you to be trespassing.”

      I narrowed my eyes in irritation.

      Did this fool think that just because he sat on a throne, he was any better than me? Didn’t he know I could crush his skull with that tiny little circle of gold sitting on his brow?

      But Ayana was far more diplomatic. “Tell us where the mine is, and we will ride there at once, your majesty.”

      “My men will escort you, as well as one of my mages.”

      The king gestured to the right, and my eyes fell on a very pretty woman about my age. She was a good six inches shorter than me, about Ayana’s height. Her long red hair was pinned up in a bun on the back of her head, and her green eyes met mine almost in a challenge. Unlike most redheads, though, her skin was like porcelain instead of freckled by the sun.

      Interestingly enough, she was wearing leather armor that couldn’t quite conceal her curves.

      All the mages I had ever seen wore robes or dressed in common clothing like Ayana.

      Well… except for me, of course.

      The other thing that stood out about her was her necklace with a ruby pendant set into a gold amulet. It looked like finery for a noblewoman, not a practitioner of magic – unless it was some sort of charmed artifact.

      “I appreciate the offer,” I said, “but we won’t need her help.”

      Kalos sneered. “She’s not there to help you, so much as to make sure you do your job.”

      I glared at him and was about to let loose my tongue when the king intervened.

      “Don’t let Kalos offend you. Vala will be there as my representative, nothing more. She won’t interfere with your efforts.”

      Vala. So that was the redhead’s name.

      It didn’t seem that I was going to be able to get out of this situation – not without killing a lot of people, which I didn’t want to do – so I decided to bargain instead. Might as well get something out of being dragooned into a misbegotten quest. Maybe a few items from my wish list.

      “We’re going to need supplies,” I said. “Lots of them.”

      “You’ll have everything you require,” the king said haughtily. “Vala, Elios – see to his requests. Godspeed, my mages and elf. I look forward to report of your success in the mines.”

      And with that, the king turned away from us and murmured something to Kalos, effectively dismissing us.

      I glowered at Melik and the old man. The king ignored me, but Kalos fixed me with a look of hatred that rivaled anything Zar had been able to muster.

      As Elios and Vala walked up to us, I murmured to Ayana under my breath, “So, still think it was a good idea to curry favor with the locals?”

      “Leave me alone,” she grumbled unhappily.
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      Vala, Elios, and a dozen soldiers escorted us to the armory.

      I found it amusing that the king didn’t trust me, and yet the wet nurses he sent along to look after me were dressed in a material I could use to kill them. Not to mention we were going into a building filled with enough of the same material to take over the entire kingdom if I were so inclined. If I had had bad intentions, Melik’s reign would have been over by mid-afternoon.

      On the other hand, perhaps his trust resided in the red-headed mage walking by my side.

      “What kind of supplies do you need?” she asked abruptly as we walked down a drab hallway. She had a pleasant, feminine voice, but her manner was a tad brusque for my taste.

      “As much metal as you can spare,” I said. “Daggers would be good, swords would be better.”

      “What about shields?” Elios asked.

      I thought about that for a second. I might be able to fashion some better armor out of them…

      “Let me see what you’ve got,” I said.

      We entered the armory, which was immense – bigger than any room I’d ever been inside in my life. And nearly every inch of it was stacked with steel and iron.

      The stone walls were covered with wooden racks, and on each rack was a different weapon. There were hundreds of swords to my left. Shields hung on wooden pegs, all of them emblazoned with a white lion on a field of blue. There were pikes and spears and morning stars and battle axes and wicker baskets filled with thousands of steel-tipped arrows. All of them were singing to me in a voice that only I could hear.

      I felt like a child entering a sweets shop for the first time in his life.

      I started pulling swords off the rack – not with my hands, but with my powers. They floated around me as I inspected the beveling and edges. Whoever Melik’s armorers were, they were good, I would give them that.

      “Show-off,” Ayana muttered.

      I had to admit, I was creating a spectacle. Ever since I had admitted to the world that I had my powers, I had wanted to test the limits of my abilities. To see how much I could do. This was the perfect place to do it, even in a calm manner.

      Shaw had never allowed me to spread my wings, so to speak. While living under his roof, I had limited my manipulation of metal to working in the forge. It wasn’t even until the cave-in at the mine when I was fighting Zar’s men that I’d ever truly flexed my powers.

      Inspecting these weapons, imagining all the things I could fashion out of them – for me, it was pure joy.

      My little display of power caused quite the commotion, though.

      The entire squad of soldiers leapt backwards and drew their swords in alarm –

      Everyone, that is, except Elios. He just went pale as a ghost.

      “By the gods,” he gasped as he saw the blades hovering around me like hummingbirds. “You really can do what the scouts said…”

      I chuckled. “Well, if they said I could do this, then yes, I suppose they were right.”

      Elios shook his head in disbelief. “I thought they were exaggerating…”

      “If anything, they’d only seen the beginning.” I gestured at the panicked soldiers with a toss of my head. “You might want to point out to your men that those swords of theirs wouldn’t do them a lick of good.”

      Elios looked back at his men and started. Then he barked, “You fools – if he can do that, do you think your weapons are of any use? Sheathe them at once!”

      The soldiers looked around at each other in consternation. Some of them inspected their weapons more closely.

      One even dropped his sword like he’d realized he’d been holding an asp by the tail.

      I arrested its fall, made it hover midair, and offered it back to him, hilt first.

      “Shouldn’t drop your blade like that,” I said with a wink. “Might dull the edge.”

      The soldier stared at me… looked at his sword like it was some strange new animal he had never seen… and then gingerly took hold of the grip. Once he had it in his fist, I released my hold on it, and its sudden weight yanked his arm down a good six inches.

      The man looked around at his fellow soldiers.

      They all stared back at him…

      And then they sheathed their weapons.

      Took them a while, but they learned.

      Elios glanced down at the armor covering his chest. When he looked back up at me, he seemed almost nauseated. “You could have killed us back in the woods with the blink of an eye, couldn’t you?”

      I grinned. “Why would I have done that, when you requested so nicely?”

      Elios swallowed hard. “I… apologize for my arrogance.”

      I have to say, I was impressed. I had never encountered a man in my entire life who so readily admitted to acting like a fool. I am sure Melik never would have.

      “No apology necessary,” I said. “As far as emissaries go, I was used to the Bandit King’s. You were far, far more courteous.”

      Besides Ayana and Nori, the one person in the room who did not seem impressed at all was the redheaded mage.

      Vala just glowered at me the entire time like I was a braggart showing off. Which, I suppose, wasn’t entirely untrue.

      I smiled at her. “You seem rather bored with all this – Vala, isn’t it?”

      “It is. And ‘unimpressed’ would be a better word.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Really.”

      “Really,” she replied coolly.

      “And why is that? Do you see people levitating swords on a daily basis?”

      “No, but I can tell you one thing: Elios’s men were never in danger. Not one second.”

      “Because I’m a good-hearted fellow?” I asked playfully.

      “No – because none of those blades could reach them.”

      Mind you, the swords were still dangling around me like hanging vines.

      “Is that so?”

      “It’s so.”

      “How so, then?”

      She smirked. “Try to strike me down.”

      I frowned in surprise. “What?”

      “Take one of your blades and try to strike me down. Hell, use them all if you want.”

      “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

      “Why?” she asked impudently. “Are your powers only good for parlor tricks?”

      I chuckled. This little redhead was a fiery one, that was for sure. “I don’t think the king would take too kindly to me killing his prized bird.”

      “Prized bird, hm?” she said tartly. “I think the only bird in this room is a chicken… and it isn’t me.”

      I laughed out loud. Beautiful, spirited, and clever – I liked this girl.

      “Well?” she asked. “What are waiting for, an engraved invitation?”

      I looked over at Elios for confirmation – of whether she was serious or insane, I wasn’t quite sure.

      He just tilted his head and raised his eyebrows like, Go right ahead.

      I turned back to Vala warily. “You’re… sure?”

      She crossed her arms on her chest and smirked. Her necklace was so long that her ruby pendant lay upon her uppermost forearm. “I’m sure I’m quite bored waiting for you.”

      “…alright… it’s your funeral, not mine.”

      “The only thing they’ll be burying is your oversized sense of self-importance.”

      I grinned. I was liking her more by the second.

      “Elios, do you have any practice swords in here?” I asked. “Something wooden, perhaps?”

      “You can use steel,” she said, offended.

      “I’d prefer wood for this one. Well?”

      Elios gestured to one of his men, who grabbed a wooden sparring sword and approached me like a bear in a cave, holding the sword out at arm’s length. I noticed it trembled the slightest bit.

      “Thanks.” I took it from him, turned to Vala, and said, “Last chance to back out.”

      She just stood there with a sour expression on her face.

      “So be it,” I said. I raised the sword over my head and swung it down.

      I didn’t use much force, and I didn’t aim for her head – my target was her shoulder. I figured the blow would do nothing more than bruise her arm… and ego.

      Imagine my surprise when the sword clacked! against some invisible barrier a foot from her body.

      I stared in mute surprise as the wooden blade bounced off.

      “What?!” I exclaimed. “What just happened?!”

      She smirked. “Did you even try? We have infants in Avenrod who can handle a sword better.”

      Ah – so it was like that.

      “Alright, let’s try again,” I said, and swung the sword down as hard as I could, right in line with her head.

      CRACK!

      The jolt of the sparring sword on the invisible boundary traveled like a shock up my arms, and the wooden blade actually cracked down the center.

      “That’s incredible!” I shouted in glee. “What are you, a wood mage?!”

      I think my reaction surprised her. She was most probably expecting an arrogant male who would be enraged to be shown up by a woman. In actuality, I was delighted as a child seeing a magic trick for the first time.

      “No,” she said, confused. “I’m a shield mage.”

      “A shield mage? What’s that?”

      “I’ve heard of them before,” Ayana said. “Mages who can create invisible barriers against both spells and physical weapons.”

      “Most spells,” Vala conceded. “But yes, all physical weapons.”

      I poked the tip of the wooden sword at the invisible barrier. No matter where I touched, I felt a firm pressure that would not relent.

      “Is it just a wall, or is it all around you?” I asked.

      “All around me,” she said, still not quite trusting my display of enthusiasm. “I can create walls, but this one is a sphere.”

      “Really!”

      I maneuvered the two dozen steel swords that had been hovering midair. Within two seconds they surrounded her in all directions, from the top of her head to her back to her ankles.

      Vala looked a bit concerned as she glanced at the sword tips suddenly pointed right at her.

      The soldiers reached for their weapons again, but Elios just raised one hand and stopped them.

      “Have you not been paying attention at all?” he scolded them quietly.

      “Don’t worry,” I reassured her, “I just want to probe a bit.”

      I let the swords slowly edge forward until their tips pressed hard against the barrier. Like she had said, there was a sphere all around her. It was like she was encased inside a giant, invisible egg made of… magic, I supposed.

      It certainly looked magical – a beautiful woman surrounded by two dozen swords all pointed at her from every direction. It was like needles stuck into an invisible pin cushion.

      “Can your shield withstand anything?” I asked eagerly. “Explosions, for instance, or rock slides?”

      Vala looked at me warily, like I might suddenly pull a rockslide out from my sleeve. “Well, not anything… I can handle small explosions… and I saved a group of people from a landslide, once.”

      “Can I feel it?” I asked.

      She blushed, and looked over at Elios and the soldiers like I’d just asked something rather improper. “Um… well… I suppose…”

      “Why are you acting so startled?”

      “…it’s just… no one’s ever asked me that before…”

      “Well, now someone has. Do I just press up against it?”

      “Yes…”

      I removed the swords, stepped forward, and put my hand out in front of me like I was feeling my way in a pitch-black room.

      Suddenly my palm pressed up against a smooth, slightly curved surface. It was an odd sensation; one second I could move forward through space, and the next I couldn’t, no matter how hard I pushed. It was like pushing against extraordinarily strong glass, except that glass was usually cool to the touch. Whatever Vala’s shield was made of, it was neither cool nor warm, but the same temperature as my hand. Actually, it might not have been any temperature at all.

      All of my childlike excitement about Vala’s powers aside, there was another reason I was curious about her abilities: because I might be able to use Nori’s crystals and harness her powers for my suit. Having invisible shields to deflect incoming attacks would be an incredible boon.

      If I played my cards right and got on her good side, she might agree to help me out. Even if she wasn’t willing, the king might order her to help me if we cleared out the dungeon for him. And if he became an ally of Ebrelon, then I might just have a future source of magical shields to add to my arsenal.

      This new enticement made it all the more imperative that we clear out the dungeon successfully. Now I just needed more crystals to take advantage of the situation…

      But I still had one more question about her powers.

      “I want to try something,” I said. I pointed at Elios. “Can you cast the same sort of shield completely surrounding him?”

      “Of course.”

      “Do it. Elios, I’m going to try to pull your sword out of its scabbard – don’t be afraid, I won’t harm you.”

      “…alright…” he said, still slightly alarmed despite my advance warning.

      “Is the shield cast?” I asked Vala, even though I knew the answer before she said it. I could hear the hum of his sword, but it was muffled, like someone calling out from beneath several layers of heavy blankets.

      “Yes.”

      I had to focus incredibly hard, but I was able to move the sword.

      The thing was – and it’s hard to explain – but I felt like I had to go underneath him, through the stone floor, in order to do so. And it required far greater effort than normal.

      Vala looked quite disappointed.

      “Oh,” she said unhappily. “So… I guess you can still use your powers through my shields…”

      I actually wasn’t entirely sure about that. The muffled hum of the sword suggested that, yes, I could manipulate metal through her shields… but then how to account for that odd sensation of having to go up through the ground in order to reach it?

      My intuition told me that my powers couldn’t penetrate her shields – but that she hadn’t cast a complete, unbroken sphere around Elios.

      My guess was that she had left a flat, open area at the bottom where the shield touched the stone, in order to let him continue standing. Otherwise his feet would not be flat on the floor – they would have appeared to be levitating slightly on the curved surface of her invisible barrier.

      I also figured that Vala had not extended her shield to cover the ground, believing that no threat was posed to him from beneath his feet.

      I had experience that said otherwise. I was fairly sure that Zar’s earth mage would have been able to attack Elios had he been standing in an open field – so long as Vala’s shield stayed open at the bottom.

      If my suppositions were correct, she probably wasn’t even aware of the weakness in her defenses. She just cast her shields out of habit, the stone floor was a barrier, and so she ended the shield right there, never realizing that someone could reach up through the ground to attack her.

      However, I wasn’t about to disabuse her of those notions.

      Why? Because I didn’t know if I could trust her yet. We had been thrown together by circumstance. She had no loyalty to me. If I was right, and she really could cut off my powers by surrounding me with a bubble, then she could beat me simply by surrounding me with a shield. That was an advantage I couldn’t allow her to possess, just in case things between us soured.

      So I smiled and said, “Well, it’s still an incredible power. The ability to block arrows and swords… amazing.”

      She frowned and muttered to herself, “I don’t understand… I’m able to block Kalos’s spells…”

      Better not to continue the conversation, I decided. Back to preparations.

      I looked around the room. What did I need most?

      Which led to a better question: what had been my biggest weakness in the fight against Zar?

      One of the biggest problems had been dealing with his army of bandits. Ayana and Shaw had handled the majority of them, mostly for two reasons: I was distracted looking for Nori, and because my powers diminished significantly over distance.

      Concentration and distance – those were the two factors that governed everything I did.

      The more elaborate the action, like crafting beautiful etching on a sword blade, the greater the concentration required.

      Also, distance dampened my powers, which in turn required far more concentration. Even a simple action like bending metal became more difficult when I had to do it from far away. At arm’s length, it was child’s play. At 50 feet, it required effort. And at 200 feet it was a near impossibility.

      I thought back to the battle. I had distracted Zar’s thugs with rusty suits of empty armor I had controlled like puppets on invisible strings… then I had used the individual pieces of that armor as weapons, swinging helms and gauntlets like clubs through the air and bashing the bandits in the head and spine with them.

      But I’d done it at a distance, so my effectiveness had been limited. I had had to use my powers as a blunt hammer, not like the blade of a tanner as he skins a hide.

      Speaking of blades… those pieces of rusty armor I used against the bandits would have been far more effective weapons if I could have turned them into razor-sharp pieces. I could have slit the entire army’s necks with a flurry of tiny blades.

      But the distraction of five armored ‘ghosts’ had been more important… or so I’d thought at the time.

      And it would have taken time and intense concentration to turn the armor plate into blades. At 50 feet away, and in the fog of battle, it quite simply had been beyond my powers.

      Although… I suppose I could have done it all beforehand…

      Quite honestly, I had never even considered the possibility that I could have created tiny blades from the rusty armor and just walked out onto the battle field with a hundred miniature daggers at my disposal.

      There would have been problems, to be sure.

      For instance, my control over them would have diminished over distance.

      Also, presenting myself so openly would have made me a target for wooden arrows and spears that I couldn’t arrest in flight. I would have had to depend entirely on my armor – and my incomplete helmet – to avoid being impaled.

      But it would have been highly effective to go into battle slicing throats and slashing eyes with a whirlwind of a hundred floating blades around me.

      If only I had thought of that at the time…

      I got hold of my anger and stopped castigating myself for my shortcomings. It had all turned out alright, and that was what mattered.

      I had made do with what limited resources I had… including my non-existent training in warfare. I was a blacksmith, not a soldier – and I tended to think like a blacksmith, not a soldier.

      That would have to change.

      In order to defeat the colossal fiend from my dreams, it would take things beside just my powers. Knowledge, for one – a knowledge of warfare that the greatest generals possessed. Not to mention cunning of the highest order.

      All in good time. I could learn that later. Right now, I had to provision my arsenal.

      My previous image of a whirlwind of blades tugged at my imagination, and I looked at the floating swords all around me. Truly, having them spin around me at dizzying speeds would be a fearsome defense indeed.

      The problem was, it took effort to keep them suspended. And the further out I sent them, the more effort it required.

      It was no different than handling a broadsword. Keep it close to your body and use two hands, and its weight was not a significant problem. One could thrust, parry, block, and swing it throughout an entire battle.

      But keep it outstretched at arm’s length with no respite, and its weight would quickly tire even the strongest warrior.

      Now imagine attaching the broadsword to the end of a spear, and having to hold the sword at the end of all six feet of the spear’s shaft. The effort required would be enormous, and control over the blade would be reduced to nothing.

      That was the situation I was dealing with, though on a slightly different scale.

      A few swords at a close distance would be doable, and an effective defense.

      But for offense, dozens of tiny blades might be better. They would certainly require less effort to manipulate at a distance.

      I used my powers to search the room for smaller blades, and felt hundreds of tiny voices singing to me from within wooden chests lining the far wall.

      First I replaced the swords into the racks – too many moving parts required greater concentration, after all.

      Then I walked over to the nearest chest, and lifted up the lid with my powers – no hands.

      “How did you do that?” Elios exclaimed. “They’re wooden!”

      “They have metal latches and hasps,” I pointed out. “I just used those to lift up the lids.”

      Immediately the muffled voices sang in all their glory, and I lifted four dozen knives out into the air and suspended them before me. They were tiny blades, symmetrical and thin, two inches long. They were made entirely of iron with no hilt, pommel, or guard – just a small shaft that served as a handle, otherwise known as a tang.

      Throwing knives, probably for assassins.

      Perfect.

      “How many can I have?” I asked.

      Elios frowned. “As many as you want, I suppose – but where will you put them all?”

      I just smiled and held out my left arm.

      The first throwing knife floated down and lay flat against the curve of my gauntlet, the tip pointing in the same direction as my thumb would be if I gave a thumbs-up. I used my powers to pinch a tiny amount of the metal in the gauntlet and made it flow over the tang of the knife. Basically, I had created a socket for the blade handle to fit into.

      Then I went a step further and used my powers to bind the iron of the tang to the steel of my gauntlet.

      I didn’t know how to explain it, exactly. What I’d done wasn’t magnetism, which could be found naturally in small rocks, or which could be created temporarily in the forge by hammering iron in specific ways.

      It was more like I could bind the skin of the blade handle to the metal of my armor. The bond was less than half a hair’s width deep, but no mortal could separate the blade from my gauntlet – not without a massive hammer, and not without destroying the blade or armor.

      However, because the bond was so shallow, I could easily separate the knife and gauntlet in an instant.

      It was like magnetism, only stronger… but with a bond that only I could set and break.

      I tested it to be sure, though.

      First I grasped the flat of the blade with my right thumb and forefinger and pulled as hard as I could. The knife didn’t budge at all.

      Then I let go of the knife and separated it from the armor with my powers.

      The transition was effortless, and the blade hovered in the air.

      Then, with just a thought, I hurled the knife into the lid of the wooden chest.

      THOCK.

      The knife didn’t even quiver. It had sunk so far into the wood that only half of its blade was visible.

      “Good gods,” Elios whispered.

      I smiled. “That’ll do nicely.”

      I mentally retrieved the blade with a massive jerk that moved the chest six inches before the knife came free of the wood. Then I guided its tang back into the socket and recreated the binding to the gauntlet’s metal.

      Once it was in place, I repeated the process dozens upon dozens of times – placing a throwing knife on the armor, pinching the metal, flowing it over the tang, and binding the two together.

      When it was finished, my armor was studded with over a hundred knives jutting in all directions from my gauntlets, gardbraces, pauldrons, cuisses, and greaves. My helmet alone had over twenty separate spikes.

      The overall effect was that I looked something like a morning star’s spiked ball… or perhaps a demonic porcupine made of metal.

      Besides being a convenient way to carry my weapons, the spikes had the added benefit of making my armor viciously dangerous to touch – a splendid deterrent against bearhugs from unarmored assailants.

      I made sure, though, that the insides of my cuisses and greaves had no spikes. It wouldn’t do to cut my horse to ribbons as I rode him.

      Likewise, I made sure that my breastplate, backplate, and the insides of my gauntlets and gardbraces were smooth. It wouldn’t do to grab Nori to protect her and end up harming her instead. And if I had had spikes jutting out from my back, no one would have ever been able to ride on a horse behind me.

      There were probably details I was overlooking, but it was a good start. I could always make adjustments if I found the spikes inconvenient.

      But I didn’t just want small blades – I wanted the long ones as well.

      “How about swords?” I asked. “How many of those can I have?”

      It was funny – I hadn’t been paying attention to Elios or the other soldiers while I did my work. When I finally looked back at them, their mouths were gaping open like river bass. Even Nori and Ayana seemed shocked at what I was able to do.

      “Why would you need more than one sword?” Elios asked. “Are you planning to carry one in each hand?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Well, we can’t spare too many swords,” Elios said. “Not like those throwing knives.”

      “Six? How about that?”

      “Six would be fine – but what are you planning on doing with them?”

      I answered his question by showing him.

      By probing the steel with my powers, I selected the six strongest swords – not necessarily the most ornate, but the ones without defect or weakness in their structure. Then I pulled them into the air and inspected them.

      Like the throwing knives, the swords’ blades and tang were all of one piece. However, as was customary in sword construction, hilts and pommels had been added over the tang to make the swords easy to grip. Guards were in place to insure an opponent’s strike would not slide down the blade and sever the bearer’s hand or slice his tendons, if he were foolish enough to go into battle without gauntlets or chainmail gloves.

      However, I didn’t need the hilts, pommels, or guards, since I wouldn’t be handling the swords. Not with my hands, anyway.

      I used my powers to strip away the metal pommels and guards. The hilts slid off effortlessly after that.

      Then, into the metal of the backplate itself, I carved out individual tunnels that were the height, width, and close to the length of the sword blades.

      I’d essentially created scabbards just half an inch from the surface of the armor – but in this case, I sheathed the swords with the top halves of the blades exposed and pointing to the sky.

      That way, if someone gave me a bearhug from the back, he would not only skewer his arms on my daggers, but most likely impale his head on my broadswords.

      I also bound the swords to the backpiece in the exact same way I had bound the knives. No mortal hand would ever be able to separate the two until I called them forth.

      The final two swords I saved for my arms. I actually wanted weapons should I need them for hand-to-hand combat. I couldn’t foresee what those circumstances might be, but given the strange world of magic I was discovering – like Vala’s shields – I wanted to be prepared in case I met a foe who was somehow impervious to my powers.

      Thanks to Shaw’s enforced pacifism, though, I had never learned how to handle a sword. I wanted to, but it would take time – time I didn’t have right now.

      But I could fight with my fists with the best of them. Boyhood squabbles and brawls in Cavennel’s pubs had taught me all I needed to know about defending myself.

      My fists were good… but if I could only attach broadswords to them, they would be deadly.

      I looked at my demi-gauntlets… briefly considered attaching the blades so that they would jut out over my hinged fist-guards… then decided against it.

      I needed dexterity, the ability to grab Ayana or Nori should they fall – and I couldn’t do that with a massive blade jutting four feet off my arms.

      I looked over at another wall and saw a number of scabbards. Some were leather and wood and thus useless to me… but others were metal, and sang to me in the tongue that only I could understand.

      I pulled two matching ones down off the wall and created a binding between them and the surface of my gauntlets, directly over my forearms.

      Now the scabbards extended over my hands – but they were too close to my fingers. If I tried to bend my wrist upwards, my knuckles immediately hit the ends of the scabbards. That wouldn’t do at all.

      Not only that, but I wanted the swords to slide forwards and outwards over my hands, so I could slash and punch with the blades as easily as if I were in a fist fight.

      The solution was simple, though not exactly elegant: I detached the scabbards, used my powers to cleave off their bottom halves, and then molded the useless bottom halves into cradles that served as a connector between my gauntlets and the half-scabbards.

      The cradles/connectors now gave me three inches worth of space between my hands and the blades – more than enough to flex my wrists upwards, though not really enough to full extend my fingers.

      But now the longswords’ sharp tips jutted permanently over my hands. Not as cumbersome as the scabbard, but far more dangerous – especially if I were shake someone’s hand or do some other small movement.

      That wouldn’t do, either – so I improvised.

      First I sliced the tang and the upper third of the sword off, creating a short sword.

      (I realized I could have just started with a short sword to begin with, but – spilt milk. I was improvising, after all.)

      Then I used my powers to adjust the position of the cradles, moving the half-scabbards forwards a bit.

      When I sheathed the swords now, they were so slender inside the wider scabbards that they ended up extending two feet. At that point, their width at the widest point allowed them to go no further inside the more slender ends of the chopped-off sheaths.

      I crimped the original entrance of the scabbard and bound it together like I had forged it with a hammer. Now there was no way the blade could fall out the back end… but it could still slide back and forth easily inside the half-scabbard.

      When retracted fully inside the scabbards, the blades were almost completely sheathed, with just a couple of inches poking out. Best of all, the sword tips were still an inch away from the back of my hands and fingers if I fully flexed them upwards.

      The swords would rattle around in the larger sheaths if I left them like that, though – so I used my powers to bind the blades to the metal scabbard. After that, the blades would not move.

      However, when fully extended, the blades reached out two feet over my hands – and I could use my powers to extend the blades as quickly as though they were spring-loaded.

      In fact, I could have easily impaled someone not wearing armor.

      When the blades were fully extended, they would have slipped back into the scabbard unless I secured them somehow – so I caused the metal of the blade and scabbard to bind together again, and it was like they had been forged as one unbroken piece in a smithy.

      Excellent. I had effectively bound two longswords to my forearms and make them retract or extend at will. I could now pierce or slice anyone within arm’s reach.

      A good morning’s work.

      I shot the blades back and forth a couple of times, retracting and then extending.

      SCHINK!

      SCHANK!

      I called the four long blades out of their slots in my backpiece, and sliced them through the air like swords wielded by ghosts. Then I sheathed them as well, which was simple to do, even though I couldn’t see them.

      At least, I couldn’t ‘see’ them with my eyes. With my metal-sensing powers, I could line up the blades and the slots in the backpiece just as easily as I could touch my forefinger and thumb together with my eyes closed.

      I looked over at everyone else in the room.

      Nori and Ayana were regarding me with wonder.

      Elios, Vala, and the soldiers looked at me with something more akin to horror.

      “I wouldn’t want to face you in a dark alley,” Elios muttered.

      “Hm,” Vala merely grunted.

      I grinned. “I think that’s enough for today. Let’s go clear that mine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      After days of eating smoked meat and hardtack on our trip through the forest, our midday meal at the castle was sumptuous by comparison. There was roast fowl, freshly baked bread, butter, boiled potatoes, and a dish of stewed greens.

      Elios started to eat with us, though halfway into the meal he was called away by one of his soldiers.

      We agreed with Vala to talk on the way, so we finished quickly and walked to the stables to depart.

      Elios met us there. “Unfortunately, I won’t be going with you. Vala and thirty of our best soldiers will accompany you and aid you in clearing the mines.”

      I frowned. The fact that Elios had been called away at lunch hadn’t struck me as odd at the time – but this sudden change in plans did.

      “Why aren’t you coming?” I asked, somewhat suspiciously. “The king said you were to go with us, didn’t he? Or did I mishear that part?”

      “There have been developments along our western border with Laravmia. There’s a bit of a situation the king wants me to attend to personally.”

      “Laravmia?” I asked, then turned to Ayana. “Is that one we have to pass through?”

      “No, Rembos and Terevok are the two we have left,” she said.

      “Hm,” I grunted. I liked Elios – and more than that, I trusted him. He was good-humored, modest, and forthcoming. Perhaps it was naïve of me, but I had a gut feeling about him… and he was by far the most trustworthy person I’d met in Avenrod thus far.

      The king? He was a self-satisfied, smug bastard who was probably useless except for screwing the servant girls and spending his subjects’ hard-earned coin. And his pet sorcerer Kalos was more dangerous than a rabid wolf, as far as I was concerned.

      I still wasn’t entirely sure about Vala. I certainly didn’t trust her. Not to mention I didn’t like the fact that she could potentially nullify my powers… even if she didn’t know that yet.

      Elios misinterpreted my displeasure. “Vala’s more than capable of aiding you in the mines,” he reassured me. “She is my lieutenant from this point onward, and speaks with the authority of the crown.”

      Translation: follow her orders.

      I didn’t care much for that.

      “Well… good luck with your problems to the west, then,” I said.

      Elios chuckled. “I’d wish you luck, but after what I saw in the armory, I doubt you’ll need it. Farewell.”

      “Farewell.”

      We set off down the main road out of the city. Ayana, Nori, Vala, and I rode in front, and thirty armored soldiers followed behind.

      I noticed that not a single one of them were from the armory, which again seemed odd – but I quickly dismissed the thought. I had more important things to dwell on.

      “Now’s a good time to have that conversation we missed at lunch,” I said to Vala. “How far’s the ride to the mines?”

      “About an hour east of here.”

      “What kind of mines are they?”

      “Iron, from what I understand.”

      That would be helpful. I had used iron ore in the last mine I was in to decisively rout Zar’s forces.

      Although it was odd… why go to all this risk to reclaim an iron mine? Gold, silver, or precious stones I could understand… but iron?

      Then I realized: there wasn’t any risk for the king. Not personally.

      And for the soldiers it still wouldn’t be that bad. After all, they were sending in three foreigners ahead of them to do the dirty work.

      “What exactly will we be clearing out of there?” I asked.

      “There have been tales of several different creatures who have taken over the mines,” Vala said. “Griffins, kobolds… I’m not sure what else.”

      I looked at her in shock. “Those things actually exist?”

      Vala gave me a look like she found me slightly ignorant. “Didn’t they have anything like that in the Badlands?”

      I shrugged. “Probably, but I never left one town my entire life. I’ve heard about griffins and kobolds in songs, but I assumed they were made up.”

      “Did you see anything out of the ordinary while you lived there?” Vala asked, then added with a smirk, “Besides yourself, of course.”

      “Well, I’ve seen a half-orc,” I said, then added cheekily, “Killed him, too.”

      “Well, I’ve never seen an orc, much less a half one, so I suppose that’s something,” she said drily.

      “Have you seen griffins and kobolds?”

      “As a matter of fact, I have. They tried to clear out the mines a couple years ago, but had to stop when they lost too many men. But they brought back a slain griffin, which they stuffed and put in the king’s study. And they captured a kobold, which they turned over to Kalos. I heard it didn’t live long, though.”

      “Did they stuff that, too?” I asked.

      Vala gave me a sideways look. “As a matter of fact, they did.”

      “Let me guess – it now resides in the King’s study.”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s seems very fond of keeping trophies he didn’t earn himself.”

      “Javron!” Ayana hissed, which amused me. She’d been more than glad to try and push around a couple of blacksmiths in the Badlands, but now she was the queen of propriety and protocol.

      Several of the soldiers chuckled behind me when they heard my jab.

      Vala flashed them a warning sign, and they fell silent. Then she turned on me. “You would be wise not to insult the monarch who is letting you pass through his territory.”

      “I’m earning my way through his territory. Don’t forget that.”

      “Earned or not, your disrespect is unwise.”

      “Why? You might stuff me and put me in his study, eh?” I said with a half-smile.

      “Don’t tempt me,” Vala snapped.

      “Good to know who my friends are,” I said as I broke into a full grin. “By the way, it would have been helpful to see that griffin and kobold before we left. Or are commoners not allowed to see the king’s trophy collection?”

      “You’ll see live ones soon enough,” Vala growled.

      I decided to stop provoking her and instead tried to get some information that might actually help. “How long have these griffins and kobolds been in the mines?”

      “They infested them over a generation ago, before I was born.”

      “Did the beasts kill everyone when they moved in?”

      Vala hesitated. “…no…”

      “So there were survivors?”

      “No, I mean, they didn’t kill anyone, so far as I know.”

      “What, they just peaceably evicted the miners? Strange lot of killer beasts.”

      Vala seemed troubled. “The mine was already abandoned when they took it over.”

      I stared at her in disbelief. “What?!”

      “From what I understand, the tunnels ran out of ore years before, and the miners moved on.”

      “But you just said your men tried to clear the creatures out a couple of years ago – why?! Did they think that iron ore suddenly magically reappeared in the rocks?”

      “I don’t know,” Vala said defensively.

      “Then what in hell’s name are we being sent there for?!” I snapped. “Are the creatures killing the local populace?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      Now I was truly steaming. “So my companions and I are being sent to an abandoned mine to kill a bunch of potentially deadly beasts, because – why, exactly?”

      “The king has his reasons,” Vala said in a warning tone of voice.

      “What, does he want more trophies? Let him go get them himself.”

      “You’re treading perilously close to treason,” Vala snapped.

      “Treason is for your kingdom’s subjects. I’m from the Badlands. ‘Treason’ doesn’t apply here.”

      “Then you’re treading perilously close to outright aggression against the crown itself.”

      “I’m only aggressive towards evil and stupidity, mage,” I snarled. “I’ll give your king the benefit of the doubt and assume he’s not the former.”

      Ayana closed her eyes and sighed wearily.

      Vala gasped. “You dare speak that way about King Melik?!”

      “Yes, I do!” I snapped. “Especially when I’m being forced to risk my life on a pointless errand!”

      “I doubt you’d say it to his face!” Vala snapped.

      “Take me back there and let’s find out,” I retorted.

      Vala turned to Ayana and Nori in disbelief. “Is he always this full of himself?”

      Nori just smiled and shrugged.

      Ayana gave a single, rueful laugh. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”
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      We reached the mines about midday. The nearest town was two miles away, and there were no farms nearby. Whatever the creatures inside the tunnels were doing, it wasn’t harassing humans – unless the griffins were pilfering the odd sheep.

      The mine itself was a giant hole in a hill leading down into the darkness. Rail tracks were barely visible beneath overgrown grass, and a rusted-out minecar lay overturned nearby. Someone had boarded up the twenty-foot-high entrance at one point, but all the boards had been torn away and discarded off to the side, where they had been left to dry-rot and termites. Apparently the place’s reputation was enough to ward off the locals now.

      I used my powers to probe the ground. I didn’t sense much for the first couple hundred feet – but the further I went down, the more I could sense the specific voice of iron ore. It felt like a low rumble.

      But there were other, fainter tones down there, muffled by the rock… voices I had never heard before. Not gold or silver or copper.

      Whatever the metals were, I could still sense them… and I was very curious indeed to find out what they were.

      The soldiers dismounted and began their preparations to enter the mine – which included lighting a large number of torches.

      As Vala and her men made ready, I pulled Nori and Ayana aside and said, “I think it’s best if Nori stays up here.”

      “I want to come,” the elf pouted.

      “It’ll be dangerous,” I warned her. “I don’t want you in harm’s way.”

      Ayana smirked. “So the woman we’re crossing three hostile kingdoms to escort – you want to leave her up here, unprotected?”

      I paused to consider. “Point taken. We could tell Vala we want two of her men to keep watch over her.”

      “And now you want to leave her in the clutches of a foreign power,” Ayana said sarcastically.

      I groaned and turned to Nori. “Fine, you can come with us. Just stick close – in fact, stay between us the entire time.”

      Nori seemed delighted, and retrieved her metal staff with its crystal headpiece from her saddle.

      Vala finally finished talking to her men and walked over to us with two torches in each hand. She handed three of them over to me, Nori, and Ayana. “Well, are you ready?” she asked.

      I grimaced. “I would say ‘After you,’ but I think the whole point of this expedition is to send us in as bait.”

      “If you can do half of what you boasted about in the armory, I think you’ll be just fine,” she retorted.

      I drew Vala off to the side, away from Ayana and Nori.

      “Do me one favor, at least,” I said in a low voice.

      “What?”

      “If something happens to me down there, promise me you’ll get Ayana and Nori back to the surface safely.”

      Vala smirked. “What, losing confidence in your abilities, iron mage?”

      “No, but I’m not a fool, and I would like to know you’re not one, either. Promise me.”

      Vala looked searchingly into my eyes, and she dropped her combative manner.

      “I promise,” she said quietly.

      “Thank you,” I said, then turned back to the group. “Alright, ladies and gentlemen, get ready for a show the likes of which you’ve never seen before.”

      “Are you talking about your powers?” Vala asked tartly.

      “I was talking about the griffins and the kobolds, but now that you mention it…”

      I used my powers to peel all hundred knives off my armor at once. The blades hovered around me like a swarm of metal hummingbirds, but silent and still rather than darting all about.

      The soldiers all uttered oaths to various gods and stumbled backwards.

      “It’s fine, it’s fine,” Vala called to them, then gave me a cross look. “You love your theatrics, don’t you?”

      “Have to entertain the masses somehow,” I said with a grin.

      I started down into the mines first, guarded by my floating cloud of metal death, my way lit by nothing more than a torch.

      The three women followed close behind me, and the soldiers brought up the rear.

      The route into the mine was gradual at first, then steeper as we went along. The rock all around me was black and jagged, and seemed to shift like something alive in the flickering of our flames.

      As we descended deeper into the mines, everyone looked around in fearful silence. I thought about cracking some jokes to lighten the mood, but something else called my attention.

      I could sense the rumbling bass of iron ore clearer now – but I was more interested in the ethereal tones of the mystery metals. I could feel them drawing me along like seductive whispers from a lover.

      We eventually reached a point where the cave split into three different tunnels, and we paused in front of them.

      “Which way do you think?” Vala whispered to me. Her gold and ruby pendant winked and sparkled in the torchlight.

      “The center. Definitely the center,” I said, and started forward without listening to any dissent.

      I had my own selfish purpose in choosing that particular way: it was the most direct route to the mystery metal singing in the depths of the earth.

      We had gone another hundred yards when something nearby screeched. Small, beady eyes shone in the firelight, and a creature no larger than a squirrel scampered farther down the tunnel. But unlike a squirrel, it was covered in scales, and it moved like a human on two legs.

      “Is that a kobold?!” I whispered excitedly.

      “No, a gremlin, most likely,” Vala said in distaste as the thing disappeared into the darkness. “Kobolds are closer in size to dwarves… and they wear clothing.”

      “Really?” I asked, intrigued.

      I couldn’t wait to see one of the creatures. A pity I was going to have to kill them to satisfy King Melik.

      Suddenly there was a rustling sound from far behind us. It was slight – almost inaudible – but it was there.

      And it was followed by a bloodcurdling scream.

      We whipped around to see the last soldier in the company suspended midair, his legs kicking uselessly four feet above the ground.

      Three oversized fingers, thick as my forearm and orange like a bird’s foot, were clutched around the soldier’s arms and body. Another digit on the other side, apparently a thumb, completed the monstrous fist. Black, six-inch talons pressed hard into the soldier’s chainmail armor.

      A giant eagle’s head bigger than a sow’s body emerged from the shadows behind the soldier.

      So this must be a griffin, I thought in awestruck wonder.

      The monster’s gigantic beak opened wide with an ear-splitting shriek. I could see the pink tongue within, long as my entire arm.

      And then the creature bit off the soldier’s head. Blood sprayed everywhere.

      The soldiers on the ground bellowed in terror, and the women all cried out in fear – but I leapt into action.

      My daggers shot forth through the air –

      – and suddenly hit an impenetrable, invisible wall just inches away from the monster.

      “What the – VALA, DROP YOUR SHIELD!” I roared in anger as I realized what had happened.

      “But the men – ”

      “I can’t attack the damn thing if you’re blocking me!”

      Suddenly the barrier was gone, and my blades sped forth into the darkness.

      They stabbed deep into the griffin’s head and whatever body lay behind it in the shadows. I could feel the resistance to my blades, like raw meat pushing back against a knife.

      The creature screamed and dropped the headless corpse, then stumbled backwards in rage and pain. It opened its wings, which we could just barely make out in the light of our guttering torches. The griffin’s wingspan was incredible – at least 18 feet wide. And yet it appeared that the wings still weren’t unfurled all the way, cramped as they were by the tunnel’s narrow confines.

      The blades that had missed the mark in the darkness, I sent circling back, and they dug into the monster’s flesh like the other knives. I had them all burrow in deep like iron worms, searching for vital organs. When they stopped against bone, I ripped them out sideways, their razor-sharp edges cutting a vicious path to the air.

      Within seconds the griffin was flailing on its back, its feathers doused in its own blood, which gushed from dozens of wounds. The tunnels filled with the creature’s earsplitting shrieks as my knives sliced it apart from the inside – and then it gave one last scream of agony as I ripped all of my knives out at the same time. Fountains of blood spewed everywhere, as though an explosion had gone off in its innards.

      The creature reeled, its dying cries choked with its own gore – and then it collapsed on the tunnel floor and was still.

      I hovered the knives around me, ready for something else to pop out of the shadows. Blood dripped from the blades like fat red rain drops.

      I pushed through the soldiers to see the thing that I had killed… and as soon as I did, I felt a great surge of sorrow.

      It was a magnificent beast, more splendid than anything I had ever seen in my life. Its body – which I had not seen until now, merely felt through my iron blades – looked like some giant cat’s, with tawny fur covering muscular limbs. Its four legs, though, were like those of an oversized eagle. Its golden eyes, big as a saucer, stared up at me lifelessly.

      I knew that I’d had to kill the griffin, but still I felt the sour pangs of remorse. After all, we had come into its domain, not the other way around.

      Of course, the soldiers didn’t see it that way.

      “Bloody bugger!” one of them screamed in impotent rage, and drove his sword into the creature’s eye. The stained-glass beauty of its iris was suddenly gone as blood poured out of its socket.

      “Brave of you to kill something that’s already dead,” I said coldly.

      “That monster killed Jacob!” the soldier roared.

      “Keep your voice down,” I hissed, “or its mate might come kill you.”

      He looked frightened, withdrew his sword from the griffin’s skull, and began peering intently into the darkness.

      Ayana walked up next to me and looked down at the creature’s blood-soaked head. She was trembling.

      “Well done,” she murmured, no sarcasm in her voice at all.

      “Thank you,” I said, though I took no pleasure in saying it. As far as I was concerned, I had killed a living piece of art created in Nature’s forge. My meager attempts at crafting metal paled by comparison.

      “I’m sorry about the shield,” Vala said, looking embarrassed.

      “It’s alright,” I reassured her. “We just need to figure out how to coordinate our powers and work togeth– ”

      “JAVRON!” Ayana screamed and pointed.

      I looked behind me, and it seemed like the very tunnel itself had come alive.

      There were at least a dozen four-foot-tall things made of rock, shuffling and lumbering heavily towards us. Their limbs were roughly in proportion to humans, but their torsos were clunky and jagged, like small boulders chipped off the walls. Their hands and fingers looked like they had been chiseled by the most careless of sculptors. Their surfaces – I could not rightly call it skin – glittered like anthracite in the torchlight. Two small, glowing white eyes peered out of their featureless black faces. Their movements grated like rock dragging across rock, and each footfall was like a clattering stone.

      I wondered for a second how they could even move, but then I reminded myself that they were living blocks of stone. Their movement was the least incredible thing about them.

      Whatever they were, I sensed no metal inside their bodies, so I could not control them.

      I flung my blades at the closet one, but they bounced off the hardened surface. The most they did was spark a few chips off its rocky skin.

      My stomach sank in my belly. I had never fought a foe impervious to my weapons before.

      Ayana cast a bolt of lightning from her hand. One of the rock-creatures blasted apart, its body cleaved in two and the jagged remains glowing red from the heat.

      Iron Mage, one griffin. Lightning Mage, one –

      “What the hell are these things?” I demanded of Vala.

      “A gnomok!”

      “A what?!”

      “An elemental spirit of stone! I’ve never seen one before, only read about them! Ayana, don’t fire again!” Vala yelled as she thrust out her hands.

      Suddenly the closest rock creature’s head thudded against something. It stopped advancing, as though it had reached a line it could not cross.

      Vala had cast one of her shields.

      The gnomok reached up with its hands and pressed against an unseen barrier. It seemed almost confused as it banged one rocky fist fruitlessly against the invisible wall.

      One of its comrades shambled up next to it and began to beat on the shield, followed by another, then another, until there was a line of half a dozen rock creatures clattering their fists against the barricade. But Vala’s shield did not break.

      Suddenly there was a hue and cry behind us.

      I turned to see the soldiers panicking as more rock-like shapes lumbered towards us from behind the dead griffin.

      “Attack!” one of the soldiers screamed, and flung himself forward with raised sword.

      “NO, you fools!” I shouted. “You won’t be able to – ”

      The soldier found out for himself as his sword sparked off his target’s rocky hide and glanced uselessly to the side.

      But now he was within the gnomok’s striking range.

      I didn’t know how it would strike – but when it did, it was shocking.

      It lifted one heavy, black, glittering arm –

      And a foot-long spike of stone shot out of its hand, quick as my gauntlet blades.

      The spike was aimed precisely at the open eye-slits of the soldier’s helmet, and it pierced the man’s head with the wet sound of an icepick stabbing a ham hock.

      “AAAAH!” the soldier screamed as he tried to get away – but he couldn’t move, impaled as he was on the creature’s spike.

      Then it casually flicked him aside in a spray of blood.

      The soldier clattered to the tunnel floor and quickly bled out.

      The gnomok shambled forward, the obsidian spike retracting into its hand for the next strike.

      Soldier after soldier attacked the rock creatures. All of their swords sparked uselessly off the black bodies, though not all of the soldiers met the same fate as their fallen comrade; many were merely knocked backwards as spikes slammed into their armor but did not pierce it.

      Of course, seeing the uselessness of their attacks had a rather demoralizing effect.

      “RETREAT!” one of the soldiers cried out, and it became a chorus.

      “RETREAT!”

      “RETREAT!”

      “No!” Vala yelled. “Come back, you cowards!”

      But they didn’t listen to her. The soldiers began racing back through the tunnel, up to the surface – but their retreating torches revealed a chilling sight.

      The entire floor of the tunnel was covered with hundreds of lumbering gnomoks.

      The soldiers were cut off.

      The first ones who had run found themselves surrounded and quickly slaughtered.

      I had to think fast.

      I could levitate above the gnomoks with my suit, and possibly carry Nori and Ayana with me – but there was no way I could save them, Vala, and the remaining soldiers merely by running away from the fight.

      And there was no telling what might be lurking up there along the ceiling of the tunnel, hidden in the shadows.

      The gnomoks deeper inside the tunnel, Vala was keeping at bay – but what else might she be able to do?

      “Can you form a bridge with your shields over the gnomoks?” I yelled.

      “I could, but it would be too slick for anyone to climb!”

      “Then steps – can you create steps?!” I asked in desperation as I watched another soldier get impaled.

      Vala seemed both angry and ashamed as she yelled back, “No, I – I can only do walls and spheres!”

      “Then can you create some kind of platform beneath their feet and levitate them out of here?!”

      That seemed to shake her out of her despondency.

      “Yes – yes, that could work! SOLDIERS, fall back to me and you will be saved!”

      Perhaps half of the remaining men heeded her cries, and dropped back to our position.

      The others either tried to battle their way through the gnomoks or were blocked off as they tried to retreat. Either way, they died.

      The gnomoks near the dead griffin began lumbering towards us. The threat they posed was great, but at least they were slow. We had a minute or more until the first ones reached us.

      And of course, the ones deeper in the tunnel were still pounding on Vala’s shield just a few feet away.

      The remaining soldiers gathered around us, their faces full of terror in the flickering light of the torches.

      “Please, you must save us – ”

      “Please – ”

      “Quiet!” Vala snapped. “Move to the sides of the tunnel and clear a space!”

      The men did as they were told.

      “Alright, there is a shield hovering two inches above the ground – I need three men to get up on it, and I can transport you to safety!”

      They all looked hesitantly at one another, not quite believing in what they could not see.

      Then one soldier raised his foot, gingerly set it down –

      And stepped up onto the invisible barrier.

      His act of faith caused a stampede among the other men. They scrambled to be next on the platform, knocking over the first, pushing each other off, stumbling –

      “STOP!” Vala yelled. “You fools!”

      “This isn’t going to work, not if you can’t transport them all at once,” I said in her ear. “Can you create two walls and form a protected path through the gnomoks?”

      “I can try,” she said in desperation.

      Suddenly the soldiers collapsed onto the ground in a heap and began yelling loudly.

      “Hey!”

      “Bitch – ”

      “The first man who insults her again, I’ll cut his throat!” I shouted at them. “She’s trying to save your lives, you worthless dogs!”

      The men backed away from me, surly and afraid – but they held their tongues.

      “Thank you,” Vala said under her breath.

      “Think nothing of it. Can you hold the wall behind us?”

      The gnomoks behind us were still beating ceaselessly against the invisible wall.

      “Yes… yes, I think so…”

      “What about the ones in front of us?”

      We had to figure something out quickly – the closest ones were only ten feet away.

      “They’re bunched too close together for us to get far,” Vala said in despair. “I can do two walls and create a channel for perhaps ten feet, but then we’ll run into a cluster of them.”

      “Create two walls a hair’s breadth apart, then force them apart and shove all the creatures towards the sides of the tunnel.” I pressed my palms together, then spread my hands wide apart to demonstrate what I meant. “See if you can push them out of the way.”

      “Yes – yes, good idea – ”

      Vala pressed her own hands together, then slowly began to move them apart.

      Up ahead of us, the gnomoks began to shift slowly towards the opposite sides of the tunnel, their feet grating across the stone floor of the mine. They looked down, surprised by their forced relocation, unsure what was responsible for it.

      “Excellent!” I yelled, even though the channel she had created was far too narrow for anyone to slip through.

      Sweat beaded on Vala’s forehead and she muttered through gritted teeth, “They’re so… heavy…”

      “Here, let me help.”

      I reattached the hundred tiny blades to my armor so I didn’t have to deal with them. Then I detached the four longsword blades from my backpiece. Their sharp edges might not be able to deal any damage to the creatures’ rocky hides, but I was betting I could use the flats of the swords in a show of brute strength.

      I sent all four blades to the nearest gnomok and arranged them a foot above each other, like the rungs of a ladder. It was easy – I just laid the swords flat against Vala’s shield, which was already pushing the first brute slowly towards the tunnel wall.

      Then I slid the blades down the wall, scraping past the gnomok’s hands until they were in front of it – one blade each at what should have been its shins, thighs, belly, and neck.

      Then I moved outwards and pushed the gnomok back with the flat edges of the swords.

      He was a heavy bugger, probably four or five hundred pounds – but with all four blades pressing against him at once, I pushed him to the side of the tunnel wall.

      “Oh!…that helped,” Vala muttered.

      The gnomok toppled backwards onto its rocky ass, but it was slowly getting to its feet.

      I quickly began using my swords to scrape gnomoks off her invisible shields and slam them up against the tunnel wall.

      “Gods, that’s so much easier,” she said as I cleared the final gnomok from her shields.

      “Extend your walls further, then, up towards the entrance of the mines.”

      “But they’ve gathered in the center of the tunnel!”

      It was true – the gnomoks had begun to cluster together. The closest ones to us were sticking their hands through the two shields, trying to get through the narrow gap like a man attempting to squeeze through a halfway-open door that others are holding fast.

      “I’ll clear your way, then,” I said. “Nori, Ayana – if anything breaks through, SCREAM.”

      Then I used my suit to lift me into the air.

      I held my torch high to scan the ceiling of the tunnel, expecting some new threat. Thank the gods, it was only regular stone.

      I sped to the far end of Ayana’s shields and hovered above them.

      The gnomoks looked up at me with their glowing white eyes. Though they had no way of expressing emotion, just the sight of them looking up suggested something like wonder.

      Of course, they didn’t have much in the way of necks, and so tipping backwards made them even more unstable…

      …which I quickly exploited with my swords.

      I moved the blades into position like the horizontal rails of a wooden fence, and pushed the flats of the swords as hard as I could against the first gnomok of the bunch.

      He toppled backwards to the left, and I scraped him out of the way.

      Then I pivoted the swords to the next gnomok and shoved him off to the right.

      Within less than a minute I had cleared the path.

      “Extend your shields and widen the breach!” I yelled back at Vala.

      Beneath me, I watched the few gnomoks who had gotten back to their feet slowly get pushed backwards along the tunnel floor.

      “Javron, it gets harder for me the further I make the shields extend!” Vala cried out.

      I could understand what she meant. My own powers diminished in strength the farther out I cast them, and she had already created two walls that were nearly 30 feet long – not to mention the retaining wall that was keeping the gnomoks from attacking us from the rear.

      “Then widen the space between the shields, get everyone inside, and run up here!” I yelled. “We’ll travel with the shields – that way you don’t have to extend them so far! But be sure to close up the back so you don’t get attacked from the rear!”

      “Good idea!”

      “Get in line, a foot apart, and do it orderly!” I yelled at the soldiers as they scrambled into the gap.

      They were such curs that they barged right past Ayana and Nori without a thought. So much for ‘women and children first.’

      I kept special watch over my women, ready to scoop them up at a second’s notice if things went south.

      Now that everyone was between her two shields, Ayana started to move the walls forward, and the entire group began to advance through the tunnel.

      The only problem was, the gnomoks further up the mine were heading for the open gap at the front.

      “Vala,” I yelled, “can you bring the two front edges of your shields together to create a triangle? That way, the beasts can’t get through, and you’ll have a wedge you can push forward with.”

      I angled my hands together, the palms wide apart but my fingertips touching, to demonstrate what I meant.

      “But you’ll have to widen the base of your pyramid so the monsters can’t get at you from your rear!” I added.

      “Yes!” she shouted. “I can!”

      The most cowardly soldiers, the ones who had forced their way to the front first, began to be forced together.

      “You’re crushing us!” the one closest to the tip of the wedge cried out.

      “Then move backwards, you idiots!” I bellowed. “There’s plenty of room at the rear!”

      The soldiers gradually moved backwards and stopped complaining.

      With the wedge shape of her shield formation, Vala was able to press forward more easily. I still kept peeling the gnomoks off and casting them aside with my swords.

      Within two minutes we had passed the last gnomok and reached the part of the mines where the main shaft had diverged into three separate tunnels.

      Vala opened up the front of her shields, which created a panic.

      “RUN!” the soldiers screamed, and began racing up the tunnel towards the distant glint of daylight –

      When a griffin appeared around the corner from another tunnel, screeching and snarling at the cowering soldiers.

      Majestic beast or no, I was out of patience, and I had no time for more nonsense.

      I sent the four broadswords sweeping through air and decapitated the monster in one stroke.

      The massive head thudded to the tunnel floor, and the body collapsed as its neck spouted a fountain of blood.

      The soldiers screamed and ran pell-mell for the entrance.

      “You’re welcome,” I muttered under my breath as I lowered myself to the ground.

      “Javron!” Nori cried out, and I turned and smiled at her.

      “Are you alright?” I asked, and she nodded. I gave a quick glance at Ayana, who gave me the same reaction.

      Then I looked at Vala, who was holding the gnomoks at bay behind us. “Well done, shield mage.”

      She blushed. “I wouldn’t have been able to do it without you… many thanks for your help and advice.”

      “Not at all. Things are a bit clearer when you can hover above the battle, out of the fray.”

      Vala sighed and looked at the gnomoks beginning to pound the invisible wall behind us. “Well… this was a horrific failure. Now we have to go back to the king and admit defeat.”

      Her voice sounded bitter… and ashamed.

      “Why?” I asked.

      She looked at me in shock. “Sure you’re joking – we can’t go back through that!”

      “Things will be easier now that we don’t have to babysit a bunch of cowards.”

      Vala’s eyes widened even more. “You want to go deeper into the mines with just the four of us?! No armored escort?!”

      “What did those fools do but act as a weight around our necks? I killed the griffins, Ayana destroyed one gnomok, and you held off the rest while we escaped. The soldiers didn’t do a damn thing.”

      Vala looked back at the rocky monsters clamoring at her wall just five feet away. She shuddered. “But – to go back through them again – ”

      “Not through. Over.”

      Vala turned back to look at me. “What?!”

      “I can fly over them. I can carry Ayana and Nori, if need be – unless you can create one of your flying spheres that would hold all three of you. Then you could fly all of you over the gnomoks’ heads. I mean, you were able to hold off dozens of the damn things – surely you can levitate yourself and two other women.”

      Vala looked surprised. “I… yes, I suppose I could…”

      Ayana frowned at me. “Is that such a good idea?”

      “What, going in a bubble with her? The gnomoks won’t be able to reach you that way.”

      “No, I mean, going deeper into the mines.”

      “Ah. Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m very curious to see what else is down there. And somehow, I don’t think the king is going to say, ‘Oh, you failed? Thank you for trying. Pass through my lands anyway.’” I smirked. “He just doesn’t strike me as being that understanding.”

      “It’s true,” Vala muttered. “He’d just order us back in. He’s a bastard, through and through.”

      I looked at her in surprise and laughed. “How the tables have turned! Treading perilously close to treason, aren’t you?”

      Vala glared at me. “One of those sniveling idiots might have ratted me out, so I had to keep up appearances for the men. Which you didn’t make any easier.”

      I laughed. “Sorry about that, but I’m glad to know we’re on the same page about your so-called king.”

      Then I turned to all three women in turn. “Well? What do you say? Go ahead and finish the job, and get out of this jackass’s kingdom… or go back and see how forgiving he is of our failure?”

      Nori and Ayana looked at each other.

      Ayana sighed. “As long as Vala can keep us safe, and we don’t take any stupid chances… I’m in.”

      Nori nodded. “Melik might make us do something even worse if we go back empty-handed. I agree.”

      Vala made a wry face. “He’ll definitely make you do something worse… and I can keep you safe. I promise.”

      “Good, it’s decided,” I said and grinned. “Onward and downward.”
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      We continued down into the mines, just the four of us – Vala levitating herself, Nori, and Ayana six feet above the ground inside an invisible sphere, and me flying in my suit.

      It was odd at first seeing the women floating above the ground with nothing supporting them, but I quickly grew used to it.

      I carried all four of our torches, otherwise the bubble would have quickly filled with smoke and choked them to death. Vala proposed a half-sphere with an open top, but I was wary about attacks from above, so I insisted they be fully protected.

      I also gathered all the spare torches from the dead soldiers. Any that were left burning, I snuffed out in case we needed them later.

      The extinguished torches I let Vala and the girls carry inside the bubble. All in all, we now had eighteen torches – four lit and fourteen extinguished.

      We easily flew over the heads of the gnomoks, and they watched in frustration as we passed overhead. A few popped spikes from their hands, but it was a futile gesture – none of them could reach us. They apparently did not have the ability to shoot their spikes as projectiles, so we continued down into the depths unhindered.

      There were more creatures along the way, including a massive spider as big as a bull – but I diced it to pieces with the four longsword blades, sending guts and black ichor spilling everywhere.

      The creature had a thousand rat-sized offspring as well, which swarmed across the tunnel floor like a living carpet. They even lowered themselves down on threads of silk from the cavernous ceiling.

      I realized they were attacking from above when the first one plummeted onto my armor and speared itself on one of my daggers. Its tiny body wriggled and its hairy legs flailed as it bled black blood across my gauntlet. I detached the dagger with my powers and flung the dying creature away in disgust, then held up my torches to see dozens more shapes descending from the ceiling on gossamer threads.

      The idea of one crawling across my helm and down inside the opening was enough to make me shudder. Though I had no idea how venomous they were, I would have put my money on ‘deadly.’

      At least the women were safe from attack, though Nori screamed to see the little buggers scrabbling against the invisible shield. Vala looked uncomfortable but didn’t falter. Ayana made a face but otherwise didn’t react.

      “Pull back to the entrance of this room,” I ordered, “where there aren’t any of the little beasts.”

      “Shouldn’t we just go through?” Vala asked.

      “I want to clear the place out first.”

      I impaled two torch handles with three small knives each, then used the metal blades to float the torches through the dungeon, setting on fire any spiders dangling from the ceiling. I have to admit, it gave me great pleasure to see the loathsome things burst into flame and fall sizzling and popping to the cave floor, where they scurried around on fire until they burned to a crisp.

      Once the danglers were taken care of, I inspected the rest of the cave. In the increased light of the burning offspring, I saw the outlines of a dozen shapes wrapped in white spider-silk. Most looked like they were deer or bears; I even saw a pair of antlers poking through one sac. But there were a couple of human-sized shapes as well.

      Fearing that the person inside might still be alive, I lowered myself down, used my torches to see, and carefully slit the silk with one of my floating daggers –

      But the face inside was that of a desiccated mummy, its leathery skin pulled tight over skeletal cheeks, and nothing at all inside the empty sockets. The spiders had long ago drained their victim of its life.

      I checked the other human-sized bundles and found the same thing.

      Out of disgust at the spiders, and not wanting them to further desecrate the bodies, I set every silk-wrapped corpse ablaze, human and animal alike. It took a minute for them to catch fire, but they burned quite readily once they did, like bone-dry kindling. Which is exactly what they were – bone-dry.

      Some of the babies caught on fire, but most just scurried away into the dark crevices of their layer. Hundreds had moved on to their mother’s corpse and were devouring her slimy innards with abandon. I would have gladly burned them all, but when I touched a torch to the mother’s body, the glistening guts didn’t burn and the carapace merely smoked without catching fire, so I passed on by.

      We continued our journey. There was another creature further down the tunnel: an ogre, according to Vala. It was humongous – the size of a small cottage. It had jaundiced skin, beady eyes under a craggy brow, and hands that could have easily snapped one of the griffin’s necks.

      I would have been content to leave it in peace, but it roared and tried to bash me with a tree trunk it used as a club.

      So much for peace.

      Its leathery hide was difficult to pierce, so I settled for its eyes. I flung a knife into each, which sent the monster to its knees, clawing at its face as it screamed in agony. I drove the knives further, pierced the back of its sockets, and sent the blades ricocheting around the interior of its skull, shredding its brain. Though I couldn’t see what was going on, I could feel it with my two iron blades, the way a regular person would feel with their fingers.

      The ogre gave one last roar and thudded onto its face, its head cracking against the stone. Its massive legs twitched a few times, and then it lay still.

      We continued onwards.

      All signs of human mining ended after the ogre, with a few stray picks and rusted-out mining cars scattered on the ground.

      But the mines didn’t end. Far from it.

      There was a large central shaft that allowed us to continue – but there were also smaller tunnels, three feet in diameter, that jutted off everywhere. They reminded me of paths bored by termites in a rotting log, or snake holes in the muddy banks of a river.

      The farther we went, the deeper the rumble of the iron ore, and the clearer the singing of the mystery metals deep within the walls.

      Finally we came to a gigantic cavern, big as anything we had seen so far in the mines. There we found more signs of habitation.

      Not human habitation, though.

      Three-foot-tall doorways and windows were carved into the walls. Rough stone tables only two feet tall appeared here and there. Sitting atop them were cylindrical stone tankards hollowed out from the inside. There were dead firepits and smithies scattered regularly along the cavern floor, and a few lanterns lit the room with low, flickering lights.

      And everywhere there were pickaxes scattered on the floor. Dozens of them, with wooden handles and iron picks. I also felt the iron brackets on wheelbarrows made of wood.

      But there was nothing living in the shadows.

      Nothing we could see, anyway.

      “Is it safe to open my shield?” Vala asked. “It’s getting very stuffy in here.”

      “Go ahead, but be ready for anything.”

      Vala set the sphere down on the floor and dissolved it. I couldn’t see the shield, nor did I see it disappear, but I could tell it was gone because Nori and Ayana’s feet dropped two inches onto the stone.

      “Ye gods,” Ayana said as she gasped in a deep breath. “It may smell like rat shit, but it’s the best rat shit I’ve ever smelled.”

      I grinned as I lowered my suit of armor and touched down beside her. “Don’t worry, you get used to it. I don’t even smell it anymore.”

      “Good, I – ”

      “Humans,” a raspy voice whispered from the darkness.

      I spun around and flung all my blades into the air, ready to dart forward at an instant’s notice.

      Ayana and Nori backed up close to Vala, who I assume encased them all inside another shield.

      We stood there in the eerie silence, trying to see what new threat lay before us.

      I scanned the darkness with my powers, searching for a sword or knife, but I felt nothing besides the lanterns, the hammers and tools at the forges, the utensils on the stone tables, and the discarded pickaxes on the floor.

      “Who’s there?” I called out.

      “Lakrik,” the unseen voice said.

      I figured ‘Lakrik’ was a name, though it could have been some sort of exclamation for all I knew.

      “Is that what you are? Humans? You fly. I did not know that humans could fly.”

      The words carried and echoed amongst the stone structures of the room. It was impossible to know where the voice came from, at least in all this darkness.

      “In general, they don’t. Why don’t you come out where we can see you?”

      “Hvebroz was out where you could seem him. You did not treat him so well, I think.”

      The voice was sardonic with a cunning undertone to it. It was the voice of a crafty old merchant bartering with young rivals who were full of themselves and thought they knew the world.

      “‘Hvebroz’? Who’s that?”

      “You should know. You killed him not ten minutes ago.”

      “Are you talking about the ogre?”

      “Is that your human word? O-grrr… yes. Hvebroz was his name.”

      “I would have let him be, but he attacked me first.”

      “Probably because of what you did to poor Mikvrik and her children. And the torlekken.”

      “…children… are you talking about the spiders?” I asked in astonishment.

      “Only things you did not kill were the brakken, and it was not for want of trying.”

      So the ‘torlekken’ must have been the griffins, and the ‘brakken’ the gnomoks.

      “Would you happen to be a kobold, by any chance?” I asked the darkness.

      “That is your word, yes.”

      “And Lakrik is your name?”

      “Yes, I am Lakrik.”

      “Will you step forward so that I might see you, Lakrik?”

      “Mmmm… not so wise, I think, considering what you did to poor Mikvrik and Hvebroz and the torlekken.”

      “I give you my word, if you and your fellow kobolds do not attack me, I will not attack you,” I said.

      I knew I was here in the mines to clear them of all creatures, but if the kobold did not attack me, I saw no reason to harm it.

      “Why should I trust you, human?”

      “None of the others you mentioned talked to me. If they had, we might have avoided all this violence.”

      “They do not speak human. DID not is right way of saying it, I suppose, since thanks to you they are no more.”

      “But you speak human.”

      “I do.”

      “So we can talk. And I promise you, I will do you no harm as long as we speak in peace.”

      There was a long silence.

      “Lakrik?” I said.

      “I am very curious about humans… I have observed you from afar. Met and traded with a few, worked hard to learn your language. I would like to meet one… I am trusting you, human.”

      And then something stepped out of the shadows halfway across the cavern.

      Vala had described kobolds as a cross between dwarves and lizards. That was not far off.

      The creature was short and squat, no more than two feet tall. It had arms and legs like a man, but they were stubby and stunted, and it waddled more than walked.

      The skin was pebbled and dark green, and I could see our torchlight glinting off individual scales.

      Its head looked very much like a lizard’s, though the snout was not much more pronounced than a human nose. Its mouth was full of teeth – but rather than fangs, they looked similar to a human’s.

      Both of its eyes faced forward. The eyes were like a cat’s – brilliant yellow with a black slit of an oval in the center.

      It wore a leather jerkin made of what might have been tanned rat hides sewn together. Its pants appeared to be leather, as well. Its bare arms were muscular, and its clawed fingers had three fingers and an opposable thumb.

      The thing stopped about thirty feet away from us and cocked its head. “Well, you have not killed me yet. I suppose that is good.”

      “How many of you are there?” I prodded.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “I’d like to know if I have a hundred crossbow bolts aimed at me right now, for starters.”

      “There are not.”

      I was fairly sure he was telling me the truth, unless the bolts were made purely of stone. I couldn’t feel any metal weaponry in the vicinity.

      “Why are you here, humans? Other than to kill things that cannot speak your tongue.”

      I grimaced. I considered telling him a lie… but the kobold had trusted me and had put his life in danger to do so. And in my book, that made him worthy of my respect.

      “King Melik of Avenrod asked us to come here and clean out the mines for him.”

      “Clean out,” the kobold said with a bitter laugh, making him sound almost human. “Like garbage.”

      “Ogres and man-eating spiders are deadly threats, not garbage.”

      “Deadly to who, human?” the kobold asked. “The humans who live near know not to come here. We do not go outside and bother them. A thing cannot be deadly to someone who never encounters it.”

      “Tell that to the dead people I found in the spider’s lair,” I snapped.

      “Ah. Adventurers. They came in of their own accord, seeking treasure that was not theirs. They knew the risk, they entered anyway. Not our fault Mikvrik has children to feed. HAD children to feed.”

      “Treasure?” I asked, frowning. “What treasure?”

      “Ah,” the kobold said with a crafty grin, “perhaps you seek it, too. Perhaps that is why your king sends you here to steal what is not his.”

      “He’s not my king.”

      Lakrik chuckled. “Then why are you acting like his servant?”

      “So I can have safe passage through his land,” I growled.

      “You fly – why do you need safe passage on land?”

      That was a damn good question.

      Before I could answer, Vala inserted herself into the conversation.

      “The mines were ours before you took them over,” she said, safe inside her sphere.

      The kobold cocked his head to peer around me and look at her. “Ah, a female, yes? You are from here? You say ‘ours,’ so – your mines, yes?”

      “My people’s, yes.”

      “If so important to them, why did they abandon them so long ago? There was no one here when we found them. No human wanted them, or we would not have lived here. Most of my kind are not like me – they do not like humans. Do not want to be near them. I find you fascinating. Most others find you repulsive.”

      ‘Repulsive’ – that was rich, coming from something that looked like he ate flies for dinner.

      On the other hand, the more I thought about it, the more I realized reptilian scales were probably a mark of great beauty to him, so soft-skinned animals might indeed be repulsive…

      “Well, the mines belong to us, and King Melik wants them back,” Vala said stubbornly.

      “So – what you long ago abandoned, you will take back by force of death,” Lakrik said. “Even if you kill women and children.”

      “We don’t regard giant spiders and their egg sacs as women and children,” I said drily.

      The kobold stared right into my eyes. “I was not speaking of them.”

      A coldness spread into my stomach. “Who were you speaking of, then?”

      The kobold regarded us in silence for a long moment.

      Then he turned back the way he had come, though he gestured for us to follow him.

      “I think it is time to see the noble thing you have come to do.”

      He waddled back into the shadows.

      Vala looked at me in alarm. “Should we…?”

      “Keep your shields up,” I warned her, “but yes… I think we should.”

      And I followed the kobold into the darkness.
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      I floated through the air in my suit of armor, and Vala moved herself, Nori, and Ayana in the sphere.

      We passed by stone tables and extinguished forges, which shifted eerily in the shadows cast by my four torches.

      Very quickly we caught up with Lakrik. With his stubby legs, he was going no faster than a human on a peaceful stroll.

      “Ah, you fly again,” he said as he regarded us over his shoulder. “How do you do it? You have no wings.”

      “My suit of armor allows me to fly,” I said, not wanting to give away the full extent of my powers – especially not to a creature that might want me dead.

      “Enchanted?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Are those enchanted, too?” the kobold asked, pointing at the broadsword blades hovering around my head.

      “…something like that.”

      “And them?” the kobold asked, pointing at Vala.

      “The woman who spoke to you is a mage.”

      I figured there was no need to reveal about Ayana and Nori.

      “…mage…?”

      “She has powers. Um…”

      “A witch?”

      “No, she was born with the ability.”

      “Magic!” Lakrik said with delight.

      “Yes. Magic.”

      “We have magic, too, human. Mostly, though, we mine.”

      “Like dwarves.”

      Lakrik spat on the tunnel floor. “NO, NOT like dwarves. Thieves… murderers…”

      Apparently dwarves and kobolds didn’t get along. Probably all that vying for space underground.

      “You mentioned treasure before.”

      “And it interested you, yes?” Lakrik said with a sly smile.

      “Is it diamonds or rubies or other precious stones?”

      “Ha! Those are rocks for daylight, to sparkle in the sun. Do you see any daylight here?”

      “No – ”

      “So what good would useless pretty rocks do a kobold? No. No diamonds, no rubies. And none of the stones you carry on your hands,” he said, pointing at the crystals embedded in my demi-gauntlets.

      “Well, the treasure can’t be gold, then,” I said.

      The kobold turned and looked at me askance. “Why not gold?”

      Hm.

      I’d said more than I meant to.

      Although maybe some intimidation might help our fortunes here…

      “I have the ability to sense metal,” I said. “I can feel the iron ore in the cave walls.”

      Lakrik stopped walking and looked up at me in shock. “You are a zreklif!”

      “A what?”

      The kobold gestured with his hand as though trying to come up with the word. “A… what is word… you are magic. You speak with metal. You hear it talk to you.”

      That was a surprisingly accurate description of my powers. Or at least a portion of them.

      “You know of such things?” I asked in astonishment.

      “Every thousand years a zreklif is born to our people,” Lakrik said as he continued to waddle again. “When one arrives, it is a great gift from the earth gods. No more endless searching for metal – the zreklif brings us right to it. Much fortune and peace when a zreklif is among our ranks.” The kobold nodded approvingly. “You have a great gift.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So THAT is how you float your swords! THEY are not enchanted – YOU are!”

      “More or less,” I admitted.

      “You would be very valuable to my people.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t stay,” I said drily.

      “I would not expect it. I am half surprised I am not dead yet,” the kobold said, just as drily.

      “Well, now you know why I know your treasure isn’t gold. I can’t ‘hear’ it. There’s none within miles of here – except what she’s wearing around her neck,” I said as I pointed back to Vala and her ruby pendant.

      “Yes, true,” Lakrik agreed. “No gold here. Much iron deep in the earth, far from where the humans abandoned… but no gold.”

      “So what are the other metals I hear calling from the ground?”

      The kobold eyed me warily. “You do not know?”

      “No. I’m a blacksmith by trade, but I’ve never felt them before.”

      “Hm.” The creature looked hesitant, as though it was considering not telling me, but finally relented it. “We call them strutok and igrif.”

      “I don’t know those names.”

      “Know kobold words, do you?” Lakrik asked with what I thought was a grin.

      “No…”

      “Thought not. Maybe you know other words. The elves call strutok ‘mithril.’ The dwarves call igrif ‘adamantine.’”

      “WHAT?!” I exclaimed.

      The kobold jumped a little, then chuckled in its raspy way. “Heard of them, hm?”

      Mithril was supposed to be lighter than any other metal, but stronger than iron. A sword made of mithril weighed no more than a dagger made of steel, yet it was twice as strong – or so I’d heard from the bards’ songs.

      Adamantine, on the other hand, was heavy and resistant to forging… but those who knew how could forge weapons that no mortal blow could break. There were dwarven myths that said their gods made their forge hammers out of adamantine.

      “I thought they were the stuff of legends!” I said excitedly.

      “Stuff?”

      “The, uh, material. Here it means the subject of legends.”

      “Ah. They are. But stuff of legends is often true.”

      “You thought he was a legend, too, just a few hours ago,” Vala said to me as she pointed at our scaly companion.

      “Me? Stuff of legends? How kind,” Lakrik said proudly, puffing out his chest. He’d obviously misinterpreted her meaning.

      “Not like a hero,” Vala said. “More like he thought you didn’t exist.”

      “What? Of course I exist. I am here, am I not?”

      “Not you specifically,” Vala said in exasperation. “He didn’t think kobolds existed.”

      “…oh,” Lakrik said, his voice turning disgruntled. “Stuff of lies, you mean.”

      “Not lies, just… mithril and adamantine really exist?” I asked, hurrying on to what I wanted to know.

      “Yes. Very hard to mine, harder yet to work. Humans did not know what was here when they abandoned the mine.”

      It made sense. Humans thought the two substances were a myth, so why would they search for something they didn’t believe existed?

      “So that’s what I’ve been hearing…” I said as I looked all around me at the tunnel.

      Lakrik looked up at me in shock. “You hear the strutok and igrif?! It speaks to you through the rocks?!”

      “Yes!”

      The kobold looked at me searchingly, then muttered to himself, “You would be VERY valuable to my people…”

      We came to the end of the cavern, where another smaller tunnel sprouted off into the darkness. Huddled there in the entrance were several kobolds that looked like Lakrik, though they wore slightly different clothes.

      As soon as they saw me and the women, though, their golden eyes widened, and they began to speak hurriedly to Lakrik in an unintelligible language of hisses and grunts.

      He replied to them calmly.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked him.

      “What do you think? They ask why I bring monsters to our front door.”

      “We’re not monsters.”

      “You are to them,” Lakrik said with a grim smile.

      “We only killed things that tried to kill us.”

      “Would you prefer they call you killers, then?”

      I didn’t answer, since killing was exactly what we’d come here to do.

      “If you would put away your flying swords, they might not be so afraid,” Lakrik suggested.

      I searched the inside of the tunnel with my powers for signs of swords or weapons made of metal. Finding none, I reluctantly sheathed my blades in the backpiece of my armor. I only did it because I knew I could draw them again in an instant.

      Lakrik said something else to the other kobolds, and they shrank back against the wall and watched me with wary eyes. But they didn’t try to bar our path as we entered the tunnel.

      “What did you tell them?” I asked.

      “I said to them that you are a zreklif and that you killed Mikvrik and the others with your flying swords. If you wanted it so, my friends would be dead now. The only chance they have to live have is what I am about to show you.”

      “What are you about to show me?” I asked uneasily.

      “The only thing that might save us from your wrath.”

      He waddled into the tunnel.

      “Javron,” Vala said, “my sphere is too large to fit in there. I can’t carry all three of us.”

      I peered into the darkness, which was barely penetrated by my torches, and tried to figure out what I should do.

      “Are you coming?” Lakrik’s voice floated up out of the shadows.

      My gut said the women were in no danger, but my brain preached caution. I went with my brain.

      “Stay out here. I’m going in.”

      “Is that wise?”

      “Wise or not, I’m still doing it.”

      And I followed Lakrik into the tunnel.

      As I walked along, kobolds pressed against the walls as though to get away from us. I could see the fear in their eyes.

      “None of them have weapons,” I remarked.

      At least, none of them had weapons made out of metal.

      “We only have our picks and our treasure. Our treasure is hidden, and we left behind our picks.”

      “I saw – but why? Why not prepare to fight?”

      Lakrik shrugged. “What good would picks do against monsters that could slay Mikvrik and Hvebroz?”

      It was the second time he’d referred to me and the women as monsters, and I wanted to protest – but I didn’t have it within me to argue.

      Finally the tunnel widened into another, smaller cavern, about a fourth the size of the last one. Along the back wall, dozens of smaller, shorter kobolds were gathered in a group. They held bundles in their arms, and even tinier creatures cowered at their knees.

      My heart sank, and my blood ran cold.

      Females.

      And children, peeking out shyly from behind their mothers’ legs.

      And the bundles in the women’s arms… babies. Tiny things no larger than a chipmunk, but with golden eyes that stared at me in wonder as they turned their heads toward the torchlight.

      I had come down here to slaughter babies.

      For a second, I wondered if maybe I truly was the monster they believed me to be.

      “I… I didn’t know,” I croaked. “I… you have to believe me, I didn’t know…”

      Lakrik looked at me in silence for several seconds as though appraising me. Then he asked, “You will not kill us?”

      “No. I won’t.”

      “You swear it?”

      “I swear it upon everything I hold dear.” My voice cracked with emotion. “I swear it on the life of my uncle, and on the souls of my mother and father.”

      Lakrik seemed mollified, but still wary. “Your females, they will not kill us?”

      “No. Two of them won’t because I say so. The third won’t, either, and even if she tries, I’ll stop her,” I said, conviction ringing in my voice.

      Lakrik’s whole body relaxed, and he turned and spoke to the group in a series of grunts and barks.

      There was a cry of relief from the females. A few of them even broke down crying.

      “What did you say?” I asked.

      “I said you will not kill them or their children.” Lakrik nodded and smiled. “I knew I was right… I knew all humans were not evil.”

      I gave a bitter laugh. “I would still advise you to be very, very careful with my kind in the future.”

      The kobold grinned ruefully. “I said I knew not ALL humans were evil. I did not even say ‘most.’ Come, let us tell your females not to attack my people.”

      We walked back through the tunnel. Kobold children followed us, squeaking in their tiny voices, apparently urging one another to get as close as they dared to the giant in shining armor.

      I emerged from the tunnel to see Vala, Nori, and Ayana standing there waiting for us.

      “Well?” Vala asked worriedly.

      “Women and children,” I spat. “Melik sent us down here to kill women and children.”

      Nori cried out, clasped her hands to her mouth, and her eyes brimmed with tears.

      Ayana just got a hard, set look to her face – equal parts anger and disgust.

      But Vala’s porcelain skin went even paler, if that was possible.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “No – Melik might be a bastard, but – ”

      “You can go see for yourself if you want,” I said.

      “He couldn’t have known, Javron,” she said, and her eyes brimmed with tears, too. “We didn’t know – we couldn’t have known – ”

      “It’s alright,” I said in a soothing voice. “You didn’t know, I didn’t know, none of us did. But we’re not doing a damn thing more down here except leave.”

      “Our journey through Avenrod just got a lot harder,” Ayana muttered.

      “I didn’t kill a bandit king just to become the lackey of another one,” I said.

      Suddenly there was the shuffling of feet behind us, and Lakrik said, “Humans.”

      I turned to see an elderly kobold, stooped over and shrunken, hobbling on a cane carved from rock. Most of the teeth were missing from its mouth.

      Lakrik gestured to the elder. “This is Plakok. He is the holder of OUR magic.”

      I looked into the eyes of the kobold, which were milky with cataracts, and nodded respectfully. “Please give Plakok our apologies.”

      Lakrik waved his hand dismissively. “That is not why he comes to you. I told him you were zreklif, that you have the gift. He nor his father nor his father’s father had ever seen one, and he wished to see one before he died.”

      I spread my arms. “Well… look all you like.”

      The elder said something, and Lakrik translated. “Can you point us to the strutok and igrif? It would be a great help to us.”

      I had come down here to kill their entire tribe, and might have done exactly that had it not been for the bravery of one small soul. I figured the very least I owed them was the truth.

      “I think I might be able to do more than that,” I said, and held my hand aloft to the ceiling.

      The two metals I didn’t recognize, but now knew as mithril and adamantine, were all around us… in small deposits and thin veins, to be sure, but they were everywhere.

      I called to them, and they responded.

      It was hard pulling them through the rock, and it took effort and concentration… but they came to me, boring their way through the stone.

      “What are you doing?” Lakrik asked.

      In answer, bits of stone began to fall and clatter from the ceiling. First a few pebbles, then a shower.

      All the kobolds gasped and stepped backwards.

      Finally chunks of rock slammed into the ground with a CRACK!

      Among them were bits of ore, encased mostly in stone. One type of metal peeked out from its rocky prison, its veins shining faintly like silver in lamplight. The other was dark grey, boxy and hard-edged as it jutted from the stone.

      Lakrik stared in shock, then picked up a stone in each hand.

      “Strutok…” he said in wonder, gesturing with the silvery ore. Mithril.

      “…and igrif…” he said of the dark grey one. Adamantine.

      “It would have taken us days to recover this much… even a week…” He looked up at me in wonder. “You are not just zreklif… you are a god.”

      I laughed. “I can assure, I am not.”

      “I can verify that,” Ayana agreed.

      “This is… can you… can you bring more to us?” Lakrik asked. All the cunning and wry humor was gone from his voice, replaced with childlike hope.

      “Well… I could – ”

      Suddenly the elder kobold said something as it pointed at Vala.

      “What did he say?” I asked.

      Lakrik frowned at Vala. “He asks why your friend has dark magic.”

      Vala recoiled in anger. “What?! I’m a mage – I use no dark magic!”

      “Not your flying, your – ” Lakrik gestured to his own neck. “This.”

      Vala’s hand flew to her chest, and her hand clamped over the ruby amulet. “What – this? This was a gift from the king!”

      The elder spoke again.

      Lakrik shook his head. “Plakok said it is dark magic. He says it is an eye.”

      “An eye?!” I asked. “What kind of an eye?”

      Lakrik asked something, and Plakok responded.

      “He says it is for seeing far away. He says it is darkest magic of the evil fire at the center of the earth.”

      When he said that, my blood ran cold.

      “What evil fire at the center of the earth?”

      “Xavok,” Plakok whispered.

      “‘Xavok’? What is that?”

      Lakrik shook his head hurriedly. “Nothing. Forget he said it.”

      For the first time since I’d met him, Lakrik looked afraid. Even when he’d thought he might be facing down four humans who would kill him, he hadn’t looked frightened. Now he did.

      “Lakrik, I must know,” I said. “I’ve been having dreams of something like you describe. Is it some sort of giant creature made out of smoke and fire?”

      Lakrik shrank back a few inches. “You have seen it,” he whispered in terror.

      “What is it?”

      “A story… a story we use to frighten our children… but the elders swear it is true. It is the stuff of legends… but not good legends. Bad ones. Terrible ones.”

      “Is that its name? Xavok?”

      “No, that is our word for it… I do not know your word. It is…” He tried hard to think. “…it means the opposite of being.”

      “Death?”

      “No, death is a door to elsewhere, not opposite of life. What is word for opposite?”

      “Um – reverse?”

      “Little word.”

      “…un?”

      “Yes. Xavok is the un-life. The un-creator. The un-being.”

      “The Destroyer,” I suggested.

      “When humans destroy something, you leave bits behind. Xavok leaves nothing.”

      Another shiver ran down my spine.

      “What about that pendant, though? How could it possibly be connected to Xavok?”

      Throughout all of this, Vala was slowly stepping back in horror, her hand clasped over the pendant – whether to protect it from the kobolds, or to shutter whatever ‘eye’ it was supposed to be, I do not know.

      Lakrik spoke to the elder, who replied in guttural grunts.

      “He says it is from a priest of Xavok. It is the priest who sent you here, not whatever king gave the order.”

      “Priest?”

      “Mmm…” Lakrik searched for the right word. “Magic holder. Like you.”

      A mage? Or a –

      “Sorcerer,” I suggested.

      Vala’s eyes widened even more as I turned towards her.

      “Did you get it from the king, or did you get it from Kalos?” I barked.

      She looked at me in fright. “The king! The king gave it to me, I swear!”

      “Is it possible that Kalos gave it to the king and had him give it to you?”

      “I don’t know – I suppose, but – this is madness!”

      “Give it to me,” I snapped, and held out my hand.

      “Javron, it was a gift from the king – ”

      If she wouldn’t give it to me, I would take it.

      I called to the gold in the pendant and the silver in the chain, and ripped the amulet out of her hand and from around her neck. It flew right into my hand.

      “JAVRON!” she yelled. “THAT’S MINE!”

      “And it came from whoever thought it was a good idea to slaughter a bunch of mothers with their infants,” I snarled as I cast the pendant to the ground.

      Before she could react, I unsheathed the blade from my gauntlet –

      SCHINK!

      – and slammed it down on the ruby.

      It turns out it wasn’t a ruby, but glass, because it shattered into pieces.

      And there was something inside.

      A thin, black wisp of smoke curled up from inside the broken shards as a scream like a damned soul split our ears.

      The black smoke dissipated… the scream died away… and the red glass was now clear.

      Vala’s hand flew to her mouth, and she looked at the ruined charm in horror.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked, shocked.

      “Black magic,” Ayana said grimly.

      “No,” Vala whispered. “I can’t believe that Melik would have done this to me…”

      “Believe it – this was all a set-up,” I said. “They sent us down here to – ”

      I stopped and frowned.

      It didn’t make any sense.

      I turned to Lakrik. “Why in the hell do they want you dead in the first place? Do they want the mithril and adamantine?”

      “They do not know it exists, human, so how would they know to look for it?”

      “Then what are they after?”

      The elder said something, and once again, Lakrik looked afraid.

      “What did he say?”

      “He says whoever the sorcerer is who gave you the dark magic… he wants control of the Nether.”

      “‘Nether’? What’s that, some kind of magic?”

      Lakrik shook his head. “The Nether is a place. Both real and magic. All magic below gathers there.”

      “Why would the sorcerer want it? Just for more magical power?”

      Lakrik asked the elder a question, then translated the answer. “No. To raise Xavok.”

      Another chill ran down my spine. If Kalos had indeed manipulated the king to send us here and clear out the mines, all in order to raise the fiend from my dreams…

      “In fact,” Lakrik said, “there are priests in the Nether… other magic holders. They know more of Xavok than we do. Perhaps you ask them.”

      Interesting…

      “Where is it, this Nether?”

      Lakrik pointed at our feet. “Beneath.”

      “How close?”

      “Very.”

      “You’ve been there?”

      “Yes.”

      “Javron, a word?” Vala muttered.

      I stepped off to the side with her. “What?”

      “Do you seriously believe all this guff?” she asked.

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “They’re trying to turn us against the king.”

      “They’re trying to warn us against Kalos – who sent us down here to butcher women and children, don’t forget.”

      “We don’t know that. It could have been a mistake.”

      “Do you truly believe it was just a mistake?”

      Vala’s mouth tightened, then she said, “It could have been, that’s all I’m – ”

      “Explain the amulet, then. Explain the scream we heard when it shattered. Explain the black smoke.”

      Vala fidgeted, trying to think. Then her eyes brightened as she came up with something. “It could have been a trick.”

      “By whom?”

      “By them,” she hissed, and jerked her head towards the kobolds.

      “What?!”

      “We came here to destroy them. They would do anything to stop us, including lie to us – ”

      “To stop us from butchering their women and children, which brings back to Kalos once again.”

      “So Kalos is a dark sorcerer and sent us here to slaughter innocents, all to gain access to some underground cave called the Nether so he could raise some giant fire monster – do you know how insane you sound?”

      I stared at her grimly. “You haven’t seen it. I have.”

      “So now you’re an oracle?” she asked mockingly. “You have dreams, hm?”

      “And visions – while I was awake, in a mine very much like the one we’re standing in right now. And what I saw was horrifying.”

      “You expect me to believe your dreams and visions over the word of my own king?”

      “You yourself said your king was a bastard. Anyone with eyes can see his advisor is a vicious son of a bitch. The question is, why are you so intent on believing them?”

      “Because they’re human,” Vala hissed. “Because they’re my rulers, my leaders.”

      “Which they’re taking advantage of right now,” I snapped. “They’re using you because they know you trust them.”

      “You’re asking me to betray my king, all based on the word of some underground lizards.”

      “There’s an easy way to find out,” I retorted. “Let’s go back to the king and tell him, ‘Did you know you sent us to kill women and children? We think you should just let them have the mines.’ What do you think he’ll say?”

      Vala stood there in silence, because she knew exactly what the bastard would say.

      What do I care about some kobold bitches and brats? Do what I told you, mage, or ELSE.

      Ayana walked over to us and spoke to Vala. “You don’t believe what’s going on because you don’t know what’s going on. In the far south – ”

      “The dead rise and demons cavort, yes, I’ve heard the rumors,” Vala interrupted her disdainfully. “Superstitious twaddle.”

      “You won’t find it superstitious twaddle when it shows up on the outskirts of your town,” Ayana snapped.

      “Well, if the fairy tales ever come true, then you can say ‘I told you so,’” Vala sneered. “Until then, I’m not committing treason.”

      “Then I guess we have no recourse: let’s return to Melik and Kalos and confront them,” I said. “If you’re right, there should be a reasonable explanation. If there’s not, I’m out, and you can deal with the fallout on your own.”

      “Fine,” Vala seethed.

      Ayana stared at me. “You’re not seriously suggesting we all return to the castle, are you? You and I both know Melik and Kalos aren’t to be trusted – ”

      “I’ll return. You and Nori will remain here.”

      Ayana’s eyes widened. “Here?!”

      “I can just fly away at the first sign of trouble. If the two of you go, we’ll have to fight our way out.”

      “You’d entrust us to a bunch of lizards?!”

      “More than I would to Melik and Kalos.”

      “What if the kobolds attack us after you’re gone?”

      “They didn’t even put up a fight.”

      “Against you. And now you’re leaving.”

      I sighed. “If I’m wrong, which I highly doubt, you’re still a lightning mage. I’m sure you’ll be just fine.”

      “I would rather not have to find out!”

      “Look, given what we know about Kalos and this Xavok thing, this is probably the safest place in the entire kingdom for Nori right now.”

      “I wouldn’t go so far as ‘probably.’ Potentially, maybe.”

      “There’s nothing down here that can hurt you,” I protested.

      “Even if the kobolds don’t take a liking to human flesh while you’re gone, I still saw quite a bit on the way down here that could kill us! Or are you forgetting about those rock creatures?”

      Oh.

      I had forgotten about them.

      “Even if they were coming after you, it would take them forever to get here,” I said dismissively.

      “I don’t care. I’m the one entrusted with Nori’s safety, Javron – you’re not. So I make the final call.”

      “Alright, fine – what do you want to do?”

      Ayana considered for a moment. “Take us back up to the entrance of the mines. We’ll stay there.”

      “With Kalos’s brave foot soldiers?” I asked sarcastically. “The ones who left us down here to die?”

      “Then fly us to the nearest town,” Ayana said. “The soldiers won’t see where we go. We’ll lie low – ”

      “And of course, no one will talk about the flying man in the suit of armor should the soldiers ride by looking for you.”

      “Then leave us somewhere, anywhere, but we’re not staying down here!” Ayana shouted.

      I sighed heavily and turned to Vala.

      “Can you fly them out of here and deposit them someplace safe – someplace of her choosing – ” I said sarcastically, gesturing to Ayana, “ – before you and I go back to Melik?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you won’t reveal their location, even if your king demands it?” I prodded.

      Vala looked angry. “Of course not. If you don’t trust me, you can take them yourself.”

      “Your word is good enough for me.”

      “I give you my word.”

      “Alright.” I turned back to the kobolds. “Lakrik, we’re going to return to the king and try to straighten this all out.”

      “…straighten out…?”

      “Ask why they sent us.”

      The kobold looked surprised. “Why?”

      “Why try to straighten it all out?” I said, confused. “Because – ”

      “No, why ask? Why believe the answers of someone who commanded you to butcher children?”

      Again, another damn good question.

      “Maybe it was a mistake.”

      “It was no mistake.”

      “I’m inclined to agree with you, but we still have to try.”

      Lakrik shook his head wearily. “It is no use, but… do what you will. We will have to escape into the Nether while you are gone.”

      I frowned. “Why didn’t you go there when we first approached?”

      “We did not want to lead you there. It is a sacred place. But if you leave, we will have time to escape and cover our tracks.”

      I chewed on the inside of my lip. If this Nether place and those priests Lakrik had mentioned held any chance of me finding out more about Xavok, and potentially stopping it…

      “Can you wait for me?” I asked.

      “No – the women and – ”

      “Not them – YOU. Will you wait for me and show me the way? I won’t let the sorcerer follow me, but this Xavok thing… I need to find those priests you mentioned. I need to know whatever I can find out about it, because I think I’m going to have to fight it one day.”

      Lakrik frowned. “How do you know?”

      I hesitated. “I… I had a dream.”

      “Oh,” he said, and turned to the elder and spoke in their common tongue.

      Apparently dreams were given far more credence by kobolds than by petulant shield mages.

      Lakrik turned back. “Plakok says yes. I will wait behind for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I will also go with you up through the caves.”

      “There’s no need for that.”

      “So you destroyed all the kroknil, too?”

      “…kroknil…?”

      “Walking stones?”

      The gnomoks.

      “Oh – no. We bypassed them, but – ”

      Lakrik waved his hand dismissively. “I will tell them not to bother you on your return.”

      “You speak their language?!”

      “We… talk is not right word… we understand each other.”

      “But they didn’t make any noise.”

      “Sometimes one must listen carefully to hear that which others cannot.”

      Well said.

      “Alright… let’s go,” I said. “Your people have to evacuate, and we have some things to straighten out with the ones who sent us.”

      “Cannot straighten what is twisted beyond saving.”

      Well said again.

      I was beginning to think the kobold was wiser than my companions… and quite possibly me.
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      We set off through the mines – me carrying Lakrik in one arm, and Vala transporting Nori and Ayana inside her shield. I held a torch in my free hand to light our way, and I used the embedded knives to float two other torches alongside us.

      Every time we passed one of the bodies I had slain – first the ogre, then the giant spider – I felt a tightness in my throat.

      Lakrik would just stare at the corpses wordlessly, occasionally shaking his head.

      “We didn’t know,” I protested.

      “You knew you did not belong here, but still you persisted.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. But still –

      “Surely the spiders were a danger to you – to your children – ”

      “The babies have no poison.”

      So much for my fears of one biting me.

      “Our little ones play with them as pets, then let them go. Mikvrik agreed never to hurt us as long as we brought her family food.”

      “The bears and deer – that was you?”

      “Of course. We do not only mine, human.”

      We reached the gnomoks, which were milling about aimlessly in the tunnels near the griffins’ bodies.

      “Put me down,” Lakrik said.

      “Are you sure?’

      “If I was not sure, I would not have said it. Put me down.”

      I lowered to the tunnel floor and set him on his feet. Vala and the others stayed suspended far out of danger’s way.

      The gnomoks turned to see us and immediately began trudging forward – but Lakrik strolled up amongst them without an ounce of fear. As soon as he reached them, the closest ones gathered in a semi-circle around him and peered down at him, but made no move to attack.

      Lakrik spoke to them in gestures, pointing at me and the women and then clutching his arms to his chest. Then he pointed to the gnomoks, shook his head, and made pleading gestures with his arms. Finally he put his arms together, then spread them apart, as though pushing back the two halves of a curtain.

      The gnomoks looked over at me…

      …and then the entire crowd parted, creating a channel for me to walk through.

      Lakrik turned. “They know you are with me. You will have safe passage.”

      I still eyed them uneasily. “We can still fly over them – ”

      “You will insult them. You must walk through them.”

      “Not the women,” I said. If this was some sort of double-cross, my armor would protect me from the creatures’ spikes, and Vala might survive with her leather armor, but Nori and Ayana would be completely vulnerable.

      Lakrik was incensed. “Yes the women – ”

      “NO. I’ll walk, but not them. I won’t risk their lives, so don’t ask me to.”

      Lakrik sighed. He turned back to the gnomoks, pointed up at Vala and the others suspended six feet above the ground, and began forcing himself to tremble. Then he pantomimed shrinking from some unseen danger above him, and turned and scampered away a few feet.

      “Hey, we’re not like that,” Vala snapped.

      “Shhh,” I quieted her. Lakrik’s little show was quite amusing.

      The kobold went back to the gnomoks and bowed his head low.

      The stones all looked up at Vala, Nori, and Ayana… then at me… then back to Lakrik, and bowed their heads, every one of them.

      Lakrik turned back to me. “The females may float, and they will not take offense. But you must walk.”

      “Thank you.”

      “For someone with so much power, you are very afraid, human.”

      “Hm,” I grunted, and walked between the two columns of gnomoks.

      They turned and watched me as I passed, their white eyes staring at me like silver coins in moonlight.

      I bowed my head the slightest bit as I made eye-contact. To my surprise, the creatures bowed their own heads and necks in turn.

      Vala and the others hovered above me, watching anxiously from above – but there was no need for their fear. Fifty feet later, I had passed the gantlet with not a single threatening motion made towards me.

      “You see? Respect. Peace. These are good things,” Lakrik said. “Maybe you humans would be nicer to others if you learned them.”

      Again, I could not argue with that.

      I turned at the end of the two rows and gave one lower bow.

      The creatures all bowed to me in turn.

      It was a solemn moment, and one I would remember for the rest of my life.

      I raised a hand in farewell, picked up Lakrik, and zoomed through the air again.

      Unfortunately, we soon passed right over the two corpses of the griffins, their blood thickening into pools around the slain human soldiers.

      Lakrik sighed.

      “It gave me no pleasure to kill them,” I said. “They were magnificent creatures.”

      “And now they are gone,” the kobold said simply.

      I said nothing in reply.

      We speedily reached the end of the tunnel – but as we drew closer, something was wrong.

      What should have been the noises of a dozen soldiers were instead the sounds of a multitude. There were thousands of murmuring voices, the neighs of hundreds of horses, the little clinks and clacks that went along with the presence of an army.

      I held my hand out to stop Vala, then dropped to the ground and slowly walked up the tunnel until I could see over the rise of the earth.

      I was right. The plains outside the mine were filled with a thousand horses and soldiers, many of them still arriving on the road from Avenrod.

      Except that there wasn’t a bit of metal among them.

      They were all clad in leather, with spears made of wood and blades made of stone.

      Other than a few odds and ends scattered through the crowd, the only metal I sensed was on twelve armored men – the ones who had been with us and fled the griffins.

      “What in Fatir’s name…?” I muttered.

      Vala stepped up right beside me. Apparently she had removed her sphere.

      “What in the world?!” she cried out when she saw the men.

      “What’s an army doing here?!” Ayana asked in disbelief. “It was an hour back to the castle, both ways – that’s a two-hour round trip, plus time for a thousand men to make ready! We’ve only been down there an hour since our soldiers fled – there’s no way they could have brought back reinforcements in that time! Not there and back!”

      “Not only that, but they’re all in leather,” I snarled. “Like they were expecting to fight me."

      “But how did they know we weren’t dead?” Vala protested. “We might have perished down there!”

      “The eye,” Lakrik said. “You forget the eye.”

      Vala’s hand flew to her throat, to the necklace that was no longer there.

      Now it was all clear.

      “Kalos must have been spying on us,” I hissed. “As soon as he knew we were successful, he must have sent reinforcements – especially once he realized we weren’t going to kill the kobolds. This was all planned before we set a single foot in the mines.”

      “No,” Vala protested. “No, he wouldn’t do that – ”

      “You do not know your own kind very well, human,” Lakrik said to her.

      “I agree with him on that count,” I said. “The question is, what do we do now?”

      “We have to talk to them – tell them that they can’t go in,” Vala said in desperation. “Tell them to leave the kobolds alone.”

      I looked back at her and gave her a sardonic look. “And you think that’s going to work?”

      “This has to be a mistake, Javron.”

      “If Kalos truly is a dark sorcerer and used black magic to spy on you, all so he can go down there and raise up some ungodly terror from the abyss, then no, I don’t think it’s a mistake.”

      “You’re advocating treason against the crown.”

      “Your crown, not mine – and I already told you, I didn’t kill a bandit king to become the lackey of another one. If those assholes are intent on slaughtering women and children, I’ll make sure they die in the kobolds’ place instead.”

      Her eyes widened. “You’ll… you’ll fight them?!”

      “Yes, I will.” I peered at her intently. “The question is… what will you do?”

      Vala grew angry. “If you’re insinuating I’ll join them in slaughtering innocents – ”

      “You don’t have to join in – all you have to do is stand aside and let it happen.”

      She fumed. “So you’ll all fight against Melik’s forces – is that it?”

      I looked over at Ayana and Nori and raised my eyebrows in a question.

      Nori nodded instantly. “Of course.”

      Ayana’s expression became grim. “This isn’t our fight, Javron. We’re not even supposed to be here.”

      “But we are here – and it seems Kalos might be allied with that thing I’ve seen in my visions. If that’s the case, we might be exactly where we’re supposed to be.”

      Ayana considered that, then nodded. “Alright. We fight, then.”

      “Well, shield mage?” I asked. “What’s your verdict?”

      Vala gritted her teeth and clenched her fists… then said, “Let me talk to them first. You can’t expect me to go against my own people without trying to defuse the situation first.”

      I thought for a second. The mine’s tunnels were a bottleneck. If worse came to worst, there was no way a thousand of them could fit through at once. I could kill a good number of them and stuff the tunnel with their bodies, slowing them down, but…

      “If they attack, I’ll need you to use your shields to stop them,” I said to Vala. “That is, if you want to avoid as much bloodshed as possible.”

      Vala grew pale… then nodded. “No matter what, if I can stop those men from dying, I’ll use my shields against the crown.”

      I couldn’t ask for much more than that.

      I looked down at Lakrik. “Your people are preparing to escape into the Nether, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “How long will they need?”

      “An hour at most, then they will be gone.”

      “So we hold the soldiers for an hour at the entrance to the mine,” I said to Vala. “Easy enough.”

      “We have to talk with them first,” Vala said. “Give them a chance to do the right thing.”

      I laughed. “Kalos’s entire plan is the very definition of not doing the right thing.”

      “Well, we need to let them know that.”

      “Vala – ”

      “That’s my one condition. You want my shields for your fight? Then let me talk to my people.”

      I exhaled heavily, then nodded. I couldn’t exactly fault her for her allegiance to her countrymen, and her request was not unfair.

      “Fine,” I agreed. “You and I will go out there and speak to them. Nori and Ayana will wait in here.” I turned to Lakrik. “If you want, you can return to your people.”

      “I wish to stay. I have never seen humans fight amongst themselves.”

      “Hopefully that’s not going to happen.”

      “We shall see.”

      “Well, with a shield mage and an iron mage on one side, it’d be a damn short fight.”

      Hopefully.

      I turned to Vala. “You ready?”

      She nodded fearfully.

      “Then let’s go,” I said as I set down my three torches by the mine’s entrance.
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      As soon as Vala and I walked out into the sunshine, there was a general commotion as the two hundred soldiers nearest the mine entrance turned and saw us. Shouts rang out and bows were drawn.

      “HOLD!” Vala roared. “It is I, Vala, the shield mage of King Melik!”

      No one released any arrows – but no one relaxed their hold on the strings, either, I noticed.

      “You do have a shield between us and them, right?” I muttered. If not, I was going to draw my own blades immediately.

      “Yes, of course,” she whispered.

      “A wall? If it’s a sphere, my powers won’t work.”

      She turned back to me in confusion. “Yes they will – back in the armory, I saw them!”

      I realized my little omission might have serious implications right now.

      “Just tell me – wall or sphere?!” I hissed.

      “Wall!”

      “Good… don’t surround us with a sphere, or I won’t be able to help you.”

      She gave me another angry look of confusion, then turned back to the soldiers and shouted, “Did Elios come with you?”

      “No, shield mage,” a familiar sneer of a voice rang out. “I came with them.”

      The front ranks parted, and Kalos emerged, his dark robes rustling and his ivory staff in hand.

      My heart immediately sank.

      The worm in the well had come out into the light of day.

      “Kalos!” Vala exclaimed. “What is the meaning of this?”

      The sorcerer smiled, though his smile looked more menacing than most men’s looks of outright hatred. “Merely coming to rescue you, Vala.”

      The liar –

      “We need no rescue, Kalos, as you can see,” I said.

      “The men who escaped said that you were trapped in the mine by gnomoks.”

      As if he didn’t already know that we’d made it to the kobolds, and peaceably at that.

      “If you mean the men who abandoned us, then you can reassure them we did just fine without them,” I said.

      “Abandoned you?!” Kalos turned to the soldiers behind him. “Did you hear what this upstart from the Badlands just called the brave soldiers of Avenrod?! He called you cowards!”

      A disgruntled mutter rippled through the soldiers.

      I grimaced. If Kalos wanted to play dirty, then I could, too.

      “I did no such thing,” I shouted. “Although I wonder, Kalos, why you knowingly sent us here to butcher women and children?”

      Another mutter went up through the crowd.

      “Women and children?! What are you talking about?!” Kalos said with an ugly laugh. “There are no women and children in there!”

      “You saw them with your little enchanted amulet, the one you had your king give Vala to spy on her! And here she counted you amongst her friends. I wonder, did you watch her undress at night with your black magic, you old lecher?”

      “Oh gods,” Vala said, sounding sick. I guess she hadn’t thought of that possibility up until now.

      A few of the soldiers snorted with laughter, but others were beginning to get antsy. None of them liked the sound of ‘black magic,’ and that probably overruled any of their own fantasies about seeing Vala naked.

      “I know nothing of black magic, and there are no women and children in that mine!” Kalos shouted. “There are only kobold vermin!”

      “Women and infants, all the same, who laid down their weapons rather than fight us,” I yelled out. “And you would have us butcher them.”

      Kalos laughed again and turned towards the soldiers. “Did you hear what he just said?! He compared your wives and children to dirty animals! He said that underground lizards are of more worth than your own infants!”

      “No, what I said was, you wanted us to murder for you, you black-souled twat – and any man who follows your orders will be committing murder, too!”

      That got Kalos’s attention. His eyes bugged out, and his face began to twitch.

      “You little whoreson bastard – ”

      “MEN!” Kala said, raising both her voice and her arms. “I was given authority over the dungeon party by King Melik himself! I order you to turn back to Avenrod, where I will speak with the king and determine what is to be done!”

      “It has already been determined!” Kalos raged, and thrust one hand into the air. A tiny gold ring winked in the sun. It must have been one of the ‘odds and ends’ in the crowd that I’d sensed earlier. “I hold the signet of the king, and it is I who command this army! Now stand aside Vala, or you will be committing treason against the crown!”

      “We should drop back,” I whispered into Vala’s ear.

      “No, not yet,” she said, her voice anguished. She tried again. “Men of Avenrod, Kalos sent us here to do his foul bidding – he is not who he says he – ”

      “Traitorous BITCH!” Kalos roared.

      He grabbed his staff, and suddenly a black ray of light – if such a thing could be said to exist – burst from the headpiece.

      The black ray blasted two feet in front of Vala’s face, stopped only by the shield she had placed in front of us.

      But the impact must have been painful indeed, because Vala screamed out in pain and stumbled backwards.

      Her shield held, but it wouldn’t for long because the ray kept coming. It created a searing, crackling noise against the invisible wall.

      I had to do something, but it would take precious seconds for my blades to detach and find their way to Kalos, by which point he might rip through the barrier and incinerate Vala.

      So I worked with what I had available:

      The gold signet ring around Kalos’s finger.

      I yanked the ring straight off his hand.

      Not up and off his finger, mind you.

      I pulled it sideways with as much savagery as I could muster.

      There was a wet tearing sound, and blood sprayed from the sorcerer’s hand as the ring flew up in the air, the dripping finger still attached.

      “AAAAAAAAH!” Kalos screamed in agony as he doubled over, clutching his hand.

      The black ray stopped. The threat to Vala’s shield was over – for the moment, anyway.

      The entire army shouted and recoiled a few steps, which I found amusing.

      Cutting off heads, bashing in skulls, cutting throats – all in a day’s work.

      But rip off one tiny little finger and they all got their petticoats in a bind.

      “Are you alright?” I whispered as I grabbed Vala’s arm and steadied her.

      “He… he tried to kill me!” she exclaimed in disbelief.

      “I think you can safely consider yourself exempt from Melik’s service,” I said drily.

      At the same time, I was guiding the gold ring (and Kalos’s still-attached finger) through the air. Unfortunately, I didn’t aim high enough, and it thumped against Vala’s invisible shield with a click of the metal, leaving a smudge of blood that immediately rolled down the frictionless barrier like rain down a windowpane.

      That caused another cry of consternation and disgust from the soldiers.

      I guided the ring and finger higher, over the barrier, and held up my hand to catch it.

      “Well, it seems I now bear the signet of the king,” I shouted to the army as I held aloft the ring, “so you should all do what I say. By the way, you can have the finger back.”

      “KILL THEM!” Kalos screamed as he held his injured hand in the armpit of his robes.

      The entire army roared and dashed forward.

      Fifty wooden arrows slammed into Vala’s wall, and their spiked wooden tips blunted on impact before they clattered uselessly to the ground.

      Two seconds later, two hundred leather-clad soldiers slammed into the wall and began to beat upon it with their gloved fists.

      All we needed now was for Kalos to start spewing his black ray again.

      “I think we should go,” I said to Vala as I grabbed her around the midriff and immediately flew backwards across the ground, propelling us with my armor.

      “Ah!” she cried out in terror.

      I must have distracted her into dropping her shield, because suddenly all the soldiers stumbled forward onto their faces, then picked themselves up and began running towards us.

      Of course, we were already back in the tunnel’s mouth before they even got five paces.

      “That went well,” Lakrik said drily as we flew inside the mine.

      “It did, didn’t it?” I said sardonically. “I think we’ll be fleeing into the Nether with you and your people, if that’s alright with you.”

      “It can be arranged.”

      “But – we can’t just – ” Vala spluttered.

      “Their sorcerer just tried to kill you, and I ripped off his finger. I don’t think they’re going to be listening to reason,” I snapped. “Now take Nori and Ayana and let’s get out of here!”

      Vala must have agreed, because she cast a sphere around all three of them. I picked up Lakrik and my torches, and a second later we were speeding through the darkness of the mine.

      As soon as we reached the griffins’ corpses, though, I had an idea.

      “Lakrik – would the gnomoks agree to fight the soldiers for us? To slow them down?”

      “Agree? We would have to beg them NOT to. But I should ask all the same.”

      I quickly set him down amongst the rock creatures, and the kobold gestured furtively with his arms, pointing towards the outside world, swinging an imaginary sword with his arms, and making faces as he hissed.

      The gnomoks looked up towards the tunnel’s entrance, then back to Lakrik and nodded.

      “Thank you,” Lakrik said, bowing his head. Then he turned to me. “They said they will. Let’s go.”

      “Thank you,” I said to the stone creatures, making a short bow of my own head, and grabbed Lakrik and lifted us into the air.

      As we sped off, the gnomoks began to shamble into place, filling the entire tunnel like an army of statues.

      We reached the cavern with the stone tables and iron forges in record time. Male kobolds were scurrying around, loading pickaxes and whatever supplies they could into wheelbarrows. Mothers were hurrying about with their children.

      “What about the mithril and adamantine?” I asked Lakrik.

      “We will retrieve it on the way.”

      “No, I mean – ” and I pointed at the roof of the ceiling.

      Lakrik looked up, got my meaning, and sighed. “It was an excellent place for strutok and igrif, but there is nothing to be done. Perhaps we will find another place… someday.”

      “How much ore could your men carry into the Nether?”

      Lakrik looked at me with wide eyes. “You mean… you could…”

      “I can try.”

      Lakrik looked overcome. I had seen many emotions pass over his reptilian face, but joy and gratitude had not been among them – until now.

      “It would mean much to us, human… more than you could know…”

      “Do you need anything out of this room? If so, this is your last chance.”

      Lakrik barked out to his fellow kobolds. A few answered, and Lakrik turned and said, “No, we have everything.”

      “Tell everyone to go back to the tunnel, then, or wherever it is that we’re leaving from. Vala, go with them and cover them, will you, just to be sure.”

      “Javron, we don’t have time for this,” she protested.

      “It’ll take an hour for the soldiers to get past the gnomoks, if it’s even possible. And this will only take a few minutes.”

      When they had retreated to the tunnel and I was sure Nori and Ayana were safe with them, I set my torches down on the stone tables nearby. I also pulled Kalos’s finger out of the ring and flicked it to the ground. The ring I could potentially use, so I wiped it off as best I could and put it around my pinky finger for safekeeping.

      Then I began to call out to the metal in the walls.

      I called far and wide, as deep in the earth as I could reach.

      Everywhere I heard tiny voices singing to me in reply.

      I began to strain, to grunt and grit my teeth, as I pulled the strands of ore towards me through the rock.

      First dust sifted down from the ceiling… then pebbles… then, one by one, ore exploded out of the ceiling like corn kernels left to sit in hot oil. First one, then a second, now three and four, until all throughout the cavern, rocks burst through the ceiling and clattered to the floor.

      Finally I had to stop. Sweat poured down my brow, and I had to remove my helmet to wipe it out of my eyes. Though I hadn’t moved a muscle, I felt nearly spent.

      But there were hundreds of chunks of ore on the floor, singing louder and brighter than I had ever heard them before, no longer muffled by thousands of feet of stone.

      I called them towards me. They clattered along the cavern floor and separated themselves into two piles – one of mithril ore, and the other of adamantine. Without 900 feet of rock between me and them, it was child’s play, and did not tax what power I had left.

      When I was finished, both piles reached nearly to my waist. For iron ore, it was a laughable haul – but for gold, it would have made a prince’s ransom, if not a king’s.

      But mithril and adamantine were both far more rare than gold. This was most probably an emperor’s ransom – or would be, once the kobolds worked their magic.

      “I’m done,” I called out.

      Lakrik came rushing over with 20 other males. They stood there in shock, looking at the pile of ore.

      “Human… this is… this is…” Lakrik said, unable to form a coherent sentence.

      “You can call me Javron, like my other friends do,” I said with a smile.

      “Javron… it would have taken us many years to mine this much… thank you,” he whispered.

      “You’re very welcome. Unfortunately, it appears I’m the cause of you having to leave your homes… so at least you can take something of value with you.”

      The kobolds began loading the ore in their wooden wheelbarrows, ditching everything nonessential to make room. When they were finished, they had ten wheelbarrows full of the stuff, which they carted into the tunnel.

      “Thank you again,” Lakrik said gratefully.

      “You’re welcome. But now I think it’s time to go.”

      “Agreed.”

      He turned to go, then noticed that I was not following. Instead, I was staring up at the ceiling again.

      “What are you waiting for, Javron?”

      “I want to try something. Tell everyone to go – I’ll be right behind you.”

      “I will wait for you.”

      “Wait inside the tunnel, then. And don’t come out.”

      I watched him retreat, then focused my attention back on the ceiling.

      I was tired from calling the mithril and adamantine, yes, but I had rested a bit. Enough to do what I had planned.

      Or at least I hoped.

      I called to the iron ore in the earth, which was much more prevalent than the mithril and adamantine. It outnumbered the other metals a thousand pounds to one.

      Except this time, I didn’t need anything to bore its way through stone. I was more than happy for it just to bring the stone down with it.

      I extended my arms and pulled all the metal towards me. The effort ordinarily would have been great, but after my previous exertions, it was far more difficult.

      But it worked.

      Just like the mine back in the Badlands, I collapsed the cavern down in front of me.

      Boulders crashed to the floor. Landslides and cascades raised dust all around me.

      I had to stop before I was finished – I was too exhausted to continue – but by the time I was done, the cave was mostly filled with boulders, and the tunnel up to Kalos and his men was completely blocked.

      I turned and limped towards a certain wide-eyed kobold.

      “Let’s see them get through that,” I said with a grin.

      “Thank the gods I met you, Javron,” Lakrik whispered in awe, then waddled along beside me down into the tunnel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      We began our convoy of refugees down into the earth: dozens of kobold females and children, with the males pushing wheelbarrows through a winding tunnel. The few elders like Plakok were helped along by juvenile males and females.

      Lakrik, Nori, and I were stationed at the fore. Lakrik assured me that there were no beasts that would harm us on the way to the Nether, so Vala and Ayana brought up the rear, guarding our flank should Kalos or his soldiers miraculously appear. They never did.

      The only problem was that this tunnel was made for kobolds, not humans. I had to sit on my ass and basically float along in my suit, feet first, and even my helmet scraped against the ceiling. Poor Nori, Vala, and Ayana had to squat and waddle along like kobolds.

      Our way was lit only by my torches. Lakrik explained that kobolds could see remarkably well in the dark, which is why there had been so few lanterns in their living quarters. Even though it felt to me like we were journeying into blackest ink, Lakrik swore he could see just fine thirty feet down into the hole.

      I kept waiting for some horrific monster – a gigantic worm with teeth, or some rabid burrowing creature – to suddenly attack, but none did.

      Finally the tunnel widened into a small cavern again, and I and my human companions could finally stand.

      “Here – here!” Lakrik said excitedly. He scurried over to what appeared to be a secondary tunnel that had collapsed and was filled with stones and gravel.

      But I could hear mithril and adamantine singing beneath the dust, sweeter and purer than what the kobolds carried in their wheelbarrows.

      Twenty other males rushed over and began pulling away larger stones and digging with shovels in the gravel.

      “Uh, Lakrik – would like me to…?” I asked, gesturing with my hand.

      “Ah – yes, please!” he exclaimed, and barked at his fellow kobolds. They quickly scampered out of the way.

      I pulled with my powers, and rocks and grit surged out of the way as an iron chest emerged from the rubble. As soon as it was free, I tried to open the lid with my mind – and found that I could not.

      That’s odd…

      I was going to split it in two, but Plakok the elder tapped on my armored cuisse, murmured something in his language, and then waddled to the chest. He put his hand on it… the spot he touched glowed blue… and then the lid popped open of its own accord.

      Kobold magic.

      I walked over and stared down in awe at what was inside.

      It was a pile of small metal bars, each one about the size of one of my fingers. The sum total was barely enough to fill half the iron chest. Perhaps enough to create two broadswords, three at most.

      But what those swords would have been made of…

      Small bars of silvery metal glowed with their own faint light. Larger bars of adamantine sat glossy and grey in the mithril’s luminance. There were some blades, as well, and a few small pieces of jewelry – but most of it was bars fashioned for easy transport.

      My mouth watered with a fleeting surge of greed. The things I could do with that metal!

      But I controlled myself. I wasn’t about to save a tribe of kobolds and then pillage their treasure at the final moment.

      One day I would get my hands on some of that metal, though, and I would create the most amazing suit of armor the world had ever seen. I swore it to myself.

      The kobold males quickly pulled out the bars and trinkets and moved to put them in the wheelbarrows –

      Until Plakok interrupted them with a series of harsh, rasping sounds.

      The males stood there in shock, looked up at me, and then began arguing with their elder.

      “Hfark! Histak!” the old kobold nearly shouted, and then the nearest several kobolds grudgingly came and laid their armfuls of metal at my feet.

      “…what?” I asked. “What are you doing?”

      Lakrik grinned from ear to ear. “Plakok said, in return for giving us the ore, you shall get half of our stores.”

      I looked down at him in shock, then at the elder, who nodded.

      “Lakrik, I can’t – it’s because of me your people are having to flee – ”

      “You have given us more ore than we could work in a year, Javron, and more than we could mine in ten. Your gift will yield ten times this amount. It is only fair we give you a gift.”

      “But this is… this is more wealth than some kings would see in a lifetime…”

      “And you have given us more wealth than TEN kings would see in a lifetime. This is your due.”

      I looked down at Plakok, who nodded solemnly.

      “Thank you,” I said, overcome with gratitude.

      He smiled and said something in kobold, and I pulled the metal bars into the air.

      The mithril – it was so light! The adamantine was heavier than iron, but so pure and resonant! I could barely tear my eyes away from the metal bars.

      “So what are you going to fashion out of it?” Ayana asked.

      “…I don’t know…”

      “You could make mithril mail,” Nori suggested excitedly. “Elven warriors of old wore it into battle, and no sword or arrow could pierce it.”

      “That sounds good, but maybe we should get out of here first before I start,” I said wryly.

      I bound the blocks of metal to my armor, with a shallow bond like my daggers and the longsword blades. It was more difficult than binding steel to steel, but it held – and no one could pry them loose.

      Not exactly the prettiest sight, a cuirass with two dozen small blocks stuck to it, but it would do to transport them until I had more leisure to figure out what to do.

      “Where’s the Nether?” I asked Lakrik. “Is it close?”

      “Very close, very close,” he said, and guided me towards the end of the cavern.

      The humans squatted and we all continued down another cramped tunnel for a couple hundred feet, then reached something I could only describe as a vertical wall of black water – though it couldn’t have been water, because it didn’t trickle or flow. It just gleamed in our torchlight, almost like a black mirror.

      “This is it?” I asked, entranced.

      “The entrance to the Nether,” Lakrik said solemnly, then pushed past me. “Come.”

      And with that, he disappeared through the wall of darkness.

      It shimmered and rippled in his wake, like a stone dropped into a pond – but still it stayed entirely vertical.

      I sat there on my ass in the tunnel, gawking at it in the torchlight –

      Until Lakrik stuck his head through. Just his head, appearing magically as though he were surfacing from a puddle, but one that was upright and didn’t make him wet.

      “Well?” he demanded. “What are you waiting for?”

      He withdrew back into the shimmering black puddle and disappeared.

      I shook my head in wonder… held my breath… and levitated my way through the darkness.

      Immediately I came out on the other side, in what could only be described as the outdoors somehow transported 2000 feet below the surface of the world.

      It was a monstrous cavern a thousand times larger than anything we had seen in the mines. I say a thousand – it could have been a million. It extended in every direction for as far as the eye could see, before it tapered off into a haze of darkness. I speak the truth: the entire city of Avenrod would have been but a speck in the space around us.

      The ceiling of the cavern extended at least 500 feet above us – more, in places. The only reason anything was visible at all was because of giant mushrooms and mosses, which shone with a soft, dim, steady light. The mushrooms varied in size from a foot tall to larger than me, and the mosses grew in shades of green, blue, and purple.

      They covered most surfaces of the cave, which included enormous columns that were wide around as small mountains and which connected floor to ceiling.

      I had just emerged from one of those columns, and it was literally a thousand feet wide. Others massive columns appeared in the far distance, a quarter mile, a mile, even five miles away. It was hard to judge distances in this world of eternal twilight.

      The black portal I had come through appeared exactly on this side as it had on the other – a vertical pool of black liquid – but it was surrounded by a wall of rock covered with glowing mosses.

      Around the black portal was an elaborate altar, part of which I was standing on. Strange runes were carved into the marble slab beneath my feet, worn down by what might have been thousands of years and covered in algae and mildew. Sculpted faces, inhuman but gentle, peered out from a dozen pillars of stone surrounding the slab. Eyes and noses and snouts and mouths of all shapes and sizes cast eerie shadows in the gentle light of the mushrooms and moss.

      Lakrik was right there in front of me at the edge of the slab. He motioned impatiently. “Out of the way, out of the way!”

      “What?” I asked stupidly – but a second later, I understood as Nori popped out of the darkness and nearly toppled into me. I gently guided her to the edge of the altar as she gawked at the cavern, and kobold after kobold came sliding out onto the stone after her. Occasionally wheelbarrows would crash through the black circle and topple their belongings out all over the slab, but I would use my powers to levitate the ore and set everything right again a few yards away from the portal.

      Finally Ayana came through, then Vala. They both stood there in awestruck wonder at the strange new world around them.

      “It’s… it’s beautiful…” Vala whispered. “…in a very odd way…”

      “I think it’s just odd,” Ayana muttered.

      Meanwhile, the kobolds were assembling into a group on the glowing moss around the altar. Mothers were gathering their children, and the males were getting the wheelbarrows into a single-file line.

      “Javron,” Lakrik said, “you are welcome to come with us, but we are headed away from humans, to find a new place where none are. I do not think this is what you wish.”

      “You’re right, but most of all I need to find the priests you mentioned,” I said.

      “They are easy to find. They are everywhere.”

      “Everywhere?” I said with a frown as I looked over at the altar.

      Lakrik laughed, a sound halfway between a wheeze and a chuckle. “Not here – many places, I mean!”

      He gestured in the air like he was pointing to separate utensils spaced a foot apart on a table.

      “Priest here… is same priest here… is same here,” he said, each time referring to a new spot in space.

      “…what?!”

      He waved his hand impatiently. “You will understand. See the bright light?” he asked, and pointed off in the distance.

      Perhaps two miles away, a single, hazy, white shaft of light filtered down from the ceiling of the cavern. It was the brightest point in the cavern for miles. Interestingly enough, other similar shafts of light could be seen in other directions, though they looked five and ten miles distant.

      “Yes?”

      “Go there. Will find priests there. Also on way to your human city.”

      “Human city?”

      “Yes, where castle is.” He pointed slightly to the left of the bright light. “That is west. Find another black door anywhere there is an altar like this one, and it will lead to tunnels above. Follow the tunnels up and you will find the sun again. But first the priests.”

      “Is there anything down here that can kill us?” I asked.

      Lakrik thought. “In the Nether? Not kill the body… but be careful all the same. They can do other things.”

      “What other things?”

      “Too many things to say… take the place behind your eyes… control you… ride with you to the surface…”

      I had no idea what he was talking about. I think he could see the confusion in my eyes, because he shook his head. “The dangerous things are very rare. I have never seen one, only heard stories. The priests will tell you more. Go to the priests.”

      “Thank you,” I said gratefully. “This means a lot to me.”

      “It is only fitting. You have done much for us today.”

      “I caused you to lose your home.”

      Lakrik shrugged. “Homes come, homes go. True home is where we are all together. Besides,” he said with a mischievous smile, “I did not ever think I would meet a zreklif in my lifetime. Very fortunate day, even with loss of home.”

      “Well, I’m glad you see it way.”

      “Good luck, my friend. If ever you need a kobold’s help, remember this: ‘hrak ezt kafram.’”

      “What does it mean?”

      “It means you are my brother. It is a phrase no kobold speaks to any human. If you say it, they will know you helped a kobold, and they will help you in turn.” Then he smiled again. “Just tell them you are zreklif, they will be happy to help you no matter what.”

      I repeated the phrase ten times until I was sure I would remember it, then thanked him again. “Good luck, my friend.”

      “Good luck to you, and to your females! May strutok and igrif forever be yours!”

      And with that, Lakrik waved, and all the kobolds began their march into the twilight realm of the Nether, in the opposite direction of the nearest shaft of light.

      “Well…” I said as we watched the tiny figures disappear into the gloom, “I guess it’s on to the priests.”

      “Lead the way, Iron Mage,” Vala said.

      “We can get there quicker if you can use your shields to transport Nori and Ayana.”

      “I can do that,” she replied.

      “Good. Then let’s go.”
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      We flew over the mossy and toadstool-studded floor of the Nether – me in my armor, and Vala, Nori, and Ayana inside one of Vala’s invisible shields. It was a much faster trek than by foot.

      There were not just plants in the Nether, there were creatures, too. We saw them as we flew over: packs of dog-looking things with black skin and red glowing eyes that watched us pass over, then ran in the opposite direction. Some type of burrowing creatures, similar to chipmunks but with gleaming wet skin like a frog. A black centipede that must have been at least ten feet long, and which moved so slowly that tiny glowing mushrooms grew on its back.

      Some of the animals were in the air with us. Swooping creatures with wings like bats, but bodies like lizards and snakes. There were few of them, and they veered away from us if we came within a hundred feet, so I didn’t get much of a look.

      But I saw nothing that fit Lakrik’s warnings, which kept echoing in my mind: Not kill the body… take the place behind your eyes… control you… ride with you to the surface…

      And his explanation of the priests, too: They are everywhere… priest here… is same priest here… is same here…

      What did he mean? Though Lakrik was occasionally difficult to understand, overall his explanations had been clear enough – if not on the first try, then the second. His warnings and explanations about the Nether and the priests sounded like so much horseshit, but in all other things the kobold had been realistic and pragmatic. It didn’t make sense that he should suddenly begin spouting mystical garbage if there were not actually something to it.

      Within several minutes we had arrived at our destination.

      It was an island, although a small one: a body of land about two acres in size in the midst of a lake filled with purple liquid. The island was ringed with about twenty feet of sand, and the interior was covered with what looked like a gigantic canebrake, with reeds that stretched thirty feet high. They were dead reeds, though, ghostly white, with no greenery to them. And nothing alive seemed to be on the island.

      The glow that illuminated the island was not sunlight, and it did not come from a shaft in the ground. Instead, it seemed to emanate just slightly below the ceiling of the cavern.

      In fact, I flew up to take a look, and all I could see was a glow that seemed to come from thin air. Perhaps foolishly, I stuck my hand into the white rays – but nothing happened. I felt no warmth nor any other sensation, and so I joined the women on the sandy beach below.

      They were already looking around with great frustration.

      “So much for the damn priests,” Ayana griped. “There’s nobody here.”

      “Perhaps we should go track the kobolds down before they get too far away,” Nori suggested.

      “Why? So they can fool us again?” Ayana said grumpily.

      I gave her an annoyed look. “They gave us a fortune in mithril and adamantine – ”

      “They gave you a fortune in mithril and adamantine,” Ayana pointed out.

      “Which I’ll use in getting Nori safely to Ebrelon,” I said testily. “So, having given away a fortune, I don’t think they would have lied to us. We haven’t even searched the canebrake yet.”

      “Be my guest,” Vala said. “You’re the only one with protection.”

      “What about you, shield mage?” I said with a grin. “Why don’t you use your invisible walls to flatten it down a bit?”

      “Why don’t you use your famous flying swords to chop it down?” Vala asked tartly.

      “Or perhaps you will do neither,” a voice said behind us.

      We all whirled around.

      Standing at the edge of the canebrake was one of the oddest creatures I had ever seen.

      It was at least ten feet tall. Beneath the white robes that hung from its narrow shoulders, it looked thin as a rail. Its arms were no bigger around than a child’s, and its fingers looked like thin branches.

      Its skin was grey and rough like the bark of a tree. At first I thought it wore a crown of uneven shards of wood – and then I realized the crown was its head. It was like a tree had fallen in the forest, splintering the trunk and leaving behind a jagged stump; the top of the stump was what the top of the creature’s head looked like.

      In addition, it had no eyes – at least none that I could see. Its mouth was a single black hole in its face that opened and closed as it spoke. No nose, no ears, no other features.

      Its voice reminded me of the wind whistling in a chimney on a stormy night: hollow-sounding, with many different tones of high and low intermixed together.

      “Perhaps you should not go destroying other people’s homes merely to find what you seek,” the creature continued.

      “Are you the priest?” I asked.

      “‘Priest’ is a human word, suggesting we serve a god. We do not.”

      There was a rustling at the far end of the canebrake, the reeds parted, and an identical creature walked out. “We are holders of magic and time. That is what we do.”

      Then at the other end of the canebrake, a third creature emerged from the reeds. “We are here and everywhere, then and now, before and after.”

      My eyebrows rose up.

      If what Lakrik had told me was nonsense, he at least had translated it faithfully from the source.

      “What do you mean, you’re here and everywhere?” Vala asked.

      The middle creature pointed out into the distance towards the next shaft of white light miles and miles away. “We are there as well…”

      The far left creature pointed to another light ninety degrees to our right, and even more farther away. “…as well as there.”

      “Your kind?”

      “No, we three. We have been here, and we shall always be here.”

      Alright, enough of the mystical horseshit.

      “We were sent here by the kobolds,” I said, “to ask you about the Xavok.”

      “The Undoing,” the middle said.

      “The Unbeing,” the right said.

      “The Uncreating,” the left said.

      “They said that Xavok wasn’t its name, though.”

      “It is not. It is a kobold word.”

      “So… what is its name?”

      “It has no name. No TRUE name. Which is why spells cannot bind it, and magic cannot contain it.”

      “What do you call it?”

      “We call it not. But Xavok is as good a word as any. The only word in your language that is its approximation… is chaos.”

      “Disorder?”

      “Not just disorder, because that implies something where order might exist. Xavok is the negation of those things. Not the lack of them, like nothingness… but the absolute opposite. The tumultuous void, hungering for all things to enter its maw.”

      “What is it?”

      “Undoing.”

      “Unbeing.”

      “Uncreating.”

      “We covered that part,” I said, annoyed. If these things weren’t priests, they spoke just like them – in riddles and convoluted stories designed to make the listener feel stupid. “Is it a demon? A monster? An animal?”

      “Those are human words,” the middle said.

      “They do not apply,” the right said.

      “Your words are for things that exist,” the left said. “Xavok is the opposite of existence. Not nothingness, but a mirror reflection of it. The chaotic void in which there can be no life.”

      “What does it want?”

      “Everything… that it might reduce it to nothing. It is the Destroyer of Worlds, the Devourer of Time… the Annihilator.”

      “Where did it come from?”

      “From the space between the stars, the emptiness between planes.”

      That was less than helpful.

      “If it comes from there, why is it here in our world?”

      “It is not yet in your world.”

      “Only its minions.”

      “But it will come soon. It is searching for a way in.”

      That was a slight relief… very slight.

      At least the creature was not here yet – probably only its demons in the far south.

      But it was coming.

      “What does it want?”

      “To feed.”

      “To destroy.”

      “To devour.”

      “Aren’t you in danger, then?”

      One of the priests cocked its head. “You labor under a misconception.”

      “What’s that?”

      “This is not your world. It is connected to your world, but it is not in it, not below it, not of it. It is a nexus, a connecting point of many dimensions and times and realities… but it is NOT your world. Not as you know it.”

      I didn’t understand exactly what the priest meant, but if he was saying the Nether was not in the same… reality? Time and place? …as my world, then that I could fully buy.

      “This Xavok thing – it’s contacted me several times. Once in a waking vision, several times in dreams. What does it want from me?”

      “Your undoing.”

      “Your unbeing.”

      “Your uncreating.”

      “But why me?”

      “Hard to say,” said the right.

      “Perhaps it will grow stronger from your power,” said the left.

      “Or perhaps it seeks you out because it knows you can defeat it,” said the middle.

      “Or that at least…”

      “…you have the chance.”

      “Defeat it? How?!”

      “That we do not know.”

      “Although perhaps you can ask the one…”

      “…who seeks to bring it here.”

      “What? Who?”

      The middle creature pointed over our heads. “He is here.”

      My eyes widened.

      “VALA!” I screamed. “SHIELDS!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Vala threw up her invisible barrier, a black ray slammed into it, sizzling and sparking.

      It didn’t make her cry out in pain, though I could tell it was an effort for her to keep the shield up. The ray wasn’t as powerful as before – possibly because it was coming from farther away.

      I could see a lone figure in the gloom, a black outline against the glowing moss in the distance.

      Kalos!

      He looked to be about 500 feet away.

      “Nori, Ayana – down!” I yelled.

      Both women hit the sandy beach of the island.

      I soared up into the air and sped towards the blot of darkness. I detached half of the knives from my suit and sent them surging out in front of me, flying twice as fast.

      In the back of my mind, I wondered how he had gotten past the gnomoks.

      Within seconds, I found out.

      Just as my blades were about to tear Kalos into shreds, there was a flash of light –

      And he disappeared.

      WHAT?!

      My knives thudded into the mossy ground, all fifty of them sinking in to the tangs.

      Thup thup thup thup thup!

      I hovered five feet above the ground and peered down at where he had stood. Nothing was there.

      There was a patch of oversized mushrooms, big as a horse cart, over to the left – but I would have seen him run over there. The flash of light had apparently not been a trick merely to distract me.

      I turned around in the air to see where Kalos had gone –

      That was when the archers got me.

      I felt the vibration of their arrows slamming against my backpiece – nothing but pebbles thrown against a shield.

      Ting ting ting!

      But – what was this?!

      Pain and cold suddenly gripped my body.

      It was like half my senses went numb –

      And I could no longer fly.

      I fell out of the air and crashed to the ground.

      My feet screamed in pain as I came down on them full force. Luckily I wasn’t higher than five feet, or my legs might have been broken.

      I sprawled out across the ground. It felt like someone had slammed me down and was lying atop me. For a second I panicked, and then I realized it was the weight of my armor. I was used to making it weightless with my powers. Now it hung heavily on me – not too heavy, but when one is used to a feather, even a hammer feels like an anvil.

      My powers – what had happened to them?!

      I looked down to see a blackness threading across the surface of the metal. Inside the darkness were miniature bolts of lightning, but each one smaller than my thumbnail – like the painful, tiny sparks that discharge from your fingertips to metal during the winter.

      I tried to lift my armor –

      Nothing.

      I tried to feel it, to feel anything –

      But it was dead to me.

      I said that my senses had gone numb, but I quickly realized that it was only my iron sense I had lost. My sight, hearing, touch, smell, and taste were still there – but my feeling for metal was entirely gone.

      After all my life with it as my constant companion, it was shocking to feel what things were like without it.

      The world felt dead and cold around me.

      I began to panic.

      How had a simple arrow done this to me?!

      Would my powers return?!

      Suddenly I heard raucous laughter behind me, growing closer.

      “The old fart’s spell did the trick, it seems!” a voice said.

      A spell, then.

      Would it wear off?

      I heaved myself to my feet, grunting beneath the weight, and turned around.

      Twelve men were approaching, all of them in leather armor.

      They must have been in hiding. Kalos had been the bait, I had taken it, and now I was in their trap.

      Had the sorcerer brought them here?!

      Had he been able to transport himself and twelve others past the gnomoks?!

      It didn’t matter. However they’d gotten here, it was now twelve against one.

      I didn’t mind the odds being against me… but this was ridiculous.

      It would have been a three-second fight if I’d only had my powers. But without them…

      I took stock of my opponents. Four had stone swords, and three more had war hammers made of granite. One had a spear tipped with stone, and a big brute had a giant mace made of wood. The other three were archers –

      And all their bows were drawn with arrows aimed at me.

      I reacted purely by instinct, and put my arm up in front of my face –

      Immediately three arrows slammed into my left gauntlet, my helmet, and my left pauldron.

      Ting ting ting!

      But they fell to the ground, their wooden tips broken against my steel suit.

      “Yer little sticks ain’t gonna kill a man in steel,” the brute said as he strode towards me. “This might, though.”

      And he swung the mace down at me.

      I barely had the presence of mind to raise my arm up before it CRASHED into me like a smith’s hammer in the forge.

      Half the blow was absorbed by my arm, but the other half caught my helmet.

      My arm screamed out in pain from the blow, and my head echoed with the sound of crashing metal.

      I dropped to my hands and knees in front of him, dazed, and stared at my gauntlets…

      …with the four glowing crystals set into the knuckles.

      Of course.

      “That did him in!” the man with the spear cheered.

      “What’s with the metal bars stuck all over him, eh?” one of the archers called out.

      “You’d think a feller with powers like his would make his armor not look like a harlequin’s suit!” another laughed.

      “Ain’t so high ‘n mighty with your powers now, are ya, ya magic freak?” the brute with the mace snarled.

      I heard him spit. I couldn’t feel the impact, but a gob of spittle oozed down past my face and dripped onto the glowing moss.

      Right in front of me, I could see his leather-clad feet spread wide apart.

      “‘N now fer tha killin’ blow,” he said, and I heard him grunt as he lifted the mace.

      He was going to hit me either in the back or the back of the head.

      Even if he didn’t outright kill me, the impact would be enough to knock me out – at which point I would be at their mercy.

      I had been in enough bar fights to know what to do, dazed though I was.

      If my opponent wasn’t above fighting dirty, then neither was I.

      I reared up with my entire body as fast as I could and drove my right gauntlet into his crotch.

      Leather armor protects the vitals, but for regular foot soldiers, it’s rarely made to fully encase the genitals. Even if it had been, it wouldn’t do much to cushion the impact of a man swinging a heavy gauntlet directly into his balls.

      Especially not a gauntlet that still had two short knives attached to it, which were sticking straight up from the gauntlet’s edge.

      THUNK!

      The brute suddenly gave the worst scream I had ever heard in my life.

      Guess his leather armor hadn’t guarded everything.

      I heard the THUMP of his mace hitting the ground. Apparently he’d dropped it in his distress.

      Poor fellow.

      Of course, the point was not to stab him in his balls; the point was to have my armor directly against his skin.

      I immediately released one of the twelve charges that Ayana had stored in my gauntlet crystals.

      Lightning roared from my hand directly into his body and crackled all around us.

      I was protected, since my armor somehow kept lightning out and causing it to course around the exterior.

      Not so much for my friend in the leather armor.

      When the blast was over, I staggered backwards onto my feet. As I stumbled away, I jerked my bladed gauntlet free –

      – and charred flesh fell away in a shower of particles.

      I stared in amazement at the man who had been about to kill me.

      He was covered in black soot… his eyes had been burned out of his skull… smoke poured from his open mouth…

      …and then he fell forward onto his face.

      THUMP!

      The turn of events was something of a surprise to the others.

      “He killed Brunos!” one of the other men screamed.

      Before they could say anything more, I leapt into action with the remaining charges in my crystals.

      I blasted the nearest men first – the three swordsmen and the three hammer wielders.

      Lightning arced through the air in savage, crackling bursts.

      I could even fire off a shot from one gauntlet while shooting with the other in the opposite direction.

      Unfortunately, lightning blasts at a distance were not quite as effective as those piped directly into a man’s ballsack.

      All six men went down to their hands and knees – but all six of them lived. In fact, two of the hammer bearers were already struggling unsteadily to their feet.

      I couldn’t believe it.

      Ayana’s lightning strikes were usually lethal with one shot!

      Were the individual single charges stored in Nori’s crystals not as powerful as a normal assault from Ayana? Did it take two of Nori’s charges to equal one full attack of Ayana’s?

      Whatever the answer, I only had five charges left, and eleven living opponents.

      I decided to finish what I’d started.

      I directed the remaining five bolts into men I’d already blasted.

      That was enough to kill them. They collapsed into smoking piles of charred flesh.

      The last swordsman I had to kill with the knives jutting out from my armor. I did him the favor of not stabbing him in the balls, but slicing his throat instead.

      The spear-bearer and the archers were already retreating –

      But then they saw that I had to run ten feet to kill the last swordsman.

      “Wait – I think his sorcery is through!” one of the archers screamed.

      All four men paused and watched warily.

      Dammit…

      I stood my ground and shouted, “Come on down and see!”

      Bluffing, of course.

      Unfortunately, they took me up on it.

      The archers shot at me, and I barely covered the opening in my helmet in time.

      Didn’t matter, though – the idiots aimed all their shots at my body, and the arrows’ wooden tips cracked or glanced off.

      “You BUGGER!” the spearman screamed as he ran at me with his weapon.

      I staggered backwards out of range as he jabbed and then retreated.

      “We’ll get him!” one of the archers yelled as he nocked another arrow.

      Of course, the only way he could kill me was to hit through my helmet’s opening – another excellent reason for me to fashion a visor as soon as I possibly could.

      If I made it out of this alive.

      But he would have to have been an excellent shot to do that. Otherwise, nothing short of a longbow or a crossbow bolt would have a chance of piercing my armor – and then only if the arrows had steel tips, which they did not.

      Recognizing my only weakness, I held my left arm in front of my helmet to try to protect my eyes and face. My right arm felt nearly useless from the mace’s blow.

      But the spearman was greedy. He didn’t want to share.

      “He’s mine!” the man roared, and jabbed again.

      This time the spear tip hit my armor, but stone against steel was a poor matchup. It scraped harmlessly across the metal and glanced away.

      He had overextended during his thrust, so I did the only thing I could think of: I lowered my head and charged him.

      I hadn’t pulled the blades from my helmet, so it was basically a deadly rack of outward-facing knives.

      I connected, but directly into his leather chest armor, and not enough to pierce it. Instead I butted him backwards.

      He yelled in anger as he stumbled backwards, then suddenly swung the end of his wooden spear at my head.

      Spears are excellent weapons for several reasons.

      One – they have a pointy tip.

      Two – they allow a man to fight at a distance, at more than arm’s length.

      Three – spears can be thrown, though that’s a last resort. If you throw and miss, you’ve tossed away your main (if not only) weapon.

      And four – even if the spearhead breaks off, the rest of the wooden shaft can be a vicious weapon on its own.

      A man with a wooden staff six feet long, holding it with both hands a foot apart in the middle and putting all his might into swinging one of the ends as fast as he can, can stove in a poorly-made piece of armor.

      My helmet was exceptionally well-made by my uncle Shaw, so it did not crumple.

      But the impact was like being slammed in the head with a large stick.

      The helmet crashed, I saw stars before my eyes, and all I could hear afterwards were high-pitched bells.

      Not only that, but I was off-balance from the blow.

      The spearman saw his chance and used the butt of the spear to slam my face.

      The handle was too thick to fit into the slit for my eyes and nose, but the impact was like a quick punch to the head. And when you’re already off-balance, that’s all it takes.

      I toppled backwards to the ground with a crash.

      Having seen what his friend had suffered, the spearman wasn’t about to take a chance getting close to me. He held out the spear and tried to thrust it into my helmet from as far back as he could.

      I was able to block it with my gauntlet, but the stone tip scraped perilously close to my eyes.

      I tried to heave myself up, but I felt like a turtle turned over onto its shell. The weight was just too damn much.

      I tried to roll to the side –

      But the man circled around and slammed me with the butt of his spear again, toppling me backwards against the moss.

      “Ya little twat – get up!” he laughed as he bashed me in the helmet again. “Get up, you cripple!”

      The archers were back to laughing and jeering.

      As I lay there on my back, trying to figure out what to do, something happened.

      My suit felt lighter.

      There was a whisper of a sound, like falling snowflakes tapping against a windowpane.

      It wasn’t much, but it was definitely there.

      The spearman jabbed at me again, trying to pierce inside my helmet – but my gauntlet deflected the stone head.

      As I stared at my arm in front of me, I noticed something: that pool of black with all the tiny sparks that had crept across my armor?

      It was almost gone. The sparks were diminished to a third of their previous number, and fading fast.

      The whisper of snowflakes became the sighing of wind, then the howling of a gale –

      And finally I could feel metal all around me again.

      “Fool,” the bastard sneered as he readied his spear for another jab, “it’s only a matter of time.”

      Without moving my legs, I sprang up from the mossy ground. My body moved in a sweeping arc, my feet planted in place and my head whipping up fast as a scythe.

      As I rose, I ejected the steel blade from my left gauntlet.

      My upright momentum drove the sword through the spearman’s leather armor and into his belly.

      I came to a halt face to face with him, my eyes staring into his as his jaw dropped open.

      “You’re right – it was only a matter of time,” I said, then jerked my arm to the side, slashing through his vitals.

      Unfortunately, the blade got stuck in the tangle of his armor.

      It turns out that a blade cutting through leather works much better when you’re flinging yourself forward with supernatural powers.

      As I tried to withdraw the blade, I realized I could just retract it with my powers – and so I did.

      SCHINK!

      The sword withdrew into its scabbard, and the spearman collapsed onto his back, blood pouring out of his mouth and stomach.

      Once again, the archers were caught flat-footed by the turn of events – but they quickly realized what was going on.

      “GET – ” one screamed, presumably meaning to say him! as he pulled back his bow.

      But by then I’d yanked all 50 knives out of the mossy ground and sent them flashing through him and his two companions.

      Many of the knives sunk into their leather armor with a thock – but several exploded through the archers’ faces and out the backs of their skulls.

      They toppled to the ground, their arrows skittering feebly across the moss as their dead fingers released their hold on the bowstrings.

      I called all my knives back to me, had them hover in a cloud around me, and unsheathed all the longswords from my back and the shorter blades from my gauntlets.

      No getting caught defenseless this time.

      I was about to look around to see where Kalos might be when I heard it instead:

      A blast of lightning hundreds of feet behind me.

      Ayana.

      I turned and looked at the island 500 feet away. It was hard to see in the dim light, but there were several charred bodies lying face-down and another on the ground, unmoving.

      Ayana stood with sparks dancing across her fists. The tree priests remained motionless at the edge of the canebrake…

      And a shadowy figure on the beach held Nori in front of him, a white staff crushed against her throat.

      Damn it!

      I took off low across the ground, my broadswords and blades in the air all around me.

      But just as I reached the purple lake surrounding the island, Kalos yelled, “STAY WHERE YOU ARE, IRON MAGE, OR I KILL HER! THE SAME GOES FOR YOU, LIGHTNING MAGE!”

      I halted where I was, hovering above the water. For all I knew, Kalos could end her life before I could kill him. I couldn’t take that chance. Ayana couldn’t attack, either, or she would kill Nori as well as the sorcerer.

      Now that I was closer, I could see more of the situation.

      The charred body on the ground was one of Kalos’s men, apparently killed by one of Ayana’s lightning attacks. In fact, there were multiple charred spots on the beach where her strikes must have hit.

      The other figure on the ground was Vala, who had apparently been knocked unconscious but otherwise seemed unharmed.

      Nori held her silver staff in her left hand, though the crystal in the headpiece no longer glowed.

      Her face looked terrified beyond belief as her right hand tried to keep the white staff from crushing her windpipe.

      “Leave her be, Kalos,” I shouted, “and you and I can settle this man-to-man!”

      He just laughed. “You fool – you think I can be goaded into combat like a drunken swineherd?”

      “You don’t want her, you want me.”

      “Idiot! If I cared about you, would I have left my men when I did?”

      Fair point.

      I thought about talking about how I’d killed all his soldiers, to try to goad him into attacking me – but I decided it unwise as long as his staff remained at Nori’s throat.

      “Why would you want the girl?” I called out, though I was afraid to hear the answer. “Leave her and we’ll let you depart unharmed. You have my word.”

      “Now I know that you’re deliberately provoking me, because no one could be that stupid three times in a row! Why would I want the Crystal Mage you’re transporting to Ebrelon? Hm, let me think!”

      My heart sank.

      Kalos knew about Nori’s powers.

      But… why was he still here, then?

      If he wanted Nori, why didn’t he just disappear with her?

      I knew better than to ask, in case he spirited her away just to spite me.

      Instead, I was hoping he was so overconfident that he was just staying to gloat.

      The most important thing of all: I had to figure out a way to kill him before he could vanish with her.

      “Why are you trying to raise Xavok?” I yelled.

      For the first time, Kalos sounded unsure. “…what?”

      For a brief second, I thought maybe this had all be a horrific, epically bad misunderstanding.

      Then the willowy priests chimed in.

      “The Undoing.”

      “The Unbeing.”

      “The Uncreating.”

      “Ah – the Ancient One!” Kalos said with a sneer. “Because he will bring me power beyond comprehension!”

      “He’s trying to destroy the world, Kalos! There’ll be nothing left!”

      “Then I shall have to search out other worlds, shan’t I?”

      I frowned in bewilderment. “Are you mad?!”

      “No, you are merely ignorant! Do you know what I am, boy?”

      I wanted to say, An insane old man, but I held my tongue… more or less. “No, but I have a feeling you’re about to tell me.”

      “I am a Realm Walker! My magic allows me to step from one reality to another! I can travel great distances in the blink of an eye, by entering another realm and then stepping back into this one! And now that I have access to the Nether, I can access all of them!”

      I frowned. The sorcerer made about as much sense as the tree-priests. “How many of these ‘realms’ are there?”

      Everyone’s favorite ciphers spoke again.

      “Billions of trillions.”

      “As limitless as thought.”

      “As many as there are grains of sand on all the beaches of the world.”

      As always, the priests spoke gobbledygook – but the words ‘grains of sand’ gave me an idea how to kill Kalos before he could disappear with Nori.

      I just had to do it quietly, and with a diversion to distract him.

      I shouted at the priests, “Why in the gods’ names are you not stopping him, then?”

      “We are observers of the cosmic struggle.”

      “We hold magic. That is our role.”

      “We cannot directly interfere.”

      I didn’t really care about the answer – and the priests were just as nonsensical as before.

      But Kalos looked over at them as they replied –

      – which was time enough for me to drop several of my small knives gently into the purple water.

      “You see, Iron Mage?” Kalos laughed. “They will not stop me – and neither will you!”

      “Why would you want a thousand realms, or whatever it is you’re after?” I yelled. “Why not just settle for this one?”

      “Because one world is not enough! I want all of them!” Kalos cackled. “And with the power of the Ancient One, I shall conquer more worlds than there are stars in the sky!”

      “So… what, you’re going to summon this Ancient One to the Nether?” I asked.

      “Yes – and then from the Nether, I shall journey to all the Realms and subjugate them!”

      “Too late, old man,” I said. “The Ancient One is already here.”

      I knew it was a lie, based on what the priests had told me – but I was trying to throw him off.

      It worked – for a moment.

      “What?!” Kalos asked, bewildered.

      “In the far south. Surely you’ve heard the rumors.”

      The bastard laughed, confident once again. “No, he is trying to break through in the far south… but he is not here in our world yet. Only his emissaries. But I will bring him here – for a price! And your little elf here shall help me!”

      “She can only store a limited number of charges in her body at a time,” I yelled. “And we don’t have enough crystals to store more than a few charges.”

      “I don’t want her store anything in her little rocks,” Kalos sneered. “I want to store the power inside her!”

      That confused me. “What?”

      “Her true power is not to place power in stones, you idiot. She is the conduit. She is the storehouse – one with almost infinite capacity! It is not crystals I plan to store the Ancient One’s might in, but her body!”

      I looked at Ayana in shock.

      Did you know this? I asked silently.

      Her look of bewilderment matched my own: No!

      “Don’t fret about your ignorance,” Kalos said with mock sympathy. “Even the elf was probably not aware of her true nature. And why should she be? That much power, all at once, would destroy her mind! Only my spells will be able to keep her body intact, its repository of energy available at my command!”

      “So you’re staying here because…?”

      “To summon the Ancient One, you fool! Then I shall steal his power, store it in your companion – and then escape to another realm, where I shall begin my conquering of all the worlds in all the many universes! Was that too much detail for your feeble mind to comprehend?”

      “No, thanks, that was perfect,” I said, and it was.

      In the time Kalos had been talking, I had moved my blades under the purple water of the pond. Slowly, so as not to create a ripple on the surface.

      Once they reached the sand, I burrowed them through the island…

      …until they were just behind him.

      Then I struck.

      Four knives blasted upwards from the sand.

      From my current position a hundred feet away, Kalos would have seen the blades and had time to react – if they had been traveling through the air.

      But they weren’t traveling through the air, so he hadn’t seen them.

      And thus I was able to strike from a distance of mere feet away.

      The knives entered his back and the base of his skull with a wet thock thock thock thock!

      Well, I aimed for his spine and the base of his skull. I couldn’t see his back from this angle, but I figured I had placed my shots close enough.

      Judging by the reaction, I would say they landed quite well, actually.

      Kalos screamed once, a strangled shriek, and crumpled to the ground, his staff still held limply in his hand.

      Nori stumbled away from him, coughing and holding onto her silver staff.

      “NO!” Kalos screamed from where he collapsed on the sand.

      He gave me a look of such malevolence that it would have given Xavok a run for his money – and then he swung his ivory staff towards me and fired.

      I tried to fly out of the way. I dodged to the left, but the ray still slammed squarely into my right side.

      It was like a bull had plowed into me at full speed.

      My breastplate collapsed under the blow. Agony speared through my body – and yet the ray kept coming, hammering me like a giant at a forge.

      I screamed and fell into the swamp. All my hundred knives and broadswords fell with me.

      I quite probably would have died had it not been for Vala.

      Suddenly the ray stopped striking me, and I heard a woman scream.

      I looked up to see the redhead holding up one trembling hand from where she lay on the beach.

      Kalos’s black ray was cut off midair by her invisible shield.

      Now, with Nori out of the way, Ayana let loose.

      Lightning blasted from her hands into the sorcerer’s body.

      He screamed as sparks arced over him, and his black ray of death stopped completely.

      Seconds later he was a smoking wreck of a body.

      …but he wasn’t dead. I just didn’t know that yet.

      “Nori, are you alright?” I gasped, my ribs screaming in protest as I hauled myself up out of the water and crawled onto the sand.

      Nori turned back to look at me – and as she did, she screamed, “JAVRON, WATCH OUT!”

      I glanced over to see the old man lift one withered, charred claw.

      A bright light bloomed in the palm of his hand, then shot out in all directions: into me, Nori, Ayana, and Vala.

      Nori lifted her silver staff against the light and screamed – then dropped it and collapsed.

      Both Ayana and Vala screamed, too.

      Suddenly everything was blotted out by the white light: water, island, priests, canebrake, Nori, Ayana, Vala.

      Even my pain was gone.

      Everything was gone.

      The entire world… gone, swallowed by white nothingness.
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      I awoke with a start and fresh agony in my side – but wherever I was, I wasn’t where I had originally blacked out.

      Instead of a beach inside a vast, glowing cave, I was in a small, dark room.

      I was lying on my back on the floor, apparently on a straw pallet. I could only tell that from the sounds when I shifted, because I was still wearing my armor and couldn’t feel anything through it… but I could hear the dry rustle of straw.

      There was a small fire crackling off to my right, casting flickering light on a thatched roof.

      I tried to sit up, and nearly passed out from the pain.

      Suddenly there was a soft voice off to my side. “You’re awake!”

      I looked over to see a beautiful woman in a long, black, tattered dress. It completely covered her thin arms and stretched all the way down to her ankles.

      Her hair was either dark brown or entirely black – in the dim light it was difficult to tell. Her skin was pale. She was older than me by at least five or six years. She was slim, though the low cut of the dress showed she had large, shapely breasts.

      Even in horrific pain, I notice the important things.

      I say that in sarcasm, because the pain was overwhelming.

      I gritted my teeth in torment. “What in the gods’ name is wrong with me?!”

      The woman bent down next to me with a wooden cup full of liquid, which she pressed to my lips. “Here, drink this… it will dull the pain.”

      I sipped at the concoction and immediately spit it out. It tasted like cat vomit and horse piss mixed together. “What, are you trying to poison me?!”

      “I saved you. Do you really think that I would poison you now, when I could have killed you anytime you were unconscious?”

      She had a point.

      She lifted the cup again, and I choked down a mouthful. As I lay there on my back, I had to admit, the pain did begin to dull.

      “I would have attended your wounds,” she said, “but your armor looks almost like it was created in one piece around you.”

      Of course! Every time I wore it, I sealed my armor with my powers so that it was unbreakable – and I had never taken it off on the beach!

      I immediately released the breastplate from the back piece and let it hover over my face. As soon as I did, sweet relief flooded my body. Well… temporarily. The pain let up by a great deal, but then gradually began to flood back. Every breath I took was like a dozen knives stabbing me in the side.

      When I saw the breastplate from the inside, it was easy to tell why.

      The side had been caved in from Kalos’s black ray. The steel jutted in several inches where it should not have been. I had basically been inside a horrifically tight vise this entire time.

      I pulled up my shirt, looked down, and almost immediately wished I hadn’t.

      The skin on the right side of my torso was mottled purple. Patches of it were nearly black.

      I had most probably broken some ribs, and seriously, at that. Thank the gods that any breaks had not pierced through the skin.

      But everything else felt like it was on fire, so it was difficult to ascertain just how bad the damage was.

      Of course, the woman wasn’t paying any attention to my medical condition. She was watching my damaged armor float in the air.

      “Y– you’re a mage?!” the woman asked incredulously.

      “Mm-hm,” I grunted as I let my head flop back on the pallet, sweat trickling down my brow from the exertion. I let the breast plate settle to the floor beside me.

      “What did you – by the goddess!” she exclaimed when she saw my side. “How are you still alive?!”

      “That’s a good question,” I muttered – and then my eyes popped wide open.

      I remembered the end – the flash of light engulfing me –

      “NORI – AYANA – VALA!” I cried out as I tried to sit up, then screamed from the pain. I immediately collapsed onto my back again.

      “Who?”

      “Three women! There were three women – where did you find me?!” I asked frantically.

      “On the island of the priests.”

      My eyes widened. “You know the priests?!”

      “Yes – they called me to you.”

      “What?!”

      All that sanctimonious claptrap about not being able to interfere, and yet they had called this woman?!

      Actually, thank the gods they had…

      “Wait – so we’re still in the Nether?” I asked.

      “Yes, of course.”

      “When you found me – did you see any women there?! An elf with blonde hair – a redhead and a brunette – ”

      “No,” the woman said, shaking her head. “No, there were only men.”

      My eyes bugged out as I imagined Melik’s entire army invading the cave. “Men?! What men?!”

      “All dead,” she said as she placed a hand on my chest and pushed me gently back onto the ground. “Soldiers and a man in robes. The ones on the island were burned and charred. There were others nearby, across the lake. Most looked burned as well, though some had been sliced to ribbons.” She regarded me suspiciously. “Did you do that?”

      “They deserved it,” I snarled. “So you didn’t see any women?”

      “None. There was no one else on the beach.”

      “Was there anything else you saw? Clothing, maybe – some sign of them?!”

      “Just this.”

      She moved away for a moment, then returned with a metal rod that gleamed in the firelight.

      Along its length was an etched pattern of flowers and vines, with thorns if one looked closely enough.

      I knew because I had made it.

      In the headpiece was a crystal that glowed bright white.

      As soon as I saw the staff, I despaired.

      Nori would never have willingly parted with it.

      If the woman in black had not found her body… then Nori was gone. Kalos’s blast must have annihilated her.

      And if she was gone… then Vala and Ayana were gone, too.

      For the first time since I was a child, I wept.

      For the two women I had cared for… perhaps even loved.

      And for the third woman, quite possibly the bravest I had ever met.

      Her shields had saved me from Kalos’s black ray – and who knows, maybe her powers had saved me from being destroyed at the end.

      As I wept silent tears, the woman watched with pain in her face and stroked my hair.

      “There, there,” she whispered as she forced me to sip her vile potion.

      Gradually my pain dimmed away to nothing, the fire became a blur, and I was completely lost to sleep.
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      The elf gained consciousness gradually. Her eyes fluttered open… and then she remembered the tremendous danger that she was in. That they were all in.

      She hurriedly sat up, wincing from the throbbing in her head –

      But she was alone.

      She was in a forest clearing – not the canebrake of the island, but an actual forest, with birches and oaks. Instead of sand, a thick carpet of dead leaves were beneath her legs and hands.

      But unlike the Nether, with its gently glowing colors all around, there was only a grey mist that hung heavily in the trees.

      Seeing farther than twenty feet was difficult; the trees rapidly became dark grey shapes. Light seemed to come from above, but the fog was even thicker in the treetops, and swallowed the branches entirely.

      “Javron?!” Nori called out frantically as she stumbled to her feet. “Ayana?! Vala?!”

      No one was there.

      She looked around for her metal staff, the one Javron had made for her when they’d first met –

      It was gone. Nowhere to be seen.

      Nori cried out in terror, then forced herself to stifle her tears.

      Either someone had carried her unconscious to this strange forest, or otherwise transported her here.

      Why, she did not know.

      All she knew was that she was completely, utterly alone.
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      The shield mage woke to a considerably different scene. She was in a small room made of tan sandstone bricks. There was nothing in the room but the velvet chaise longue she lay on – that, and two burning torches held by golden sconces on the wall.

      A single doorway led out to a stairwell, also made of sandstone. There were no torches out there, and a few steps were barely visible in the shadows.

      She winced as she sat up. “Javron?”

      The last thing she remembered was casting a shield around Javron. She had reasoned that if anyone could stop Kalos, it would be the iron mage.

      Apparently the sorcerer’s blinding white spell hadn’t killed them, so that was good –

      But being left alone in a strange place was a piss-poor way to repay her potentially final act of unselfish bravery.

      Vala stood unsteadily, placing her hand against the wall. “Javron, this isn’t funny… where are you?”

      No answer.

      “Nori…? Ayana?”

      Silence.

      Worried, Vala took one of the torches from its sconce and stepped outside the room.

      The steps she’d seen were part of a spiral stone stairwell that went both up and down. Unfortunately, the tight confines of the curving walls blocked her view of where the steps led.

      She decided to try down rather than up, and descended the steps, torch in hand.

      The walls of the stairwell curved around so sharply that she couldn’t see far, but it didn’t take her long to reach a place where she could.

      Two flights down, the walls of the stairwell disappeared –

      – and suddenly she was looking out at the impossible.

      A horizontal platform jutted off from the floor beneath her feet. The platform became a series of more steps that led down to another platform, which branched off in three more directions to more steps and more platforms. It was a labyrinth of steps and terraces, a convoluted maze a hundred feet tall, all of it constructed of sandstone. The steps overlapped and crisscrossed, so it was hard to tell where everything led and how it all connected.

      On all four sides of the maze were walls a thousand feet long and a hundred feet high with towers at the corners. All of it was made of sandstone. It looked like a castle wall without the central castle.

      None of that was the impossible part, though. Baffling and strange, yes, but not impossible.

      The impossible part was that all of it was suspended midair.

      In the middle of nothing.

      Several hundred feet below the lowest platform in the maze were clouds, colored golden and purple by a setting sun.

      Vala had been on top of mountains before. Once, when she was a girl, she gone to sleep in a cabin in the middle of a storm. The next morning when she had awoken, the sky above was blue, but the mountain itself was surrounded by white, puffy clouds. The peak she’d stood on was an island in a sea of white cotton.

      That was what this was like… except there was no mountain, and the clouds went on forever in every direction of the compass.

      She supposed it was possible that beneath the clouds there was a mountain just a few feet beneath… but something told her that wasn’t the case.

      And besides, it didn’t explain the fact that a giant fortress of sandstone was hovering in thin air.

      Below were the clouds. Above her was space – like looking up into the heavens at night. Except instead of black, the sky was violet with gradations of different colors – pinks, blues, hints of subtle orange.

      It was like twilight when the moon is out and the first stars are beginning to appear – except there were millions of stars out, not just a few.

      The moon was visible, too – except it was covered with loops and bands of red and pink.

      Actually, there were three moons. The second was a dull, pale green, and the third was white and smooth like ivory.

      They were also all noticeably larger than the moon she was used to seeing back home.

      At least the sun appeared to be the same as it set far in the distance over the sea of clouds.

      The sight of so many things that were impossible, all at one time – the floating fortress, the stairways that folding in upon themselves, the sea of clouds below, the violet sky, the three moons – all of it led her to one inexorable conclusion:

      I’m dead, and this is the afterlife.

      But she didn’t feel dead. She felt like flesh and blood – perhaps a little sore from the attack from Kalos, but –

      Kalos!

      What had that bastard done?!

      Where had he sent her?!

      The sight of thousands of feet of open space beneath the platform made her dizzy and ill. Panic drove her back up the stairwell, into the safe confines of walls that blocked out the madness.

      She followed the steps as they wound up and around inside the stairwell for several stories, until they finally opened out onto another platform.

      She peeked her head out at the top of the stairs…

      …and immediately realized she was looked at the fortress from underneath it.

      She had gone up a flight of stairs…

      …and yet had somehow ended up lower than where she had been before.

      Now she knew what was wrong – she wasn’t dead.

      She was dreaming.

      She physically pinched the skin on her hand to wake herself –

      But it didn’t work. Merely stung.

      “If this isn’t a dream,” Vala said to herself, her voice creeping towards panic, “then it truly is death… or madness…”

      “I assure you,” a voice cooed, “it is none of the three.”

      Vala started and turned around.

      The platform extended 360 degrees around the end of the stairs. She had only been looking up, because that was the view of the bottom of the fortress.

      She hadn’t looked behind her, though.

      Standing on the platform behind her was a woman – but the strangest woman Vala had ever seen.

      Mostly owing to her emerald green skin.

      She didn’t sparkle like an emerald; she wasn’t made of stone like the gnomoks. But her skin was the color of oak leaves in late spring, after the new greenery has matured.

      She had human eyes, though – white with beautiful blue irises. Her hair was long and black, and plaited into an ornate braid that hung down her back. She wore an exquisite gown of midnight blue, with sleeves down to her wrists and silver spangles sewn onto the cloth. And her lips were red like wine.

      She wasn’t truly beautiful – her jaw was a bit too angular, her nose a bit too sharp, and there was the whole green-skinned issue – but she could rightly be called handsome.

      Vala automatically cast a shield around her. The edges of it were limited by the platform and steps beneath her, but at least she had a defense against the stranger.

      “Who are you?!” Vala asked in a quavering voice.

      The woman smiled. “I have many names, none of which you could pronounce. But you may call me Enchantress.”

      Her voice was deeper than most women’s, but still feminine.

      “Are you an orc?” Vala asked.

      Vala had never seen an orc before, but she had heard they were green. Though she’d also heard orcs were frightfully ugly, and this woman was definitely not ugly.

      The Enchantress laughed. “No, child, I am most definitely not an orc.”

      “What are you, then?”

      “I told you already – I am the Enchantress.”

      “Why is your skin green?”

      “Why is yours such a lovely shade of white and pink?” the woman asked with a smile. “Most probably for the same reason mine is green – because I was born this way.”

      That stood to reason. It was the only logical thing about this entire situation.

      “Where am I?”

      “My home.”

      “You live in a home that floats in the air above a sea of clouds?” Vala asked incredulously.

      “I do.”

      “Where are we, though?”

      “I told you, my home.”

      “But – what…”

      Vala looked at the three strangely colored moons above her.

      “…what world is this?”

      “It is not a world. It is not a place, or a where, or a time. It is something quite different.”

      “What?”

      “That would take a very long time to explain.”

      “How did I get here?”

      The woman held out her arms in a more elegant version of a shrug. “I do not know. I found you passed out in my halls, so I left you to sleep comfortably until you awoke.”

      “How do I – ”

      “You know, I have a few questions of my own,” the woman interrupted, not unkindly. “Such as who you are, where you come from, and what you are doing in my citadel.”

      Vala looked at the woman distrustfully, then finally said, “I am Vala of Avenrod. I was in battle with a sorcerer in a place called the Nether. He cast a spell, and… that was the last thing I remember before I woke here.”

      “Hm, I see,” the woman said, and smiled. “Based on what you have said, I think I can answer a few more of your questions… but I want something in exchange.”

      Vala frowned. “What?”

      “I want to play a game.”
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      Ayana’s entry back into consciousness was not quite as peaceful as her former companions’.

      One second she was in the Nether, with Kalos casting a bright light that blanked out everything –

      The next she was falling backwards onto hardpacked soil, and the impact knocked the wind out of her.

      As she strained to breathe, she noted that the sky above her was a deep blue.

      …sky?!

      Where had the Nether gone, with its dim phosphorescent light?!

      A second after she realized the sky was different, she noticed the sound:

      The roar of ten thousand voices.

      Air rushed back into her lungs, and she lifted her head.

      She was in some sort of arena. A vast circular wall thirty feet high enclosed acres of sandy soil, and beyond the wall were tiered benches filled with people.

      …or… things.

      She couldn’t see any but the closest – the rest faded into an undifferentiated mass – but the ones nearest her didn’t look human.

      Or, at least, not like regular humans.

      They had humanoid shapes, but their skin was all the shades of the rainbow: yellow, orange, green, blue, red, violet. Their sizes varied widely, though not as much as their skin tones.

      It wasn’t the spectators in the stands that worried her, though.

      It was the three individuals in the arena with her.

      Actually, three creatures was probably more accurate.

      Closest was a figure clad only in a loin cloth and metal helmet, with huge muscles and scarred skin. He seemed the most human – except that his head looked like a wild boar’s, complete with tusks. He carried a metal triton in one hand and a net in the other.

      The second creature would have been indescribable if not for something that had happened two years before. She had journeyed to the seaside on a mission from King Tymon. While there, she had watched several local boys playing along a rocky outcropping in the sea. At least, she thought it was play; it turned out they were hunting for their dinner.

      One jumped into the water amongst the rocks and stay submerged for a long time – and then came back up with a horrific beast attached to his neck. It seemed to be all head and arms – eight of them: long, snake-like tentacles that tapered to points. Its skin was mottled and slimy, and most of the arms coiled around the boy’s neck and head.

      As soon as the boy clambered up on the rocks, one of the others took a thin, pointed stick and jabbed it through one of the creature’s eyes. Seconds later its arms went limp, and the boys pulled it off their friend and roasted it over a fire they built on the sand.

      This creature in the arena looked like that beast the boys had pulled from the water, except with a human torso and legs and brownish-green skin. But instead of two arms it had six – tentacles that writhed and flailed about in the air, thick as a normal man’s wrist. One tentacle held a shield, another a spiked morning star on a chain, and a third wielded an ax.

      The third figure looked like a gigantic praying mantis, seven feet tall, except its hinged forearms had spikes covered in steel and blood. The blood was apparently from a couple of bodies lying motionless on the ground, one of them without a head.

      From the weapons and the corpses, it quickly became obvious to Ayana where she was (if not exactly how she had gotten there):

      She had somehow been transported into the middle of a gladiator match.

      The three creatures were all staring at her in shock, as though wondering what the hell she was doing there.

      Then the pig man recovered and started towards her. Apparently if she was in the ring, she was fair game.

      He raised his triton over his head, preparing to cast it at her –

      At which point she let loose a bolt of lightning.

      A crooked blast of white sparks crackled through the air and blasted him backwards off his feet.

      Suddenly the ten thousand beings in the stands were on their feet, and their roars doubled in volume as the spectators screamed and stomped.

      Seeing the pig-man’s troubles put the other two monsters on notice. Apparently they figured that Ayana was a greater threat than they were to each other, so they seemed to put aside their differences and both edged closer towards her, a different horror to her left and her right.

      Meanwhile, the pig man unsteadily got to his feet. His chest was blackened and blistering, but he was alive – and he was angry. He decided to try his net this time, to trap her –

      Ayana hit him again and put him down for good.

      The crowd bellowed its approval.

      The sea monster and the giant insect began circling her, waiting to see what she would do.

      Ayana reached out her arms in opposite directions and blasted them both at the same time.

      The tentacle monster exploded – literally burst apart, its charred body parts flopping across the sand.

      The crowd screamed in ecstasy.

      But the insect was another matter.

      Its carapace was streaked with soot where the lightning had hit, but it didn’t seem affected. Once it realized it was more or less immune to her magic, it surged forward, mouthparts clicking and slavering.

      Its hinged arms flapped open, and sunlight glinted off the metal-covered spikes.

      At least, sunlight glinted off the spikes that weren’t covered in gore.

      Ayana dove to the ground as one of the mantis’s arms flashed where her neck had been a second before. She heard the metal blades slam shut like a dozen knives being sharpened at once.

      SCHINK.

      She ran for the pig-man’s corpse, grabbed his triton, and turned around to face the insect.

      The crowd was howling with anticipation.

      The praying mantis unhinged its arm again so that now it had two spring-loaded weapons at the ready.

      The monster edged forward; Ayana took a step back.

      It lunged left; she went right.

      Always she kept the triton in the air, its three sharp tips the only barrier between the creature and herself.

      Suddenly the mantis’s right arm flashed from the side and caught the triton in its claw.

      CLANK.

      The triton didn’t snap, since it was made of metal – but its shaft crimped and bent at an angle, caught in the creature’s grip.

      Ayana tried her powers again, and cast a burst of lightning that traveled up the metal weapon and into the insect’s claw.

      Lightning crackled all around it, and the metal-tipped spikes on its arms threw off sparks, but in the end the monster’s thick hide was only blackened with soot.

      More screams from the crowd.

      Ayana let go of the triton and ran to the exploded sea creature. Perhaps the morning star would do some damage –

      But the insect anticipated her actions, and scrambled to intercept her.

      Damn it!

      She had to draw it away from the tentacle creature’s corpse, so she backed up towards the pig-man’s body…

      …and then realized what she should do.

      The net was lying almost fully spread-out on the ground. It was probably eight feet in length and made of tough rope.

      She looked at the insect’s legs. There were four of them jutting off the creature’s torso. The legs were large and bent up at an angle, just like a regular praying mantis’s, and they ended in a foot that was basically three sharp claws that dug deep into the sand.

      That was the first important thing – those claws.

      Ayana slowed edged backwards across the net.

      The insect followed.

      Its front left leg thumped down on the ground, and its pointed claws sank through the holes in the net.

      That was when Ayana struck.

      She grabbed the edge of the net and ran, pulling with all her might.

      The insect’s claws were immediately tangled in the holes, and the net pulled its leg out from under it.

      The creature wasn’t expecting that.

      It tried to maintain its balance but still came crashing down. The spikes of its arms sank into the sand, and its head thudded against the ground.

      Ayana had planned to grab the morning star while the insect was down, but in that second she saw a possible weakness.

      It was an all-or-nothing gamble, and she took it.

      Before the monster could stumble back onto its feet or extricate its spiked claws from the ground, Ayana dashed full speed at its head.

      As she ran, she reared back her fist, aimed it at one of the creature’s bulbous eyes, and punched with all her might.

      Her blow connected.

      She was afraid that the thing’s eye might be solid like a rock, and that the impact would break every bone in her hand –

      But it wasn’t, and it didn’t.

      The eye cracked under her fist like an egg, and her hand sank wrist-deep in goop.

      The creature screamed, an unearthly shriek –

      Which was cut short by Ayana’s lightning blast.

      Without its thick carapace to protect it, the sparks raced down Ayana’s arm and directly into the thing’s skull.

      A second later, its head exploded, and bits of sizzling ooze spattered across the arena.

      The creature’s body went limp and collapsed on the sand.

      Ayana staggered back, victorious.

      The crowd’s reaction tipped over the edge into hysteria.

      They screamed, they stomped, they threw scarves and flowers into the air, bits of color that turned the edge of the sandy battlefield into a multicolored meadow.

      Now that she wasn’t under immediate threat of death, Ayana had a moment to look at the stands a bit more. The first thing she noticed was a part of the seating that stood out from the rest of the stadium. Separated from the commoners’ seats, it was built up so that it had a much higher view, and it was covered with brightly colored canopies to keep the sun off its occupants.

      At the railing stood a man in crimson red robes… and slightly less red skin, with glowing white eyes. He had the bearing of an arrogant bastard, the type who was born with everything and thought it his due in life.

      He was looking from Ayana to the cheering crowd, then back to Ayana.

      Suddenly there was rumble of something heavy moving.

      Ayana turned to see a twenty-foot section of the arena’s wall being pulled backwards inside the structure. Dozens of soldiers poured out of the gaps at the edges. They were dressed in light armor and wielded an array of swords, shields, and spears.

      They weren’t human soldiers – they looked more like beasts in the forest and sea than they did people – but it was obvious they were soldiers, especially from what they did next.

      “Yield!” the captain of the guard screamed, and the rest readied their weapons to attack.

      Ayana’s hands crackled with energy, ready to attack the first fool who rushed her –

      But she didn’t see the small, hollow tube that poked above one of the shields.

      The sound of the blow dart was easily drowned out by the roar of the crowd, and she didn’t realize what had happened until she felt the sting of the needle in her neck.

      Suddenly everything began to go hazy.

      Her knees buckled, and the lightning playing across her hands dissipated into sparks… then nothing. She collapsed onto all fours, then facedown in the sand.

      Then the soldiers rushed up, seized her by her arms and legs, and carried her across the arena, one soldier per limb.

      The last thing she saw were the hundreds of flowers and scarves and scraps of colored paper that the spectators had thrown onto the ground. Their cheers were the last thing she heard, tinny and far away, as darkness claimed her for its own.
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      I woke again in slightly less in pain than before. The woman sat on a wooden stool by the fire, staring at the few flames that moved among the embers.

      I noticed that she had removed my gauntlets and gardbraces, which I had disconnected automatically from my breastplate when I removed it – but I was still lying on the back plate, and I still wore the lower half of my armor. Everything else sat in a neat pile at my feet, glinting in the dim light of the fire.

      “How long have I been asleep?” I asked.

      The woman flinched, startled. “Oh! You’re awake…”

      “How long have I been out?”

      “Six hours.”

      “Six hours?! How long has it been since you brought me here?”

      “Nearly a day.”

      “Gods…” I muttered, and tried to sit up.

      She moved over to my side quickly. “You shouldn’t – ”

      “I’m just getting this damn armor off,” I grunted.

      The backplate flew away from me, and I settled it over in the corner with the rest.

      Then I removed my lower half, piece by piece, all with my mind: greaves first, then the poleyns and cuisses.

      When it was all over, I lay back on the straw pallet, sweating from the exertion.

      Then I frowned.

      “I must weigh 200 pounds, and the armor at least 70 more on top of it. How the hell did you get me back here?”

      “There are others in the Nether besides me. They helped me get you onto a sled, and my dogs dragged you here.”

      “You have dogs? Why haven’t I heard them?”

      “Because they’ve gone back to their underwater pens.”

      I frowned at her like she was mad.

      She smiled. “This is the Nether, so they’re not really dogs. I just call them that. They’re more like oversized salamanders, but they tame easily enough and they can pull a sled.”

      “Who are the others you mentioned?”

      “Also not human, but we communicate well enough. We help each other survive when called upon.”

      “What kind of creatures?”

      “Nothing you’ve ever seen in the world above, I can guarantee you.”

      I regarded her for a long moment – this strange, lonely women with salamanders for dogs and the gods knew what for neighbors. “What’s your name?”

      “Evris. What’s yours?”

      “Javron.”

      “Very pleased to meet you, Javron.”

      “I would say likewise, but the circumstances are a bit grim.”

      “Aye, that they are. Let me see your side.”

      She gingerly pulled up the shirt. The skin was still purple but not as vivid, and the blackness had faded.

      “Well, it’s looking better,” she remarked matter-of-factly.

      “It feels slightly better. Is that because of the potion you gave me?”

      “No, it should have worn off by now, so you must be healing. Would you like some more?”

      “Actually, no,” I said, and struggled to sit up.

      “What are you doing? Lie back down.”

      “I need to piss.”

      “I’ll get you a bowl.”

      “What?! I’m not going to piss right here like an invalid!”

      “I do at night, rather than leave the hut. And you have the advantage of having the equipment to do it while lying down.”

      She brought me a rough earthen bowl and set it on the ground beside me.

      “You’re serious,” I said, surprised.

      “Of course. You shouldn’t be moving about.”

      “Fine,” I grunted, then rolled up onto my uninjured side. Just as I was about to undo my pants, I looked up at her.

      She stood there watching my crotch, a hungry look in her eye.

      I frowned. “You can have a show if you want, but – ”

      “Oh!” she exclaimed, then blushed and turned around. “I’m sorry… too many years alone have made me forget my manners.”

      I painfully rearranged things so I could relieve myself. When I was done and covered again, I said, “Alright.”

      She turned, smiled bashfully, and took the bowl outside to dump it. When she brought it back in, she set it on the shelf.

      “You cleaned it, didn’t you?” I asked in alarm.

      “Of course!” she said, and laughed. “I’m not a savage, you know.”

      “You said you’ve been here for years. Why?”

      She sat back down on her stool and smiled sadly. “I was banished here.”

      “Why?”

      She bit her lower lip. “…for being a witch.”

      My eyes widened.

      “I’m not, mind you,” she said hurriedly. “I don’t consort with demons or the dark, I just… I had a way with herbs and healing, but the men of my village didn’t like that. They were a fanatical sort when it came to religion, and they feared what I could do. So they banished me here.”

      I frowned. “Villages generally treasure good healers.”

      “Maybe yours.”

      “But aren’t there multiple passages back to the world above? Why didn’t you leave and go somewhere else?”

      She hugged herself as though keeping out the cold – or fear. “There are worse things in the world than living down here. I’ve adapted.”

      “You live here alone?”

      “Yes.”

      “You mentioned others who helped you put me on your sled.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why don’t you live with them?”

      She smiled. “A creature made of moss and swamp plants might be able to lift heavy things, but he doesn’t exactly make for good conversation.”

      I stared at her. “That’s one of the ‘others’ you were talking about?”

      “Yes. There’s a kobold down here, too. He’s fine for the occasional bit of help, but he keeps to himself.”

      My mind immediately went back to Lakrik. “I was helped by kobolds. They brought me down here.”

      “Then I doubt whether they really helped you,” Evris said sardonically.

      “No, they did – we were being attacked by King Melik’s army.”

      Evris stared at me blankly. “Who?”

      “King Melik – the king of Avenrod?”

      “I’ve never heard of it, or him.”

      “But… we’re right underneath it!”

      “Ah – I see the confusion. You have to understand, the Nether isn’t exactly… a place. It’s more like a… a when. Or… well, at any rate, it’s not under Avenrod. You might have taken a passage from Avenrod to get here, but the two are not located near each other. Not in any traditional sense of the word.”

      “My confusion hasn’t changed,” I said with a wry smile. “In fact, it’s only gotten worse.”

      “Suffice it to say, I came from a place called Orapam by the White Sea.”

      “Never heard of either of them.”

      “I suppose that makes us even,” she said with a smile.

      “I suppose it does.” I frowned. “Why did the kobold not go with the ones I met?”

      “Probably didn’t know they were down here. And even if he had, he probably wouldn’t have been invited.”

      “Why not?”

      Evris seemed to clamp down… to almost become evasive. “Kobolds are… very tribal. They do not freely associate with others outside of their tribes.”

      I frowned. “But Lakrik told me a phrase I could repeat to any kobold in the world, and he would help me.”

      “Really?!” Evris said, her eyes wide.

      “Yes. So I don’t understand why this one would be – ”

      “I don’t know why he wouldn’t have joined your friends,” Evris interrupted, sounding almost on edge. “I don’t pry into the others’ matters. All I know is he’s a solitary sort.”

      “…alright…” I said, mystified by her reaction. But she had probably saved my life, so I didn’t press any further. “Aren’t you afraid, living out here like this, all alone?”

      She shrugged. “I was when I first came here, but I’ve grown used to it.”

      “But what about bandits?”

      She laughed. “There are no bandits here.”

      “No evil men?”

      “It seems the only evil men I’ve seen down here perished quite unpleasantly at your hands.” Then she added cheekily, “And you don’t seem evil. A bit of a scoundrel, perhaps, but not evil.”

      “Ha – a scoundrel, that’s me,” I said ruefully. A scoundrel wouldn’t have agreed to transport an elf across three kingdoms and wound up in a situation like this. “What about monsters? In the Nether, I mean.”

      “There are none.”

      “What?! We had to pass by griffins and an ogre and a giant spider to get here.”

      Evris frowned. “Were they in the Nether?”

      “…no… actually, they were in the caves before we got here.”

      “There you go. No griffins or ogres or giant spiders around here.”

      “What about wild animals?”

      She shrugged. “None that are threatening.”

      “But – ”

      “There’s nothing down here to be afraid of, Javron.”

      “The kobolds said otherwise.”

      “Oh?”

      “Lakrik said there was nothing that would kill the body, but there were things that would…” I struggled to remember his exact words. “…‘take the place behind your eyes’…”

      “Oh,” Evris said, unperturbed. “The baricault sidhe.”

      “The what?”

      “A sort of disembodied spirit that can possess you if you’re not careful.”

      “If you’re not careful?!” I asked in horror. “What if you’re sleeping and – ”

      “It’s not like that. You have to speak with them at length for them to be able to take you over.”

      “Then why would anyone speak with them?!”

      “They’re… quite seductive.”

      “What?!”

      “They call to you, promising what you most want. You just can’t answer, or they’ll slowly begin to take you over.”

      “And that’s no cause for alarm?!”

      “They can’t physically hurt you, Javron. You can just… lose yourself in them if you’re not careful.”

      I looked at her askance, but decided she knew better than I about this strange underground world. “He also said there were other things – things that could ride with you to the surface – ”

      “Anisals.”

      “What?”

      “Another kind of spirit. They want to get away from the Nether, so they will attach themselves to living beings to try to escape.”

      “And that’s not dangerous?!”

      “They will only attach themselves to those who grieve endlessly, and their taking over you is a very long process.”

      “Why would anyone allow that?!”

      “Because they let you forget,” Evris said sadly. “They soothe grief. But you forget the very thing you grieved, as well. And that can be the greatest loss of all.”

      I thought of Nori and Ayana and Vala, and a great pang of sorrow rose up within me.

      Suddenly I could understand the appeal of no longer grieving.

      “Were you ever tempted by those things?” I asked.

      “The baricault sidhe and the anisals?” She smiled sadly. “Every day.”

      “But you never… did whatever it is that one does with them?”

      She shook her head slowly.

      “…no. I wanted to, but… no.” She sat up straight. “Enough about me. Tell me more about you. I have had enough sad thoughts for the day – tell me something happy.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have much of that at the moment.”

      “Then tell me something of adventure. Tell me about thrilling exploits. There aren’t many of those in this underground cavern of glowing moss.”

      So I did. I told her about Shaw, and my childhood working the forge with him.

      I told her about Zar, and Kalos, and Xavok…

      And then about Nori and Ayana. Both gone now…

      …and with them, all hope against the thing that would swallow the world.

      When I was finished, I looked at her. The fire had almost died out, but I could see the glimmer of tears on her cheek.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you,” I said.

      “You didn’t,” she said.

      “Then why are you crying?”

      She smiled. “Because of what you gave me. Thank you, Javron.”

      I frowned. “What did I give you?”

      “The reminder of what it is like to live… to be alive, in all its grandeur and struggle… it was a great, great gift.”

      And then she set about stoking the fire and making us a meal, and we spoke no more of the things I had said.
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      Nori walked through the mists and the trees, tentatively calling out every thirty feet or so, “Javron?…Ayana?…Vala?”

      No answer.

      And then, in the fog, she saw a shadow.

      She froze.

      Nori was entirely defenseless, and she knew it. For the thousandth time since Ayana had found her, she cursed her inability to defend herself without her staff.

      “…Javron?” she whispered, hoping but secretly without hope.

      The shadow stepped forward and became a shape – one whose outline she recognized through the dim haze of memory.

      But… it was impossible that he was here…

      Then the figure came far enough out of the fog that there was no longer any doubt in her mind.

      “…Pavros…” she whispered, both in joy and fear.

      It was the elvish word for ‘Father.’

      And it was her father – the same aristocratic bearing, the same thin face and high cheekbones, the same eyes.

      But something was wrong.

      His face, his body – they looked as though he were standing in a shadow. Grey, dim.

      His face would suddenly be obscured by mist – but the fog seemed to swirl through him rather than around him.

      And his countenance was grim. There was none of the love and kindness she was accustomed to seeing in his eyes.

      But perhaps that was because he was dead.

      Is this Vanyar? she wondered fearfully.

      Vanyar was the afterlife for elves, a world of mystery.

      But the tales of Vanyar were of shimmering towers and fields of endless beauty, not this cold, cruel place.

      And then her fears were confirmed, because her mother stepped forward from the mist, as well.

      Stately and beautiful, elegant and ethereal, she took her place by her husband’s side.

      “Amla,” Nori sobbed, using the elvish word for ‘mother.’

      But her mother’s face was sorrowful and stern, and looked upon her only daughter with disappointment.

      Then, one by one, the others came.

      Mafela the armorer. Bunomis the horseman. Jasala the old woman who had lived next to her parents.

      Half a dozen, then a dozen, then three times more.

      Nori sank to her knees in grief and shame as they all stood around her, staring at her with reproachful eyes.

      She was alive, and they were not.

      And it was all her fault.

      “Bafala mo unduin… sola fo revalis…” she sobbed, and huddled on the ground with her face to the leaves.

      I am sorry I failed you… I beg your forgiveness…
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      The Enchantress had led Vala through the labyrinth of steps and platforms, then inside the castle walls, until they had arrived at one of the towers. Now they sat in a comfortable room hung with luxurious tapestries and padded chairs. Through the open window in the wall, Vala could see the twilight slowly turning to night as the stars became even more glittering and brilliant.

      They sat on opposite sides of a polished marble table about three feet square. The tabletop was covered with triangles of four different colors of marble – pink, green, grey, and black – and small brass pieces of varying shapes and sizes.

      There was a small table beside them with two golden goblets and a silver tray with a dome on top.

      “Do you know Tulopa?” the Enchantress asked.

      “What’s Tulopa?”

      “This game,” the Enchantress said with a smile. “So I guess not. Would you care for something to drink?”

      Vala hesitated.

      “I won’t drug or poison you, if that’s what you fear,” the green woman said, amused.

      “…yes, then.”

      The woman gestured towards the goblet nearest Vala. “Take it and drink.”

      Vala frowned, picked up the goblet, and looked inside. There was a red liquid within. “What’s this?”

      “Wine. From a time and place I’m sure you’ve never heard of.”

      Vala took a sip.

      It was quite good.

      “Food?” the Enchantress asked as she pointed at the silver dome.

      “What’s under there?”

      “Whatever you want.”

      Vala narrowed her eyes. “Anything I want,” she said dubiously.

      The green woman smiled in amusement. Her scarlet lips were quite striking against her skin. “Yes.”

      “Alright… fresh kerik rolls.”

      The Enchantress gestured like Go right ahead.

      Vala frowned, seized the tiny handle at the top of the dome, and lifted it.

      Underneath were four rolls, browned and steaming, speckled with the seeds that gave them their name.

      Vala stared. “What – how – ”

      “If you want something else, just lower the lid and tell me what you want, then lift it again.”

      Vala stared at her – then lowered the lid. “Roasted pheasant.”

      When she lifted it, the rolls were gone, replaced by a splendid fowl with skin crisped to perfection.

      “…how…?” Vala whispered.

      “Magic, my dear. Now, about that game.”

      Vala turned from the pheasant to the Enchantress. “I don’t know tulip or what… ever…”

      She stopped speaking and stared.

      The board had changed. Now it was a series of concentric circles with small glass spheres of red and blue.

      Vala looked up at the green woman with both fright and awe. “How did you – ?”

      “Tulopa was the last game. This is Meeriv. Do you know it?”

      “No…”

      “Hm… what games do you know?”

      “Patalik… Even More… Gallows…”

      “These sound quite interesting, but I am not familiar with any of them. What is Patalik?”

      “It’s a strategy game.”

      “What is the objective?”

      “To capture your opponent’s pieces and territory, and hold the territory against his advances.”

      “What is the board and what are the pieces?

      “The board is a grid of…”

      Vala paused, calculating in her head.

      “…a grid of 400 spaces, twenty to a side. The pieces are simply black and white stones, smooth and flat.”

      “Like this?” the Enchantress asked as she gestured.

      Vala looked down and gasped.

      The table had changed again, this time to a Patalik board. Two small pots – one white marble, the other onyx – sat on the side of the table, each filled with white and black circular stones.

      “How did you know?!”

      The Enchantress smiled. “I was able to pull images from your mind.”

      Vala looked horrified. “You what?”

      “It was forefront in your thoughts, darling. I can’t go rummaging about in your memories, if that’s what you’re afraid of. But I can see what you’re thinking as you think it. That was how I knew what kerik rolls and pheasant are. I had never heard of either before you spoke of them.”

      Vala stared at her. “You… then you can…?”

      “You’re an open book to me, in some regards. But an enchanting mystery nonetheless, because I can see no further than the page to which the book is currently open.” The Enchantress smiled. “Teach me to play?”

      Vala frowned, uneasy that her thoughts could be sifted like wheat and selected grain by grain. “You mentioned a wager on our way here.”

      “I did, didn’t I? What shall we wager?”

      “You said you would answer my questions.”

      “Fair enough. If you win, I will answer one question.”

      “Only one?!”

      “You will find, my darling, that we have an enormous amount of time ahead of us. And prolonging the unknown is one of the few joys available to us.” The Enchantress smiled. “Although there are others.”

      “You should answer my questions without playing a stupid – ”

      “Ah!” the woman said, raising one finger upright in the air. “I answered many questions of yours – where are we, what world is this – when you first woke. I owed you none, but I gave them freely because you were newly landed on my doorstep. But now things have changed. Play the game and win, and I shall answer a question each time. Otherwise, you get nothing. Besides wine and kerik rolls and pheasant,” the woman added with a pleasant smile.

      Vala scowled, then asked, “What do you get if you win?”

      “Me? Simple. I get to touch you.”

      Vala’s eyes widened. “What?!”

      “A simple caress across your skin. Nothing more.”

      Vala drew her hand back, disturbed.

      “I did not touch you while you slept,” the Enchantress reassured her. “I levitated you.”

      “Why didn’t you touch me?” Vala asked, a note of disgust in her voice.

      “Because I wanted to relish the moment when I first did.”

      “Why?”

      “I have lived here alone for ages untold, and I have not touched another living being in just as long. I yearn to feel the caress of skin on skin. And I want you to let me do it.”

      Vala blushed. There was a heat and longing in the woman’s voice that spoke not just of a simple touch of hands.

      “That’s all?” Vala asked. “Touching hands?”

      “That’s all.”

      “But… why don’t I just let you touch my hand, and you answer my question – ”

      “Ah!” the woman interrupted again, sounding like an officious schoolmarm. “Because I do so love the game… any game… all games. And a treasure won is twice as sweet as a treasure bartered for, and thrice as sweet as any earned by sweating in the fields.”

      Vala raised one eyebrow. “Answering a question is hardly sweating in the fields.”

      “But it could be looked at as bartering, and I would prefer to win. So… shall we play?”

      “I…fine,” Vala said in irritation. “The way you play is – ”

      The Enchantress raised her finger once more and closed her eyes. After a few seconds of her pupils moving behind her emerald eyelids, she opened her eyes once more and smiled. “I think I have it. Why don’t you go first.”

      Vala stared at her uneasily… then picked out a black piece and placed it on the board.
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      Ayana awoke on the floor of a cell made of stone and concrete with a door of metal bars. That was her first impression of her surroundings: stone, concrete, metal bars.

      But it was quickly overtaken by the second.

      Her arms were clad in metal manacles that covered her forearms and hands but left her fingers exposed. Each manacle had a chain attached to it that linked to a metal bolt sunk into the concrete floor.

      As she stumbled to her feet, the chains rattled and clanked.

      “‘Ey – the lightnin’ princess is awake!” a voice jeered outside her cell, and other raucous voices joined in the laughter.

      The lightning princess, eh?

      Maybe I’ll give you a little show.

      She summoned a handful of crackling energy –

      But it was immediately siphoned down the chain into the concrete.

      “What?!” she cried out in distress.

      No matter how much she tried, whatever power she summoned was pulled away from her hands and down through the chain.

      “Save it fer the arena, princess!” another voice guffawed. “Didja think the guards was gonna set it up you could fry ‘em when they walked in? Ya must be stupider than you look!”

      Ayana scowled at their laughter. She gladly would have killed the owners of every single voice out there.

      She pulled at the chains as hard as she could, but they were solidly attached to both the manacles and the iron bolt in the floor.

      I wish Javron were here – HE would make quick work of these…

      That made her think of Javron and Nori and Vala.

      Where were they?

      Had they been transported somewhere else? Maybe outside the arena?

      Maybe they had had the good fortune not to be plopped down in the middle of a gladiator match.

      But if that were the case, hadn’t they seen her from the crowd?

      Or maybe they’d been cast farther away.

      Would they hear about her?

      Would they come to rescue her?

      There was a shuffling sound outside her cell, and a shape appeared in the barred doorway opposite hers.

      A large creature with the face and horns of a bull looked out at her.

      Then it spoke.

      “I wouldn’t bother trying, if I were you,” it said in a deep, resonant voice. “Thousands have tried to escape the pits. None ever have.”

      Ayana crept closer to the door and looked through the bars.

      The bull-creature’s cell door was directly across from hers.

      She looked off to either side. Because of the angle and dearth of torches along the wall, she couldn’t see much, but she could see six more cells across the hallway – three on either side of the bull-creature. She couldn’t see into the cells, but on two of them, hands gripped the bars.

      One pair of hands was blue… and the others looked like the claws of a giant crab.

      She stared for a moment, remembered the giant insect she’d killed, and shuddered.

      Then she stopped and forced herself to think.

      Seven cells on the opposite side, seven on this one… fourteen at least.

      But it sounded like there were many more voices than just fourteen… and farther away than just twenty feet.

      Much farther. In fact, there were distant shouts and screams that might have been hundreds of feet away – both to the side, above, and below her.

      The bull-creature regarded her dispassionately for a moment, then turned back into its cell.

      “Wait,” Ayana called. “Where are we?”

      “Didn’tcha hear him, girl? We’re in the pit!” a voice cackled off to her side, out of sight.

      “The pit of what?”

      The bull-man turned back. “The gladiator pits of the Emperor Nradow.”

      Emperor…?

      “What kingdom does he rule?”

      “You mean what empire does he rule. The Merokavian Empire.”

      Ayana frowned. “I’ve never heard of that. Is it near Ebrelon?”

      “Ebrelon?” the bull-creature said. “Never heard of it.”

      “What about Avenrod? The Badlands? Terevok?”

      The bull shook his head. “No. And I have been a great many places in my life before misfortune cast me down here.”

      “What about the Nether?” Ayana asked.

      The bull shook its head ‘no.’

      “How is it, if you’ve never heard of any those places, that you speak my language?” Ayana asked.

      The bull chuckled. “Better to ask how, if you’ve never heard of the Merovakian Empire, it is that you speak Merovakian?”

      “I’m not,” Ayana said.

      “Funny, because you’re saying Merovakian words.”

      “I’ve never heard of Merovakian!”

      “Nevertheless, you speak it.”

      Ayana looked off to the side. “This is madness…”

      “Perhaps. Or merely just magic. After all, you did appear out of thin air.”

      Ayana looked back at him in surprise. “You saw me appear?!”

      “No – just heard about it from the guards. Any gladiators who were witness to your arrival are now dead. Three in less than two minutes, shooting lightning from your hands! You’re quite the crowd favorite. You should have some interesting matches coming up.”

      “…matches…?”

      “We are gladiators, after all. Enslaved to fight.”

      “I am not a slave,” Ayana snarled.

      The bull shrugged. “Your presence here suggests otherwise.”

      “Are you a slave?” Ayana asked.

      “I am.”

      “You said you’ve been a great many places – as a slave?”

      “No. I was a general before I was captured in war. Now I fight at my captors’ pleasure.”

      “Why?”

      “‘Why’?” the bull-man repeated, sounding puzzled.

      “Why not refuse?”

      “Because then I most assuredly will die. They’ll kill me if I don’t fight. If I win, I come back here, have another meal, go to sleep, and wake up to another dawn and the possibility of something changing.”

      “What could possibly change?”

      “Empires fall, wars are lost, captives are freed,” the bull said sanguinely. “Although those tend to take longer. In truth, though, the likelihood of the Merovakian empire falling is probably less than my seeing a hundredth match.”

      “A hundredth match?”

      “Yes. If a gladiator wins a hundred victories, he gains his freedom.”

      “A hundred victories?! That’s insane!”

      The bull-man shrugged. “That’s Merovakia for you.”

      “What if you’re wounded and can’t fight? What happens then?”

      The bull chuckled. “You misunderstand. The matches are to the death. There is only one survivor. And if you’re wounded and win, well… hopefully you heal quickly, before your next match.”

      Ayana stared at him in horror. “You have to beat a hundred other gladiators to go free?”

      “No – you have to win a hundred matches. There are sometimes more than one fighter in a match, as you yourself saw today. Sometimes, when we’re getting a bit too close to our final victories, they throw twenty of us in the ring at once. Or maybe they put us in with wild animals. We fight them until we die… or until they run out of wild animals.”

      “How many victories do you have?” Ayana asked.

      “Twenty-nine. I have quite a ways to go.”

      “Has anyone ever gained their freedom?”

      “Not since I’ve been here.”

      “Who’s gotten the closest?”

      The bull looked down the hallway. “Premin – how many victories do you have now?”

      “Forty-three – and you better pray you never see me in the ring, Quavo!”

      “I pray every morning and every night, believe me,” the bull said in an amused voice.

      “So I have to fight to get out of here?” Ayana asked in disbelief.

      “Yes. Or die. One of the two,” the bull said, before it retreated back into its cell.

      Ayana stood there in shock, listening to the catcalls of the other prisoners around her.

      Javron… where ARE you?!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Javron

      

      

      

      On the second day, I was able to get up and move around a bit. I was still in great pain, so it was more like hobbling… but I was able to leave the hut.

      As soon as I stepped foot outside, I knew I was in the Nether.

      The ground glowed with phosphorescent moss, and there were numerous toadstools all around me. But there were trees as well, something I hadn’t seen before the battle at the island. Evris’s hut stood on the edge of a small forest. None of the trees had any foliage, though, and all of them were gnarled and twisted.

      There were other things outside the hut. A small sled, for one, completely constructed of wood – even the runners. The straps were made of leather… or the hides of some animal.

      There were harnesses for six ‘dogs’ – which I saw crawling along the bottom of a crystal-clear river that passed within forty feet of the house. Evris had been right; the ‘dogs’ looked like giant salamanders the size of wolves.

      But mostly I stayed inside the hut, slept, and worked on my armor. I didn’t have any tools, but I didn’t need any. I had my powers.

      The first thing I did was repair the massive dent in my breastplate, popping it out and smoothing it over like sculpting clay. Then I fixed a number of scratches and smaller dents.

      Next, though, I had choices to make.

      First I removed the mithril and adamantine bars from my armor. They came detached easily.

      I played with them a bit, seeing how easy it was to work the metal. It was far more difficult than iron or steel. If iron could be manipulated as easily as warm butter, then the other two metals were like cold clay. But they could still be molded.

      Mithril in particular was easier. After playing with a block for an hour, I realized that it could be thinned out to the width of several hairs, yet retain the strength of chain mail. That was something to consider when I made my upgrades.

      The adamantine did not lend itself to such fine work – but once molded into a shape, it was five times harder than steel. Not only that, but it could withstand almost any impact without shattering. I knew because I tested it: I struck a bar with my gauntlet blades until I realized I was hurting the steel and not the adamantine.

      The problem was, I had so many things I wanted to do, but only so much metal.

      First was the issue of a visor. I’d had to guard my face the entire time I fought Kalos’s archers – a definite disadvantage. I would like to never have to deal with that particular problem again.

      Second was, I would have loved to create an entire suit of adamantine, so that it couldn’t be caved in again like when Kalos broke my ribs. But there wasn’t nearly enough metal to do that. I would have to use what little adamantine I had to reinforce rather than forge entire new pieces.

      Then there was the question of boots… and armored gloves… upgrades to the pieces I already had that were made out of inferior metal…

      I would have given a great deal to have an entire cartful of mithril and adamantine… but if I did, I could have bought my own kingdom and had riches left over to spare. So I used what I had and did what I could.

      First I started with the mithril. I spun two of the metal bars into hundreds of tiny threads, which took hours. Then I laid the threads into a grid-like lattice, with barely enough space between them for a gnat to fit through.

      Once they were in place, I used my powers to bind the threads together as powerfully as I could. When it was finished, I had a metal screen that could be seen through, but which could withstand any blow. I tested it out by taking what few knives remained on my armor and hurling them at the mithril screen. I stopped, satisfied, after one of the knives’ points broke off but the mithril remained unaffected.

      Then I molded the screen to the interior of my helmet, covering all open spaces, and binding it to the steel.

      I wouldn’t have to worry about arrows anymore – not even crossbow bolts shot from point-blank range.

      But the screen for my eyes was useless if any brute with a mace could cave in my head. So I took two bars of adamantine and flattened them out to the width of a piece of parchment, then molded them to the inside of the helmet. The adamantine covered everything except the mithril screen.

      To test it out, I bound all the remaining adamantine together and hurled it at the outside of the helmet. All I did was gouge furrows in the iron. Then I tried the real test: I wore the helmet and flung the adamantine at it as fast as I could.

      The first time, I pulled my punch out of caution.

      The second time, I did it with all my might.

      The iron rang and my ears sounded like giant bells were clanging inside my head – but I didn’t feel any pain of impact at all. The adamantine had successfully absorbed the strike, or somehow reflected the energy of the blow outwards. I wasn’t sure which; all I knew was that it had worked.

      The helmet itself looked like an executioner had taken a battle ax to the iron, but I quickly smoothed that out in a matter of minutes.

      Evris watched me the entire time, a look of horror and awe alternating on her face. With each new test she asked, “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” and “Is that safe?”

      After watching me bash myself with a fist-sized wad of dwarven metal, she shook her head. “You are a very strange man.”

      I just grinned and got back to work.

      As much as I would have loved an indestructible sword of either metal, I much preferred keeping my body intact, so I ended up coating the entire breastplate and back plate with the adamantine. That meant virtually nothing could get through.

      Well… not a physical weapon, anyway.

      I already had a fauld (articulated armor covering my abdomen) and tassets (covering the upper thighs and groin), but unfortunately there was still room to be attacked through the joints. And after my experience spiking Kalos’s soldier in the balls, I figured that I couldn’t be too safe down there. So I created lightweight chain mail using the rest of the mithril.

      First I created dozens of thin wires, each about the width of a coarse thread.

      The I cut off sections with my powers that were half an inch apiece.

      When I had hundreds of small segments, I bent the first one into a perfect circle and sealed the ends.

      When a blacksmith binds the ends of a metal link together, the welding process can potentially weaken the link. If the welding material is inferior, the binding point is weaker. If the welding material is stronger, the metal around the weld can be improperly cooled and weakened that way.

      Not so with my powers. After I got through with it, the mithril link was as strong as if it had been forged in one continuous piece.

      Once I had a circular link, I put another strand of wire through it… then turned that into another link. And so on and so forth.

      It was tedious, painstaking work… but it kept my mind off of Ayana, Nori, and Vala. And that was primarily why I did it.

      That was how I spent my time recuperating: fortifying my armor and creating mithril chain mail.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      Actually… there was another way I spent my convalescent time.

      On the second evening of my stay in Evris’s hut, she said shyly, “There’s no reason for you to lie on that pallet, now that you can move around. You can sleep in my bed, if you wish. You’ll heal faster if you’re not uncomfortable all the time.”

      I had been with enough women to know that she was giving me a veiled invitation. She didn’t want to risk me rejecting her, so she couched it in terms of my recovery.

      Months or even weeks before, I might have gone along with the ruse and worked my charms on her, letting us both pretend that I had seduced her instead of the other way around.

      But I was still grieving for Nori and Ayana.

      I was also in tremendous physical pain. Sleeping on a straw pallet on a hard floor wasn’t helping matters any.

      So I took Evris up on her offer – but with absolutely no intention of doing anything other than sleeping next to her.

      The bed was basically a pile of furs over a much larger wooden frame. It was comfortable enough – much better than the floor, at any rate.

      I might not have intended on doing anything with Evris… but she did, and her plans eventually won out.

      It took some time, though.

      The first night in her bed, I slept on my back, and she slept on her side… with her breasts pressed right against my arm.

      They were large, soft, and warm… and though I did not act on my impulses, I grew stiff and stayed that way for hours.

      No matter how much I was thinking of Nori and Ayana, I was still human, after all.

      “Are you alright?” she whispered to me several times in the darkness.

      I assured her I was.

      “Is there anything I can do for you?” she asked, then paused suggestively. “…anything?”

      I assured her there was not.

      She eventually went to sleep… but her breasts remained pressed up against me, leaving another part of my body beside my fractured ribs to throb uncomfortably.

      The next day, Evris was apparently unhappy with how her strategy had worked out the night before, so she tried a new tack.

      “I’m going to bathe,” she announced to me after our morning meal.

      “Alright,” I said as I shaved. I was using a bowl of water she had provided, a bit of soap I carried in the pouch on my belt, and one of my armor’s knives honed to a razor-thin edge. I did the shaving mostly by feel, though I used the hazy reflection of my face in my steel breastplate.

      Evris seemed disappointed that I didn’t want to watch, but left a moment later.

      When she came back in about ten minutes later, she was soaking wet – and naked as the day she was born.

      I couldn’t help but stare – she was gorgeous, if older than me. Her breasts were full and heavy, and her ass was round, pleasantly plump, yet firm. No dappling of fat on her body at all. Her waist was tiny, and my eyes were drawn to the dark tuft of hair in the ‘V’ between her thighs.

      My staff was rigid again within seconds.

      “You don’t mind if I dry myself by the fire, do you?” she asked, bold as brass. “I have no cloths to act as a towel, so this is normally how I do it.”

      “I don’t mind,” I said, and she proceeded to stand in front of the fire for the next hour, turning this way and that, showing off every angle of her body in the orange light as she combed her fingers through her thick, wet hair.

      I tried to concentrate on my work, which I returned to after shaving  – but it was nigh impossible to keep my mind on anything but the gorgeous woman standing naked mere feet away from me.

      Not to mention my member was threatening to burst out of my pants.

      But I managed to keep my eyes on my armor… mostly.

      The second night, she was apparently even more unhappy that showing off her charms had not worked, so she upped the ante even more.

      “I only slept in my dress last night out of modesty,” she announced shortly before bed.

      Apparently modesty had gone out the window when she dried herself in front of the fire.

      “But I didn’t sleep very well,” she continued.

      Which was amusing to me. I hadn’t been able to sleep for the first couple of hours, and her gentle breathing had sounded restful enough to me.

      “So I’d like to sleep the way I normally do tonight,” she finished. “In the nude.”

      DAMN IT.

      “…fine,” I said as casually as possible.

      When it came time for bed, I watched as she slid out of her long, black dress. Her nipples grew firm in the cool air as she slid across the furs.

      I cursed softly as I tried to continue work on my chain mail in the glow of the firelight, but failed to think about anything but her breasts.

      “Aren’t you coming to bed?” she asked.

      The way she reclined on her side, her breasts were big and full and lying on top of each other, just begging to be touched and fondled and kissed.

      “In a minute,” I muttered as I averted my eyes.

      “Your armor will be there in the morning. Come to bed.”

      I sighed. I wasn’t getting anything else done for the evening, so I stiffly got up from the floor – careful to keep my back to her, lest she see the effect she was having on me.

      I got into bed and tried to stay on my side, but the pain was too great, so I finally gave in and lay on my back. At which point she snuggled in close to me, her naked skin pressed up against me.

      “You don’t mind, do you? I’m cold,” she said as she draped an arm across my body.

      I winced as her left hand brushed against my broken ribs. “Ah!”

      “Oh, I’m sorry!” she said contritely, although it must have been in her plans all along, because she moved her hand down away from my side –

      – and brushed against the rock-hard bulge in my pants.

      There was a moment’s pause, during which I thought she might pretend that what she’d done had never happened.

      But instead she gasped and whispered, “Oh, Javron…”

      I looked over at her. She had propped herself up on one elbow, which showed off her tits to amazing effect. She was staring at my crotch with the look of a woman who had gone three days in the desert and was looking at a glass of water.

      “Accident, hm?” I asked drily.

      “What?” she asked, never averting her eyes.

      “That was all very convenient – the placing of the arm just so, having to move it out of the way…”

      Finally she looked at me, her beautiful dark eyes wide with indignation.

      “I – you think I – oh, you beastly man!” she cried out, her cheeks flushing pink –

      But then she went back to staring at my pants.

      “May I…” She swallowed hard. “…may I touch it?”

      I sighed. “I’m not really in the mood to do anything.”

      She raised one eyebrow as she stared at my crotch. “You could have fooled me.”

      “Evris.” When she kept staring, I said insistently, “Look at me.”

      She finally peeled her eyes away and stared into mine.

      “I lost two women very dear to me,” I said.

      Suddenly her face filled with pain. “…I know…”

      “And I’m not exactly in tip-top shape.”

      “I realize that…”

      “I’m just not ready.”

      She cast her eyes down between us and nodded mutely.

      When she didn’t say anything, I felt badly, so I asked, “What?”

      “…I… I feel so ashamed…”

      “Why?” I asked, surprised.

      “I… I know you’re in mourning, it’s just… it’s been years since I have felt the touch of a man… I was young, younger than you, when I was banished… I had resigned myself to a life of solitude, withering away to an old crone… and then you appeared. Young… handsome… so handsome… powerful… and all I can think about is…”

      She blushed a deep red.

      “…you know. And I know that it’s wrong of me, that you’re dealing with so much loss, and that – ”

      Whether it was pity for her distress, or the perfume of her sweet breath, or the sight of her lovely breasts heaving as she tried not to sob, I cannot say.

      Probably all three.

      But I reached out my hand and touched her face.

      As soon as I did, she closed her eyes as though in ecstasy, and her entire body shuddered.

      “Oh, Javron,” she whispered as she nuzzled against my hand.

      From that moment onward, I had no more control over my desire.

      I brushed my hand down her neck, her shoulder, and finally to her chest, where I cupped one of her breasts in my palm, heavy and firm. I brushed my thumb over her hardened nipple.

      She cried out in pleasure, but only for a second, because I stopped her cries with my kiss.

      Our mouths met. She tasted like fruit picked fresh from the vine – sweet… so sweet.

      She opened her lips to mine, and our tongues met as my hand fondled her breasts.

      Her hand quickly found its way back to my crotch, and she stroked me through the cloth – gently at first, then more insistently.

      Finally she could stand no more. She broke off our kiss, turned her body, and undid the buttons on my trousers until my manhood sprang out, firm and achingly hard.

      She gazed at it in wonder and desire, then moaned as she took it in her hand.

      I grunted as she slipped her soft hand around its girth and began to caress me, making me even harder – which I had not thought possible.

      Then she asked me a silent question with her big, expressive eyes.

      I nodded, she smiled joyously, and then she bent over and took me in her mouth.

      I gasped with pleasure. She was gentle and soft, and the warmth and wetness of her mouth was overwhelming.

      But she did not just suck. She kissed the full length of me, and licked, and would often stare at my member for a few seconds before she took me inside her mouth again.

      I can honestly say no woman has ever worshipped my cock with such unadulterated lust.

      I groaned and let her do as she wanted. I enjoyed playing with her breasts at first, then – when she was bent fully over my crotch – I ran my left hand over her ample derriere, clutching her, kneading her with my own unrestrained lust.

      Finally she could bear no more.

      She stopped what she was doing and gazed up at my face. “Javron, please… I must have you inside me…”

      I grimaced. This was the moment I had been wanting so badly – and also dreading.

      “My ribs… I’ll hardly be able to do anything…”

      “Don’t worry,” she whispered as she slipped off the side of the bed. “I’ll do everything.”

      She gently pulled off my pants, and helped me remove my shirt as I leaned up and grimaced in pain. Then, once I was fully naked, she sat atop me… straddled my body with her legs… and took her hand and guided me inside her.

      I groaned with pleasure as she eased down on me.

      She more than groaned – she cried out in ecstasy as she reached the peak of bliss only seconds after I was inside her.

      I grinned in undisguised delight.

      After she finished screaming and her shudders of delight died away, she laughed in slight embarrassment. “It’s been a very long time… and I SO wanted this…”

      “Then you shall have as much as you want,” I said, and drew her down closer so I could kiss her.

      We continued slowly – partly out of necessity because of my wounds – but partly because it was so delicious to go slow. Her long, lithe body rocked back and forth on mine. Her heavy breasts swayed in my face and brushed my newly shaven cheeks. I sucked on her nipples, and she quickened her pace until she reached her bliss again. I held back, though, determined to last as long as she wanted.

      By the third time, sweat was dappling her body.

      “Goddess,” she moaned, “you can last longer than any man I’ve ever heard of!”

      “I’m trying very hard,” I assured her.

      “Let go,” she whispered. “I want you to let go inside of me. I want to hear you and see you when you do.”

      Then she began to rock back and forth, her eyes fixed on mine, and we stared at each other as pleasure finally overcame me.

      I bellowed – and as I reached my summit, it pushed her over the edge one final time.

      She writhed atop me with abandon as she screamed.

      Afterwards she collapsed on the bed next to me, and I held her close as she brushed her fingers through the hair on my chest.

      “That was… I feel like I’ve died and gone to paradise,” she whispered.

      “Well, get ready to die some more, then.”

      Her hand trailed down below my waist and found me still ready.

      She leaned up on her elbow and gave me a delighted look of surprise.

      “Again?!”

      “If you want to,” I said.

      “Oh,” she grunted as she straddled me again, “I want to.”

      We did not sleep much that night, if at all.
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      Nori took a very long time to look up from the dead leaves of the forest, afraid to see the faces of her parents and tribe. But eventually she lifted her head.

      There were no longer any ghostly shades in the mist… but there was something else.

      Something worse.

      Her village lay before her, exactly as it happened on the day when she was seven.

      The buildings were on fire. The human slavers were rampaging through the streets, slaughtering anyone who got in their way.

      She saw old friends killed right in front of her. She saw men fight back, only to be beheaded where they stood.

      In the blink of an eye, she was back in her childhood home. Her father was at the window, a short sword in his hand. Her mother bent down to Nori as she knelt in the leaves. The older woman looked terrified.

      “Amra nos tenethos mahrama!” her mother wailed. “Mara!”

      They have come for you! Run!

      Suddenly the door burst open and the slavers were there, with helmets made of animal skulls.

      Her father cut down one man, but two more fell on him and ran him through with their swords.

      “Pavros!” Nori screamed.

      “MARA!” her mother shrieked an instant before the men struck her down.

      Nori stumbled to her feet and fled.

      The flames and smoke around her turned to mist, but she did not notice as she ran sobbing through the forest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Vala

      

      

      

      Vala decided that she hated the game Patalik.

      Even though the Enchantress had never played and Vala had taken an early lead, the green woman eventually fought her way back up to even. Then, in the final moments, she placed several stones that captured more than half of Vala’s forces.

      There was no point to continue. For all intents and purposes, the game was over.

      Vala looked up sullenly at the Enchantress, whose ruby lips curled into a smile.

      “I believe I have won, yes?”

      “…yes.”

      “Then time to collect my prize.”

      The green woman got up, walked around the side of the table, and stood before Vala.

      “How exactly do you want to do this?” Vala asked nervously.

      “Give me your hand,” the woman commanded, though she sounded kind rather than imperious.

      Vala hesitated, then offered her arm.

      The green woman took Vala’s hand in hers. Her skin was smooth and soft, and she slowly rubbed her fingers over Vala’s.

      Vala was surprised that her heart quickened – and not from fear. She blushed. “Is that all?”

      “Not quite,” the green woman murmured.

      She undid the laces on Vala’s leather bracer, then the section on her upper arm, finally unbuckling the straps attached to the pauldrons. She slid the entire assemblage off, leaving only the thin cotton blouse that Vala wore underneath.

      The Enchantress pushed the cloth gently up Vala’s arm and began to trace her fingers seductively down the inside of Vala’s elbow, then her forearm…

      Vala jerked her arm away as her cheeks blushed bright red.

      “What?” the Enchantress asked, amused.

      “I don’t like this,” Vala said, even though a part of her liked it very much.

      She had dallied with a couple of the male apprentices when she went through the Academy, and she’d enjoyed herself immensely… but her eye had always been on Salara, one of the female wind mages a year ahead of her. Salara was a beautiful girl. Not quite so talented in magic, but extraordinarily pretty. With a face like Salara’s, military service as a mage would never be in her future.

      Vala had fantasized about being with her, but had never made her intentions known – largely because Avenrod was a traditional land, and love between two people of the same sex was frowned upon. For women, it meant imprisonment; for men, it often meant death.

      Then Salara’s family married her off to a middle-aged lord in the north to shore up political alliances. They shipped her off abruptly, and Vala had never seen her again.

      The fact that she hadn’t even tried to do anything with Salara – had never even made a single attempt to find out if her feelings might be reciprocated – had been the greatest regret of Vala’s life so far.

      And now the Enchantress’s touch had awakened old desires, long since repressed.

      “You don’t like it?” the Enchantress cooed as she brushed a finger softly along the outside of Vala’s ear.

      “No,” Vala murmured, though her face flushed pink and her chest heaved beneath her armor.

      The Enchantress bent over and touched the girl’s chin, gently forcing her to look into her mesmerizing eyes.

      “Too bad,” she whispered with a smile. “You lost the game.”

      The Enchantress’s hand reached for the laces binding Vala’s brigandine armor over her chest –

      But a memory from childhood reared its ugly head.

      When Vala was thirteen and just beginning to look at other girls, she had seen two peasant women in the stocks in the middle of the city, their dresses cut open and red welts crisscrossing their backs. They had been whipped.

      When Vala had asked her mother why the two women were being punished, her mother had spat on the ground.

      “They lay with each other,” she muttered, and would say nothing else.

      The panic, the fear, the shame all came rushing back as the Enchantress’s hand brushed her neck.

      “STOP!” Vala cried out, and threw up a shield without thinking.

      The Enchantress went flying back across the room and thudded to the ground, sliding across the polished sandstone.

      Vala stood up and swallowed, terrified of what she had done. If she’d killed the woman –

      But no.

      The Enchantress propped herself up on one elbow, wiped a trace of red blood from her lips, and smiled.

      “Oh… it’s to be like that, is it?” The woman’s smile turned cruel. “So be it.”

      Suddenly she disappeared in a puff of smoke.

      Vala looked around in terror, waiting for an attack –

      And then a soft hand looped around her neck and pulled back her head.

      “Surprise,” the Sorceress’s voice whispered in her ear.

      “NO!” Vala screamed, and slammed her elbow backwards –

      But the hand on her neck was gone, and Vala’s elbow connected with nothing at all.

      Afraid of what she had done – and more afraid of what would come next – Vala ran from the room.

      She started down the steps of the stairwell, and immediately found herself staring out at the twisting labyrinth. It was night now, and the clouds beneath her were a pearl grey beneath the light of the three moons.

      “Surely you don’t think you can escape me,” the Enchantress’s voice whispered right behind her.

      “STOP!” Vala said, throwing up a shield – but the woman was not there.

      In a panic, Vala ran across the platform into the maze and descended the nearest steps.

      As she passed under a bridge, she caught a glimpse of the hem of a midnight blue dress rustling up a staircase on the opposite side.

      The Enchantress’s whisper echoed through the maze of steps and walls, soft as a gentle breeze. “This is my abode, my own creation.”

      Vala ran across a platform and started up another set of stairs.

      “You will never find your way out unless I allow it,” the voice murmured.

      Twenty feet away, Vala saw – or thought she saw – a woman in a dress dart behind a wall.

      Vala’s head was turned, though, and so she did not see until too late that the Enchantress was standing at the top of the steps, arms open wide and smiling.

      “You lost the game. Time to pay up.”

      “LEAVE ME ALONE!” Vala screamed. She threw up a horizontal shield and leapt out onto it.

      A drop of thousands of feet yawned beneath her.

      The invisible platform was slick, though, and she lost her footing as her boots skidded across it.

      She stumbled onto the sandstone platform opposite her, which was too short by far.

      She was about to fall over the edge – she was teetering over the abyss –

      And then a hand reached out and grabbed the back of her leather armor.

      Terror turned to relief, then back to terror as the hand jerked back hard and slammed Vala against a wall that had not been there a second before.

      Suddenly hands of stone grew out of the bricks. They grasped Vala’s wrists and ankles, and looped around her neck and waist.

      A purple glow surrounded her body, and she found she could not cast a shield.

      The Enchantress stood before her, gazing into her eyes.

      “I win again.” The woman’s ruby mouth curled into a smiled. “I wish you’d acquiesced… but to be honest… I’ll enjoy it so much more now that you didn’t.”

      The stone loop around her neck tightened, and Vala’s world grew dim – then black.
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      It was my fourth night in Evris’s hut when I asked her again about her banishment to the Nether.

      We were in her bed after making love. She lay by my side, my arms around her, her head on my shoulder and her hand on my chest.

      “You said that the men of your village banished you here for being a witch,” I said, “but I still don’t understand why. Or why you haven’t left and gone elsewhere in the world.”

      She lay there for a long time beside me, silently staring at the fire. When she finally spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper.

      “I grew up poor all my life. My father deserted us shortly after I was born, and so my mother raised me alone.

      “My mother was a healer, as well. She traded her services for things like cloth, thread, salt… but we lived off what we grew on our tiny parcel of land. Mostly we got by, though we nearly starved to death every winter.

      “When I was thirteen, she was killed. A horse-drawn cart ran amok and struck her on the side of the road, crushing the side of her head. She died instantly.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, and meant it. I had lost my own parents early – but at least I had had Shaw to raise me.

      “It was hard,” she whispered. “Not just losing her, which was awful… but I also had to fend for myself after that. I had no other family, no one else to turn to. My father was long gone. At least my mother had trained me in the healing arts, so I could continue to eke out a living bartering my services.

      “And then, when I was seventeen, I fell in love. The son of our village chief kept coming around to my little house, flattering me, bringing me gifts… he was handsome, of a good family, and well-to-do. I was poor and naïve, and he swept me off my feet with promises of a life together. I knew it wasn’t wise, but I so wanted something happy in my life… so I gave in to his honeyed words and tender kisses.

      “We lay together practically every night. He would show up close to midnight, then leave before the sun came up. There were rules to our time together: I was never to go to his house, not ever, and I was never to tell anyone what we were doing. He said it was because other people would talk, and he didn’t want to besmirch my honor.” Her voice grew bitter. “Little did I know, it was because he was ashamed of me. He didn’t want anyone to know that he was sleeping with the poorest girl in the village.

      “Our trysts continued for months. I began to ask him when we would marry – or at least when he would present me to his parents as his beloved. He put me off at first, telling me ‘soon, soon’… and then he stopped coming to me in the night.

      “I waited days without word. Days turned into weeks. I asked other villagers for news of the chieftain’s family, and they said that both father and son had gone on a journey. He had never mentioned it to me, though.

      “Then, one day, I heard they had returned. But my lover did not come to me that night.

      “I worked up the courage to go visit the chieftain’s house the next day. It was much larger than mine, on a vast tract of land with orchards and fields and servants and laborers. Imagine my surprise when I came down the main road to the house and found a jubilant wedding party – with my lover arm in arm with a woman dressed as a bride.

      “I remember seeing him standing there in his finest clothes. When his eyes fell on me, he turned pale as a ghost. His bride saw his reaction – and then she saw mine. I burst into tears and ran crying down the road, all the way back to my house in the forest.

      “He came to me for the first time two nights later. He apologized for not telling me. He said that he still loved me, but that his father had forced him to marry a rich man’s daughter in another kingdom, and that he couldn’t say no. The future of his family depended on their union.

      “He said he didn’t love her, that he only loved me – that he was desperately unhappy with her. Though I knew I shouldn’t, I gave in and lay with him once more. I wanted him so badly that I couldn’t help myself. Afterwards he quickly got dressed and left me crying alone in my bed.

      “I didn’t see him again… but I saw the wife. She came to my hut in the forest. She was cruel… vicious. She told me she knew all about me – that the servants talked about how her husband rutted with the village slut. She was furious – she said they laughed at her behind her back. She said I had humiliated her and I would pay for it. She vowed I would never see him again, and that she would do everything in her power to destroy me. She told me I might as well pack up my things and leave, because I was as good as dead if I stayed.

      “After that, the other villagers stopped speaking to me. No one came to me for healing. No one bartered with me. They all feared the new wife’s wrath, and by extension, the displeasure of the chieftain, whom she had turned against me… so they all avoided me. Ostracized me.

      “I sank into a deep depression… not only because the one man I had ever loved had deserted me… but because I had effectively been cast out of my own village.

      “That winter was hard. I came the nearest to starving that I ever had. I thought many times about killing myself, but I could never find the resolve to do it, no matter how my heart ached. Somehow, I survived.

      “Then one night nine months after the wedding, a horse-driven cart raced up to my hut in the dead of night. It was one of the chieftain’s servants. He had come because my lover’s wife was dying in childbirth.

      “The servant raced me to the house, and I was brought in before the chieftain and his wife, who both glared at me hatefully. My lover wouldn’t even look at me. But I was their last resort – the midwife couldn’t save his wife. Only I could.

      “They brought me to her in her bedchamber. I still remember it… all the finery, and the beautiful things… and the bedsheets soaked with blood. She was delirious at that point… she didn’t even know who I was. Otherwise she probably would have screamed at them to take me away.”

      Then Evris fell silent.

      I waited with a deep heaviness in my heart. For all the hardships I had suffered in my life – losing both my parents, then being forced to work practically as slave labor for a murderous bandit – none of them could hold a candle to what Evris had endured.

      “What happened?” I asked gently.

      She stared off into the fire for another long moment. Then…

      “I saved the baby,” she whispered. “But I let the woman die.”

      I stared at her.

      Evris’s eyes welled up with tears, and she buried her face in my chest.

      “I know I shouldn’t have done it, but I was still in love with him… poor little fool that I was… and I hated her. I hated her for turning the village against me… I hated her for treating me like trash… but most of all, I hated her for taking him away from me.

      “I was young and stupid… I had all these fantasies that once his wife was gone, he would get over his mourning and would present me to his parents. They would be grateful to me for saving their grandchild, and they would accept me, and I would finally be taken in and loved…

      “Of course, none of that happened. My lover couldn’t stand the sight of me. I don’t know if it was his guilt over betraying me, or betraying her after their marriage… either way, he wouldn’t speak or look at me.

      “The chieftain was enraged. He called me a witch and would have had me killed, except I had saved the life of his grandson… so instead he decided to banish me. For real, this time.

      “There was a local sorcerer, a warlock who trafficked in dark spells… no one ever dealt with him. He was an outcast, like me… but they paid him to walk me out into the swamp where he knew there was an entrance to the Nether. He told me to never come back. If I did, a spell he had cast would let him know, and he would tell the Chieftain, and the men of the village would hunt me down and kill me. And that is why I never returned to the surface world.”

      I lay there holding her, stroking her hair.

      “Not a day goes by that I don’t regret what I did… and not just because I’m stuck here in the Nether. I would trade so much to be able to take it back… do you hate me now?” she sobbed.

      “No, of course not. Of course not.”

      “I should have saved her…”

      “What if she couldn’t have been saved?”

      Evris was quiet for a long moment.

      “…I could have saved her,” she finally whispered.

      “You don’t know that. Even if you could have saved her, I can understand why you didn’t. Besides, you were young, and poor, and betrayed, and heartbroken, just like you said. You had every reason in the world to do what you did.” My voice grew angry. “I’m just furious at that worthless piece of scum who seduced you and then cowardly abandoned you… and at his damned parents. They had no way of knowing whether you could save her or not! How could they blame you?”

      Evris’s sobs finally died away, and she drifted off into sleep…

      …but she never answered my question.
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      After a meal of water-thin gruel and a hard night’s sleep on the floor, half a dozen guards came for Ayana the next morning.

      They were strange creatures of different races and different skin types – scales, slime, and fur. The only commonality was their matching armor and the fact that they all carried weapons.

      A wolf-faced guard in metal plate armor opened up the door with a key.

      Ayana thought about trying to use the chain to direct her lightning into his body – but she knew from dealing with Javron that slapping the chain against the wolf creature’s metal suit would cause the lightning to surge around the exterior and not penetrate within.

      The wolf’s snout extended past his helmet, though. Maybe the lightning could fry him that way –

      “Get over here,” the wolf snapped.

      “What do you want?” Ayana demanded as she crouched further back in the cell. If she went to the door, there would be no slack at all in the chain, and no chance of attacking the guard at all. Better to get him to come halfway inside the cell, so she would have plenty of slack…

      “You’re going to the Arena.”

      “To fight?”

      The wolf laughed. “Of course.”

      “Best to go with them peaceably,” Quavo’s voice spoke from across the hall. “You want to be in the best condition you can for the fight. If the guards have to break your arm in order to get you out there…”

      The bull-man had spoken to her several times over the last 18 hours. They had even forged something of an incipient friendship. Ayana had told him about the world she had come from, and Quavo had told her more about the wars that wracked Merovakia.

      Ayana reluctantly crossed the cell to the door. By the time she got there, the chain was tight again – no slack at all. No way to attack them if they did anything to her.

      A lizard-man put a scimitar to her neck as the wolf fixed her with a threatening look. “I’m going to unlock your restraints. If you try anything, Zerov here is going to slit your throat. Understand?”

      “I understand,” Ayana said coldly.

      The wolf produced another key from his ring of dozens, then unlocked her manacles, which crashed to the floor with a clang.

      “Let’s go,” the wolf said, making way for her to walk out.

      “Good luck, Ayana,” Quavo said from his cell.

      “If I don’t see you again – thank you,” she called out.

      He chuckled. “You will see me again.”

      The guards led her down the hallway past dozens of cells. The prisoners were of every shape, size, and color imaginable. The one constant was their catcalls and leering comments as she passed.

      At the end of the hallway, they reached a massive spiral staircase made of metal – and it was here that Ayana realized the Pit was not just large, but immense. Her hallway of cells had been merely one of five spokes that radiated outward from the spiral staircase, which was made out of metal and constructed like a twisting cage.

      Because the spiral staircase was open-air and not enclosed, she could see that that there was at least one level below her, and at least one above.

      Three levels… times five hallways… times dozens of cells…

      The guards directed her upwards, and she ascended the steps past four more levels of hallways.

      So there were at least six levels in total.

      The Merovakians’ thirst for gladiator blood must be great, indeed.

      They reached the top of the spiral stairs, and the wolf unlocked a great wooden door watched over by ten guards.

      They crossed over the threshold into a massive stone hallway and shut the door behind them.

      Now she could hear the muffled roar of the crowd.

      The guards marched her down the hallway, barely lit by a few torches, to another wooden door through which she could see cracks of daylight. The roar was much louder now.

      There was a rack of weapons next to the door – swords, shields, spears, knives, maces, morning stars. There were also helmets and a few pieces of metal armor – gauntlets, mostly.

      “Which one do you want?” the wolf asked.

      “How many can I have?” Ayana replied.

      He chuckled, an unpleasant sound. “As many as you can carry.”

      The armor would have weighed her down, so she ignored it. She tried the various weapons, but most of them were too heavy, so she settled on a short sword and a small, circular shield. Leather loops on the back allowed her to wear it on her forearm.

      Though she knew it wasn’t normally done that way, she put the shield on her left forearm and held the sword in her left hand as well. She wanted to keep her right hand free for her powers.

      Then the wolf opened the final door.

      Sunlight streamed in, and Ayana blinked against the brightness.

      The roar now was overwhelming – and when the crowd saw Ayana, it rose in a crescendo until it was deafening.

      The lizard took the scimitar away from her throat.

      “Go on!” the wolf yelled at her.

      Ayana stepped into the arena onto the hardpacked sand and dirt, and the door slammed shut behind her. She could hear a giant bolt being shot behind her with a THUNK.

      No going back now.

      She walked towards the center of the arena. On her right she saw the massive raised platform with the canopies providing shade from the sun. There were multiple chairs filled with richly dressed men and women of various races, but the chair in the center was larger than the rest and made of gold. The red-skinned man she had seen yesterday sat upon it, dressed in purple finery.

      Ayana made a mental note to ask Quavo if the man was the Merovakian emperor.

      Well… if she survived the match.

      Directly across from her, perhaps 200 feet away, was the other combatant – a human-sized frog. It looked faintly ridiculous waddling on its backward-hinged legs, though the battle ax it carried was anything but ridiculous.

      Suddenly the roar of the crowd fell to a low murmur.

      Ayana was confused as to why, until a page stepped forward from the boxed seats and blew a brass horn.

      As soon as the trumpet’s blare sounded, the entire stadium started screaming again.

      Ayana looked over to see what her opponent was intending –

      And was shocked to see him bounding across the sandy floor towards her, fast as he could. He could move quickly, but it was more like incredibly fast waddling rather than a run.

      Ayana prepared a bolt of lightning that crackled around her right hand –

      And then suddenly the frog leapt into the air in a parabolic arc thirty feet high and hurtled down towards her.

      That surprised her.

      Those ungainly legs were good for something, apparently.

      He was headed right for her, the battle ax raised high over his head –

      She let loose her lightning bolt.

      Sparks arced high above her into the frog.

      She jumped to the side as he began his descent –

      But there was no need.

      He slammed to the ground, a blackened corpse, smoking and charred.

      The crowd was on its feet. They loved her.

      The red-skinned emperor fixed her with an appraising look.

      Then the door opened, and a dozen guards came out. Ten ushered her back inside the walls of the arena, and the other two dragged the frog’s body away.

      That night, Ayana feasted on a victor’s meal of stew with actual meat and potatoes.

      “You proved yourself,” Quavo said, “so they’ll feed you better to keep you alive.”

      “Did you fight today?” Ayana asked as she finished her bowl. She could have easily eaten another.

      “I did.”

      “Obviously you won.”

      “I did.”

      “Mine was easy,” she said. “I couldn’t believe how simple it was to kill him.”

      “Don’t get overconfident,” Quavo warned her. “They started you out against another low-ranking beginner. But as you win more, they will pit you against more challenging fighters, and ones selected specifically to offset your powers. Then the matches will become one against two… and one against three… until you find yourself facing a small army.”

      Ayana listened to Quavo, but told herself not to worry.

      All she had to do was hold out.

      If Javron or the others were still alive, they would come for her.

      That was her only hope… but it was a strong one.
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      A week after I awoke in Evris’s hut, I was finally beginning to feel like I was on the mend. The skin over my ribs was still mottled purple, but less so than before. It was still painful to breathe, but I could move around – although I used Nori’s staff to help steady me when I was outside the hut.

      Every time I used the staff, I felt a wave of sadness… but also a sense of connection. I often recalled the day they’d first walked into Shaw’s forge, and everything that came after.

      The crystal in the headpiece still glowed brightly, but since there were no threats here with Evris, there was no need to use it. At least I would have three more charges of lightning available when I left the Nether.

      Although the idea of continuing on to Ebrelon without Nori filled me with dread… especially when I remembered what awaited me.

      However, I had no more dreams of the Xavok while I was in the Nether. Either I was beyond its reach, or it knew that Nori was dead and that I posed no more threat. Either way, my sleep was deep and untroubled.

      Especially when Evris tired me out thoroughly beforehand.

      Her appetite was insatiable, which I loved. The constant sex distracted me from my worries and heartbreaks.

      We were lying in each other’s arms one morning after another round of gentle, slow bliss – about to start yet another day of doing very little – when I said, “I need to return to see the priests.”

      You would have thought I’d said there was a poisonous snake on the floor beside the bed.

      Evris jerked up from my chest and stared at me in fright. “Why?”

      I frowned. “I need to find out if they know any more about the Xavok, and ask them what I should do when I leave the Nether.”

      She began to fidget. “You’re not even well yet – you shouldn’t go.”

      Now I was beginning to grow concerned. “What’s wrong?”

      “What’s wrong is that you’re still in delicate health!”

      I snorted. “I’m not an old woman recovering from the sickness. I’ll be fine.”

      “What is there to be gained from going to see them?” she asked, and nuzzled up against me again, her soft, enormous breasts pressing against my skin. Her hand moved down to my crotch and began to stroke me back to hardness. “You should stay here and recuperate more.”

      I grabbed her hand and stopped her. “You’re behaving very strangely.”

      “What?” she asked in a guilty tone of voice. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re acting like someone with something to hide,” I said, and winced as I lifted my legs off the bed and set my feet on the floor.

      “That’s ridiculous!” she said, and put her hands on my shoulders to pull me back onto the bed. “Darling, don’t go!”

      I shook her off and stood with a grunt. “You’re coming with me.”

      “What?” she asked as she stared at me from the bed.

      “I don’t know the way there, and I’ll most probably need your help.”

      “I… I don’t think this is a good idea, Javron…”

      “Nevertheless, we’re going.”

      She crossed her arms and pouted. “I’m not.”

      “Fine,” I said coldly. “I’ll do it alone.”

      “No,” she whimpered, her resolve disappearing. “You’re still hurt!”

      “You’re either coming with me, or I’m going alone,” I said angrily. “Make up your mind, but we leave in ten minutes.”

      She didn’t say anything else, but she looked plenty worried as she got off the bed, slipped into her ragged black dress, and stepped into her sandals.

      As I gingerly put on my armor using my powers (despite everything Evris had told me, I was still not convinced the Nether was harmless), I considered what she might be hiding. All the years living alone had destroyed any ability she might have had to lie; she was transparent as glass. Something was frightening her.

      But what was it?

      What wasn’t she telling me?
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      Vala awoke groggily. It took her a second to realize that she was in a new room, one with no windows. Torches crackled in sconces, and a full-size mirror in an elaborate iron frame hung on the wall.

      The second thing she realized was that she was lying at an angle on a velvet-padded… something. A slab or platform of some sort, narrow as a single bed. Her arms were stretched above her, bound with chains, and her legs were spread-eagled below her, her ankles bound as well.

      The third thing she realized was that she was no longer wearing her armor.

      Or her pants, for that matter.

      All she had on was her cotton blouse, which ended just below the ‘V’ of her sex. Her legs were bare, and pressed against the soft padding beneath her.

      Her breathing quickened as she looked around in a panic.

      “There’s no need to struggle,” a familiar voice said behind her. “You’re magically bound, so no more shields. And you won’t escape my chains.”

      The Enchantress walked out from behind whatever Vala lay on and stood next to the angled platform. She smiled. “I’ve padded your wrists and ankles with silk, though, so you won’t hurt yourself while we play the next game.”

      “Let me go,” Vala said fiercely.

      “Oh no,” the green woman said with a tut tut tut. “You broke the rules. You reneged on a bet. So now we play my game… and if you’re a good girl, maybe I let you choose the next one.”

      Vala jerked her arms and legs as hard as she could – but the Enchantress was true to her word. The chains around her limbs did not budge, though her ankles and wrists were cushioned by something deliciously soft.

      Vala looked at the Enchantress fearfully. “What game are we playing?”

      “The game’s name… is Pleasure.”

      The ruby lips formed the word with cruel delight.

      Vala’s heart skipped a beat – whether from fear or desire, she could not say.

      “I don’t want to play that game,” she said hoarsely.

      “Too bad, it’s no longer your choice. Let us inspect the game pieces before we begin. First and foremost, there is the platform on which you lie. It can be rotated or levitated in whatever direction I wish… like so.”

      The slab rotated upwards so that Vala was entirely vertical. She slid the tiniest bit across the velvet surface, but her feet touched a platform that allowed her to stand and not hang from her chains.

      There did not seem to be any mechanical apparatus causing the slab to shift to and fro. It was done entirely by magic, it seemed.

      “Then there is the mirror.”

      Suddenly the mirror’s frame detached from the wall and levitated over in front of Vala. She could now see herself head to toe in the looking glass, with her arms bound above her and legs splayed out to either side.

      As she had thought, she was only wearing her white cotton blouse. Her face reddened to see herself nearly naked… and her heart sped up as well.

      The Enchantress stepped next to the table. The mirror widened magically, stretching out on both sides to include both of them in the looking glass.

      The green woman smiled at Vala in the mirror. “Being able to see everything will be important later.”

      The platform beneath Vala slowly rotated backwards until she was lying on her back.

      The Enchantress leaned over her and smiled. “And of course, there is the most important thing of all…”

      As she talked, she trailed one finger up Vala’s belly, her fingernail tickling Vala through the cotton.

      “…the game board,” the Enchantress whispered.

      “Stop it,” Vala said hoarsely.

      “Oh, but darling… we’ve only just begun.”

      The Enchantress tipped her head to one side and began to pull out pins from her braid. One by one they fell to the floor with a tiny metallic tinkle.

      Once she was done, the Enchantress shook out her hair as she combed her fingers through it. Her hair was long and sleek with thick curls, and shone like obsidian in the torchlight.

      “Why did you do that?” Vala asked, mesmerized by the three-foot-long curtain of shimmering black.

      “To get comfortable, of course,” the Enchantress cooed. “This will be a very long game.”

      Then she stepped back from the table and clicked her fingers.

      Immediately there was the sound of metallic snap snap snaps behind her back.

      Her dress loosened, and she pulled one sleeve of her gown off her shoulder, then the other.

      Her neck was slender, and her collarbones cast delicate shadows across her emerald skin.

      She slowly removed the sleeves until her arms were completely bare. But the bodice of her gown stayed in place.

      Vala swallowed hard. “What… what are you doing?”

      “Preparing the second half of the game board,” the Enchantress said in a sultry voice.

      Vala’s eyes widened as the neck of the gown crept down slowly over the upper swell of the Enchantress’s chest… further down, so that her deep cleavage could easily be seen… even further, so that the luscious curves of the sides of her breasts appeared…

      And then the gown pulled free and dropped below her bust.

      Vala gasped in spite of herself.

      The woman’s breasts were perfect. Round and firm and larger than Vala’s own. Her areolas were a dark green against her emerald skin, with the nipples relaxed and standing out an eighth of an inch.

      Other than Salara’s naked body in the bathing halls at the Academy, Vala had never seen such perfection.

      And even then, all she had been brave enough to do was to cast furtive glances. Now, she was being invited to look as long as she wanted.

      The Enchantress’s eyes never moved from Vala’s face. Vala glanced up at her, then back down to her breasts, unable to look away.

      Then the Enchantress began to pull the dress down once more.

      The lacy material traveled down her flat belly… past her tiny waist… and stopped at her wide hips.

      Vala realized her mouth was dry as she stared. She could see the curve of the woman’s lower abdomen, several inches below her navel…

      …but she wanted to see more.

      The Enchantress indulged her.

      A second later, she bent over – her breasts swinging alluringly as she did so – and her hands pushed the gown past her waist, at which point it dropped to the floor.

      When the woman stood up again, Vala could see all of her – especially her slim, silky thighs, and the beautiful thatch of dark hair between them.

      Vala made a tiny sound in her throat, an unconscious grunt of animal lust.

      The Enchantress smiled at the reaction, and strode over to the table with sultry confidence in every step.

      “You like what you see… goooood,” she purred as she stood right next to Vala’s head.

      Vala stared up at her breasts, firm and round and looking quite huge so close to her face.

      “What… what makes you think I like what I see?” she asked, her voice trembling.

      “What, do you mean to say you don’t?” the Enchantress asked in a mock fit of pique. Then she smiled. “Well, there’s one for to tell for sure, isn’t there?”

      Vala felt soft fingertips grazing the inside of her leg. Her eyes widened. “Wait – stop – ”

      “But we have to know if you like what you see,” the Enchantress whispered seductively.

      The fingers slowly traced their way up Vala’s thigh –

      “No… wait…”

      Suddenly soft pressure touched her most secret place, and Vala closed her eyes and moaned.

      The Enchantress smiled. “Ohhhh yes… I’d say you very much like what you saw…”

      The soft pressure of the green woman’s fingertip began gently touching her, sliding wet and warm across Vala’s skin.

      Suddenly she felt a heat and warmth and pleasure she had never experienced before… not with another person. Not this intense.

      The Enchantress’s voice was little more than a whisper. “The boys you lay with… they didn’t touch you like this, did they? They didn’t know what they were doing… you enjoyed it, but they were rather brutish, weren’t they? Not gentle… not soft…”

      The pressure began to circle, and a hot spot of pleasure began to pulse between Vala’s thighs.

      “No… stop… please…” Vala pleaded, her eyes half-closed in arousal and alarm.

      The Enchantress’s other hand moved up to Vala’s chest, and she slowly traced a path along the curve of Vala’s breast beneath the blouse.

      She could feel her nipple growing hard beneath the cloth.

      And all the while, the Enchantress’s other hand slowly stroked her down there… firmer… a little faster… bringing her higher and higher…

      “You liked the attention from the boys, didn’t you?” the Enchantress whispered. “You liked when they put their things in you – liked it a lot. But what you really wanted was the one thing you couldn’t have… isn’t that right?”

      “Stop… please… you have to stop…” Vala begged as her entire body tensed.

      “This is the first round of the game, darling,” the Enchantress said with a giggle. “We’re not stopping for a very, very long time. But you could possibly win. Would you like to make a wager?”

      “W… what…” Vala gasped – not quite a question, more a desperate attempt to speak, to say anything at all through the haze of pleasure.

      “I am going to try to bring you to the height of pleasure,” the Enchantress whispered. “If you can hold back and not tip over the peak for two minutes, you win the round, and I will leave you alone for ten minutes. But if I win, and you succumb to bliss… then I will offer you my breasts, and you will willingly suck. Do you understand?”

      Vala nodded, feebly at first, then more vociferously. “Y-yes…”

      “Good… let us begin…”

      Suddenly the pressure on her sex began to intensify, rubbing around her tiny button of pleasure, then up and down and over it… slow… then long, thick strokes… then gentle fluttery touches.

      At the same time, the Enchantress cupped Vala’s breast beneath the blouse, fondling her, rolling her nipple between forefinger and thumb.

      Vala’s eyes rolled back in her head as she struggled to retain control over her body. She tried to think of pain – of being flogged – of those two women in the stocks, their backs covered with welts –

      But in the fog of pleasure, the two women were now naked, their beautiful breasts suspended pendulously, round asses firm and delicious as they leered at Vala lustfully…

      She tried to think of boys, then – something other than the Enchantress’s large, full breasts…

      But all she could think of was her delightful first sight of a male member… and how it felt as it eased inside her…

      Then she thought of Javron, and his broad shoulders, his handsome face… imagined him peeling off that armor… and what his manhood would look like…

      Then she thought of Nori, with her large breasts… and Ayana with her smaller bust but absolutely delectable waist and –

      Stop – STOP THINKING ABOUT THAT –

      Vala squeezed her eyes shut and tried to think about anything that might stop the Enchantress from winning – but the pleasure between her thighs had become a white-hot spark that threatened to engulf her entire body. Her legs and arms and back and belly strained with the effort to contain it, to not give in to ecstasy.

      The Enchantress bent over next to Vala’s ear.

      “My darling…?” she whispered, her breath like the sweetest perfume.

      “Yes?” Vala grunted from between gritted teeth.

      Suddenly the Enchantress ripped Vala’s blouse open.

      The cloth tore at the neck as the green woman violently pulled it apart and grabbed Vala’s naked tit, squeezing it hard.

      There was a tiny bit of pain…

      …and it felt good.

      At the same time, the Enchantress’s fingers slipped inside Vala.

      She felt full and filled up in a way she hadn’t experienced in ages.

      Yet somehow the woman was still rubbing Vala’s pleasure spot, stoking the white-hot spark into a bolt of lightning as powerful as anything that Ayana could cast.

      “Darling?”

      “YES?” Vala cried out, her face contorted in pain and pleasure, trying so hard to stop from losing control.

      The Enchantress’s voice spoke one more time, a whisper that tickled and caressed Vala’s ear:

      “…come for me.”

      It was too much.

      Vala screamed at the top of her lungs as her entire body arched, every limb straining against her bonds. Ecstasy burst from between her legs and flooded every inch of every limb, from her curling toes to the crown of her head to the tips of her fingers bound over her head.

      She screamed for at least five seconds as the Enchantress kept stroking and rubbing… and then her screams became single cries of pleasure between gasps of air as the waves of pleasure kept coming, and coming, and coming…

      Finally the Enchantress’s fingers stopped their magic, and gently caressed her.

      Vala’s entire body felt relaxed in a way she had never experienced before, though every few seconds or so another aftershock of bliss would roll through her belly.

      She looked up at the green woman’s face through a haze of pleasure, barely able to keep her eyes open.

      The Enchantress smiled wide. “It would appear that Round One goes to me.”

      The table began to both rise and tilt to the left.

      Vala felt a brief surge of fear that she might topple off the side, but the table stopped moving after a second.

      The only effect was that the Enchantress could now stand closer to Vala – which she did.

      Her large, firm breast pressed against Vala’s face, the hard nipple now standing up a full half-inch from the skin.

      Vala stared up at the green woman’s face as her ruby lips smiled, then parted to form three words:

      “…now pay up.”

      Vala’s half-lidded eyes never left the Enchantress’s as she opened her mouth… took the woman’s dark green nipple between her lips… and began to suck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ayana

      

      

      

      The guards marched Ayana down the hallway towards the arena for yet another battle.

      Twenty days, twenty matches. She had won every single one of them – or she wouldn’t have been alive.

      Quavo had been right: the fights had become progressively harder. There was never again one so easy as her victory against the frog-man.

      Whoever was responsible for scheduling the fights had apparently been studying her, and began pitting her against far more difficult adversaries.

      There had been another insectoid warrior, beetle-like, whose chitinous shell proved resistant to her attacks. She had had to slay him with her short sword after a grueling, twenty-minute-long duel.

      Then someone had figured out that full suits of armor proved resistant to her lightning, and combatants started appearing clad head to toe in steel.

      That was not as great an advantage as they believed, however. Full armor made her opponents slow, and she could easily keep out of their range of attack. Once they tired, she could dart in from behind and try to topple them over, or kick out their knees from beneath them.

      When she finally figured out she could use her lightning to blast the ground and throw up a cloud of dirt and sand that blinded her armored foes, that was all she did going forward… and fully armored opponents stopped appearing as often.

      Then came two warriors pitted against her… then three at once.

      Worst of all had been the fire mage she’d faced in the fifteenth round, along with two more conventional fighters. She didn’t know if they called them mages or sorcerers here, but the blue man had certainly been capable of summoning fireballs and hurling them at her.

      She still bore the blisters on her left arm from that encounter. The guards had provided her with medicinal salve and clean bandages to wrap the wounds, but the pain was still intense, and the matches did not ease up at all.

      When Quavo had seen the bandages and small bowl of ointment they’d brought her, he said with gentle amusement, “They treat the crowd’s favorite well.”

      It was true, but also gallows humor. Someone may have wanted her healed for the multitude’s ongoing amusement, but the matches did not decrease in number or intensity, and any healing she might have done was between bouts of terror and possible death.

      The guards may have treated her better than the other gladiators, yes – but the treatment was still inhumanly cruel.

      Since they were inhuman, maybe that was all they were capable of.

      But Quavo was not human, and he was kind. Their budding friendship had turned into something solid. They talked at night of their lives before… Quavo as a soldier and family man, Ayana as a mage for King Tymon.

      She told him about Javron, and Nori, and Vala… and about how she was beginning to despair that they would ever rescue her.

      “I’m afraid something horrible happened the instant I was brought here,” she confessed, finally voicing all the fears she had pushed down and buried. “I’m afraid… they’re dead.”

      “Don’t give up hope,” the bull-man had said. “You have your powers in the arena, but here in the pit, hope is all you have. Hold on to it with all your might.”

      But at least part of her hope had died that morning.

      They had taken Quavo away for his next fight… and he had not returned.

      She had mourned him. They had not known each other long, but they had bonded as only two brave souls lost in a sea of misery can.

      She had taken succor from his quiet strength and gentle humor; in her, he had had a companion – someone to talk to, someone to listen.

      Now that was gone.

      He was gone.

      But at the moment, Ayana had her own survival to attend to, and she pushed all sorrows out of her mind as the guards opened the door to the arena.

      Bright light made her squint, and the roar of the crowd made her body buzz with the intensity of the sound.

      As she walked out into the arena and her eyes grew accustomed to the light, she saw what she was up against – and she despaired.

      There were six fighters. That was bad enough – and the fact that there was another giant praying mantis among them was even worse – but the cruelest part was the seventh warrior who walked into the arena twenty feet away from her, an iron battle hammer balanced on his right shoulder.

      Quavo.

      She stared at him in shock.

      He just smiled with his normal amusement. “I told you they wouldn’t make it easy on us.”

      “I… I can’t fight you, Quavo…”

      “Let’s figure that out if we survive the other six, what do you say?”

      “But… what if we do?”

      “Hopefully only one of us makes it to the final two, and then we won’t have to decide at all. You take the three on the left, I’ll take the three on the right.”

      “Can you handle the bug?” she asked. “I’ll handle the other five if you’ll take him.”

      “You don’t get along with Trakians, eh?”

      “They’re resistant to my lightning.”

      “Eh, I can handle him,” Quavo said reassuringly. “He’s not resistant to my battle hammer, that’s for sure.”

      The trumpet sounded, the crowd roared, and the battle began.

      The other six gladiators realized that Ayana and Quavo had forged an alliance, and they quickly created one of their own. Instead of attacking each other, the six rushed Ayana and Quavo at one time (although the praying mantis was slower than the others).

      Ayana blasted the front two gladiators with simultaneous bolts of lightning. They fell immediately.

      But the third was a rat-like man dressed in full armor, and the sparks circled his body as he jumped over the corpses of his comrades and ran full tilt at Ayana. He was apparently strong enough not to be hampered by his armor.

      She prepared to dodge his attack by rolling out of the way –

      – and then a giant war hammer flew through the air and SLAMMED into the rat-man’s helmet with a KRANG!

      He collapsed to the ground, and the crowd roared its approval.

      “Take the ones on the right, will you?” Quavo asked as he ran past her to retrieve his weapon.

      As she switched places with him, he picked up his hammer.

      The armored rat-man on the ground moved feebly, trying to get to its knees –

      Quavo brought the hammer down like an executioner’s blade and smashed the helmet with all his might. The helmet didn’t break, but it collapsed and crimped, and blood gushed out like a broken bottle of wine.

      The crowd rejoiced.

      The two creatures rushing towards Ayana were ones she’d had trouble with in the past: a beetle, and a thing with a horn in the center of its head and a hide thicker than six inches of leather. Both gladiators were more or less impervious to her powers.

      Well… the direct use of her powers, anyway.

      She blasted the ground with her lightning and threw up a cloud of dirt that blinded the two attackers.

      When they finally rushed back into clean air, rubbing their eyes and cursing, she wasn’t there. She was behind them, on the edge of the dissipating cloud.

      The beetle creature she stabbed in the back with her short sword. She aimed for the center cleft of his natural armor, which shield a pair of diaphanous wings.

      The soldiers had clipped his wings so he couldn’t fly far, though he could still flutter and make great leaps.

      Feeling himself attacked from behind, the beetle opened his shell on impulse to spread his wings and fly away –

      Whereupon Ayana blasted him with another bolt of lightning.

      His wings weren’t as hardy as his chitinous armor, and they immediately burst into flames.

      The beetle went flailing across the sand, his back on fire – until Quavo put him out of his misery with a hammer attack that crushed his head like a roach beneath a bootheel.

      The horned creature, though, was another matter. Once he had cleared his eyes of dirt and grit – no small feat, considering how tiny his eyes were and how huge and clumsy his fingers were – he turned towards Ayana and ran at her again.

      She aimed another bolt of lightning at his face – discharged it – and dove out of his way as he passed.

      The creature roared and bellowed and clawed at his ruined eyes, which were now just smoking holes.

      There was little else Ayana could do against him, though, because now the praying mantis was upon her.

      She had fought one once, and she recalled the lessons she’d learned. She ducked the claws that swiped for her neck. She tried a single lightning strike at its head, but its eyes were far more hardy than the horned monster’s.

      But this time, she didn’t have a net to pull the mantis’s legs out from under it.

      She was reduced to circling around it and blasting the dirt to throw up smokescreens.

      Over to her left, Quavo slammed the horned creature with his battle hammer, toppling the brute to the ground.

      For a second Ayana was afraid that Quavo might let her face down the mantis alone. If he did and the mantis won, then not only was another competitor gone, but Quavo would avoid the unpleasant task of having to kill her himself.

      But the bull-man immediately allayed those fears when he caught her eye and gestured with his hand, twirling a finger in the air.

      Turn it around.

      Ayana circled the mantis, and it followed her – unwisely turning its back on Quavo.

      A second later, the bull-man jumped up through the air and brought his hammer down on the mantis’s unguarded abdomen.

      The bug’s natural armor could withstand a lightning strike, but it wasn’t enough to survive Quavo’s war hammer. Its segmented body compacted and split, and green guts squirted out to either side.

      The creature shrieked in agony, and spun around to face Quavo –

      But that brought its sundered backside right in front of Ayana.

      She immediately plunged her short sword into the creature’s punctured hide, sinking the metal deep into the breach –

      – and discharged her lightning directly through the metal sword and into the mantis’s innards.

      The creature screamed again.

      Black smoke poured out of its shattered abdomen –

      The seams of its segmented arms and neck popped as steam boiled out –

      And the mantis fell over on its side, dead, its guts bubbling out of its shredded backside like frothing milk from an overflowing pot.

      The crowd went insane.

      Ayana staggered back in disgust from the bug’s bubbling innards… and then raised her head in horror.

      Quavo stood twenty feet away from her, hammer in one hand, staring at her regretfully.

      “Well… it would seem we have reached the end game,” he shouted over the roar of the crowd.

      “I don’t want to fight you, Quavo!”

      “Nor I you, Ayana… but if we don’t, they will release the wild animals, and both of us will die, not just one.” He shook his head sadly. “I’m sorry, child. It’s nothing personal.”

      He gripped the handle of his hammer with both hands and began to slowly advance.

      Suddenly the horned, thick-hided creature lifted its head and bolted up from the sand, running straight at Quavo’s back.

      But because of the crowd’s roar, the bull-man couldn’t hear the heavy feet thudding across the ground.

      “BEHIND YOU!” Ayana screamed in terror, pointing.

      Quavo smiled and cocked his head to the side. “A poor trick – ”

      Then he shouted in pain as the monster’s horn gored him from behind.

      Quavo collapsed to the ground, and the monster went down on top of him. The creature shook its head back and forth, trying to disengage itself – but its horn was sunk too deep in Quavo’s flesh.

      Its eyes were gone, burned out by Ayana’s lightning strike, so it did not see what came next.

      Ayana ran forward, screaming, and buried her short sword in one empty, charred eye socket.

      The thing might have had a hide like six-inch-thick leather – but it didn’t have any armor on the inside of its skull.

      It roared in agony, ripping its head from Quavo in its death throes. Then it toppled backwards to the ground where it twitched and shuddered and finally lay still.

      The crowd screamed even louder.

      Ayana stood over Quavo, who lay on the ground inspecting the ragged wound in his belly where the tip of the monster’s horn had pierced all the way through. His back was even worse – the wound was three times the circumference, and blood seeped through the sand in a slowly growing stain.

      “You… tried to save me…” the bull said in shock. “And I… thought it was a trick…”

      Tears coursed down Ayana’s cheeks. “Stay down…”

      “No… they want a fight…” Quavo groaned.

      “We don’t have to give it to them!”

      “Yes, we do. If you want to live.”

      Quavo forced himself to his knees, using his hammer to push himself up, and got unsteadily to his feet. Blood coursed down the fur of his legs in a slow-moving waterfall.

      “They’ll force you to kill me either way, on the ground or standing… and I would rather die on my feet,” he said, pressing his left hand to his wound. With his right he picked up the hammer. “You tried to save my life… now let me save yours. Strike me down.”

      “I won’t… I can’t…”

      Quavo looked at her sadly. “Then I have no choice. Remember one thing: no matter what you do… never give up hope. Either live to your hundredth match, or long enough for your friends to come and save you – but until one of those things happens… never give up hope.”

      Quavo raised his hammer and reared it back.

      Ayana stepped backwards in panic, not believing that he would do it, yet frightened that he would.

      Then the mighty bull gave a bellow and threw the hammer with all his might –

      Not at Ayana, but at the grandstand where the emperor sat.

      The red-skinned man barely had to time to react, but he managed to duck and roll away as the hammer KRANGED into the throne, bending the golden metal as the chair tipped over backwards.

      “DEATH TO ALL TYRANTS!” Quavo roared at the top of his lungs, and ran towards the emperor’s stand –

      But the dozen archers who suddenly appeared in the emperor’s stand got to him first.

      A flurry of arrows pierced Quavo’s body, and he stumbled to his knees.

      “Death… to… all tyr– ”

      The next volley struck his head, and his words were cut short as he toppled forward on his face.

      He did not move again.

      Ayana walked over slowly and stood above his body, tears running down her cheeks.

      As the crowd screamed all around her, she looked up at the emperor, who glared contemptuously at the corpse on the ground before her.

      It would have been so easy to kill him. Just a single bolt of lightning and she could have turned him into a charred corpse.

      But then two dozen arrows would pierce her.

      If not arrows, then all the swords and spears of every guard in the Pit.

      Quavo’s words echoed in her mind:

      Either live to your hundredth match, or long enough for your friends to come and save you – but until one of those things happens…

      Never give up hope.

      So she just stood there and wept until the guards came to take her away.
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      My mithril chain mail wasn’t done, so I merely bound the metal to the interior of my breast plate. What I had finished – and the wires I had spun but not yet molded – were so thin that I could barely feel them through my shirt.

      We left Evris’s hut five minutes later. Actually, we walked out of her hut then, but it took another ten minutes to leave. The delay was caused because she had to coax her… creatures out of the river and harness them to the sled.

      She was right; they really did look like overgrown salamanders, but without the long tails. They seemed relatively harmless and lethargic – but when she cracked a crudely made whip over their heads, they began to run quickly over the mossy ground of the Nether.

      I would have carried her so we could arrive quicker, but it was enough of a struggle to keep myself aloft. Though my powers were strong enough, the pain caused by my ribs pressing against the inside of the cuirass was enough to make me break out in a sweat. I doubt I could have carried Evris, no matter how light she might be.

      Not only that, but I was holding Nori’s staff. I remembered the shifting sands of the beach, and reasoned that if I wanted to take off my armor while I was there – a conclusion I came to within seconds of putting the armor back on – it might be good to have a crutch to lean on.

      Having to carry both Evris and the staff at the same time – and not pass out from the pain – were probably beyond my capabilities at the moment.

      So Evris rode on her sled, and I flew in my armor as I carried Nori’s staff in my hand.

      The journey was surprisingly long – upwards of fifteen miles.

      We passed several other areas where light shone down on canebrakes. In one of them, I saw three priests peering out at me from the reeds, their eyeless heads following me sightlessly as I flew by.

      “Evris – look!” I cried out.

      She slowed down, saw what I was pointing at, then continued onwards. “I see them.”

      “There are other priests!”

      “No, it’s the same ones.”

      “…what?!”

      “That’s the spot I was when they told me where to find out.”

      “What do you mean, ‘it’s the same ones’?!”

      “It’s the same three in every brightly lit spot. Don’t try to understand it, Javron, just accept it. Things are different down here in the Nether.”

      I watched them retreat into the canebrake, then shook my head and continued onward.

      As I flew, I remembered Lakrik’s confusing explanation and the words of the priests themselves: We are here and everywhere, then and now, before and after.

      Maybe it was true.

      In the time we spent traveling, we passed a variety of other landscapes I hadn’t yet seen in the giant underground cavern: a bog, a small jungle overgrown with vines, even a series of small rivers that met in a patchwork of islands. But through it all, the glowing moss and toadstools were omnipresent.

      We finally reached the island. I knew because of three reasons.

      One, because of the purple water surrounding it.

      Two, because I could feel the metal of my longswords and knives singing to me from beneath the bog.

      And three, because of the corpses of Kalos and his men.

      But there was something different this time.

      Three hazy, white lights hovered over the sand. There was no source for the lights, nor a distinct boundary – they were just shifting, shimmering patches that seemed somehow brighter than the air around them.

      In fact, they looked like much smaller versions of the larger light that hovered high overhead and illuminated the entire island.

      One of the lights was near Kalos’s corpse. The other two were across the beach and close to each other.

      I had no idea what the hell the lights were, but not having any idea about my surroundings was a relatively common occurrence in the Nether.

      Evris was lagging a couple minutes behind me, so I decided to investigate before she arrived.

      I floated down over Kalos’s remains, which were swarming with small crabs that had picked the bones nearly clean. As I flew over the black robes, most of the tiny scavengers fled back over the sand and into the purple waters.

      I winced at the smell as I set down on the ground. The stench of death was everywhere.

      I walked over to the white light and studied it. It seemed no more substantial up close than it had from the air.

      I hesitantly passed my hand through the light –

      Nothing. No heat, no sensation, nothing.

      There was one interesting thing, though: the sand beneath the light had been disturbed, and there were still footprints – small ones.

      Nori’s footprints.

      This must have been where she stood before… whatever happened, happened.

      I wondered if the light might be something tied to her. Perhaps the imprint of her soul as she left this world.

      Maybe that’s what the other two lights were, as well. They corresponded roughly to Ayana and Vala’s positions before Kalos had attacked.

      The thought of the three women’s deaths overwhelmed me, and I turned away in sorrow.

      To distract myself, I attended to other matters.

      First I called my blades up out of the water – both broadswords and knives. I had dropped them all around me when I had collapsed after Kalos’s attack, and I hadn’t had time to pull them out before his final assault.

      I looked at them in dismay as they rose dripping from the water. Their formerly gleaming surfaces and sharp edges had begun to corrode with rust.

      It wouldn’t be difficult to use my powers to blast away the red corruption and return the edges to razor sharpness, but I was a blacksmith through and through. Seeing beautiful metal left to corrode was painful, despite my magical ability to fix it.

      But that would keep till later. I had more important things to do than grind away rust, so I reattached the tangs of all the knives to my armor, and sheathed the longswords in the slots in my backpiece. I winced as the rust gritted in the slots.

      Then I separated the seams of my armor and let it drop to the ground. The relief I felt from not having the metal pressing up against my ribs was bliss.

      To get my gauntlets off, I had to let Nori’s staff fall to the sand, which was fine. I could easily pick it up with my powers when I needed it.

      Seconds after I’d taken off my armor, Evris arrived. Her creatures swam through the purple pond almost as quickly as they ran, and the sled actually glided across the surface of the water and settled on the white sands.

      Evris stepped off the sled. First she glanced at the corpses in disgust, then looked at me in surprise. “Thank the gods your armor didn’t have all those spikes on you when I found you, else I’d have had to drag you along behind the sled.”

      I could tell she was nervous. She was fidgeting again like she had back at the hut.

      “Yes,” I said absentmindedly, then asked, “What are those lights, do you think? Are they something from the Nether?”

      She frowned. “What lights? The one above the island?”

      “No, the – ”

      I turned to look at them.

      They were gone.

      I turned all around, searching in shock. “What?! Where are they?! They were just here!”

      “What were?”

      “Three lights, hovering in the air – right above where my friends died!”

      Evris winced. “I’m sorry, Javron… I don’t see anything.”

      I looked around, at a loss, and felt even more sorrow grip me. The mysterious lights had been some sort of tie to my friends, I was sure of it. Having them disappear was like losing another little part of them.

      “Never mind… let’s do what we came here to do.” I turned to the canebrake and yelled out, “Priests!”

      There was no answer.

      I scowled in annoyance. “Magic holders – whatever the hell you call yourselves, come out!”

      There was no answer. The tall white stalks of the canebrakes stood still.

      Evris sighed as though relieved. “Well, it seems they’re not making an appearance here, so maybe we should – ”

      “We are here, healer,” a voice spoke that sounded like wind moaning amongst the trees.

      “We see you have brought him back to us,” a second voice said.

      “Although he is not fully healed,” a third voice whispered.

      Suddenly all three of the spindly figures stepped forward out of the reeds at the same time, about twenty feet apart.

      “It’s only been a week, and my wounds were fairly serious,” I said.

      “Healer, you were supposed to – ”

      I noticed that Evris looked even more nervous than before, but I wasn’t concerned with that now. I wanted answers.

      “What happened to my friends?” I interrupted. “The three women – what happened?”

      “They are gone.”

      “No longer here.”

      “Departed.”

      My heart ached to hear those words.

      I think a small part of me had held out hope that they were alright… but now my hopes were dashed beyond recovery.

      “Why was I spared?” I cried out in anguish. It was more a wail of guilt, the survivor’s lament, and not so much a question.

      But the priests treated it as one.

      “Because it was necessary.”

      “Because you stood the best chance.”

      “Because it was all we could do.”

      I stood there staring at them in confusion.

      “…what? Are you saying… you spared me?”

      “Yes,” they said all at once.

      Shock turned to anger.

      “YOU SAID YOU COULDN’T INTERFERE!” I raged. “But you let ME live, and THEM DIE?!”

      “We did not interfere… directly,” the middle priest said.

      “We made it so the sorcerer’s spell was not quite as effective with you,” said the right.

      “And the shield mage cast her own spell to protect you, which helped immensely,” the left priest added.

      So it was true…

      Vala had saved my life in her final seconds.

      “And now they’re dead,” I whispered hoarsely, barely able to contain the tremor in my voice.

      The center priest cocked his head to one side as though puzzled. “They are not dead.”

      Again, shock ripped through me like one of Ayana’s lightning bolts.

      “…what?!”

      “They are not dead.”

      Shock turned to joy – and then confusion and anger resurfaced.

      “But – you said they were gone – that they weren’t here anymore!”

      “We did not say they were dead.”

      I grew enraged at their doubletalk. “Well where ARE they, then?!”

      “Elsewhere.”

      “Scattered through space and time.”

      “In other realms.”

      “Other… realms…” I murmured.

      My memory suddenly returned to what Kalos had said.

      I am a Realm Walker! My magic allows me to step from one reality to another!

      One world is not enough! I want all of them – and with the power of the Ancient One, I shall conquer more worlds than there are stars in the sky!

      “Kalos could go from realm to realm – yes?” I asked.

      “The sorcerer?”

      “The Realm Walker?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then – his last spell – was he trying to cast us all into separate realms?!”

      “Yes.”

      “And Nori, Ayana, and Vala – that’s what happened to them?! They were sent to other realms?!”

      “Yes.”

      Joy won out over all my other emotions. “Then you can get them back!’

      “No,” they all said at the same time.

      Despair.

      “What? But… but they’re in these other realms… surely you can – ”

      “We cannot interfere.”

      “Not directly.”

      “We have already done enough.”

      I wanted to send every scrap of metal I had through those arrogant pricks’ heads.

      “YOU BASTARDS – you intervened for ME!”

      “Not directly.”

      “We merely bent the sorcerer’s magic away from you.”

      “We did not stop anything, nor did we start anything.”

      “So you won’t save them!” I screamed in rage.

      “No.”

      “We cannot.”

      “But YOU can.”

      Again, it was like they had slapped me in the face.

      “…what?”

      “YOU can enter the other realms.”

      “YOU can go after your friends.”

      “YOU can save them.”

      “But – how?! I’m not a realm walker!”

      “Before she was torn from the Nether, the elf used her powers.”

      “She absorbed some of the Realm Walker’s spell into her crystals…”

      “…which is where the power still resides.”

      I stared at them.

      Nori had used her powers to try to counteract Kalos’s spell?!

      But where – how –

      And then I knew.

      I looked down at the fallen staff on the sand.

      The glowing crystal in the headpiece – that wasn’t one of Ayana’s lightning spells.

      That was from Kalos.

      I immediately called to the staff, and it leapt up into my hand.

      As soon as I touched it, the three lights reappeared once more.

      “Those lights – is that where they went into other realms?!” I cried out.

      “Yes.”

      “Those are the residues of the Realm Walker’s spell.”

      “They are rips in time, tears in space, through which you will travel.”

      “But… how?”

      “Use the power that the elf absorbed.”

      “Trigger the spell and open the rifts.”

      “Then you will be able to step through.”

      My heart sang with hope once more –

      – but it was quickly dashed.

      “Did all three women go into the same realm?” I asked fearfully.

      “No.”

      “Three separate rifts.”

      “Three separate realms.”

      “So… I can trigger the power in the crystal to go into one of these rifts… but is that enough power to transport two or more people through it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Once the rift is opened, a great number can step through.”

      “You can carry dozens of fellow humans with you, more than enough to save your friends.”

      “But… do I have to trigger the spell again to leave the realm and get back here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can I go from one realm to the next?”

      “You must return here after each journey.”

      “The rifts are here in the Nether.”

      “The rifts are the only way you can follow their paths.”

      I felt sick to my stomach. “But… Nori could only put three charges into a crystal, unless she overloaded it. Even if she filled up this crystal entirely, that’s one charge to go into a rift… a second to come back… but they went to three different realms. I would need six charges to go in and get them all.”

      “Yes.”

      “But that means…”

      “You will have to choose whom you save.”
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      My knees buckled, and I collapsed onto the sand.

      In the span of three minutes, I had gone from losing Nori, Ayana, and Vala…

      …to having them back again…

      …to losing them to Kalos’s spell…

      …to having to choose which of them to save, and which to doom.

      I sat there in shock, unable to deal with the horror.

      Then I thought of something even worse.

      “Wherever they are… could they already be dead?” I asked the priests.

      The possibility that I might choose to save one, then arrive to find her already dead, with no chance left to save another… it was almost too much to bear.

      The middle priest raised his head, as though peering into the distance with his eyeless face. “No, they all live… though potentially not for long.”

      Good news, then bad news, over and over.

      “What do you mean, ‘potentially not for long’?”

      “They all face obstacles. At least one is in grave danger.”

      “Which one?!”

      “The lightning mage is in the most dire straits.”

      “But… Nori is essential to defeating the Xavok…”

      “Yes.”

      Damn it.

      As much as I wanted to save Ayana, there was no other choice.

      I dropped the staff, stood up from the sand, and called my armor to me. I had to grit my teeth in pain as the breast piece and backpiece clamped onto my torso.

      Evris had stayed silent throughout everything so far. Not any longer.

      “What are you doing?!” she asked in alarm.

      “I’m going to save Nori,” I said as all my armor slipped on. When it was in place, I called Nori’s staff into my hand.

      Immediately the three ghostly lights appeared. I started over to the one by Kalos’s body, wincing with every step.

      “You can’t!” Evris cried out as she rushed over to me.

      “Of course I can. I’ll trigger the spell in her staff – ”

      “You’re not well enough!” she pleaded, tugging at my arm.

      “The healer is right, Iron Mage.”

      “You cannot go before you are well.”

      “You will not survive in your current condition.”

      “How long before they die?”

      “That is unknowable.”

      “Unseeable.”

      “Unpredictable.”

      “Then I’m going.”

      “Please, Javron – please don’t do this,” Evris sobbed.

      “I have to. The fate of the world is at stake.”

      “You don’t know that – you can’t know that!”

      “I know enough. And I know I have to try.”

      I shook her off and stood before the light, wondering how to trigger the spell – was it as easy as just holding out the staff and thinking of opening the rift?

      Suddenly the middle priest interrupted my thoughts.

      “The healer could cure you before you go.”

      “That is why we called her,” the left priest said.

      “It is curious why she has not yet,” the right priest added.

      I turned back to them. “She did her best.”

      “Apparently not.”

      “She has done little.”

      “She could have done more.”

      “Yes she did – she took care of me through… out…”

      I caught sight of Evris’s face, and the words died away on my tongue.

      She looked like she was in absolute torment… the victim of a savage, guilty conscience.

      I stared at her. “What do they mean, you could have done more?”

      Tears were pouring down her face. “Javron…”

      I remembered the tale she had told me about why she was banished – about letting her rival die.

      …I could have saved her…

      All my fears and helplessness about Nori and Ayana and Vala turned into horror.

      “Evris? What do they mean, you could have done more?”

      She sank down to her knees and buried her hands in her face.

      “Evris – ”

      “Remove your armor,” she whispered through her fingers.

      “What?”

      “Remove your armor,” she said louder, in a voice like a condemned woman with absolutely no hope left.

      I frowned, but I separated the breast plate and backpiece and had them hover away in the air.

      She got to her feet… walked towards me like her feet were made of lead… and then touched me.

      Her hand suddenly glowed with a bluish-white light.

      I started in surprise – and then felt a cool trickle of calm spread throughout my body.

      Two seconds later, the agony in my side diminished.

      Within twenty seconds, it was gone.

      She pulled her hand away and hung her head, shamefaced.

      I stared at her in shock, then pulled up my shirt to look at my skin.

      It was perfectly healed.

      No bruising, no mottled skin… and importantly, no more pain. Not even a trace.

      “What did you do?!” I demanded.

      She gave a sad smile as tears continued down her cheeks. “I healed you. As I should have done when I first found you.”

      I stared at her in shock. “You… you could have healed me, and you didn’t?!”

      She sobbed. “I’m sorry…”

      “Why?! Why wouldn’t you heal me if you could?!”

      “Because then you would have gone away,” she sobbed. “Ten years I’ve lived alone… no one to console me… no touch… no one to share my bed… ten years, utterly and completely alone. And then you were here… perfect and handsome and wonderful… I know it was wrong of me, but – ”

      “Is this why you were banished?! They knew you could do this – but you didn’t save her?!”

      She stared at the ground and nodded silently through her tears.

      “MY FRIENDS ARE IN DANGER!” I roared. “YOUR SELFISHNESS COULD HAVE COST THEM THEIR LIVES!”

      “I didn’t know!” she wailed. “You said they were dead! If I’d known, I never would have put them in danger – ”

      “Damn you to the darkest pit of hell,” I snarled as I called my armor back onto my body.

      She wept even harder. “Javron… you don’t mean that… I know you’re angry, but you can’t mean that – ”

      “You seduced me while the two women I loved were ripped into some other world – and I was stupid enough to fall for it – DAMN YOU!”

      “Javron!” she cried out, and buried her face in her hands as her whole body shook.

      “I hope you die in this gods-forsaken hellhole,” I snapped as I called Nori’s staff to me. “And I hope you die alone.”

      I turned to go –

      Evris rushed to me and grabbed my arm. “Let me come with you – let me help you save them!” she wailed.

      “You can’t.”

      “Yes I can – I’m a healer – if they’re damaged or hurt, I can heal them – ”

      “Like you healed ME?” I snapped.

      “I was wrong, I know I was wrong, and I am so very, very sorry – but let me make it up to you!”

      I shook her off. “You’ve done more than enough.”

      “Javron, please,” she wept. “I would do anything to make this right. I would die to undo the harm I’ve done you.”

      “You won’t die, but my friends might,” I snarled. “Let that be on your head.”

      She collapsed on the sand and wept like a child.

      I left her and stood in front of the portal near Nori’s light…

      Raised the staff…

      Thought, Open the rift –

      And suddenly there was a bright, white flash that swallowed the entire world.
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      When the light faded, I was standing in a forest filled with mist.

      I actually wondered for a second if I had been transported back to the surface world. It looked exactly like any other forest in a deep fog: dead leaves on the ground, trees all around me, grey light emanating from overhead through dense clouds.

      I looked back. The white light I had passed through glowed faintly in the mist. I would have to carefully mark my surroundings, or I would never find my way back through all this fog.

      Then I heard a woman crying.

      I immediately thought, Did Evris come through, as well?

      For the briefest second, I was filled with remorse and guilt for the horrific things I’d said to her.

      Then I heard the crying farther up ahead in the mist, and I remembered who it was I had come here for.

      “Nori?!” I called out in joy.

      “…Javron?!” she cried out.

      “Stay where you are, I’ll come to you!”

      I thought about sticking the staff in the ground to mark the spot, but decided against it. It was far too valuable to leave behind unattended – the stone was our only way out of here.

      Instead, I took one of the rusty longswords out of my armor and stuck it into the ground. The metal would call me back if I got lost.

      I levitated through the forest, the fog swirling all around me. “Nori, call out so I can find you!”

      “I’m here! Over here!”

      Within thirty seconds I saw her, crouched in the leaves by one of the trees. I set down and ran to her. I was afraid that I would cut her accidentally if I held her in my armor, so I let it fall from my body on the leaves as I ran to her. I had to drop her staff, too.

      “Javron!” she cried out as she stood. She was weeping, too – and the sight reminded me of another woman I had just left after breaking her heart.

      But my joy at seeing Nori crowded out all thoughts of Evris.

      I swept her up in my arms and twirled her around, then kissed her hard. She tasted like the salt of her tears as she kissed me back passionately.

      Finally I pulled away and put my hand tenderly on her cheek. “I thought I’d lost you!”

      Nori smiled through her tears, then glanced past me. “Where’s Ayana?”

      When I didn’t answer, she looked back at me. My stricken look of remorse led her astray.

      “Oh gods – dead?!” she gasped as her hand flew to her mouth.

      “No – no,” I reassured her, then thought, But she might as well be.

      “Where is she, then? And where is Vala?”

      I sighed heavily. “They… were cast into other realms by Kalos before he died.”

      She stared at me in confusion, then looked around us. “Are you saying… this is some other world than our own?”

      I nodded. “It looks like ours, but it’s not.”

      She stared at the fog like a haunted woman. “So that explains it…”

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” she said, smiling sweetly, and kissed me hard. Then she pulled back. “We must go and get them.”

      “Nori…” I said, wincing.

      She frowned. “…what?”

      “We can’t.”

      “Why not?! You came and got me!”

      I held my hand out, and her staff flew into it. “Yes – with this. Did you absorb Kalos’s power as he cast that final spell?”

      Her eyes grew wide. “Yes, I did… I mean, I tried, but… it worked?!”

      “Yes, but the crystal only has three charges, correct?”

      She looked at the staff. “It should have, but now it only has two.”

      “How can you tell?”

      She gave me a slightly sardonic look. On her normally earnest face, it was beyond adorable. “How can you tell when metal is nearby?”

      “…fair enough.”

      “Why are they only two charges, though?”

      “Because I used one to come here. We’ll need one to get back, leaving one left… but if we go after Vala or Ayana, we’ll be trapped there with them, with no way to return.”

      Nori’s eyes widened with horror as she fully comprehended what I’d said.

      Then she got ahold of herself, set her jaw defiantly, and shook her head. “I don’t care – we have to go save them.”

      “We could only go to Ayana – we can’t bring her back. Besides, our duty lies in getting you to Ebrelon,” I whispered hoarsely. “Ayana would have wanted that. She knows there are greater things at stake than our lives.”

      “No – NO,” Nori said, shaking her head violently. “I refuse to lose her. I refuse to not even try.”

      “Then what do you propose we do?” I asked with the faintest hint of anger.

      She turned away from me and chewed on one fingernail, thinking furiously. Then she turned back to me with a burst of confidence. “Kalos was a Realm Walker – all we have to do is find another and bring him back to the Nether!”

      “‘All we have to do’?” I said with a bitter laugh. “It might take days or weeks to find one, and then we would have to convince him! Besides, so much time has already passed…”

      Nori frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “Finding a Realm Walker, like you said.”

      “No – you said, ‘so much time has already passed.’ What did you mean by that?”

      I gave her a half-frown, half-smile like she was insane. “Nori – it’s been days.”

      She jerked backwards in shock. “No it hasn’t.”

      “Yes it has!”

      “Javron… I saw you back in the Nether not twenty minutes ago.”

      I stared at her. “Are you joking? Because it’s not funny.”

      “I swear to you upon my parents’ lives – for me, twenty minutes have passed since I saw you. Thirty at the most. Why, how long has it been for you?”

      “A week.”

      She gasped. “A week?!”

      “The priests said that everyone was cast through time and space,” I said, slowly comprehending. “A week for me, twenty minutes for you… who knows, it could have been a year for Vala or Ayana…”

      “Or only twenty seconds,” Nori said, determined not to give up. “We have to save them.”

      “I already told you, we can’t! They’re lost to us!”

      “They are not lost to us – they aren’t!”

      “They – ” I began, then froze.

      Perhaps the two women weren’t lost to me… because they were standing right in front of me.
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      Vala and Ayana stood there just a few feet away in the fog.

      But something was wrong.

      They were grey… colorless. Not just their faces – their clothes were grey, too. Like the fog.

      They stared at me reproachfully.

      “Ayana… Vala…” I whispered.

      “Yes, we need to go get them – ”

      “They’re HERE!” I cried out.

      “What?!” Nori asked, turning around. “Where?!”

      “There, in the fog – don’t you see them?!” I pointed. “There – right there!”

      And then Vala and Ayana moved to either side… and Evris walked between them.

      She was grey, too, like the other two. Even her dress was washed out, the depths of the blackness gone.

      But her long sleeves were pulled up past her elbows…

      …and blood blacker than her dress oozed down her slashed wrists.

      I stumbled backwards in horror. “Evris… no…”

      Javron, she whispered silently, her face streaked with tears. Javron…

      “What’s Evris?” Nori asked in alarm.

      “A woman back in the Nether… you don’t see her?!”

      “No…”

      “She’s right THERE…” My voice cracked. “And I killed her…”

      “Javron,” Nori whispered, “there’s nothing there.”

      “But – ”

      “I think you’re seeing visions. I saw them, too, although I thought this place was Vanyar, the world after death for elves. But you’re here, and you’re not dead, and you’re certainly not an elf, so this can’t be Vanyar. But… I think our worst guilt comes to us here in the fog, and that’s what you’re seeing.”

      I stared at her. “You saw things, too?”

      “Yes. I saw… my village burn… and my mother and father die…” Nori started to cry. “…it happened when I was girl…”

      “But why would you feel guilt about that?”

      “Because the slavers who killed everyone came for me. They knew about my powers… probably someone saw me using them out in the woods and told them. My father warned me over and over not to use them… never to let the outside world see what I could do… or it would bring death and ruin to our family…”

      “Nori, you were a child. It’s not your fault. Those were evil men doing evil things – it’s not your fault. It was never your fault.”

      “It is!” she cried out insistently.

      “NO. They’re like the Xavok – evil happens in the world, Nori. Not because of us, and we’re not responsible for it. The only thing we can do is face it head on and confront it.”

      “That’s why I have to go to Ebrelon,” she sobbed. “To use my powers for something good, finally… to make it right…”

      Evris’s words echoed in my memory, piercing my heart.

      I would do anything to make this right. I would die to undo the harm I’ve done you.

      I clasped Nori’s hands, ignoring the wraiths in the fog just a few feet away. “Listen to me… I was told to keep my powers hidden, too. Shaw told me that all my life to keep me safe from Zar.”

      “And then I showed up on your doorstep and ruined your life,” Nori wept.

      “No – you showed me what bravery is.”

      She laughed bitterly through her tears. “I’m not brave…”

      “You’re not? A woman on the run, crossing the Badlands to help a kingdom not her own? An elf helping humans, after all the horrible things humans have done to your people? After humans killed your parents and burned your village? That’s not brave?

      “And as far as ruining my life, finally admitting to the world what I am is the best thing I’ve ever done. Zar and his army are dead because of it, and an entire generation of the Badlands will never have to know his murder and thievery and tyranny – all because an elven woman showed up on the doorstep of my forge, looking to do the right thing.”

      She stared at me through her tears. I smiled and stroked her hair.

      “So the things I saw… weren’t real?” she whispered.

      “No.”

      “Then that means the things you saw aren’t real, either.”

      I glanced over at the figures of Ayana and Vala and Evris, and then made myself look back into Nori’s eyes. “No. They’re not.”

      “We just feel guilty for things that happened… and that’s why these things appeared.”

      “Yes,” I agreed.

      She nodded. “I want to save Ayana, Javron…”

      I leaned my forehead against Nori’s. “I do, too… but we can’t. And we have to make peace with that. Like you have to make peace with the fact that it wasn’t a little girl’s fault that evil men did evil things.”

      There was a long moment of silence… and then she nodded.

      “We should go back,” she whispered. “It’s a long way to Ebrelon.”

      “You’re right,” I whispered, and hugged her to me. “It’s a long way.”

      We stayed like that, holding each other tight, as I closed my eyes to the wraiths in the fog not five feet away.

      I prayed that Nori was right, and that none of them were actually dead…

      …because no matter what she said, it would have been me and my words that killed at least one of them.
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      I put on my armor again, then felt for the sword I had left near the rift. Its call guided us back. I sheathed the sword, then gave Nori her staff so she could transport us back to the Nether.

      There was a flash of white, and suddenly we were standing on the beach.

      The priests stood in the canebrake exactly where I’d left them.

      Evris looked up from where she sat huddled on the sand.

      Relief flooded my body. Though I was still angry with her, I was happy she hadn’t harmed herself.

      When Evris saw me, she jumped to her feet. A look of joy crossed her face – and then she saw Nori, and the joy turned to shame and fear.

      “This is… Nori?” she asked quietly.

      “It is,” I said as I took off my helmet. “Nori, this is Evris.”

      “I’m… glad that you were able to save her,” Evris said to me with as much of a smile as she could muster.

      I just nodded coolly.

      Nori had none of my reticence.

      She rushed up to Evris and hugged her, a huge smile on her face – and when she pulled away afterwards, she still clasped Evris’s arms with her hands.

      “We were only there for a short bit, so I didn’t have time to find out much about you – ” Nori began.

      Evris frowned. “ ‘A short bit’? But… he was gone for hours.”

      Nori turned and exclaimed happily, “I told you time was different there!”

      I stared at Evris. “You’re not exaggerating?”

      “No, I’m not,” she said quietly. “At least three hours have passed since you left.”

      That meant that she had stayed on the beach for no other reason than to make sure I returned safely.

      Only the gods knew how long she would have remained if I hadn’t returned.

      The priests spoke.

      “We told you.”

      “Your friends were cast through time and space.”

      “Time passes differently in different realms.”

      “Thanks for clarifying that before we left,” I said sarcastically.

      The middle priest cocked his head to the side, as though confused. “We did not.”

      “Never mind,” I growled.

      Nori turned back to Evris and smiled sweetly. “Like I said, we were there for such a short time that he didn’t get to tell me about you – but he saw a vision of you and Ayana and Vala in the realm where I was trapped, so I know you must be important to him.”

      Evris’s face flushed, and she dropped her eyes in shame. “Maybe once, but… I betrayed him.”

      “You didn’t betray me,” I said grudgingly.

      “I did,” she said, a tear trickling out of the corner of her eye, “and we both know it.”

      “What – why these tears?” Nori asked in concern.

      “I didn’t heal him when I should have,” she whispered, “and that put you in danger.”

      “But it didn’t,” Nori reassured her. “It felt like twenty minutes had passed, no longer. Time was different there. Whatever time you took here, it made no difference to me.”

      Evris looked confused. “But… I still should have – ”

      “You’re a healer?” Nori asked excitedly, then turned to me. “That’s incredibly helpful!”

      Trust Nori to find the good in any situation.

      “She’s not coming with us,” I said.

      Nori gave me a frown. “Why not? She’s a healer, she could help us!”

      I shook my head sternly. “Too much has happened.”

      Evris tried to speak. “Javron – ”

      I interrupted her. “I’m sorry I said those things to you. I shouldn’t have – it was cruel and vicious of me. But I can never forgive you for putting my friends’ lives in danger.”

      “Javron,” Nori said reproachfully, “didn’t you hear anything I just said? It wouldn’t have made any difference – you know that. We can’t save Ayana anyway.”

      “But – ”

      Nori let go of Evris and walked up to me, speaking in a low voice.

      “Why are you trying to saddle her with the same guilt you told me to leave behind in there?” Nori asked as she pointed at the glowing light of the rift. “Whatever she did, I’m sure there was a reason – ”

      “She seduced me to keep me here,” I snapped.

      Nori looked surprised, then turned back to look at Evris. Then she gave me a little smile. “Well, it seems someone had quite the time in the Nether.”

      I scowled. “This isn’t the time for jokes, Nori.”

      “It wasn’t a joke.”

      “I thought you were dead,” Evris said miserably to Nori, “otherwise I never would have held him back, I swear it!”

      “Why did you think we were dead?” Nori asked, surprised.

      Evris looked at me.

      “…because I thought you were dead,” I grumbled.

      Nori cocked her head in amusement. “So she was acting on incorrect information you gave her? Hm.”

      “She lured me into her bed while you were stuck in the other realm!” I said angrily.

      “Yes, well, I doubt it took much to lure you,” Nori said mischievously. “I’ve never known you to be one to turn down a beautiful woman.”

      Now I was getting angry. “What, so this is my fault?”

      Nori sighed. “No – it’s no one’s fault, just like you said to me earlier. I think you’re upset that there’s nothing we can do to help Ayana and Vala, and you’re taking it out on Evris. You yourself said she didn’t betray you, so why are you still acting like she did?”

      It was like a slap in the face.

      And one I dearly needed.

      “…you’re right,” I muttered. “I feel… useless. Powerless. And it’s a horrible, awful feeling… especially when I could have stopped it.”

      “How could you have stopped it?” Nori asked with a frown.

      “I could have killed Kalos!” I said with both anguish and anger.

      “You tried. In fact,” Nori said, looking over at the skeleton in black robes, “I’d say you succeeded.”

      “I didn’t stop him, though! Not soon enough!”

      “Javron, we all failed to stop him. We’re all in this together, you know – you’re not the only one. Ayana tried, Vala tried, I tried – ”

      “But I’m – ” I protested, then stopped.

      “What, a man?” Nori asked tartly.

      “Yes,” I said defiantly. “I’m supposed to be the protector. I’m supposed to protect you – ”

      “And you did!”

      “No, I didn’t! And I certainly couldn’t protect Ayana or Vala!”

      Nori got a look of pain on her face. “I was the most helpless of the four of us. I was the one Kalos took hostage. I was the one he wanted, and yet everyone else paid the price – because I couldn’t defend myself. How do you think that makes me feel, knowing I was the reason Ayana is lost – forever? Just like the slavers and my parents, it was all my fault that – ”

      “It wasn’t your fault!” I barked. “Stop saying that!”

      “Then stop acting like you’re the only one with any responsibility for this!” she yelled.

      I stepped back in surprise.

      I’d never seen such a display of anger from her.

      “If you want me to forgive myself…” Nori whispered, “then start forgiving yourself first.”

      Damn.

      I stared at her for a long moment… then nodded silently.

      Nori lifted her hand to my face and tenderly cupped my cheek, almost exactly the way I had touched her back amidst the fog and mist.

      “She can come with us, then?” Nori whispered.

      I rolled my eyes… then nodded.

      Nori grinned, then turned back to Evris. “You’re welcome to join us, but I must warn you, it’s a long and dangerous road we have ahead of us – ”

      “I could go in after your friends,” Evris interrupted.

      Nori stopped and frowned. “What?”

      “I could go into the portal after your friends. Well… one of them…”

      “Why would you do that?” Nori asked in confusion, then added hopefully, “Are you a Realm Walker, too, besides being a healer?”

      “No, I just…” Evris stopped, then looked at me mournfully. “I told you I would do anything I could to make it right. And I will. I can go in, find one of them, help her if I can, let her know that you would have come after her if you could have – ”

      “No,” I said sternly.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s a one-way trip. If you go in, you can’t come back.”

      “I have no reason to come back,” she said with a mixture of bitterness and grief. “Not while you still hate me.”

      “The answer is no,” I snapped.

      “Javron,” Nori hissed.

      I sighed and repeated myself with a kinder tone of voice. “We can’t let you make that sacrifice.”

      “The stone only has one charge,” Nori explained to Evris. “You can only go there – but you would need a second charge to come back with our friends.”

      Evris frowned. “I don’t understand. That stone allows you to go into the light?” she asked, pointing at Nori’s staff.

      “Yes.”

      Then Evris pointed at my gauntlets. “But… you have four of them.”

      “Yes, but they were for lightning,” I said impatiently. “And they’re empty anyway.”

      “There are special crystals for lightning?”

      “No,” Nori explained, “my power is that I can… prepare a crystal for a certain type of spell, and then it can be used to store that kind of magic for later use, even by people who have no magical powers.”

      “So… a crystal, once prepared, accepts that kind of magic, and that kind of magic only?”

      “Not exactly. I mean, yes, it works that way if I don’t alter it again – but I can also wipe the pattern away and cause the crystal to take on a different type of magic. Which is what I did when Kalos cast his spell.”

      Ah – so that was how she’d done it.

      Evris looked like she was trying hard to understand. “So… the crystal you and Javron just used, you prepared it for the Realm Walker’s magic, and it absorbed some of his magic?”

      “Yes. His spell was very powerful, and I absorbed as much of it as I could. I had hoped to absorb all of it, but… the spell was just too powerful.”

      “So… you have four stones – ” Evris said to me, then turned to Nori. “ – and you have one – ”

      “Actually, I have two,” Nori said – then froze.

      Her eyes grew wide.

      “…I have two…” she whispered, then frantically began digging in the leather pouch on her belt.

      A second later, she produced her other crystal, which glowed brightly in her palm.

      “JAVRON!” she screamed in excitement, then jumped up and down like a child. “JAVRON!”

      “What?!”

      She began babbling, almost too fast to understand her. “When I prepare a crystal, I normally have to focus on a specific one, because otherwise all of them will accept the new spell – but I wasn’t focusing, I was only trying to stop Kalos! I CHANGED THIS CRYSTAL, TOO, WITHOUT KNOWING IT, AND IT ABSORBED KALOS’S POWER, TOO!”

      I stared at her in shock. “Are you saying – ”

      “YES! THIS has Realm Walker magic in it, too!”

      Shock became wild and unrestrained hope. “Are there three charges?!”

      “YES!” she cried out joyfully.

      “You’re sure?!”

      “Yes, I can feel them!”

      “So – the one in the staff – and three in there – ” I said, pointing at the stone –

      “That’s four! Enough to get both Ayana and Vala, AND bring them back!” Nori shrieked with joy.

      She reached up to grab me – saw the spikes on my armor, thought better of it – and turned and hugged Evris instead, who looked surprised beyond measure.

      Then, when Nori pulled back, a giant smile on her face, Evris smiled, too.

      “So which one of your friends do we go after first?” the healer asked.

      I frowned. “What do you mean, ‘we’?”

      “You said I could come with you – ”

      “Out of the Nether. Not into these rift things.”

      “But I want to help,” Evris said desperately.

      “We don’t know what we’re going to be facing in there – in fact, not even Nori should go.”

      “Oh, I’m going,” Nori said in a voice that would brook no refusal. “And Evris should absolutely go – she’s a healer! And it’s only because of her that we know we have the other crystal!”

      I frowned doubtfully. “We would have figured it out eventually.”

      “Maybe not in time,” Nori said. “Maybe it would have been too late.”

      I shook my head. “We’re wasting time arguing – ”

      “Yes, and you’re being an ass again,” Nori said angrily. “Let her come. If they’re wounded when we get there, Evris could make the difference between life or death. Do you want Ayana to die because you were still so upset that you wouldn’t let the one person who could have saved her come along, all because of your stupid pride?”

      I winced. The truth stung.

      “I told you I would give my life to make it right between us,” Evris pleaded. “I was telling you the truth.”

      “Give her a chance to make it right,” Nori urged me. “Don’t make her carry the same burden of guilt I’ve carried all my life.”

      I sighed, then relented. “…alright.”

      Nori squealed in pleasure, Evris broke down into happy tears, and the two women hugged each other once more.

      “We should go after Ayana first,” I said.

      “Why?” Nori asked.

      “Why?!” I asked, irritated. “She’s shared our bed, that’s why!”

      Nori blushed, and Evris raised her eyebrows, as though she found that revelation very interesting.

      “I know that,” Nori said reproachfully, “but Vala risked her life for us as well. And we have enough crystals now, so we should go after the one who’s in the most danger.”

      “Then it’s still Ayana,” I said. “The priest – or whatever he is – said she was in danger.”

      “What kind of danger?”

      “I…”

      I paused.

      “…I don’t know.” I turned back to the treelike priest. “What kind of danger is she in?”

      The priests all looked up into the air again with their eyeless faces.

      “I see many battles…”

      “Each one more terrible than the last…”

      “But the final battle approaches, and blood will run over the sand like water.”

      That was all I needed to hear.

      “I’m going in alone, then,” I said.

      “You can’t!” Nori cried out.

      “Yes I can.”

      “What if she’s hurt?” Nori pointed out.

      “I can heal her,” Evris insisted.

      I grumbled, then looked down at the unlit crystals in my gauntlets. “Nori – can you do whatever you did with Kalos’s powers to these? Maybe put Evris’s healing abilities in them?”

      Nori considered. “Probably… but what if you’re in there a long time? What if it’s more complicated than just finding her, like you did with me?”

      “I can’t risk you staying here.”

      “You care nothing about me,” Evris muttered, “so I should come with you.”

      “That’s not true,” I said angrily. “I do care about you, or otherwise I wouldn’t have felt so… betrayed.”

      Evris put her hand to her mouth, almost like she was hearing the one thing she wanted most in the world.

      “Even though she didn’t betray you,” Nori whispered loudly, pretending like Evris couldn’t hear, even though she quite obviously could.

      “…even though you didn’t betray me,” I agreed grudgingly.

      “So it’s all decided,” Nori said chirpily. “We’re all going.”

      “Not into battle, you’re not!” I snapped.

      “Well, you can’t leave me here – the gods only know how long you’ll be or what might happen to me. And you should take Evris with you since she’s a healer. So if we’re going into battle, shouldn’t we have a shield mage to protect us?” Nori asked innocently.

      Damn it.

      For a damsel in distress, she was annoyingly good at pointing out the flaws in my plans.

      And I knew, deep down, that I couldn’t leave Nori behind in the Nether.

      As Ayala had said to me a week ago, So the woman we’re traversing three hostile kingdoms to escort – you want to leave her here, unprotected?

      I turned to the priests in irritation. “What kind of danger is Vala in?”

      “The danger of never returning.”

      “How difficult will it be to get her out of there?”

      “If you travel the road of violence, it is likely none of you will ever return.”

      “But if you travel another road, it will not take long at all.”

      “The choice will be yours.”

      Road of violence?

      Another road?

      What nonsense was this?

      “So… no violence. In other words, Javron,” Nori said sweetly, “your powers aren’t going to be much help… and neither one of us will be in danger. And we need Vala’s powers if we’re going to go into battle.”

      It was decided then, no matter what I would have preferred.

      “Alright,” I grumbled. “We’re going after Vala first.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            37

          

        

      

    

    
      After Nori triggered the last charge in her staff and the flash of white faded away, we found ourselves standing in a hallway made of sandstone.

      We appeared to be in a short passageway about forty feet long.

      Twenty feet in front of us was a ninety-degree turn to the left.

      Behind us was another ninety-degree turn heading in the same direction.

      The floors were polished to a sheen, while the walls and ceilings retained a roughness to their finish. Torches lined the walls in sconces and cast flickering light all around us. There were no windows.

      “Everyone alright?” I asked.

      “I’m fine,” Nori said beside me.

      No answer from Evris.

      I turned to find her staring at the walls, mouth wide open.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, concerned.

      “I’ve… I’ve never seen anything like this before…” she whispered.

      I realized she had talked about being banished from a village – not a city. And she had spent the last ten years amongst moss and toadstools.

      It was rather funny, actually. Nori and I had been amazed by the Nether when we first arrived – and here Evris was astounded by a hallway.

      “If you think this is something, wait until we get back to Avenrod,” I said. “Come on, stay close.”

      We crept along the hallway and turned the corner.

      As soon as we did, the madness began.

      For one thing, the hallway seemed to go on for infinity.

      Literally.

      There were hundreds of torches that continued onwards until they were nothing more than pinpricks of light in the distance, disappearing into a dot of black as the floor and ceiling all converged on the horizon.

      Between the torches on both sides of the walls were arched windows with no panes of glass, placed every ten feet or so. They extended into infinity as well.

      “Do the palaces in Avenrod go on like this?” Evris asked in a hushed voice.

      “…no… this is something unusual…” I murmured as I stared at what should have been an impossibility.

      “…um… Javron?” Nori said.

      She was over by the closest window to the corner we’d just turned.

      “What?”

      “Look out the window…”

      I walked over to her and looked out.

      The window itself was carved into two feet of rock, so the rounded bottom formed a kind of ledge. I had to brace my fists on that ledge in order to lean far enough to see over the side.

      Thousands of feet below us was a limitless sea of clouds. They stretched left, right, and an infinite distance in front of us. I had never seen clouds from above. They were extraordinarily lovely – an entire landscape of cotton turned purple and pink in the evening sky.

      Overhead, stars shone in a violet sky, and three moons –

      “There are three moons!” I cried out in shock.

      One was swirled red and white, another was pale green, and the third was smoothest ivory.

      Evris ran over to the window and looked out, too. “Goddess…”

      “Yes, but do you notice anything else odd?” Nori prodded me.

      “Well, obviously, we’re on top of some sort of mountain – ” I said, then stopped as I remembered what we had just done.

      We had been in a hallway and turned a corner to get here.

      “There should be another wall over there, about forty feet away,” I said, pointing straight out at the limitless expanse of clouds.

      “Exactly,” Nori said.

      I turned left and looked at the corner we had just walked around.

      Then I leaned through the window and stuck out my head.

      A gentle breeze blew past my helmet. The mithril grid inside the helmet was so fine that I could see everything with little loss of detail.

      The wall to my left extended thousands of feet into the distance until it disappeared in a vanishing point on the horizon.

      Which was impossible… because the hallway where we’d turned the corner wasn’t there.

      I pulled my head out of the window, then turned around and looked at the window on the wall opposite me.

      There was something outside the second window.

      Actually, there were a great many things outside the window.

      I strode across the hallway and looked out.

      There were hundreds of stairwells and platforms made of sandstone…

      …and they appeared to be hovering in thin air, with nothing supporting them.

      “Did you see this?” I asked the women.

      They both crowded in beside me and gasped.

      “How – ?” Nori asked.

      “Witchcraft,” Evris whispered.

      “You might not want to throw that term around so blithely, seeing as it was used against you,” I said, and stuck my head out the second window.

      Unlike what I’d seen through the first window, this exterior had a very definite boundary – a wall that surrounded the labyrinth of stairs and platforms. It formed a square, with large sandstone walls and towers at the corners.

      One side of the building went on for infinity…

      But the other side of the building made a right angle just 200 feet away.

      Not to mention the wall at the corner we’d just turned? It was only fifteen feet away.

      What was the point of walling off a hallway if it extended another 200 feet?

      And how the hell did the opposite side of the same wall extend outwards to infinity?

      “Actually, I take it back,” I murmured. “I think ‘witchcraft’ is the perfect word for it.”

      “Javron – look!” Nori said as she pointed across the courtyard.

      In the tower diagonally across from us, a figure passed in front of a flickering light.

      “Someone’s out there!” Nori finished.

      “Then that’s where we’re going,” I said.

      Nori looked down the eternal hallway to our left. “Somehow, I don’t think we’re getting there that way…”

      “Then we’ll go straight there,” I said, and climbed out of the window. It was four feet tall, and the bottom ledge was only three feet off the floor, so there was very little problem getting through. Thank the gods there was no glass to break.

      “You’re going to fly there?” Evris asked.

      “That’s the idea.”

      “How are we supposed to go with you?” Nori asked. “You’re rather spiky, you know.”

      I wasn’t listening to her, though. Once I was outside, I looked down past my feet at the clouds below.

      “Hold on,” I said, and quickly dropped eighty feet until I was below the base of the castle wall.

      There was nothing down there but air. Air, and the sandstone bricks that made up the bottom wall.

      It was a fortress floating in the sky.

      I gawked at it for a few moments, my mind not quite comprehending what I was seeing… and then I came back to my senses.

      Besides the impossibility in front of me, I was curious about something else.

      I flew back up to the window and said, “Hold on, I’m going to check something out.”

      Then I dropped out of sight again.

      “Javron, what are you doing?!” Nori hissed, but I was already gone.

      I flew down towards the clouds at a high speed.

      When I reached their pillowy surface, though, I paused.

      Could a mountain be just a hundred feet below?

      I should be careful – if I flew down through the clouds too fast, I might slam into a cliff and kill myself. Not a good end to what was supposed to be a rescue mission.

      Yes, a rescue mission – remember? a little voice in my head said. You should go back up there instead of wasting time down here.

      But something compelled me to investigate.

      I pulled my swords from my backpiece and sent them plummeting straight down through the clouds. Then I followed behind them.

      If the blades hit rock, I would feel the impact with my powers, and could stop my descent in time.

      The swords touched nothing, so I followed them into the clouds.

      I was suddenly thrown into a fog even thicker than the one I had rescued Nori from. The clouds felt damp and cool against my face – and it was dark inside them. Very dark.

      I kept going and going and going – and so did my swords, never touching stone or soil.

      Suddenly the clouds broke, and I was beneath them.

      I expected to see countryside at night – a town filled with lights in the windows – a forest – farmland – anything.

      The only thing I saw was millions of stars…

      Three moons…

      And a floating fortress thousands of feet below me.

      I stared in horror.

      This was…

      This was impossible.

      But… was the one beneath me the same as the one above?!

      It couldn’t be – there was no way it could exist –

      But so much else of what I had seen could not exist, either.

      I had to know, so I lowered myself to the upside-down fortress, sheathing my longsword blades along the way.

      Within thirty seconds I reached the fortress. I lowered myself down inside the perimeter wall and found a window –

      – where Nori and Evris were looking out at me.

      But upside down.

      “Javron – why is your head facing the ground?!” Nori asked.

      “There is no – ”

      I was about to say ground, then stopped.

      Even having experienced it, the reality of what I had just been through was mind-boggling. Explaining it would have been nearly impossible.

      I doubted they could understand it without seeing it – which I figured they would immediately want to do, and I had already wasted enough time on my own.

      “Never mind,” I said, turning myself around and reorienting myself in their direction. Strangely enough, I felt no change in the pull of gravity. “We have to get over to that other tower.”

      “But how?!” Nori asked. “Are you going to carry us both? Like I said, your armor’s rather spiky looking…”

      I could carry one woman in my arms, no problem. But carrying both would be difficult.

      And I couldn’t exactly carry one, leave her, then come back to get the other. I had no idea what might happen to either woman in my absence.

      “If only we had my sled,” Evris murmured. “Perhaps you could have lifted that across with your powers. Although there wasn’t any metal on it, so I guess even that wouldn’t work…”

      Of course.

      A platform was what we needed.

      I pulled the four broadswords out of my backpiece and lay them razor-sharp side to razor-sharp side, flat sides facing up.

      They were perfectly level – and a platform I could send hovering over the labyrinth.

      “Here,” I said, pointing at the swords. “One of you can stand on that and hold on to me as we cross, and I’ll carry the other in my arms.”

      Evris looked down and turned a shade of green. “Um… I think I’ll just stay here…”

      “I’ll do it,” Nori said gamely, and began to crawl out of the window.

      “Nori – ” I started.

      “I said I’ll do it. Just don’t let me fall.”

      She got to the edge of the window ledge and dangled her feet over the edge.

      I brought the swords right up under her feet…

      She winced as she pushed off the ledge…

      And immediately she was standing on the floating platform of steel.

      “…that’s amazing… it’s entirely stable,” she said in delight.

      “Hold on, let me get Evris and you can hold on to me as we cross,” I said. Then I turned and held out my arms to the healer. “Come on.”

      She backed away from the window. “No… really, I’ll just stay here…”

      “I won’t drop you, I promise.”

      If I did, I thought, you’d only fall back to the exact same place.

      “Javron,” she whispered in terror, “I’ve spent the last ten years of my life inside a cave… I’ve never even been on a mountain before…”

      “I’ll keep you safe the entire way, I swear.”

      Her face was a mask of pure panic. “Please don’t make me…”

      “So all that talk about making it right between us – that’s all it was, eh? Talk?”

      She stared at me in shock… narrowed her eyes… and then walked over to the window.

      “That wasn’t fair at all,” she muttered as she sat down and scooted over the window ledge.

      I grinned. If she had refused to come with me, I wouldn’t have made her… but I was glad she was coming, even though she was terrified.

      That meant that everything she’d said hadn’t just been talk.

      She actually was ready to do anything to make it up to me.

      Evris made high-pitched sounds as she got to the edge of the window – then she closed her eyes and scrunched up her face in terror as she held out her arms.

      I eased the undersides of my arms beneath her and lifted her out into the air.

      “Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods, oh gods…” she whimpered.

      “I’ve got you, and I’m not letting go,” I reassured her.

      An impish part of me wanted to suddenly drop ten feet, just to play a prank – but this wasn’t the time for foolish games.

      And it would have been cruel.

      …although it would have served her right.

      I hovered over to Nori, removed all the knives from my left gauntlet, and had her grab the metal to steady herself.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Ready,” she answered.

      “No,” Evris whispered.

      “Too bad,” I said cheerfully, and levitated both myself and the platform of swords across the labyrinth of stairs and platforms.

      “Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods…” Evris whispered.

      “You’re doing fine,” I said. “You too, Nori.”

      “Thanks!” the elf answered brightly.

      Evris leaned her head right against my helmet and whispered in a barely audible voice, “I see why you love her.”

      I turned and looked at her in shock.

      Evris wore a rueful expression, like a soldier bested by a rival in combat, who has finally acknowledged to himself that his foe was the better man.

      “She’s brave, and kind… and very beautiful… and very young,” Evris said, in a whisper so soft I could barely tell what she was saying. I read her lips as much as listened to her words.

      “You’re brave… and kind… and very beautiful…” I said earnestly.

      Evris hung on my every word.

      “…and young enough,” I said with a grin, making sure she could hear the humor in my voice.

      As soon as I finished, she rolled her eyes, went “Ugh,” and then laughed. “Fine. Be funny while we’re all about to die.”

      “What?” I asked with playful innocence. “I like a mature woman – ”

      “STOP. Please. I’m sorry I said anything,” Evris said with a barely suppressed laugh.

      “We’ll talk about it later,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Wonderful,” she muttered under her breath.

      “Well, luckily I distracted you, because now we’re here,” I whispered.

      In fact, we had crossed the labyrinth and were at the window.

      I had lowered us just enough that we were beneath the window ledge, so we couldn’t be seen.

      There was someone talking inside, far away from the window.

      “It’s humiliating,” the voice said.

      Vala!

      I exchanged an excited look with Nori, who seemed almost beside herself with joy.

      Evris just squeezed her eyes shut and refused to look at anything.

      Another person answered – a woman’s voice, smoky and sultry. “It’s beautiful.”

      “It’s not even armor!”

      “I assure you, it is.”

      “It doesn’t cover anything,” Vala complained.

      “It’s not supposed to.”

      “It serves no functional purpose!”

      “You look absolutely stunning in it. That’s the functional purpose.”

      “I want my old clothes back.”

      “What, so you can look like a man? No thank you. You can wear this, or nothing. You know I prefer nothing, but you can do as you please,” the woman said in amusement. Then, almost offhandedly, she added, “By the way, your friends are here.”

      My eyes bugged out.

      So did Nori’s.

      Even Evris opened her eyes wide in fright.

      “What?! Where?!” Vala exclaimed, and I heard a chair scrape across the stone floor as though she were standing up suddenly.

      “Outside the window – three of them.” The sultry voice called out in a louder volume, “You can come in now. Be careful, it’s a long way down.”

      I looked at Nori, and she shrugged.

      I groaned inwardly. I had no idea what we would be facing, I was encumbered with two defenseless women, and our foe knew we were here. In fact, was inviting us in.

      It struck me that this had all been a very bad plan.

      However, I had no choice but to do as the mysterious stranger suggested.

      I raised the platform of swords up to the window, let Nori crawl through first, and then boosted Evris to safety before I entered the tower myself.
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      As I crawled through the window, Vala came running towards us wearing the aforementioned armor.

      Although, she was right. It was less like armor and more like undergarments.

      She wore a skimpy brassiere made of chain mail that looked more like it belonged on a dancing slave girl. Spangles and gems adorned the straps.

      A green cape was draped around her shoulders, fastened by a beautiful broach with an amethyst in the center.

      As for her lower parts, they were barely covered by a green cloth in the front, and another in the back, all of it fastened together by a leather belt studded with more gems.

      The cloth matched her cape, so there was that, I suppose.

      Vala was right – as far as armor, it served no functional purpose.

      But the sultry-voiced woman had been right, too: Vala looked absolutely stunning in it. The green material offset her red hair, the tiny brassiere showcased her stunning curves, and having so much skin exposed was… well…

      I was beginning to think about Vala quite differently after just a few seconds of looking at her.

      I wasn’t the only one staring. Both Nori and Evris watched with raised eyebrows as Vala’s breasts jiggled with every step.

      She didn’t notice; she was too overjoyed to see us.

      “Nori!” she cried out as she ran right into the elf’s arms and hugged her.

      Then she turned to me and frowned. “Javron – that is you, isn’t it?”

      I realized she couldn’t see my face because of the mithril screen, so I took off the helmet so she could see my smile.

      “Vala… you don’t know how good it is to see you.”

      She was overcome with emotion and hugged me, too. I was careful not to hurt her with the blades on my armor as I took her in my arms and gave her a gentle squeeze.

      “I thought I would never see you again!” she said, her voice tearful. Then she turned away from me –

      – and stopped in surprise in front of Evris.

      “…oh… I don’t… know you…” Vala said with a frown.

      “Vala, Evris. Evris, Vala,” I said. “Evris… saved me in the Nether. She’s a healer.”

      Evris gave me a grateful look. I suppose it was nice to be introduced as a savior rather than a traitor.

      “Oh – wonderful!” Vala said, then turned back to me. “Where’s Ayana?”

      “That’s… what we’re… here for…”

      My words trailed away because the other figure in the room made her appearance as she strolled out of the shadows.

      It was a woman, as I’d guessed from her voice…

      …but she was green.

      Every visible inch of skin – her face, her neck, her bare arms, her hands – was emerald green. Well, not all of it; her lips were a dark, lustrous red.

      A strong jaw and sharp nose made her not quite beautiful, but there was something striking about her. Perhaps it was the regal way she carried herself… or maybe it was the smoldering sensuality she radiated.

      Not to mention she had an absolutely stunning body.

      Her dark crimson and black lace gown was cut low, showing off two lovely, full breasts with deep cleavage. Her waist was one of the tiniest I had ever seen, and the voluminous shape of the bottom half of her gown promised voluptuous delights within.

      Her raven-black hair was piled high atop her head, which exposed her slender, graceful neck.

      As I stared at her, she stared back with a lascivious smile.

      “My my my, Vala,” the woman purred as she glided towards us, “you didn’t tell me that your friends were so… attractive.”

      But it wasn’t just me she was looking at. Her eyes trailed over Nori and Evris, as well – and I noticed that her gaze paused the longest on the women’s breasts.

      “Who’s this?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the green woman.

      “The Enchantress,” Vala said, her voice full of venom.

      “And does this enchantress have a name?” I asked.

      “Enchantress will do,” the green woman said as she flashed me a smile.

      I turned to Vala. “How long have you been here?”

      “What do you mean, how long have I been here?” she asked with a frown. “Just as long as you’ve been away.”

      “Actually… probably not.”

      “We were all cast to different realms by Kalos’s spell, and time passes differently in each one,” Nori explained. “For me, it was only twenty minutes.”

      “Twenty minutes?!” Vala exclaimed as her mouth dropped open in shock. “I’ve been here for days!”

      “I was in the Nether for a week,” I said.

      Vala frowned. “I thought Nori said everyone was cast into different realms.”

      “You were – but Kalos’s spell didn’t affect me. Did you cast a shield over me at the last second?”

      Vala nodded. “Yes. I thought of all of us, you had the best chance at stopping him.”

      “Thank you for doing that. I failed to kill him in time, but your shields kept me in the Nether, and that allowed me to go after Nori and now you.”

      “You’re welcome – but what about Ayana?”

      “That’s the thing. Those priests we saw? The tree-looking creatures? They said that when we go after Ayana, there will be a massive battle. And so we figured it would be best to have a shield mage with us.”

      Vala burst into a delighted smile that quickly faded. She looked back at the Enchantress with fear and revulsion.

      “You haven’t come all this way to take my pretty pet away from me, have you?” the green woman purred as she came closer.

      I could smell perfume drifting off her… something sweet and mouthwateringly feminine.

      “I’m not your pet,” Vala spat.

      “That’s not what you said last night,” the Enchantress smirked.

      Nori, Evris, and I all looked over at Vala, whose face and neck and upper chest turned a deep pink.

      I was the first to speak. “What happened last n– ”

      “Nothing!” Vala interrupted hurriedly. “Nothing at all.”

      “You said you’ve been here for days,” Nori said. “What have you two been doing all that ti– ”

      “NOTHING!” Vala nearly shouted. “So stop asking!”

      “We’ve been playing games,” the Enchantress purred. “All sorts of wonderful games.”

      Vala’s pink blush deepened to red.

      Nori looked over at me with a smirk. “Seems like you weren’t the only one having fun.”

      “I WASN’T HAVING FUN,” Vala yelled.

      “Again,” the Enchantress cooed, “not what you said last – ”

      “I was WAITING for you to come here and SAVE me!” Vala shouted, and stepped over to our side to face the Enchantress, dropping into a defensive stance as she did so. “Now let’s GO!”

      “That’s not going to happen,” the Enchantress said with a smile.

      “Yes it is,” Vala insisted. “And if you try to stand in our way, you’ll be destroyed.”

      “Trust me, I won’t be. And I’ve already made your departure an impossibility.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean, an impossibility?”

      “You came through the rift, did you not? The same one Vala arrived through?”

      I stared at her. “You know about that?”

      “Ohhhh, I know about a great deal, Javron.”

      “Why are you answering his questions?” Vala said indignantly. “You never answered any of mine!”

      “That’s because you never won any of the games,” the Enchantress retorted, then turned back to me and pointed at Nori’s staff. “You may possess the means to re-enter the rift – ”

      My stomach sank.

      If she knew about Nori’s crystals, what other advantages did she have over us?

      “ – but that only helps you if you can find it again,” the Enchantress continued. “And I’ve locked it away within a thousand impenetrable illusions. You could spend the rest of eternity trying to retrace your steps, and you’d still never find it. Not without my help.”

      I remembered the hallway that stretched forever… the impossibilities we saw through the window… and the two floating fortresses on opposite sides of the clouds.

      She claimed we would never find the rift without her help – and I believed her.

      So killing her was out, or we would be trapped here forever.

      Suddenly the priests’ words came back to me:

      If you travel the road of violence, it is likely none of you will ever return.

      But if you travel another road, it will not take long at all.

      The choice will be yours.

      What other road was there to choose, though?

      “These games you played…” I began.

      “Would you like to play one?” the Enchantress asked coyly.

      “DON’T,” Vala warned me. “She knows all of them – every game ever invented – and the ones she doesn’t, she can pluck out of your thoughts and still beat you at them.”

      “Then why play?” I asked the green woman. “Part of the thrill of playing is not knowing whether you’ll win or lose, isn’t it?”

      “I like to win. The playing is secondary. So… what do you say?”

      I was a blacksmith, not a gambler. I’d played thousands of hands of Krellip with Shaw on long winter nights growing up as a boy, but there was no way I could beat a master of games – not to mention a mind reader, besides.

      “But why play? Just to win?” I frowned. “Did you wager anything on it?”

      “NO,” Vala nearly shouted.

      I stared at her in confusion. She was protesting far too loudly to be taken at her word.

      “Of course we did,” the Enchantress said, obviously amused at Vala’s distress.

      “So it’s not really the playing, or the winning… it’s getting what you want at the end of the wager,” I realized.

      The Enchantress looked at me searchingly. “I suppose that’s one way of putting it.”

      I turned to Vala. “What did you wager? Wearing that outfit?”

      Vala blushed deep pink again.

      The Enchantress grinned. “That was just one of many bets I won.”

      “What did she win?” I asked.

      Vala wouldn’t answer.

      “Tell him… pet,” the Enchantress said with a smile.

      Vala fixed the green woman with a look of pure hatred. “She made me… DO things with her,” she muttered, her face nearly scarlet.

      “Oh, you enjoyed them,” the Enchantress said in annoyance, like she couldn’t stand to hear Vala lie.

      “NO I DIDN’T!”

      “Then why did you beg me to keep going last ni– ”

      “ARE YOU GOING TO KILL HER OR NOT?!” Vala shouted at me.

      I stared at the Enchantress.

      “Yes, Javron… are you going to kill me or not?” the green woman in amusement.

      I remembered the priests’ words again.

      If you travel the road of violence, it is likely none of you will ever return.

      “…no,” I said.

      “No?!” Vala asked in disbelief.

      “I assume you tried to use your powers on her,” I said. “Did they work?”

      The blood drained from Vala’s face. “…no.”

      “So what makes you think mine would fare any better?”

      “You have blades,” Vala hissed. “You have weapons – ”

      “And she potentially has powers I know nothing of.”

      The Enchantress tilted her head to the side. “Smart boy.”

      “However, we need Vala,” I said to the green woman. “You can’t keep her here. Not against her will.”

      The Enchantress pulled herself up to her full height. “Is that so?”

      “Why won’t you let her go?” I asked. “You’re not treating her like a servant, or a slave – ”

      “Well, maybe a particular type of slave,” the Enchantress said as she leered at Vala.

      Vala blushed deep red again.

      “Why keep her, though?” I asked.

      The Enchantress looked at me. “Because it amuses me.”

      “You’re incredibly powerful, possibly the most powerful being I’ve ever met – why does keeping one woman amuse you so much?”

      “It’s not keeping her, it’s the things we do together.”

      “Against her will.”

      “Again, she sang a different tune on several occasions before you arrived,” the Enchantress said drily.

      I thought about where we were, about what I’d seen.

      A castle floating in the middle of an abyss, and not another soul around –

      That’s it!

      The answer was so obvious it was staring me in the face.

      “You’re lonely,” I said.

      Evris’s words came back to me.

      You would have gone away… ten years I’ve lived alone… no human face to console me… no touch… no one to share my bed… ten years, utterly and completely alone. And then you were here… perfect and handsome and wonderful…

      That’s what this woman wanted more than anything:

      Touch.

      Sensuality.

      Passion.

      The Enchantress drew herself up to her full height, as though I’d suggested something insulting. “I am not lonely, I’m… bored.”

      “Bored, lonely… whatever you call it, that’s why you keep her here, isn’t it?”

      The green woman shrugged dismissively. “What of it?”

      “Why don’t you conjure some other plaything, then?”

      The Enchantress didn’t say anything.

      “You can’t,” I said, realizing the truth for the first time.

      This wasn’t a fortress we were standing in.

      It was a prison.

      “Who trapped you here?” I asked.

      The Enchantress’s tone became angrier. I must have hit a nerve.

      “No one trapped me here – ”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “I am tasked to serve here for a time,” she said angrily. “It was an obligation and duty, not a punishment.”

      “But… you’re still forced to stay here.”

      “…yes,” she admitted.

      “How long?”

      She looked at me grimly. “A fraction of my lifespan, but still… a very long time.”

      “How long?”

      She laughed bitterly. “Time has no meaning here, or haven’t you guessed that yet?”

      “You have great powers, though,” I said.

      She gestured to the room and said sardonically, “A great benefit of being the mistress of the castle.”

      “But there’s something about your powers that won’t let you take what you want without earning it somehow… without winning it…”

      The Enchantress was silent, and I knew I’d hit the nail on the head.

      “You had to wager with Vala, because otherwise your powers wouldn’t work to force her… so you had to trick her into playing a game with you!”

      “Preposterous,” the Enchantress said with a sharp laugh.

      “Then why not just take what you want? Why not force Vala to submit to you without any pretext?”

      The Enchantress hesitated for a moment – letting me know I was closer to the truth than was comfortable for her – and then said coldly, “It’s part of the thrill.”

      “Maybe it is, but it’s part of whatever keeps you here, too, isn’t it?”

      The Enchantress’s face twitched, just one tiny tic of her muscles, and I knew I had her.

      So she couldn’t be killed, not if we wanted to leave…

      She most probably couldn’t be overpowered and forced to do our bidding…

      …but maybe she could be bribed.

      I weighed the pros and cons of what I was thinking of.

      Mostly I was concerned about time. I wanted to be on our way as quickly as possible – Ayana’s life could be in danger at this very moment.

      On the other hand, as the priests had said, If you travel another road, it will not take long at all.

      Four or five hours versus a bruising battle we might not win… not to mention that if it resulted in stalemate, we might never make it out of the floating fortress.

      I figured we could tarry just long enough to do what I was planning.

      Of course, it remained to be seen if the others would go along with it.

      But I had to try… and so I began my gambit.

      “If we don’t ever play a game with you… and Vala never plays another one, either… you won’t be able to have anything you want, will you?” I asked.

      The Enchantress stared at me with a cold anger. “You’ll die, then. You’ll starve and waste away to nothing, because I won’t feed you.”

      “Then you’ll be left all alone again, with the memory of what you could have had.”

      “And what’s that?” she sneered.

      “Skipping the game and the wager, foregoing all tricks, and proceeding right to giving you what you want. Freely. And with abandon.”

      “Which is?” the green woman said imperiously.

      “Vala said you read minds. So read mine.”

      The woman frowned, then stared into my eyes –

      “Oh,” she gasped, and put her hand to her bosom… which was beginning to rise and heave with her quickening breath.

      “You would do that?!” she asked in a scandalized whisper.

      I just smiled at her.

      The Enchantress’s cheeks suddenly flushed red – a beautiful sight, ruby mixed with emerald.

      “With all of them?” she whispered again, almost disbelieving. “At the same time?”

      “Whatever you want, if you’ll let us go afterwards,” I said. “All of us.”

      “Um… Javron, what the hell did she mean by ‘all of them at the same time’?” Vala asked in low voice.

      I held up a hand to ward Vala off and kept talking to the Enchantress. “So this is my game: play, and I give you everything you want. Or don’t play, and we waste away, and you get nothing but a long confinement, pining for the things you might have had.”

      The Enchantress narrowed her eyes as she stared at me… and then she looked over at the other women.

      She smirked. “They don’t know what you have in mind. Perhaps you should ask them before you commit them to playing.”

      “Alright… give us a minute,” I said.

      The Enchantress nodded, and withdrew to the far end of the room.

      I turned to my three companions.

      “What are you planning?” Vala demanded.

      “I say we do everything the two of you have been doing the last several days… but all of us. Together. Give her as much pleasure as she can stand.”

      The women’s reactions were different, to say the least.

      Nori’s eyebrows lifted, and she gave a subtle smile.

      Evris looked shocked – though not unpleasantly so.

      And Vala looked enraged.

      “NO!” she yelled.

      “Hold on, I’ll get to you in a second,” I said, then turned to Nori.

      “Javron – ” Vala seethed.

      “I said HOLD ON,” I snapped. “Unless you have some trick up your sleeve you’ve been waiting to play that will get us out of this?”

      The fierce blush on Vala’s face drained away until she was pale again. “…no…”

      “Then let me talk to the others, and we’ll discuss your objections afterwards.”

      Vala made no more protestations, so I turned to Nori.

      “You and I and Ayana have already done the things I’m suggesting,” I said gently.

      “And I’ll gladly do them again,” Nori said. She cocked her head a little to the side, as though trying to see what was under the Enchantress’s dress. “I’m very curious to see what she looks like under there…”

      I turned to Evris. “What about you?”

      The healer flushed deep pink. “I… I, um…”

      “Whatever you could do to make things right, remember?”

      “You don’t need to use that as a prod,” Evris said as her blush deepened. “I’m willing, I just… don’t… know how you’ll think of me afterwards…”

      “Far more favorably, I can assure you,” I said with a grin.

      “Then YES,” she agreed with a smile.

      I turned to Vala. “Alright, you’ve heard them: they’re in. What do you say?”

      “NO.”

      “You’ve got to be joking,” I said with a frown.

      “I’m not doing what she wants.”

      “Is it because she forced you?”

      “…yes,” Vala said, then cleared her throat. “Partly.” Then she sighed. “…no.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “You wouldn’t understand!”

      “Try me.”

      Vala glanced away, too embarrassed to look me in the eye.

      “She did things you were uncomfortable with,” I said slowly, feeling my way into a guess. “Things you were ashamed of… but you enjoyed them, maybe? And you feel like you shouldn’t have?”

      Vala flushed bright red and still didn’t look at me.

      “It’s alright if you did,” I said gently. “We all have desires that we don’t speak of in the light of day – ”

      “It’s not just the desires, it’s the…” Vala struggled for words, and suddenly she looked ashamed. “I don’t… I…”

      “Vala,” I said, taking her by the shoulders and looking her in the eyes, “I want to make love to you.”

      I could feel her entire body tremble under my hands as she stared at me.

      Over to the side, both Nori and Evris gawked at us, their mouths open. They looked like they were about to stop drooling.

      “I want to bring you to the heights of bliss, again and again,” I said. “I want to touch you, to lick you, to be inside you – ”

      “Stop…” Vala whispered, pleading… but her eyes looked like they were begging me to go on.

      “Do you want me to stop because you don’t like it, or because you don’t think it’s proper?”

      Vala swallowed hard but didn’t say anything.

      “I want all of those things. I’ve thought about you that way since we met, and even more now that I’ve seen dressed like this,” I said with a grin, gesturing at her skimpy chain mail. “But most of all, I want to get you out of here so we can go rescue Ayana. And if that means satisfying every fantasy the Enchantress has, I think it’s fine for you to let go and experience that, with no judgment from me, or Nori, or Evris. And then, if you want to pretend afterward that it never happened, fine, we’ll never speak of it again. But give us four hours with no reservations and no holding back – and no judging yourself. Just let go. Can you do that?”

      Vala looked at me for a long moment… and then nodded grudgingly. “Yes.”

      “Alright,” I said with a grin. “Let’s go give her the time of her life.”

      I turned back to the Enchantress. “It’s unanimous – we’re in, all of us.”

      The Enchantress glided over, a delighted look on her face. “Even my pet?”

      Vala was about to say something, but I put my hand on her arm, and she bit her tongue.

      “Even Vala,” I said.

      The Enchantress’s eyes shone with something I hadn’t seen in them before:

      Lust.

      “Well… shall we start right here, then?” she asked in delight.

      I looked around the bare sandstone walls and floors of the room. “Do you have something a little more… comfortable?”

      She grinned. “I believe I have just the thing you’re thinking of… follow me.”
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      The Enchantress led us down a hallway – not the infinite one, but a regular one about a hundred feet long – to a new room. This one had no windows, and the only thing in it besides torches was a full-sized mirror and some sort of wooden platform with cushions and chains built into its surface.

      “Will this do?” the Enchantress asked. She was a bit more subdued, less arrogant than before. Maybe because she was greatly looking forward to what was about to happen.

      I frowned. “This isn’t really what I had in mind.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “A bed, perhaps?”

      The Enchantress lifted her hand, and suddenly the wooden platform lifted off the ground. “I enjoy using this, but I’m the only one who can control it.”

      “What does it do?”

      Suddenly the platform spun around, rotating and flipping midair.

      “Anything I want,” the Enchantress said.

      “Impressive.” I could imagine a whole host of uses for such a thing. “And you’re the only one who can control it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Would you care if knives were sunk into it?”

      “Oh,” she said, her eyes widening in alarm. “I didn’t know that was something you had in mind…”

      “Not for what you’re thinking,” I said with a laugh.

      She hesitated, then gestured at the table. “Do with it what you will.”

      I detached two dozen knives from my suit of armor and sent them hovering over to the wooden platform.

      Her eyes widened. “That’s your power? To control those blades?”

      “Something like that.”

      I positioned the knives at regular intervals along the four-inch-thick sides of the table, then slowly forced them into the wood. It was difficult, but finally the blades were buried all the way, up to the tangs. There was no chance anyone could accidentally fall off and slice themselves on the sharp edges.

      With over twenty pieces of metal embedded in the sides, I had enough points to easily turn the table exactly the way the Enchantress had, twirling it midair, rotating it and spinning it exactly as she had.

      “Oh… oh…” the green woman murmured as she watched.

      “What?”

      “I just… I’ve always had to be the one in control…”

      Ah.

      There was a clue in what she’d just said.

      “We can take the table with us, but I’d like something a bit larger,” I said. “Something with enough room for all of us.”

      “But I like the mirror, too,” she protested.

      “Why?”

      She smiled. “I like to watch. Everything.”

      “I see… well, then, we’ll take it along, too.”

      The carving around the mirror was iron. I simply lifted it from the hooks on the wall and levitated it in front of the Enchantress.

      “Will this do?” I asked with a smirk.

      “Oh,” she said again, and looked at me with something bordering on respect. “Right this way, then…”

      She led us back out into the hallway, down a flight of stairs, and to another room that was dark. As soon as we entered, she clicked her fingers, and a hundred white candles burst into flame. Their gentle, flickering light was much less harsh than the torches illuminating the other rooms.

      This chamber was larger and more personal than anything else we had seen, its walls hung with luxurious tapestries and the dressers adorned with ornamental trinkets of gold and silver. Most importantly, though, there was a massive canopy bed along the wall, complete with gauzy material hanging from all four corners of the frame.

      I walked over, pulled off the covers, and felt the silken sheets beneath. I pressed down on the mattress with my hand, and wished I could sleep on it for the rest of my life.

      “This will do,” I said.

      Then I let the mirror stand against a wall, and set the platform on the floor in the corner.

      The Enchantress watched me uncertainly. Nori, Evris, and Vala stood there looking uncomfortable, as well.

      “So… what?” the Enchantress asked. “Now we just strip down and rut like animals?”

      “No, of course not,” I said as I used my powers to take off my armor. “We take our time.”

      The Enchantress watched, eyes wide, as I directed my armor into a corner of the room and set it lightly aside.

      “Do you have any wine?” I asked.

      “Oh – yes, forgive my manners.”

      She walked over to a golden tray on the nearest table. There was nothing there one second – and then the next, five goblets rose up out of the tray like they were surfacing from a pool of water.

      It wasn’t an illusion, either. Because the tray and the goblets were all made of gold, I could feel them. They had not been there… and then they were.

      The green woman wasn’t the only ones impressed with another’s powers.

      “Thank you,” I said, and lifted four of the goblets in the air and levitated them over to myself, Nori, Vala, and Evris.

      “They could be poisoned,” Vala warned.

      “They could be,” I admitted as I took my goblet from the air. “But then she wouldn’t get what she wants, would she?”

      “No, I wouldn’t,” the Enchantress said. “And I can drink from each of your cups if you’re so afraid.”

      My three female companions looked at each other in surprise.

      “Why not,” I said with a smile. “We’ll be sharing more than wine before the evening’s through.”

      The Enchantress strode over, staring me in the eyes, and took my goblet in her hand. She never looked away as she sipped.

      Then, one by one, she went to each of the other women and drank out of their cups, too, as she stared each of them in the eyes.

      Vala blushed when it was her turn.

      “There,” the Enchantress said after she was finished. “If I’ve drugged the wine in any way – which I haven’t – then I’ll be the first to show the effects.”

      I figured there was some other form of magic she might be able to use, but I believed her that the wine wasn’t tainted. I could tell from the way that she was acting that she was holding back her excitement, and that she desperately wanted what we had to offer. I did not think she would risk it with some potion.

      We all drank the wine. It was the best I had ever tasted – sweet and yet spiced and full.

      “Oh gods,” Evris murmured as she drank hers. “I’ve never tasted anything this good…”

      “Slow down,” I warned her, “or it might go to your head.”

      “Too late,” she said with a giggle as she drained the cup.

      “There’s more,” the Enchantress said, and suddenly the empty chalice filled again with ruby liquid.

      Before Evris could do anything, I gently used my powers to pull the goblet from her hand and place it back onto the golden tray. “Later. I don’t want you passing out during the festivities.”

      “The festivities, eh?” the Enchantress asked tartly. “And when do they start?”

      “Now,” I said, and went over to the far side of the room. I pulled four chairs over to the foot of the bed and placed them all in a row. Then I sat down and gestured to my female friends. “Sit.”

      Nori, Vala, and Evris sat down beside me.

      The Enchantress stood there uncomfortably, all alone. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Strip,” I said. “Slowly.”

      She stared at me. “What?”

      “Undress. For our pleasure.”

      “In… in front of all of you?” she asked in slightly timid voice.

      “I’m sorry, was I not clear?” I said in a commanding voice. “Take off your clothes.”

      The Enchantress looked at all of us uncertainly, the blood rising in her cheeks again – a lovely sight.

      Then she complied. The entire time, she stared at me and didn’t look away.

      She put one finger in her cleavage and slowly began to pull down.

      As the neck of the gown sank lower, more and more of her chest was exposed… until the gown totally slipped free.

      Her breasts were absolutely beautiful. The emerald green skin… the full, firm roundness of them… and her areolas, dark green like pine needles.

      Her nipples were hard and firm, a sure sign of her excitement.

      She wasn’t the only one aroused. My manhood was stiff in my pants, and I had to move my legs and cross them to surreptitiously reposition it.

      I glanced over at my female companions.

      Judging by the sight of their increasingly heaving chests, they were enjoying themselves, too.

      The Enchantress stood there, her breasts exposed, but she made no move to do anything else.

      “Why are you stopping?” I called out, and gestured with my finger downwards.

      She swallowed hard. “I feel… uncomfortable up here all by myself.”

      “Is that so?” I asked with a smile. “Evris… get up there and help the Enchantress disrobe.”

      Evris looked over at me in surprise.

      I tilted my head like, Well? Go on!

      Evris got up from her chair and walked unsteadily over to the Enchantress, whose eyes focused on the healer’s large breasts. Evris returned the favor by staring at the Enchantress’s bare tits.

      “Get behind her,” I ordered.

      Evris did as she was told.

      “Touch her neck softly.”

      Evris raised her hand hesitantly –

      The Enchantress’s entire body tensed as she waited.

      Then Evris touched her.

      The green woman closed her eyes, her mouth opened, and a shiver of delight ran down her entire body.

      “Kiss her shoulders, Evris,” I instructed.

      The healer was warming up to her task. She kissed the woman’s bare shoulders, little lingering touches of her lips.

      The Enchantress moaned, her eyes closed, and tilted her head to the side in an invitation.

      “Now up her neck,” I said.

      Evris began kissing up the curved expanse of the Enchantress’s slender, graceful neck. Evris’s own eyes were closed as she enjoyed the touch of soft skin under her lips.

      “Her ears.”

      Evris began kissing the Enchantress’s ears – and without my having to prompt her, began to lick and nibble.

      The Enchantress was trembling now, her eyes closed, her face in total bliss.

      “Now… reach under her arms…”

      Evris’s hands reached under the green woman’s arms.

      “…and cup her breasts in your hand.”

      Evris hesitated, and the green woman’s entire body tensed in anticipation.

      “Do it,” I ordered.

      Evris’s hands cupped those lovely green tits in her palms.

      The Enchantress let out a throaty moan, her eyes still closed.

      “Play with them,” I said, delighted with the sight.

      Evris’s hands began fondling the woman’s breasts, lifting them, squeezing them, caressing her nipples, pinching them.

      The Enchantress leaned back her head in complete surrender, groaning with pleasure.

      Evris needed no more instruction. She kissed the Enchantress’s neck with abandon, lightly nibbling with her teeth, and squeezed the woman’s breasts, kneading them passionately.

      The Enchantress’s chest heaved as she breathed harder, and she lifted a hand back to Evris’s face.

      Then she turned her head over her shoulder, blindly searching.

      Evris stared at those parted, ruby lips longingly… paused…

      And then leaned forward.

      Their lips met, and they kissed – hesitantly at first, then passionately, with the Enchantress opening up her mouth to Evris’s tongue.

      And all the while, the healer was cupping and massaging those glorious green breasts.

      I wanted desperately to join in… but I knew better than that.

      Best to work all the women into a frenzy before I stepped in.

      I looked over at Nori, who seemed mesmerized, her mouth open wide as she stared.

      “Nori.”

      She looked over at me with a blank look.

      “Get over there.”

      The corner of Nori’s mouth turned up the slightest bit, and she fairly raced across the room. Once she reached the Enchantress, she turned to me for guidance.

      “Kiss them,” I instructed.

      Nori turned back to the two women, self-conscious.

      They both stopped kissing, their eyes half-lidded with desire…

      Then Nori leaned forward, and all three of them joined in a kiss.

      Because Nori was in the way, I couldn’t see well, so I levitated the mirror in its iron frame beside them and angled it just so. Now I could see everything – Nori kissing the Enchantress first, and Evris kissing the side of Nori’s face… now Nori turning to Evris, their tongues playing over each other as the Enchantress nibbled Nori’s long, pointed ears.

      I noticed that Vala leaned over slightly to get a better view in the mirror.

      I smiled. I would add her into the mix soon enough.

      “That’s good,” I said. “Nori… take off the rest of her dress.”

      Nori quickly complied. She tugged down the rest of the gown, though it wouldn’t go very far.

      “There are buttons in the back,” the Enchantress murmured in a throaty voice.

      Evris quickly went to work, and Nori pulled the dress down the Enchantress’s tiny waist… her firm, flat belly… and past her wide, lovely hips.

      “Kneel as you do it, Nori.”

      Nori dropped to both knees as the gown fell down the Enchantress’s legs…

      …bringing Nori face to face with the lovely black thatch of hair at the top of the green woman’s thighs.

      Nori just stared at the sight.

      “Enchantress,” I ordered, “spread your legs a little.”

      The green woman meekly stepped out of her dress and stood with her legs apart.

      “Now Nori… caress her.”

      Nori lifted a trembling hand between the Enchantress’s legs… and touched her softly.

      The green woman groaned and threw back her head again.

      Evris watched, mesmerized as well, as Nori slowly began to slowly caress the Enchantress between her legs.

      “Evris,” I said, “don’t forget to pleasure our host.”

      Evris went back to kissing the woman’s neck and massaging her breasts, though she snuck a peak every so often at what was going on below.

      “Nori… lick her.”

      Nori looked back in shock at me.

      I nodded my head like, Go ahead.

      Nori turned back around… hesitantly stuck out her tiny, pink tongue…

      And sank her mouth into the tuft of black hair.

      The Enchantress nearly screamed. She put both her hands on Nori’s blonde hair, probably to urge her onwards –

      “Ah,” I snapped. “Hands behind your back, Enchantress.”

      The green woman groaned in protest but complied.

      Placing her arms behind her back had the very pleasant effect of thrusting her breasts out even more, which put them on even better display as Evris caressed them.

      Nori, meanwhile, had overcome her reluctance and was pleasuring the Enchantress with abandon. She even reached around and grabbed the woman’s firm, shapely ass with her hands as she redoubled her efforts.

      I tilted the mirror slightly so I could see Nori’s pale hands against those emerald green globes.

      By the gods, I wasn’t going to be able to stay away much longer…

      “Vala, get up there,” I said in husky voice.

      She looked over at me in a panic. “Javron…”

      I fixed her with a steely look. “Now.”

      Her expression was unhappy, but she got up from the chair and walked over.

      “Undress Evris first,” I ordered.

      It took a bit of maneuvering, with Evris offering one arm at a time, but Vala was able to peel off the healer’s black dress until it was lying on the floor.

      Evris’s massive breasts pressed hard against the Enchantress’s back, and the green woman grinded against her just to feel their soft pressure.

      “Now undress Nori,” I commanded. “Nori, stand for a minute.”

      Nori left off her pleasuring off the Enchantress and stood up to face Vala shyly. Vala smiled the tiniest bit, embarrassed, as she Nori’s blouse over her head.

      Nori’s spectacular breasts appeared, firm and white and tipped with hard pink nipples, and Vala stared at them in wonder.

      “Undress the rest of her, Vala,” I called out.

      Vala knelt and took off Nori’s boots, then pulled off her tight trousers until the elf was completely nude. The thatch between her own legs was pale blonde to match her hair.

      “Now stand…”

      Vala stood up, trembling. Both women were barely able to look each other in the eyes.

      “Now Nori, undress Vala, too.”

      Nori reached out and unbuckled the green cape from Vala’s neck. It slid to the floor.

      Then Nori slid the metal straps of Vala’s bra off her shoulders. It stayed in place, though, still cupping her breasts.

      The women shyly smiled at each other as Nori reached around Vala’s body –

      But Vala stopped her by gently grabbing her wrists.

      I thought I was going to have to say something, but Vala redirected Nori’s hands to the front of the brassiere, between the cups. Apparently the clasp was in the center.

      Nori undid a catch, and suddenly Vala’s chain mail fell to the floor with a sliding, metallic shink.

      Nori gazed down at Vala’s beautiful breasts – smaller than any of the other women’s, but pert and uplifted.

      “The rest of her outfit, too,” I reminded Nori.

      The elf fumbled with the belt, and it came loose, along with the two pieces of fabric hiding her fore and aft.

      Now Vala stood there, completely naked. At the base of her pale, flat belly was a patch of red as bright as the long curls hanging down on her shoulders.

      The two women stared longingly at each other’s bodies… and then into each other’s eyes.

      “Now kiss,” I commanded.

      They leaned forward at the same time, their nipples touching, their breasts pressing against one another, and then they locked lips – softly, gently – as they embraced.

      The Enchantress and Evris had needed no such urging from me. Moments before, the green woman had turned around, and now she and Evris were kissing deeply, their breasts pressed together, hands clutching each other’s asses as they held each other tight.

      I watched with growing excitement until I felt the women were getting too lost in each other and the moment.

      “Enchantress – kneel on the ground.”

      She did it without question, gazing up at Evris worshipfully.

      “Nori, Vala, go and stand on either side of Evris.”

      They did. It was probably the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen, those three naked women standing shoulder to shoulder, with the curvy green backside of the Enchantress facing me as she knelt before them.

      “Everyone standing, spread your legs a little.”

      Nori, Vala, and Evris did as I told them, their feet touching each other as their thighs parted slightly.

      “Enchantress… pleasure Evris with your tongue, and pleasure the other two with your fingers.”

      The green woman leaned greedily into Evris and began to lick and suck.

      Evris cried out in pleasure, and her head went back, her face contorted in ecstasy.

      At the same time, the Enchantress raised her hands to Nori and Vala’s thighs, and her green fingers softly touched both the pale hair over Nori’s quim, and the fiery red over Vala’s.

      Both women began to moan, watching the Enchantress as she lapped greedily between Evris’s legs.

      “Those standing – kiss each other,” I said. “Caress each other.”

      The women began to reach out to each other’s breasts, hesitantly at first, then with more confidence. Nori played with one of Evris’s huge tits while Vala played with the other.

      Evris reached out a hand to both women – one hand to the left, the other to the right – and fondled both Vala and Nori’s breasts at the same time.

      And they kissed – Evris with Nori, their tongues in each other’s mouths… and then Evris switched to Vala, who kissed her passionately, too.

      I clenched my fist. I felt I was about to go mad with desire – and yet I wanted to see more before I joined in.

      “Nori, switch places with Evris. Enchantress, just focus on using your mouth, nothing else. Vala and Evris, stand on either side of the Enchantress and let Nori pleasure you with her hands.”

      The women hurriedly switched places.

      The Enchantress began licking and sucking…

      Nori began stroking both Vala and Evris between their thighs…

      And the two women kissed Nori with abandon, occasionally dropping their heads to suckle at her breast.

      I had the woman run through all sorts of combinations until the Enchantress had pleasured them all.

      Moans echoed throughout the sandstone room, and each of them reached the peak of bliss more than once.

      Well, except for the Enchantress. For her it was all work and no play… though she seemed to quite enjoy her work.

      I finally took pity on the green woman and had her stand up as I got up from my chair.

      “Over here,” I ordered.

      She hurriedly came and stood before me.

      “Take down your hair.”

      She unpinned it and shook it out, revealed long, thick, curly tresses.

      I ran my fingers through her hair. It was like silk.

      As I touched her, she moaned and pressed up against me, her breasts mashed against my chest. I could feel the hard points of her nipples through the cloth of my shirt.

      I wasn’t going to be able to stay away much longer.

      “Get on the bed,” I said.

      She immediately turned and sat on the edge of the bed.

      “Further… now lie on your back.”

      As she did, her large, firm tits stood up from her body like two small mountains.

      I reached over and put my hand under her neck, then pulled her black hair away from her so that it spread across the white sheets like black silk.

      “Open your legs,” I said, my voice unsteady.

      She did, revealing herself to me. It was a lovely sight.

      “Who wants to pleasure the Enchantress?” I asked the others.

      Nori practically ran over to the bed and dove between her thighs.

      The Enchantress screamed and writhed with pleasure as she wrapped her legs around Nori’s back.

      “Evris… give the Enchantress something to suck on.”

      The healer hurried over, crawled up on the bed, and leaned over. Her giant breasts hung down heavy and full in the green woman’s face. She moaned, and then her crimson lips found one of Evris’s nipples and began to suck.

      Not only that, but her green hand slipped between Evris’s thighs and began to caress her.

      Evris arched her back and moaned with pleasure.

      I looked over at Vala, who stared at the scene with something approaching panic.

      I turned towards her and held my hand out to her.

      She took it, a questioning look in her eyes.

      Then I drew her close to me, and I kissed her.

      It was like a spark of energy flowed between us. She was surprised for an instant – and then she looped her arms around my neck and kissed me back hard, grinding her naked body against mine. I clutched her firm, delicious ass and pulled her in closer.

      When her belly pressed against my manhood, Vala pulled back in shock, looked down, glanced back up at me – and then hurriedly began tearing off my clothes.

      I laughed at her frenzied pace, but did my best to help her.

      In just a few seconds I was naked before her, and she moaned with pleasure as she took my shaft in her hand.

      Our activities had not gone unnoticed by the women on the bed.

      All three had stopped their pleasuring of each other and were staring openly at my crotch.

      “I thought I was going to get that,” the Enchantress complained.

      “You’ll get your fill, I promise,” I said. “In a few minutes.”

      Then I pushed Vala gently backwards towards the bed, and she toppled backwards beside the Enchantress, her pale breasts bobbling on her chest as she fell.

      Vala looked over uncomfortably at the green woman, but there was a hint of a smug smile on her face – like I get him FIRST, bitch.

      I spread Vala’s legs and guided them around my hips, then took my shaft in my hand and slowly eased inside her.

      She was so wet, it was easy.

      She reached the peak of ecstasy immediately.

      She screamed and arched her back as I fully entered her, then screamed even louder as I began to slowly move back and forth.

      All the other women watched, transfixed, as I thrust inside Vala again and again.

      The sensations were amazing. I reached out and grabbed her breasts, kneaded them in my hands as I moved inside her.

      Her sounds of pleasure would subside for a moment… and then they would begin again, slowly at first, then increasing in urgency until she reached the peak once more, which she announced with an earsplitting scream.

      Nori, who had experienced all this half a dozen times before, went back to work on the Enchantress. The green woman seemed half-distracted by Nori’s tongue, but she continued to watch with fascination as I plunged in and out of Vala.

      Evris joined her in watching, lying by the Enchantress’s side, her huge breasts spilling out onto the green woman’s chest as she absentmindedly played with one dark green nipple.

      Both of them watched as Vala reached bliss over and over again.

      Finally, her body pouring with sweat, Vala shook her head. “No more… I can’t take any more…”

      I smiled and pulled out of her. Then I looked over at the Enchantress.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “…oh yes…” she whispered.

      Nori moved out of the way and shifted to the other side of the Enchantress, opposite from Evris.

      Even Vala propped herself up on her elbow to watch.

      I went to the edge of the bed… grabbed the Enchantress’s slender ankles… and roughly pulled her towards me across the bed, until her ass was at the very edge.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed happily, and both Nori and Evris made a guttural noise of longing deep in their throats.

      Then I slowly took my staff in hand… lined it up… and plunged deep inside the Enchantress.

      Like Vala, she had been so primed with pleasure that she achieved bliss immediately.

      She screamed and arched her back as I thrusted away.

      The sight of those perfect tits crowned with dark green nipples wobbling up and down made me want to press my skin against hers – so I forced her further up the bed with me still inside her and lay fully on top of her.

      She looked up at me in a delirium of pleasure and wrapped her legs around my waist.

      Then I kissed her hard.

      Her mouth was sweet, like wine and honey.

      Then I began to thrust, faster than I had with Vala. More savagely.

      The Enchantress loved it. She raked her fingers down my back, then grabbed my backside and urged me ever deeper as she screamed aloud.

      It was too much for Nori and Evris, who began pressing their naked bodies against ours, squirming as they rubbed their sexes against me.

      The frustration of not being able to have what they wanted led them to each other.

      Evris crossed over and they began kissing – only to end up inverted, with Evris crouched over Nori with her face in the elf’s thatch of blonde hair, and Nori wrapping her hands around Evris’s ass and pulling the healer’s crotch down hard against her mouth and tongue.

      Ayana even got into the act, pleasuring herself as she looked back and forth between the two women and me and the Enchantress. Her hand was a blur over her crotch as she cried out with little squeaks of pleasure.

      From there it became a free-for-all. I changed positions with the Enchantress, getting on my back as she rode atop me like she was riding a bucking bull. One hand raked through her hair in wild abandon, and her breasts swung back and forth as she bobbed up and down on my shaft.

      Nori and Evris left off pleasuring each other, grabbed one of the Enchantress’s breasts each, and began to suck. That only made the Enchantress scream even more.

      While the Enchantress still rode me, I moved Nori over on top of my face and began to lap at her sex. After she screamed in pleasure, Evris took her place and reached bliss even faster.

      After Evris collapsed off to the side, I looked over at Vala with a questioning look. Do you want to?

      Her eyes said she did, but then she looked at the Enchantress still upright on my body. A glimmer of hatred passed through her eyes, and she looked back at me and shyly shook her head no.

      Once the Enchantress had temporarily had her fill, having screamed herself nearly hoarse, Nori took her place. At that point Vala willingly straddled my face, and she and Nori kissed and fondled each other and screamed together as they both reached ecstasy simultaneously.

      Once Nori was done, Evris moved in, and we repeated the entire scene once more.

      Finally I couldn’t hold off much longer.

      “Do you have a request before I explode?” I asked the Enchantress, who was lying beside me, smiling and taking in the entire scene.

      “Yes,” she said breathlessly. “Bind me to the table and force me to do your will.”

      Hm.

      That sounded interesting.

      She got up from the bed, and I brought the table over. She willingly clambered up on top of it and lay on her back on the velvet padding. I used my powers to wrap her wrists and ankles in chains. Her arms, pulled up over her head, caused her breasts to thrust out in the most lovely way.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      She stared at me with burning eyes.

      “I want you to use me,” she said, her voice husky. “I want you to humiliate me.”

      No woman had ever asked me that before.

      And though I was a bit hesitant to begin, I quickly and eagerly complied.

      First I levitated the board into the air waist-high, and groped her body roughly, pinching her nipples and manhandling her.

      She loved it. She didn’t climax as she had before, but her face was filled with an almost beatific sense of joy.

      Then I turned the table around in the air so that she was hanging from it.

      I angled it so that her head was level with my crotch…

      And I forced her mouth down upon me.

      I watched for signs of distress, careful that she didn’t choke – but again, she loved it. As I forced her to pleasure me, my hand gripped in her hair, she bobbed up and down enthusiastically, doubling my efforts with her own.

      Within seconds, she tipped me over the peak.

      I bellowed as I exploded inside her mouth.

      I finally stopped and levitated the door upwards, letting her mouth be free. Then I flipped her over so I could look in her face.

      She looked up at me with an expression of enormous contentment, licked her lips… and smiled.

      “That… was wonderful,” she whispered.

      The other women were standing there overcome with lust. I noticed that all of their hands were at their own crotches – or each other’s – stroking as they had watched.

      I looked over at Vala, who seemed like she was caught on the edge of ecstasy, but not quite able to get all the way over.

      Then I looked back down at the Enchantress.

      “You say you want to be humiliated?”

      The woman nodded greedily.

      I turned back to my female companions. “Vala – is there something you’d like to do to her?”

      All the women looked shocked at once – none more so than Vala and the Enchantress.

      Vala walked over to us slowly, her face angry as she stared at the Enchantress lying helpless and bound before her.

      The Enchantress looked up at her with a curious mixture of fear and lust.

      “Lower it,” Vala whispered.

      I lowered the wooden slab until it was the right height for Vala to get on.

      She got on her knees, her body upright, and straddled the Enchantress’s head.

      There was a look of fear in the green woman’s eyes – and also a look of intense desire, perhaps even greater than anything she’d ever shown me.

      Vala stared down at the Enchantress with undisguised hatred… and then that hatred became lust, too.

      She grabbed the green woman’s hair, clutching the thick, silky tresses in her fist…

      …and forced the woman’s head up between her thighs, pressing those ruby-red lips between to her sex.

      “Pay up, bitch,” Vala hissed.

      The Enchantress’s eyes closed in bliss, and she began to lick.

      Vala’s body arched in pleasure as she held the Enchantress’s head in place. She flung back her head and opened her mouth in a silent scream. She rode the Enchantress’s mouth like she was riding a horse, pressing so hard into her that I thought the green woman might suffocate – but the Enchantress made no sound of distress, merely kept licking and sucking for all she was worth.

      Finally Vala’s belly tensed, and her entire body was wracked with shudders as she reached the utmost peak.

      After a good fifteen seconds of screaming, she finally bent over double… released the Enchantress’s head back onto the slab… and collapsed panting next to the green woman, naked body to naked body.

      The Enchantress couldn’t have looked happier.

      Vala finally opened her eyes halfway and stared into the green woman’s eyes.

      “Everything good?” I asked.

      Vala smirked, then glanced over at me. “All is forgiven.”

      Then she leaned over, took the Enchantress’s face in one hand, and kissed her deeply.
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      After several hours of passion, I ended our interlude. There was still another member of our party to save, after all.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to stay?” the Enchantress asked from where she lounged naked on the bed.

      “Much as I’d like to, we have to save Ayana,” I said as I slapped on my armor with my powers.

      “You’re welcome to come with us,” Nori said, extending an invitation I’d had no intention of offering.

      I gave her a sharp look.

      “What?” Nori asked innocently.

      The Enchantress laughed. “It would seem that even after all we’ve just done together, your Iron Mage still isn’t comfortable with me yet.”

      She could read my thoughts to some degree, so there was no use denying them.

      “Evris sacrificed a great deal to come with us,” I said. “I don’t know you well enough to trust you yet.”

      That much was true. Besides being concerned about what the Enchantress might do to us, I was also worried about bringing such a powerful magician back to our world. If she could do everything I had seen so far – and all of it in the empty space of nothingness – there was no telling what she might accomplish if she came back to Avenrod and manipulated the minds of everyday men and women. I had enough to worry about with Xavok – I didn’t need to introduce a magical tyrant to the land.

      The green woman smiled, the sort of superior look that says I know everything. “True enough. Though I kept up my end of the bargain, didn’t I?”

      “We’re not back through the rift yet.”

      “You will be very soon. Don’t worry, Iron Mage, I shall not be returning with you. The limitations of my powers are that I must stay here in this realm.”

      “We could come back to see you,” Evris suggested. Her enthusiasm for the orgy had run a close second to the Enchantress herself.

      “I would love for you to,” the Enchantress replied, “but I fear that is an impossibility. Unless you find another Realm Walker to fill your lovely elf’s crystals with his powers.”

      “You never know,” Nori said.

      “You never know,” the green woman agreed. “Make sure you find one that speaks your language, though.”

      “Why’s that?” I asked.

      “A Realm Walker’s power allows him or her to understand the denizens of any realm that they enter. All sentient beings that are bound within that Realm, the Realm Walker can communicate with.”

      “Is that how we can understand you?” I asked. “Because Nori absorbed that part of his power, too?”

      “Exactly. But if you use another Realm Walker whose language you do not understand, well…” The Enchantress smiled. “…we would to rely purely on physical communication.”

      I smirked. “I doubt that would be a problem.”

      “Oh, I’m sure it wouldn’t.” Then the green woman turned to Vala. “I notice you haven’t said anything, little bird.”

      “I’d like my old clothes back,” Vala said grumpily.

      “Why? Your current ones suit you so much better.”

      “Not for battle.”

      “Oh, that,” the Enchantress said, like it was a tiresome subject. She waved her hand through the air, and the jewels on Vala’s brassiere and loincloth glowed. “There you are.”

      Vala looked down at the fading light of the stones. “What did you just do?!”

      “Thanks to my spell, your shields can now be channeled through your clothes to form a much closer, form-fitting barrier.”

      Vala stared at the Enchantress.

      The green woman shrugged. “If you don’t believe me, try it.”

      Vala frowned, then concentrated – and looked amazed.

      “Javron, try to stab me in the stomach with one of your knives,” she said with a huge grin.

      “What?! Why?!”

      “Because I think she’s right! I can cast a shield extremely close to my body now – something I wasn’t able to do before!”

      “I’m not stabbing you.”

      “But I need to test it!”

      “What if you’re wrong? I’m not going to put a knife in your stomach.”

      “I’m not wrong,” the Enchantress spoke up.

      “Be that as it may, I’m not going to try to kill the person I came here to save,” I said.

      “Oh, you humans – so tiresome,” the Enchantress groaned. “You have a healer here, do you not? The field will hold, but even if it doesn’t, isn’t Evris able to undo the damage?”

      I looked over at Evris, who nodded. “It’s true, I could heal her easily.”

      I glowered at both her and the Enchantress, then said to Vala, “Fine. I’ll slash across your belly – a shallow cut at most.”

      “Fine!” Vala said enthusiastically.

      I pulled out one of my blades that had stayed with me the entire time – one not touched by rust – and flicked the tip across Vala’s stomach. I winced, half-expecting her to cry out, and to see a line of blood well up on her skin –

      But instead, the blade stopped like it had butted up against a stone.

      “It worked!” Vala cheered.

      “Hold on, keep your shield up,” I said, and this time I put the tip of the blade against the shield and pushed fairly hard with my powers.

      I could feel the point grinding against something hard as steel.

      “Alright, I’m impressed,” I said as I returned my knife to my suit.

      “Finally,” the Enchantress said in a mocking voice.

      “Feel like handing out any more supernatural boons?” I asked with a grin.

      “Feel like playing another game?” the Enchantress asked as she traced one finger across the curve of her breast.

      “Not now.”

      “Then neither do I,” she said with a sly smile.

      “Fair enough. But you still owe us one more thing.”

      “That I do…”

      Suddenly it was like the entire castle shifted beneath our feet. It was odd – it felt like the building was being slid through space while everything stayed in one place.

      “What – ?!” Nori exclaimed as she nearly toppled over. Only balancing on her staff that kept her upright.

      Vala and Evris both cried out in fear as they waved their arms for balance.

      I floated up into the air, lifted by my armor.

      As the wall of the room edged towards me, it quickly became apparent that, yes, the entire room was moving.

      I floated forward, staying in roughly the same position relative to the others, until everything stopped.

      Nori stared at something invisible a few feet beside the Enchantress’s bed. “There it is! She must have moved everything around it!”

      “The nature of the rift is that it does not move in time or space,” the Enchantress said. “So I had to move everything else.”

      Whatever that meant.

      I reached over and touched Nori’s metal staff – and saw nothing.

      “How are you seeing it?” I asked the elf.

      She held out the glowing stone from her purse.

      Of course…

      I put a finger on the stone, and immediately the glowing white light became visible.

      “Why don’t you put the crystal in your staff while we have a moment,” I suggested.

      The Enchantress rolled up on her side, giving me an eyeful of the voluptuous curves of her hips and breasts. “Why don’t you put your staff in something else, Javron, while we have a moment?” she cooed.

      I grinned. “No time, Enchantress.”

      She sighed. “Ah, well.”

      Nori detached the spent crystal from the staff, dropped it in her leather purse, and replaced it with the glowing stone. Within thirty seconds, it was done.

      “It might be a good idea to charge up the rest of our stones,” I said, holding up my gauntlets.

      “But we don’t have Aya– ohhhh,” Nori said with a dawning smile.

      “What?” Vala asked.

      “Just like she stored the Realm Walker’s magic in her two stones, I’m pretty sure she can do the same with your magic in these,” I said, raising my gauntlets and the crystals embedded in them.

      “But I’m going with you!” Vala said.

      “So am I!” Evris protested.

      “But I might have to separate from you at some point, and it would be a good idea to have a backup in case I’m wounded or in need of a shield,” I pointed out.

      Vala frowned uncertainly. “Do I have to do anything special?”

      “I don’t think so. Nori?”

      “No, just cast a shield – or you, Evris, act like you’re going to heal someone,” Nori said to them, then turned back to me. “I can’t split charges between stones, though.”

      “I understand… make three of them for shields, and one stone for healing,” I said. “The leftmost stone on my left hand for that.”

      Nori nodded, touched the first stone on my right gauntlet, then instructed Vala to cast a shield.

      As soon as she did, the stone began to glow.

      “What?!” Vala cried out, poking her hand out into the air. “I can’t feel it!”

      “Because it’s in there,” I said, pointing to the glowing stone between my first and second knuckles. “Do it again.”

      Vala kept casting and Nori kept absorbing until all three stones shone brightly. Then Evris did the same.

      “It feels very odd to be trying to heal no one in particular,” she said as her hand glowed.

      “Just keep doing it,” I instructed, until the leftmost stone had three full charges. “How much can each one of those spells of yours heal?”

      “I have to concentrate for really serious things, so… my guess is that each one might heal a single broken bone or a serious cut. But other than that…”

      “If all three could be used at one, could it heal serious damage?” I asked.

      She thought for a second. “Yes, but… not to completion. It would be a stopgap measure at best.”

      “That’s fine, that’s all I would need it for,” I said. “Alright – we’re ready.”

      “Wait,” Nori said, and held up her spent crystal – the one I had used to get her. “It might be a good idea for me to have some protection at my disposal, too.”

      “That it would,” I agreed. “Vala?”

      The shield mage cast three more charges into the stone until it glowed brightly, then Nori dropped it in her leather purse.

      “Now we’re ready,” I said.

      “You sure you won’t stay for another game?” the Enchantress asked with a grin.

      “If fate allows, someday we’ll get to play Round Two,” I said.

      “Oh my,” she said with a tiny bit of feigned surprised, “and here I’d thought we’d played through at least Round Nine or Ten. I gladly looked forward to it.”

      “Thank you for keeping your word.”

      “A promise made is a debt unpaid. Off you go, my lovelies… return to me if you can!” the Enchantress said, shooing us away.

      Nori opened the rift with her staff – there was a flash of white – and the Enchantress and the castle were gone.

      A second later we were back in the Nether on the island beach.

      The priests were standing there in the canebrake, silent and still as trees.

      “My gods,” Vala whispered as she looked around in shock. “That was sudden.”

      “Is everyone ready for the final rift?” I asked.

      “Do you want to clean your weapons first?” Evris asked.

      “No, we should go. There will be time to pretty everything up after we get Ayana.”

      “The rust doesn’t lessen their effectiveness?”

      “It does, but not enough to matter much.” I turned back to the priests. “Anything else we should know?”

      “Only that you should depart soon…”

      “…or else it will be too late…”

      “…to save your lightning mage.”

      “That decides it, then. Let’s go,” I said, and Nori triggered the stone one more time.
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      We reappeared in a vastly different place.

      Whereas last time we had wound up in a floating fortress in space with one inhabitant, now we were standing on hard-packed sand and dirt in what appeared to be an arena.

      Gone was the eerie quiet of the Enchantress’s fortress, replaced with the violent roar of tens of thousands of people up in the stands.

      I looked around wildly. There were Nori, Vala, and Evris behind me, trying to get their bearings.

      Off to our left were two gladiators in the midst of combat. As soon as we appeared, though, they stopped fighting.

      Directly ahead of us was a stand, higher up than the commoners’ seats. Seated under the canopies were lords and ladies – including a male in a throne made of gold. It must have cost a pretty penny indeed – it was gold through and through, as were the ornate necklaces looped around his neck. I could tell by the way the metal called to me.

      The man stood up in alarm as soon as we appeared.

      There was one strikingly unusual aspect of this place (as if suddenly appearing inside a gladiator arena was not unusual enough): the people in the stands were all different colors. Blue, yellow, red, orange, red…

      Although, after having just lain with a woman with green skin, I wasn’t quite as surprised as I might have otherwise been.

      Another odd thing were the two gladiators in the ring.

      One looked vaguely human, although it was covered in thick black hair all over its body, it hunched over on the knuckles of its long arms, and the snout beneath its metal helmet was grey and mashed in.

      The other creature wasn’t human at all. It looked like an overgrown insect – like a six-foot-tall locust grasping a metal spear.

      “Throw up a shield,” I whispered to Vala.

      Then I turned to the red man in the high box, the one who had stood up from his throne.

      “Can you understand me?” I yelled over the roar of the crowd.

      The man held up a single hand, and the entire crowd settled into a murmur.

      Impressive… to command ten thousand people so easily with just a gesture…

      “I understand you,” the red man called out.

      “I come seeking a woman who might have appeared here in days or weeks past – her name is Ayana, and she wields the power of lightning,” I yelled. “Do you know such a woman?”

      The man chuckled, and suddenly the crowd of thousands burst out into howls of laughter.

      “…why was that funny?” Nori asked unhappily.

      “Do we know such a woman? Yes… in fact, we do,” the man said as the crowd settled down into a low murmur again.

      “I ask, then, that she be brought to us,” I shouted. “We come in peace. If she is returned to us, we will leave you to your games.”

      “Will you, now?” the red man asked, and I could hear the cold undertone of his words.

      I didn’t know if I was dealing with a narcissistic fool, so I added, “We would look upon it as a great kindness.”

      “Would you, now?” the man asked, amused.

      I stared him down. “Please bring her to us. Now.”

      The man rubbed his tongue over his teeth… then looked over at a soldier in the high seats with all the lords and ladies. The red man gestured with his head, and the soldier quickly ducked out of the canopied platform and disappeared from sight.

      “Tell me, stranger, how is that you and your friends can suddenly appear out of thin air?” the red man asked, turning his attention back to me.

      “Magic,” I called back.

      I wasn’t about to give this fellow the information that we only had one charge left in Nori’s stone.

      The red man chuckled. “That’s it? ‘Magic’?”

      “There is no better explanation than that.”

      “I see. And are you as… ‘gifted’ as your friend? The only who commands lightning?”

      “In magic?”

      “In combat.”

      I didn’t like where this was going.

      “In a different way… yes.”

      “Reeeeaaally,” he said, and gestured towards Nori, Evris, and Vala. “How about your friends here?”

      No need to give everything away. “Not so much, no.”

      “Hey,” Vala protested under her breath.

      “Shh,” I shushed her, then asked, “What do you have around us? A sphere or wall?”

      “A sphere.”

      “Make it a wall on all sides, no ceiling.”

      “Why?”

      But the emperor was already talking again. “And are you the equal of your friend who arrived as you did? The woman?”

      “In my humble opinion… I’m a bit better.”

      He found that amusing, and chuckled. “Your humble opinion… yes…”

      Suddenly there was a clanging sound, and four gigantic wood and metal doors creaked open – one for each compass point in the arena’s massive, circular wall.

      Suddenly hundreds of armored guards came running out of the doors towards us. The guards were unlike the people in the stands in that they looked more like beasts than men. The faces of wolves, lizards, pigs, bears, insects, and a dozen other types of beasts peered out from beneath metal helmets.

      “Apparently you do not know where you have appeared, so allow me to educate you,” the red man shouted. “You are in the Royal Arena of Emperor Nradow of the Merokavian Empire.”

      “And are Emperor Nradow?” I called out.

      “Correct. And you are…?”

      I watched the soldiers circling us about fifty feet out.

      “Javron,” I answered, not watching the emperor.

      “Just Javron? Not Emperor Javron, or King Javron, or General Javron, at least?”

      I glared up at the asshole. “Javron of Cavennel. Iron Mage.”

      “I see. Well, Javron of Cavennel, Iron Mage,” he sneered, “I order you to surrender at once, or die.”

      The crowd roared as the soldiers all thrust out their spears and pikes and began creeping forward.

      I looked around, then glanced back up at Nradow. “And I demand that you release Ayana to me immediately, or I’ll kill all your men – and then you.”

      The crowd howled with laughter. The emperor laughed along with them.

      “Is that so?” he asked.

      “Yes. It’s so.”

      “Then I guess someone will just have to die,” Nradow sneered as he gestured with his hand.

      The soldiers all ran forward at once –

      – and slammed into Vala’s walls.

      Then I flew up high in the air and flung out my hand.

      The soldiers all wore metal helmets, cuirasses, and gauntlets.

      I sent their armor hurtling backwards fifty feet, and them with it.

      The entire crowd howled – whether in panic or pleasure, I couldn’t say.

      Panic was definitely the preeminent emotion on the emperor’s face as he backed away in fright.

      Twenty guards raced forward from behind the throne, swords and shields at the ready.

      They didn’t know what they were dealing with, though.

      They all had straps binding their shields to their arms. I simply pulled the shields over the balcony – and the soldiers along with them.

      I thought about letting them fall thirty feet, but decided against it. Now that the emperor had a better understanding of the situation, I stopped the shields about ten feet from the ground – which meant the men stopped, too.

      Then I let them all fall again.

      A thirty-foot fall probably would have killed a few. A ten-foot fall merely shook them up a bit.

      Quite a few of them probably had their shoulders dislocated when I arrested their shields mid-fall, but – oh well. Better than having their necks snapped.

      I levitated to a height equal with the emperor.

      Another group of soldiers tried to grab him and hustle him away –

      I simply flung them out into the arena as well, leaving the emperor unguarded and defenseless.

      The fool cowered behind his golden chair as the lords and ladies around him all screamed and groveled on the floor.

      Out in the stands, the commoners shrieked and stampeded for the exits.

      “You, on the floor – get out of here,” I said, and the lords and ladies all ran away as fast as they could.

      The emperor moved to run with them –

      I thought about strangling the fool with his golden chains, but I still needed him to command his men to bring me Ayana.

      So I simply collapsed the metal rods holding all the canopies, bent them down, and barred his way with tightly stretched cloth. He didn’t even have a knife to cut his way through.

      So he cowered behind his golden throne.

      “Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear beforehand,” I shouted. “I want my friend Ayana, or you and your men will die. I’ll give you one more chance… and then I’m going to get angry.”

      The emperor peeked out from behind his chair and fixed me with a look of hatred… but he gave in.

      “Bring out the lightning witch!” he roared – and then a crafty look came over his face. “And all of her compatriots! ALL of them!”

      Again, I didn’t like what he’d said, nor the way he said it.

      “You’d better not be planning a trick,” I warned.

      “I’m not,” he said, far too unctuously. “Merely giving you what you so politely requested. Tell me, this witchcraft you possess – what is it? You can fly, obviously – are you able to throw men around with your powers, as well?”

      “Among other things.”

      “You said ‘Javron of Cavennel, Iron Mage’ – does that imply you have power over iron and steel?”

      I probably shouldn’t have let him know what I could do. The fear of the unknown would have been more helpful in manipulating him – but he’d been such a sneering ass that I had had to answer him in kind.

      I thought about denying my powers, but that die was already cast.

      “Yes,” I said. “Exactly.”

      “I see…”

      The emperor must have decided it wasn’t very dignified to remain hiding behind his golden throne, because he slowly moved around in front of it and sat down.

      I guess he figured I could kill him either way, so he might as well go out dignified.

      Maybe he even thought the sight of a ruler on a throne would affect me in some way – prompt some deference from me.

      He didn’t know me at all.

      We stayed that way in silence – me floating midair, him sitting on his golden throne – until there was a noise from the doors on all sides of the arena.

      Hundreds of new guards spilled out – along with what looked like thousands of gladiators. They were monstrous in appearance – bulls, aquatic-looking monsters, giant praying mantises.

      And at the far end of the arena, 200 feet away from me, a guard had Ayana in chains.

      “HALT!” the emperor shouted, and every living being in the arena – man and beast – stopped moving.

      “Go to her,” the emperor said to me.

      “Send her over here instead,” I ordered.

      “No. I want you far away from me, Iron Mage.”

      “I don’t care. Send her over.”

      “You are in my kingdom, now, and I am the only one who gives orders around here. GO TO HER.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You know… you look a lot more impressive sitting there on your throne than you did cowering behind it.”

      A look of intense hatred twisted his face, and he shouted at the guards, “If he strikes at your emperor, kill the girl – AND his other whores! If he doesn’t reach her in thirty seconds, kill the lightning witch anyway!”

      I glared at him. “If she dies, you die.”

      He smiled evilly. “Of that I have no doubt. Best move, Iron Mage. Time passes quickly.”

      I grunted, then turned and flew across the arena – fast.

      He’d only seen me fly slowly, which I guessed was why he’d given me thirty seconds.

      Twenty-five by the time we’d stopped talking.

      I reached her in five.

      Ayana stared up at me in shock. She looked thin and dirt-streaked, her clothes ragged and torn… but she was alive.

      “Javron…” she murmured as I hovered down in front of her.

      And then, without warning, the guard behind her ran her through with his sword.

      She screamed as the blade came out the front of her belly.

      “NOOOO!” I screamed, and immediately crushed the guard’s skull with the helmet on his head.

      I caught Ayana in my arms as she fell.

      Had the guard Ayana acted alone?

      I looked over my shoulder just in time to see the tattered canopies fluttering in the wind. A couple of soldiers had apparently cut through the cloth and were hustling their leader away.

      Had that been the emperor’s final order before he fled? To kill Ayana?

      Bastard!

      I swore I would kill him.

      Then his voice boomed through the arena, making matters even worse.

      “SOLDIER OR GLADIATOR, WHOMEVER KILLS THE IRON MAGE, I SHALL GIVE HIM A KINGDOM OF HIS OWN!”

      Oh no…

      I pulled Ayana up into the air with me. Blood smeared from her stomach onto my armor.

      Suddenly the archers amongst the guards pulled back their bows, and a hundred metal-tipped arrows sped towards me.

      There was no time to block all of them – they were moving too fast –

      I triggered the crystal containing Vala’s powers, and imagined a sphere around us.

      Immediately we were surrounded by something that looked like an ornament made of frosted glass.

      Was THIS what Vala saw? I wondered.

      Every arrow clattered uselessly off the sphere. Most were deflected, though some split their wooden shafts on impact.

      After the final arrows impacted it, the frosted sphere flickered and disappeared.

      I looked down at Ayana.

      “Jav… ron…” she whispered, and a bubble of blood popped on her lips.

      DAMN IT –

      I immediately triggered the crystal containing Evris’s powers – once, twice, thrice –

      Each time, a glow rippled through Ayana’s body.

      When the third light disappeared, she gasped, “What in the gods’ names – ?”

      I took her being able to speak as a good sign, but I was heedful of Evris’s warning about how only she could heal serious injuries – and I didn’t think it got much worse than being run through with a sword.

      “Hold on!” I ordered her.

      I dropped back down to where Vala, Nori, and Evris were huddled together. Vala was still holding up her invisible shields against the new wave of attacking soldiers, though I could tell it was a strain for her.

      “EVRIS!” I yelled as I laid Ayana on the ground.

      The healer immediately scrambled down beside her and put her hands upon her.

      An even brighter light enveloped Ayana’s entire body, and she gasped. “OH!”

      I pulled the ragged, bloody clothes from her belly –

      There was nothing but smooth, unbroken skin.

      “What happened?!” Ayana asked, apparently fully recovered.

      “Later,” I said, using my powers to break the manacles off her arms. “You won’t be needing those anymore.”

      Despite the strength of her powers, Vala couldn’t continue to hold out much longer against the swords and battle axes clanging against her shield.

      But she didn’t have to – the glowing light of the rift was within the walls she’d cast.

      “Nori, let’s go!” I yelled.

      It angered me to have to leave the emperor behind, but the priority was getting back to our own world, not taking revenge.

      Suddenly a barrage of fireballs hit the walls of Vala’s shields, and she fell to her knees, screaming –

      Though the shields still held, because the soldiers were still held at bay.

      I turned to look behind us.

      Up on the platform where the emperor had been were three figures in robes. Two of the three were conjuring fireballs and casting them down at us.

      It seems even this world had its mages, too.

      The one in the middle did nothing, though I was sure it wouldn’t stay that way for long.

      The two on the ends conjured two more fireballs –

      I pulled every knife and sword out of its socket and sheath in my armor just as the mages launched their volleys.

      I knew what would happen next, and so I prepared.

      “AYANA, TAKE THE GUARDS BEHIND YOU!” I shouted.

      “WHAT?!” she yelled, not yet comprehending.

      The next volley of fireballs hit Vala’s shields –

      And suddenly all her powers gave way as she crumpled over, unconscious.

      The soldiers burst through, only twenty feet away from us on all sides.

      “NORI – SHIELD VALA AND EVRIS!” I screamed.

      Nori held aloft the spare crystal we’d put Vala’s power into. Though I couldn’t see it, I had no doubt a small shield now encompassed her, Evris, and Vala.

      I had no idea how long the shield would hold, so I did my level best to make sure no one would reach her.

      I sent my blades and swords into the soldiers on the right, shredding their faces and skulls.

      The soldiers on the left, I blew backwards by blasting their armor in the opposite direction.

      But there were still the soldiers fore and aft.

      Ayana figured out my order to her as soon as the shields fell.

      She handled the guards closest to the emperor’s stand by shooting lightning directly at them.

      It arced between the armor on their bodies, hitting two dozen of them at once.

      The final guards I stopped with a burst from one of the crystals on my gauntlet, throwing up another shield. It materialized like a wall of frosted glass, and the soldiers all slammed into it.

      But it wouldn’t last long with those damn fire mages blasting at us.

      Another volley of fireballs hit the ground, exploding dirt and sand all around us. The fire mages couldn’t see exactly what to aim at, since the shields were invisible – but they had a good idea by looking at where the soldiers had stopped.

      I glanced over to see Evris crouched over Vala, hands glowing, apparently trying to revive her.

      I had to buy them time!

      The best way?

      Kill the damn fire mages.

      I sent my blades – the ones I’d sliced through the guards’ faces and skulls – soaring up out of the heaps of bodies and towards the emperor’s stand.

      Then the middle mage sprang into action.

      A spray of ice blasted from his hands and created a wall two feet thick atop the balcony.

      My knives and swords slammed harmlessly into the ice.

      I pulled them out, ready to redirect them above –

      But the center mage was encasing them in a cocoon of ice.

      Within seconds, they would be entombed.

      It was a good way to keep them out of commission momentarily, but they probably had some plan worked out to get them back in the battle.

      Then I thought of something better.

      The golden throne – it was still sitting there, behind the mages and the growing wall of ice.

      I seized it and slammed it forward with all my might.

      I heard the scream and – through my connection with the metal itself – felt the crack of bones as the mage’s body was crushed between the throne and the wall of ice.

      Then I slammed the metal chair back and forth like a man blindly swinging a battle hammer.

      I felt another crunch through the metal and heard another scream.

      The third mage ran for it.

      Six daggers to the back took him down.

      I looked around.

      Vala was stirring inside Nori’s smaller shield. We could head for the rift –

      The only problem was, the place where the light used to be visible was now piled high with soldiers’ corpses.

      I would have to clear a path to get us back to the rift –

      But now the gladiators were coming at us, climbing over the piles of dead bodies.

      I noticed that a few guards on the pile weren’t quite dead yet. Those that were still alive, the gladiators finished the job with a spear thrust here, a stomp to the face there.

      There was apparently no love lost between the two groups.

      The gladiators had no armor for me to manipulate and toss around with them in it. I was going to have to kill them, then – and there were at least a thousand of them –

      “Javron, fly me up in the air!” Ayana yelled.

      I didn’t hesitate; I trusted her completely.

      I grabbed her and launched both of us into the air.

      I was expecting her to blast them with lightning, but no.

      Instead, she yelled, “STOP!”

      The gladiators stopped their forward surge and gazed up at her – although plenty still took advantage of the lull to kill a guard or two.

      “You’re free!” she yelled. “Escape while you can!”

      I realized she wasn’t trying to kill them –

      She was trying to reason with them.

      Even more surprisingly, they listened.

      “There’s no escape, Ayana!” one yelled. “You know that!”

      “We’ll never be free as long as the emperor lives!” one of the gladiators shouted.

      “Start an uprising!” Ayana shouted.

      “Nradow will have us hunted down until every last one of our heads are on a pike!” another one shouted.

      Ayana turned to look at me, desperation in her eyes. “Javron – these creatures are slaves – do we have to kill them?”

      “Hold on!” I shouted at the crowd. “Give me thirty seconds!”

      There was a grumbling amongst the multitude. Dozens started to creep forward over the bodies towards Nori and Evris and Vala –

      “THIRTY SECONDS!” Ayana screamed, and the gladiators all stopped moving.

      “They must respect you,” I muttered as I flew us over the stands of the arena.

      “They know how many of them I’ve killed,” Ayana said grimly, “and that I don’t want to kill anymore.”

      As we swooped down over the arena, I saw the rest of the city. It was a thing of beauty – massive buildings made of marble, with domes and towers. Small bridges connected every structure. Statues were carved into the marble – whole scenes of battles and myths were presented in full along the rooftops.

      The arena itself was a giant wheel carved from black marble, with statues of gladiators adorning its walls.

      The entire city was art – perhaps the most beautiful thing I had ever seen in my life.

      But I could not waste my time looking, because I was searching for something.

      There were thousands of people running through the streets, away from the arena, screaming in terror.

      I used my powers to find any metal on their bodies.

      I found a few items of silver, more of brass –

      There.

      In a building to the side of the arena, I found a mass of steel and iron –

      Twelve suits of armor.

      And in the middle of them, I heard the song of gold.

      I immediately looped the metal chains tight around the wearer’s neck and dragged him towards me.

      The emperor came kicking and screaming out a second-story window, where I grabbed his neck with one hand and lifted him into the air.

      “Stop – stop – ” he choked as the chains crushed his windpipe.

      “Shouldn’t have reneged on our deal,” I said. “I know a certain Enchantress who would have made you pay dearly for that.”

      We flew over the arena just as the gladiators were losing patience and edging closer to Vala, Nori, and Evris.

      Vala looked recovered by now, but I was glad we didn’t have to test her powers just yet.

      I hovered over the gladiators, who shouted and roared and lifted their arms towards the dangling emperor.

      “Please – no – ” he choked.

      “Well?” I asked Ayana. “I leave it up to you – he did order you to be stabbed in the back.”

      “Drop the bastard,” she seethed.

      Nradow’s eyes went wide. “NO – ”

      “I believe this fellow promised you a kingdom!” I called out to the gladiators. “I’ll let you work out the details.”

      The emperor screamed as he fell into the teeming crowd of gladiators below.

      They tore him limb from limb with their bare hands… and claws… and whatever other strange limbs they possessed.

      “Death to all tyrants,” Ayana hissed.

      While the gladiators were engaged in their bloody sport, Ayana and I drifted down towards Nori, Vala, and Evris. I hit an invisible shield on the way down, and we slid at an angle as though on an icy slide.

      When we hit the ground, suddenly the invisible wall behind us gave way, and Ayana and I stumbled in next to the other three women.

      “Do you – ” I started.

      “Don’t worry, I have another shield in place,” Vala reassured me. She looked around us worriedly. “Are they going to come after us?”

      The gladiators certainly didn’t seem interested in us at all. They were too busy slaughtering guards to pay us any attention.

      “No… they’re busy paying back some old debts,” Ayana said.

      “Vala, can you move the shield forward as we walk towards the rift?” I asked.

      “I should be able to – but the bodies in the way – ”

      “Let me out of the shield, or at least open it up at the top. Then I can moved the bodies if they have armor on.”

      She frowned. “But – you should be able to move them through my shield! You did it at the castle!”

      I remembered what she was talking about: our little demonstration of powers, with Elios and his men looking on.

      “Actually, if your shields are completely surrounding me, I have to go up through the ground, and it’s a good deal harder.”

      She stared at me, her mouth open. “You little stinker – ”

      I grinned. “Had to be sure we were on the same team before I gave away all my secrets.”

      “AFTER ALL THIS – ?!”

      “Can you please just open the top of your shield so we can go home?”

      Vala shook her head in irritation, then said, “It’s open at the top. Let’s go… I’m moving it forward.”

      We all walked together towards the rift. The dead bodies that got in our way were all guards, and I flung aside them aside using their armor to move them.

      The live bodies in our way were all gladiators, and they stepped aside willingly as soon as Ayana gestured for them to move.

      Within sixty seconds, the rift was just outside the boundary of Vala’s barrier.

      “You might have to drop your shields,” I said, “or we won’t be able to get to it.”

      “No,” Vala said with wonder, “it passed right through my shield… just like a ghost…”

      I didn’t know why, but I was guessing rips in time and space could do things that even our powers couldn’t begin to match.

      As we gathered around the white light and Nori prepared her staff, I said, “Wait.”

      “What?”

      “Just – hold on.”

      There was the sound of ice shattering – and suddenly a golden blur whizzed through the air, then lowered down through the opening in Vala’s shields.

      The emperor’s golden throne.

      It clipped the edge of Vala’s shields a bit as it came down, but I got it safely to the ground.

      “What in the world?!” Vala gasped.

      “We had a hell of a time getting in and out of here,” I said. “Might as well have something for our troubles.”

      “What, rescuing me wasn’t reward enough?” Ayana asked tartly.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll make you a beautiful necklace,” I said with a smirk.

      However, my looting did not go without being noticed.

      The gladiators saw what had settled down next to us, and began pounding on the shield.

      “Hey – HEY!”

      “GIVE IT HERE!”

      “We should probably be going now,” I said.

      “Good idea,” Vala agreed.

      Nori triggered the staff –

      And the entire world went white.
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      All of a sudden we were back on the island.

      The priests stood there in the canebrake looking at us.

      “I never thought I’d be so glad to see this place again,” Ayana gasped as she fell to her knees in the sand.

      I looked up at the middle priest. “Thanks for your help.”

      “You are welcome.”

      “Tell me – how long do we have before the Xavok comes to this world?”

      “That is uncertain.”

      “You have stalled it for the moment by killing Kalos…”

      “…but it will not be put off for long.”

      “Give me an estimate – days, weeks, months – hours?!” I asked in desperation.

      The three priests answered in turn.

      “Perhaps months.”

      “Perhaps weeks.”

      “Perhaps days – but not hours.”

      “You’re very helpful,” I said sarcastically. “Is there something else you’d like to tell me?”

      “Good luck, for you will need it.”

      “Not just to beat the Xavok…”

      “…but to stay alive.”

      I wished I hadn’t asked them if there was something else they needed to tell me.

      “Goodbye,” I said. “I don’t think we’ll meet again.”

      “Perhaps not here…”

      “…but there are other places we might.”

      “You may well be surprised.”

      And then the three figures backed into the canebrake, disappearing into the oversized reeds.

      I shook my head in irritation – more at the dark prophecy than anything else – and turned back to Evris. “Let’s return to your hut and regroup.”

      Returning home was a great deal easier than going from the hut to the island. Vala carried both Ayana and Nori with her inside a sphere. Evris took her sled, and I flew – with a thousand times less pain. I floated the golden throne along with me, but that was child’s play.

      When we returned to the hut, we fed Ayana and put her to bed. While she slept, we talked outside.

      “Nori and I are continuing on to Ebrelon,” I said. “You’re both welcome to join us.”

      Evris choked up and nearly cried. “You mean that?”

      I smiled. “You’ve more than made up for what happened. But I have to warn you, the way will be treacherous, and there’s nothing at the end of the journey but more danger.”

      “Melik will never let you pass through Avenrod. You know that, don’t you?” Vala asked.

      “Are you saying that as a servant of the king?”

      “I’m saying that as a realist. You killed hundreds of his men – ”

      “I didn’t. The gnomoks did – that is, if the cowards didn’t retreat.”

      “Well, you personally killed a dozen of his men, not to mention his chief sorcerer. He won’t let that stand.”

      “His sorcerer was the entire reason we’re in this mess,” I protested. “Kalos was the one who wanted the mines cleared – and only so he could use them to reach the Nether.”

      “Melik doesn’t know that, and he wouldn’t care even if he did. In his eyes, you’ve spat in his eye and challenged his authority. He won’t let you live.”

      “Right now he must surely think I’m dead.”

      Vala shrugged. “Perhaps. But since Kalos never returned to court, I can assure you that Melik has had wanted notices with your picture on them posted in every town in the land, just in case. And he’s probably alerted Rembos about you, as well.”

      “Rembos?”

      “The kingdom to the north. Melik hates them, but I’m sure he hates you more right now, and he’d be more than happy to poison the well against you.”

      “I don’t ever have to set foot in either Avenrod or Rembos,” I said. “I can fly to Ebrelon.”

      “All the way? Carrying that?” Vala asked as she pointed at the gold throne, which I had set up outside Evris’s shack. “Without stopping or resting for the night? You’re talking about hundreds of miles.”

      I grimaced. I knew I could probably handle twenty miles at a time in just my suit, but carrying a thousand pounds of dead weight would shorten that distance significantly.

      And then there was Nori and Ayana and Evris to think about…

      “I could travel much faster if I had a shield mage to carry Nori and Ayana and Evris for me,” I said with a raised eyebrow.

      Vala sighed heavily. “You’re asking me to commit treason – you know that, don’t you?”

      “To save the world.”

      “So you say. I haven’t seen this dream beast you’ve been going on about.”

      “You really think Melik is that good of a king?” I asked.

      “No. He’s a fool and an idiot.”

      “He’s also the man who sent you to die. You were a pawn to him and Kalos, Vala – nothing more.”

      “It’s still treason,” she said glumly. “And I’m not a traitor.”

      “Then… are you going to be one of the ones tracking me down?”

      She shook her head. “No… no, if he ordered me to do that, I would have to disobey him.”

      “Why?”

      Vala smiled ruefully. “You saved me from an eternity as the plaything of that woman.”

      “Hm… an eternity of sexual pleasure versus serving a fool of a king… or going up against a demonic fiend. I don’t know that I really did you all that great a favor, Vala,” I said with a grin.

      “You saved me from being a slave,” she said, not joking around at all. “That was the favor.”

      I looked at her for a long time. “You said you would disobey if Melik ordered you to hunt me down. What if he ordered you executed for treason?”

      Vala stared at me for a long time, then sighed and looked at the ground. “…even if I were executed for treason.”

      “It’s treason either way, then – why not avoid dealing with the royal idiot?”

      “I’m sworn to be a servant of the crown,” she said unhappily.

      “So it’s not the king you don’t want to betray so much as it is the crown… is that it?”

      She shrugged. “I suppose you could say that. What does it matter, though?”

      “What if he were deposed?”

      Vala stared at me in shock. “What?”

      “What if I took his throne from him?”

      Her eyes widened. “You’re mad!”

      “Why? I’ve already overthrown one asshole today. I can make time to overthrow another.”

      “But – we can’t just – ”

      “Of course we can. With you and Ayana at my side, we’d be greater than the rest of his army combined.”

      “I thought you came here to save the world, Javron,” Vala snapped.

      “I did. And if a fool is going to get in my way and make it more difficult, I’ll just have to deal with him, won’t I?” My smile faded into a grimace. “My only reservation is that it means deposing his wife and children, too… I won’t kill them, which means sending them into exile, and they’ll probably have backers in other kingdoms who – ”

      “That won’t be a problem,” Vala interrupted. “The queen is dead and there are no heirs.”

      “What?”

      “The queen was a princess from Terevok, the kingdom between Ebrelon and Rembos. Melik was always extremely fond of his concubines, and when the queen didn’t bear him an heir, he all but deserted her bed. She took up with a duke, the affair was discovered, and both of them were executed. The common people take the king’s side, since they were upset about the queen not bearing him an heir… but those close to the throne know that the king doesn’t have any illegitimate heirs running around, so the problem was entirely with him. Some say the queen was pregnant with the duke’s child, and that was why Melik was so enraged that he killed them both, in the process destroying the peace with Terevok that the marriage was supposed to secure.”

      I stared at her. “And you would remain loyal to such a man?!”

      “NO – I told you, it’s the crown I serve, not the man!”

      “Then you should have no problems with me taking it away from him.”

      She looked nauseated… but she finally nodded. “…I guess.”

      “It’s the right choice, Vala, and you know it.”

      She sighed. “So I’m to be a traitor no matter what I do.”

      I smiled. “Not a traitor – a liberator. Don’t you know that history’s written by the victors? And I’m going to make damn sure it’s us writing the history today.”

      “How do you propose to do it? Lay siege to the city? Attack the castle?”

      I thought for a second. “…no. We’re going to appear in court as loyal subjects of the king… until it’s too late for him to stop us.”

      “There’s a problem with your plan, Javron. You can’t govern a kingdom if you’re leaving for Ebrelon. We can’t leave Avenrod in chaos – there will be coups and invasions… you might as well kill a quarter of the city.”

      “Don’t worry. I have something in mind.”
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      When Ayana awoke, we made our preparations to leave.

      Evris set her ‘hounds’ free, and they dove back into the river by her hut.

      “I never thought I would be sad to leave this place, but… I have to say, I am,” she said.

      “We can always leave you here,” I teased.

      She frowned. “Don’t even joke about that.”

      I laughed. “It’s been a full day for you – traveling to three different realms, having an orgy, destroying an empire, deposing a king… I’m afraid you’ll get an inaccurate view of what our days are really like.”

      “As long as all is forgiven, I don’t care,” she whispered.

      I put my hand around her waist, smiled, and drew her close to me.

      “All is forgiven,” I said, then kissed her.

      “We don’t really have time for that right now,” Ayana said as she passed by.

      “You’re just sore you missed the orgy,” I said lightly.

      “I’m sure there’ll be another one,” she said without bothering to turn around.

      Actually, I was sure of that, too.

      One of the things I did was have Nori replenish the crystals. I used two of my gauntlet stones to carry Ayana’s lightning, a third to hold Vala’s shields, and the fourth as a vessel for Evris’s healing spells.

      Nori dedicated one of her stones to lightning and the other to shields.

      Now that I’d made mithril and adamantine additions to my armor, what I lusted after most was more crystals. That would have to be our greatest priority when we got to Ebrelon.

      When all our preparations had been made and our few belongings gathered up, we set off. I flew, Vala carried Nori, Ayana, and Evris, and I levitated the golden throne along with us.

      Vala had to rest twice along the way. I didn’t admit to it, but I was glad we took the breaks; transporting a two-thousand-pound golden chair was a lot more tiring than I had thought it would be.

      First we headed for the priests’ island. Not to see them, but as a signpost on our way back to the mines.

      Lakrik had told me to look for altars, which would lead to doorways back to the world above. But I specifically wanted to return to the mines if possible. I definitely didn’t want to take an alternate route and wind up 200 miles further away from Melik’s castle than we needed to be.

      We found the priests’ island, then headed north – or whatever direction it was that faced directly opposite the beaches.

      As we passed by, the priests did not emerge, and I saw no sign of them.

      A couple of miles later, we found the altar.

      I levitated myself up through the black circle. Sure enough, I emerged back in the kobolds’ tunnel.

      I returned to the Nether to give the women the good news, and they all crawled into the hole, one by one.

      The throne was the only problem: it was far too wide to fit through the hole, much less the tunnels. So I had to compact it down, elongating it.

      It was a shame to distort the beautiful scrollwork carved into the throne’s surface, but I reminded myself that I had planned on tearing it apart piece by piece to pay for whatever we needed along our journey – food, safe passage, bribing kings, hiring mercenaries, what have you.

      But as a metalworker myself, I greatly appreciated quality craftsmanship, and I winced as I flattened the chair into an oblong shape that could fit through the portal.

      Once we were inside the mines, we retraced our steps until we came to the kobold hall where I had caved in the ceiling. That was a mess, but I cleared enough of a path for us that Vala could levitate the women across. I followed with the throne.

      We continued on up to the surface. I winced as I saw the ogre’s corpse; the giant spider’s offspring had had themselves a feast in our absence, leaving only the bones and leathery skin.

      In fact, I covered myself with one of Vala’s shields as we passed through the spiders’ lair. I didn’t care what Lakrik had said, I didn’t care to feel any of the little buggers crawling over my armor.

      Once out in the main hall, I removed the shield spell from my crystal and was hit by the powerful stench of rot.

      “Keep your shields up as long as you can,” I warned Vala. “It smells horrible in here.”

      We soon found out why. We reached the gnomoks, who bowed and let us pass unmolested – but they had not given the same treatment to King Melik’s men. Hundreds of corpses lay strewn across the cave floor, with rats and bugs eating the decaying flesh out of the armor.

      It was a horrific sight.

      “You don’t want to see this – look up!” I commanded the woman, and they all did until we were past.

      We passed the rotting carcasses of the griffins, which were well on their way to becoming feather-covered heaps of bones. And then we made it to the surface.

      It was early morning, with the sun just barely cresting the tops of the trees. There were signs of the army that had once been here – heavily trodden ground and the week-old remains of campfires – but not a single soldier had been left on watch in case we returned.

      Nor the horses I’d been given when I’d left Cavennel.

      Bastards.

      I guess the soldiers given up on us and left… which made things easier in the long run.

      “Let’s go,” I said, “but let’s avoid the town and stick to the forest for as long as we can.”

      We voyaged through the treetops, with Vala’s shields brushing aside limbs. I merely floated over anything that was too dense to push through. And in very short order, we were within sight of Avenrod castle.

      We paused on the edge of the forest to rest.

      “Are we still walking in the front door?” Vala asked.

      “We’ll be flying in, but yes – through the front door,” I said. “Will any mages be there?”

      “They shouldn’t be in court unless summoned. Most probably they’ll be training.”

      “Will Melik summon them when we show up?”

      “It’s possible… if he doesn’t buy your story.”

      “Any mages we can’t handle?”

      “No. There’s a fire mage, but he’s fresh out of the Academy. There’s an earth mage, too, but she’s only moderately skilled. I was by far the most powerful one besides Kalos.”

      “Any chance they’ll attack after our trap is sprung?”

      “I doubt it. They despise Melik just as much as I do.”

      “Alright, then… we carry on.”

      We levitated the rest of the way to the castle. Peasants and merchants pointed and shouted as we passed overhead. After all, it’s not every day that one sees five people and a golden throne flying through the air.

      Once again, I marveled at the fountains on the castle grounds – they were even more beautiful from the air. Melik might have been a bastard, but he had a keen eye for beauty.

      We set down inside the gates of the castle’s interior walls. I let the mangled throne settle gently to the ground.

      As expected, we caused something of a commotion.

      Four dozen archers aimed at us from the walls, and three dozen soldiers rushed into the courtyard – including Elios, the captain of the guard.

      I was hoping he hadn’t somehow managed to fool me about being a decent fellow. I had always thought myself a fairly good judge of human nature, and Elios seemed like one of the best I’d met.

      “Javron?!” he called out in alarm.

      I realized he recognized my powers and my armor, but he couldn’t see my face because of the mithril guard – so I reassured him with my voice. “It’s me, Elios!”

      He looked down at his armor. He apparently hadn’t been expecting me to return, and was now sorely regretting what he was wearing.

      “Good news!” I yelled out in a cheerful voice. “We return from the mines with word from Kalos!”

      “The last we heard, you ripped off his finger,” Elios said coldly.

      “Only after he tried to kill Vala. Did they tell you that?”

      Elios looked startled, and glanced over at Vala.

      She nodded grimly.

      “I – I didn’t know…”

      I waved my hand dismissively. “‘Twas merely a misunderstanding – everything is forgiven after our glorious victory. Tell King Melik that Kalos has conquered the Nether in his name, and I come here bringing a gift,” I said as I patted the throne.

      Elios raised an eyebrow. “What’s that?”

      “A throne!” I said, then looked at it.

      It was a bit misshapen, so I tried to straighten it out with my powers.

      I wasn’t very successful – I would have had to spend hours trying to repair it – but if nothing else, seeing me alter the metal made the soldiers a little more edgy.

      If Vala was right, my face was on every wanted sign in Avenrod and beyond. I was pretty sure just one of the archers was itching to let loose an arrow in my face.

      I could also tell that there were quite a few not tipped with steel.

      Of course, what they didn’t know was that I now had one of Vala’s shields around me, cast from one of the stones in my gauntlet. Not to mention adamantine coating the interior of my helmet and cuirass.

      Steel or wood, nothing was getting through.

      Elios was confused. “You disappear for a week, and suddenly you’re back? What took you so long?”

      “We actually visited different realms, courtesy of Kalos. The king will probably want to hear of it first.”

      Elios considered me warily, then jerked his head. One of the soldiers beside him ran off into the castle.

      “Vala? What are you wearing?” Elios asked.

      “Don’t ask,” she muttered.

      I chuckled. “A gift from one of the realms we visited – as is this throne.”

      “I don’t understand… you visited other kingdoms?” Elios asked.

      The confusion in his voice told me he had been kept out of the loop – or he was a supremely talented actor and had missed his calling by not joining a troop of traveling players.

      “Not other kingdoms… other places in time and space,” I said as theatrically as I could. “Different worlds.”

      “Different… worlds?” Elios asked, as though I were mad.

      “All will be explained. But I think the king will want to hear it before his foot soldiers do,” I said, gesturing at the archers.

      “Stand down!” he shouted.

      The archers and swordsmen relaxed.

      Then Elios added sourly to me, “Not as though they could do anything against you anyway.”

      “Why would they? I’m here to announce a brand new chapter in the fortunes of Avenrod!”

      “Mm,” he grunted noncommittally.

      The soldier who had been sent off as a messenger came running back. “The king says to admit them to his presence immediately!”

      Elios looked surprised, then ushered us in through the doors. “Well, come on, then….”

      We marched into the throne room accompanied by the soldiers. The archers stayed outside – which made things far simpler for me. All the courtiers and servants were a bit of a problem, but I figured I could work around them if need be.

      I removed my helmet as I entered. It was probably protocol – which I didn’t give a damn about – but I figured the king would trust me more if he saw my face. And I wanted him to trust me.

      I needn’t have bothered. As soon as he saw the throne, Melik’s eyes could look at nothing else. He practically licked his lips as he stared at it.

      That’s what I had been hoping for: that his greed would blind him until it was too late.

      “What news, Iron Mage?” the king asked happily.

      “Kalos sends his regards, your majesty,” I said.

      The idiot liked that I’d finally addressed him with his proper title. “Wonderful!”

      “And a gift,” I said, gesturing to the throne. “It belonged to the Emperor of Merovakia… before we killed him and took over his kingdom in your name.”

      Now Melik was practically salivating. “Merovakia? I’ve never heard of it.”

      “I would think not, your majesty, considering that it is on another world.”

      Melik’s eyes lit up. “So Kalos was right?”

      “Indeed, your majesty.”

      I was laying it on thick with the ‘your majesty’s.’ And yet Melik never thought anything amiss. He was too blinded by visions of greed and power.

      His lower lip trembled, and his eyes widened. “But – but this means – ”

      “You will soon rule more than just Avenrod, sire,” I said.

      “Where is Kalos?”

      “In the Nether, as we speak.”

      It wasn’t a lie, exactly.

      The king stroked his beard and hesitated, perhaps wondering if this was something he wanted potential conspirators and backstabbers to hear.

      “Your majesty, might I make a suggestion?” I asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Perhaps it would be best to clear the room for what I have to tell you next,” I said in a low voice.

      The king narrowed his eyes and nodded, like he was wise man indeed who knew a good idea when he heard it. “Everyone but Elios and his men, out!”

      The courtiers left, all of them unhappy at missing out on the news to come.

      Once they heard later what happened in their absence, they would probably regard it as the greatest stroke of luck in their lives.

      Once they were gone and the doors closed, Melik asked, “Now – what exactly happened in the Nether?”

      “Well, for one, your sorcerer tried to kill us,” I said with a smile. “It didn’t work.”

      The king’s expression froze.

      I heard two dozen armored hands go to their swords – but I forced the blades to remain in their sheaths. Elios and his men grunted, but none of them could remove their weapons.

      “GUARDS!” Elios yelled.

      Unfortunately for him, the doors to the throne room had a beam as large as a tree trunk that could be placed across the doors to bar entry to an invading army. The beam was reinforced with iron, which allowed me to slide it through the bolts and lock it in place.

      There was booming and banging on the other side of the doors, but no one was getting through anytime soon.

      I strolled towards the throne. Melik watched me in terror.

      “What made you dispatch Kalos to the mines with a thousand men?” I asked.

      “The – there was a messenger who said you needed help,” Melik said, his eyes torn between me and the golden throne.

      Even when his life was in danger, all he could think about was the shiny thing before him.

      “No… actually, you dispatched Kalos before the messenger arrived, didn’t you? Those thousand men showed up a little less than an hour after we entered the mines – but if you’d actually waited for the messenger to arrive, it would have taken him an hour to get to Avenrod, then another however long to assemble your thousand men, then another hour to ride back. But your little army was there within forty-five minutes. How did that happen?”

      “I don’t… I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Melik said, and swallowed hard.

      “Don’t go any closer, Javron,” Elios warned me.

      “Don’t give me orders you can’t enforce, Elios,” I retorted.

      He tried to step forward, but I rooted him to the spot by making his armor immovable. In fact, I made it so not a single soldier could move.

      “Why did you send us, Melik?” I asked. “Did you think I was powerful enough to clear out the mines, but then I would just fall to your sorcerer? And were you that willing to sacrifice Vala?”

      When the idiot heard me call him by his name and not ‘your majesty,’ he knew the jig was up.

      “ELIOS!” the king roared as he stared at the captain of the guard frantically.

      “He can’t help you now,” I said as I started up the steps of the dais. “What did Kalos tell you about the Nether?”

      “Keep away from me, you murderous peasant!” Melik cried out.

      He stumbled out of his wooden throne and tried to run towards the back of the room –

      But I kept him from going anywhere with the only piece of metal he wore on his body.

      His crown.

      I shoved it down over his brow and then gripped it hard around his head, like a vise.

      He screamed as he fell to his knees.

      Then I dragged him backwards to me until he knelt before me.

      “This peasant is asking you a question,” I said, and forced him to look at me by using the crown to wrench up his head. “What did Kalos tell you about the Nether?”

      “He said – he said he could use his powers to go to other worlds…” the king whimpered.

      “What else?”

      “He said… he said that we could c-co-conquer them…” he bawled, tears streaming down his cheeks.

      The soldiers all made faces of disgust.

      I probably would have, too, if I’d put my life in the service of a man who would cry like an infant and abandon all dignity in the face of death.

      “Did he tell you that he was going to summon a creature that wants to destroy the world?”

      The king looked up at me without an ounce of surprise.

      He’d known.

      “You fool…” I whispered.

      “He said he could control it!” Melik said in a pleading voice. “He said that once he had its power, we would rule a thousand realms!”

      I looked over at Elios to see his reaction.

      To his credit, the captain of the guard looked truly horrified.

      I turned back to Melik. “So not only did you endanger every single one of your subjects, but you endangered every single person in the world because of your avarice and blind ambition. Is that what you’re telling me?”

      “Kalos said it would be fine!”

      “Kalos couldn’t even kill me,” I hissed. “How do you think he could have controlled the one thing in the world I fear?”

      That got a reaction.

      “I will dedicate my entire army to helping you fight the creature!” the king said hopefully, as though he thought he could grovel enough to let him stay on the throne. “We will do everything in our power – ”

      “YOU will do NOTHING, because NOTHING is in your power any longer,” I said, and used my powers to yank the crown off his head. “You don’t deserve this. And you will no longer wear it. I will.”

      I held out my helmet and put the crown on top. I expanded the crown until it fit comfortably on top, flattened it, and bonded the gold to the steel, melding it into the helmet.

      “There we go,” I said as I put on my helmet and turned to Elios. “I am now the king of Avenrod. Arrest this fool and put him in your dungeon, or tower, or wherever it is that you put prisoners.”

      “I… can’t move,” Elios grunted.

      “Oh, right.”

      I knew that – I was just having a bit of fun. And reinforcing the fact that no matter what they did, I could overpower them.

      I released my hold on Elios’s armor, and he stumbled forward. Then he looked at me incredulously.

      “You can’t just seize the throne,” he said.

      “I just did.”

      “He is the rightful heir – ”

      “He endangered everyone in this kingdom, and the world, because he’s a stupid jackass,” I said. “If you leave him in power, he’ll do it again.”

      Elios sputtered. “Aren’t you – aren’t you leaving Avenrod in the next day or two?!”

      “Yes, why?”

      “Who in the gods’ name is going to rule the kingdom, then?!”

      I walked over and clapped him on the shoulder. “You are.”

      “What?!”

      “What do you call it when somebody rules in someone else’s place? They do it when a prince or princess is too young to take the throne – ”

      “A regent?”

      “That’s it – a regent. You are now Regent Elios of Avenrod. Good luck.”

      “You can’t do that!”

      “I told you, I already did. Where are the king’s chambers? We’re going to need someplace to spend the night.”

      “This is all a game to you, but – ”

      “I assure, it’s not a game. We’re here – the five of us – ”

      I gestured to Nori, Vala, Ayana, and Evris.

      “ – to face down something your damn sorcerer was trying to conjure. He failed, but it’s still coming. And as far as I know, we’re the only thing that can stop it. So NO, this isn’t a game.”

      Elios looked angry. “Vala – you knew of this?”

      “Melik is unfit to rule, and you know it, Elios,” Vala said, though she looked uneasy as she said it.

      “TRAITOR!” Melik screamed from where he knelt on the floor.

      I flew one of the guards’ metal scabbards across the room and wrapped it twice around the lower part of Melik’s face, gagging him.

      “Don’t talk, former king,” I said. Then I turned back to Elios. “Do you know why I put you in charge?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Because you and Vala are the only two honest people I’ve met since I’ve been in Avenrod. No disrespect to your men, I haven’t talked to them, but I have with you – and you’re the only man I trust in this entire city.”

      Elios straightened up. The compliment had affected him, it was obvious.

      But he hadn’t entirely bought in. Not yet.

      “What about Vala?” he said bitterly. “You don’t trust her to run things?”

      “I said you’re the only man I trust for a reason,” I said. “She’s with me now. I need her for the battle to come. So do whatever you have to in order to keep the peace, and – by the way, did Melik put a price on my head?”

      Now it was Elios’s turn to look uneasy. “Yes.”

      “Rescind it immediately. I don’t need mercenaries coming after me on my way to Ebrelon.”

      “Do you even care about this kingdom?” Elios asked angrily.

      “Enough that I’m willing to risk my life fighting a horror your sorcerer was trying to summon for personal gain, and your former king was stupid enough to let him do it.”

      “Fine, you care about the world and alllll the people in it,” Elios said sarcastically. “But do you give a damn about the people of this kingdom? The common people?”

      “I was a blacksmith in the Badlands,” I said coldly. “I have more in common with the poorest of your citizens than I do with captains of the king’s guard, I can tell you that much.”

      “Then there are things you need to know. We’re in a drought – trade has suffered, the royal coffers are empty, taxes are crushing the people – ”

      “What’s the biggest problem you face?”

      “Food.”

      “Your citizens don’t look too malnourished.”

      “That’s because all the farms close by support the city – by royal decree – but the rest of the kingdom is starving.”

      “The areas around you – Rem – what was it?”

      “Rembos, to the north.”

      “Do you trade with them?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are they in a drought?”

      “No, they’ve had rains aplenty.”

      “Do they have enough to feed everyone here, too?”

      Elios laughed. “What if they did? Where’s the money to buy it?”

      I looked over at the golden throne.

      I’d planned to use it to make our way easier as we traveled to Ebrelon. Bribe a few people, buy off some others.

      But if ten thousand children starved to death in Avenrod, would they care if I saved the world?

      No.

      Making my life a little easier – especially when I faced nearly insurmountable odds with Xavok – seemed petty next to the lives of tens of thousands who were suffering now.

      “There,” I said, and pointed at the mangled golden seat. “Would that buy enough food to feed the starving?”

      Elios stared at it. “But… it’s a throne. Or it used to be…”

      “I don’t give two shits that it’s a throne. Will the gold in it buy enough food to feed the starving of Avenrod?”

      Elios eyed me in confusion. “It would go a long way. A very long way.”

      “Then use it and make sure it feeds the people. The goatherds, the farmers, the orphans, the widows… the blacksmiths.”

      I lifted my hand towards the throne, and used my powers to tear off a chunk about the size of my fist. Then I floated it over to my grasp.

      “Just in case I need it on our travels,” I said. “You can have the rest.”

      Then I pointed at the nearest guard.

      “You – take us to the king’s chambers… my chambers. And Elios?”

      “Yes?”

      “Make whatever announcements necessary for a smooth transition of power. If there are any immediate problems – say, uprisings of discontented nobles – let me know and I’ll handle them before I leave. But I want the price off my head, and I don’t want anyone trying to stab me in the back on my way to Rembos. Understood?”

      “Understood.”

      Then I turned and addressed the other soldiers as I pointed at the misshapen throne.

      “And don’t even think of carving off any of that for your own. I’ll know you did it… just as I control metal, I’ll know. And whatever you take, I’ll kill you with it – in an incredibly painful manner. The emperor who owned that throne? I tried to make a deal with him, and he betrayed me, so I dragged him by his gold chains through the air and then tossed him to the gladiators he made fight for his amusement. They ripped him limb from limb. I promise you, anyone I catch stealing from the common folk of Avenrod will suffer a far, far worse fate than that.”

      The soldiers looked suitably intimidated. I doubted any of them would have taken even a shaving off the throne after that speech.

      “Now, please…” I finished pleasantly to the soldier I’d first pointed out, “take us to our room.”
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      We went to Melik’s chambers, which were absolutely stunning.

      A bed twice as large as any I’d ever seen – probably to accommodate a dozen concubines at once. And the mattress was luxurious, the sheets made of silk.

      There was a gigantic wooden tub for a bath with actual running water that was apparently heated in another chamber. It ran down two stone waterways – one for hot, one for cold – with sluices controlled by wooden levers, apparently designed by some clever engineer.

      And the walls were filled with embroidered tapestries: very detailed scenes of wood nymphs in erotic positions with satyrs.

      I saw where all the kingdom’s budget woes had started. He may have had a wooden throne, but he’d obviously put his money into what he cared about most: setting the scene for his nighttime adventures.

      Time to put them to good use.

      The first thing we did was draw Ayana a bath.

      My lightning mage shucked off her ragged clothes. She was still quite attractive naked, but her time in the gladiator ring had definitely filed off some of her softness and made her lean and hard. Her breasts were still pert and firm, though not quite as large as they once had been.

      “How many days were you captive?” I asked.

      “Try how many weeks,” she answered.

      “Weeks?”

      “I had a match a day, every day, which meant I was there for…” She looked up and counted silently. “…at least three weeks. Probably closer to four.”

      “Gods… I’m sorry, Ayana…” I said, stunned.

      She shook her head. “You came and got me… and you kept Nori safe. That’s all I care about.”

      Once the tub was full, Ayana eased into the water and groaned with pleasure. There was an assortment of soaps and lotions in a table by the tub. She began to smell them, then finally chose one and began to lather off the dirt and grime from the gladiator pits.

      “Looks like there’s room for one more,” I said.

      She smirked. “There’s room for all of you, actually… care to join me?”

      “They can first,” I said as I gestured to Nori, Vala, and Evris. “Let me attend to the food first.”

      “Um… Javron…” Vala said, blushing furiously.

      “Go on, Ayana won’t bite,” I reassured her.

      I did linger long enough to watch the women strip down and slip into the tub. Nori did it quickly; Evris was slightly more hesitant. Vala took longest of all, even though she was wearing the least.

      Ayana watched them all undress with an appraising eye and a slight smile.

      Convincing her to join in with the others probably wouldn’t be too difficult.

      I waited for the food I had ordered when we were being shown to our chambers, and watched approvingly as three servants set it up on an ornately wrought iron table. Grapes, apples, pears… roast fowl and cold cuts of meat… bottles of wine, the best in the castle’s cellar.

      If there was a drought in Avenrod, the king certainly hadn’t felt the effects of it.

      I had the servants eat a portion of each item of food, just to be sure we wouldn’t fall victim to a plot to restore Melik to the throne.

      The servants ate and drank a bit of everything until I was satisfied none of them had tried to poison us.

      Then I thanked them, saw them out, and barred the door with a giant metal bar that served as a bolt.

      Wouldn’t do to have our evening interrupted by mutineers or a couple of mages overly loyal to Melik.

      Then I levitated the iron table filled with food into the bathing room and set it up right next to the tub.

      “Dinner is served,” I said as I shucked off my armor.

      “Um… Javron…” Vala started.

      “I had the servants test it. But just in case – Evris, you can heal us if you’re poisoned, can’t you?”

      “I can,” she said happily as she poured herself a goblet of wine.

      “See, we’re fine,” I said as I pulled off my dirty shirt and pants.

      I noticed that the room had gone quiet as I undressed, and I turned around to find four lovely ladies all staring at me. Actually, staring at one particular part of me, which began to grow larger with all the attention.

      “There’s enough for everyone,” I said with a grin as I climbed into the tub between Evris and Vala. “Eat and drink first, we’ll get to the rest later.”

      Having a repeat of our time with the Enchantress was something I looked forward to, but I hadn’t had a bath in… well, not since I’d gone in the river when Zar attacked us at Shaw’s home. And I didn’t really consider that a bath so much as a near drowning.

      I’d certainly never had a bath in a tub fit for a king.

      And never with four naked, gorgeous women, either.

      It was quite nice… the water level was just high enough that their breasts were visible right at the waterline.

      I’d never seen such a lavish visual feast of female flesh: Ayana’s smaller, firmer breasts… Nori’s larger ones, tipped with bright pink nipples… Vala’s pear-shaped globes… and Evris’s enormous tits, which floated like two lovely white melons on the water.

      Apparently I wasn’t the only one enjoying the view.

      “The food can wait a bit,” Ayana said as she glanced around the tub. “I could use sustenance of other sorts.”

      “Is that so,” I said with a grin.

      “I’m sure you all have been happily rutting your brains out – ”

      “We haven’t been – ” Vala started to protest, then blushed as she remembered our last few hours with the Enchantress.

      “Be that as it may,” Ayana continued, “I’ve been locked in a stinking pit with other gladiators for weeks. I’ve almost forgotten what it’s like to be touched… well, by someone who’s not shoving me around or trying to kill me, anyway.”

      “Well, then, I propose that we make the start of this evening all about Ayana,” I suggested. “To make up for her weeks of captivity, and reward her for her bravery and sacrifices.”

      “Hear, hear,” all the women said enthusiastically.

      Nori was sitting right by Ayana, so I addressed her first.

      “Nori, why don’t you help Ayana clean up a bit?”

      Nori smiled, then took some of the scented soap and rubbed it in her hands until she had built up quite a lather. Then she began to massage Ayana’s breasts, getting them soapy and slick.

      Ayana groaned, pulled Nori’s face to her, and kissed her deeply.

      Both Vala and Evris watched with slack jaws, lust in their eyes.

      “Neither of you have really had the opportunity to meet Ayana properly,” I said in amusement. “Now’s the perfect time to get acquainted.”

      Evris was the first. As she drew close, Ayana immediately reached for her breasts and latched on to a nipple with her lips. Evris groaned and threw back her head. Nori joined in the fun, and Evris suddenly had two gorgeous women suckling at her tits.

      Vala looked over at me, the desire in her eyes vying with unnamed fears.

      “You can see this is something of a regular occurrence now,” I said with gentle amusement. “You should enjoy it fully, knowing we would never judge you.”

      Vala smiled, relieved, and moved over to the other side of the tub, where she began to rub Evris’s back. The healer turned her head, and the two of them began to kiss.

      I just enjoyed the sights for a while, my manhood growing rock-hard as they fondled and licked and sucked each other.

      Each woman got her turn having her nipples sucked and her skin soaped up, but attention eventually turned back to Ayana.

      Nori and Evris each took one of her small, pert breasts in their mouths. Vala lifted up Ayana’s ass with her hands until the lightning mage’s body was floating on the surface of the water. Her bush of auburn hair, now soaked, showed the beautiful pink within.

      Vala dropped her head between Ayana’s legs and began to lick.

      Ayana groaned, her body thrashing in the water as Nori and Evris kissed her and fondled her breasts.

      “Javron…” Ayana gasped.

      “Yes?”

      “This is lovely, but… I need you. I want you.”

      Well, I could hardly turn that request down.

      I stood up from the water, and my manhood jutted up from the surface.

      All the women stared at it with undisguised lust… but it was Ayana’s first and foremost.

      I took Vala’s place and grabbed Ayana’s firm ass with my hands, keeping her lifted up. She was already soaking wet, and not just from the water. I eased myself inside her, and Ayana groaned with pleasure.

      I took it easy at first, enjoying the sensual delight of the water around us. Then I began to thrust harder, moving deeper and faster inside her.

      Ayana groaned with every movement, and wrapped her legs around me to pull me in and urge me on.

      Vala moved behind me and lathered me down, then slid her breasts against my back. Nori and Evris returned to showering kisses on Ayana’s mouth and tits.

      Within minutes, Ayana’s entire body convulsed, and she screamed out as she reached the peak of ecstasy. Her body went rigid and her legs gripped me like she was holding on for dear life.

      Finally she relaxed with a blissful smile on her face. “That almost made all three weeks in the gladiator pits worth it.”

      “Well, if it didn’t entirely put paid to it, we’ll have ample opportunity the rest of the evening. Can you go on?”

      “Why don’t we give someone else a go first?” she said with a languid smile.

      So I took turns with the women. Evris I bent over the side of the tub and took from behind, slamming into her ass as I drove deep inside her. She cried out with joy with every thrust. The others fondled her breasts and kissed her and otherwise enjoyed the show.

      Once Evris was exhausted, I sat in the bath and let Nori straddle me. She smiled shyly, and we kissed as she moved up and down on me – and then the kissing stopped as she began to grunt and cry out in pleasure. The others gripped her breasts from behind and kissed her neck until she lost control and screamed my name aloud.

      Vala had a slightly different request.

      “Would you… would you take me like you did Ayana, with me floating on my back, but…”

      She hesitated and blushed furiously.

      “Yes?” I asked. “What is it?”

      “Will someone else lick me as he does it?” she asked, not daring to look the other women in the eye.

      “I will,” Nori volunteered enthusiastically.

      “Oh, I will, too,” Evris spoke up.

      Ayana shrugged. “I’ll try it.”

      I had never seen Vala look happier – outside of the throes of ecstasy, that is.

      “I think that might work best if we adjourn to the bed,” I suggested. “What do you say, ladies?”

      They were more than happy to abandon the bath.

      We toweled off with cloths of softest cotton, then moved to the immensely huge bed, where I lay on my back and maneuvered Vala so that she was lying atop me, her back to my chest. She slowly eased down on my shaft, her hand directing me inside her, and groaned in pleasure.

      The position wasn’t perfect for thrusting, but then again, I was only half the attraction.

      Nori immediately knelt down between Vala’s legs and began to lick.

      Vala nearly went insane.

      Then Ayana began to suck on her breasts, and Evris dangled her tits in Vala’s face, allowing her to suck as well.

      After a few minutes, Evris switched places with Nori and began to pleasure Vala. She even gave my shaft a few licks while she was at it.

      The women all shifted places, each one taking their turn between Vala’s legs and kissing her or nuzzling her breasts.

      I swear, I have never seen a woman reach bliss so many times as Vala did while I was inside her.

      And, of course, all the women wanted to try it – so they took turns lying atop me, their backs to my chest, and moaned as the other women pleasured them while they had my shaft deep within them.

      Finally I warned them I wouldn’t be able to last long.

      “I want to see it,” Vala blurted out.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I want to see what it’s like when a man… you know…”

      “I’ve never seen it, either,” Evris moaned. “You were always inside me in the Nether when you did.”

      “Well, Javron, what do you say?” Ayana asked with an impish grin.

      “I’ll do it if you all join in in getting me there.”

      “It’s a deal,” Nori said with a laugh.

      I stood by the bed, and all four women knelt before me. It was crowded, but they managed to all use their tongues and mouths on me… licking my shaft and every part of my manhood… until I couldn’t contain myself anymore. I threw back my head and bellowed.

      It was like one of the fountains in the king’s gardens, and it didn’t let up for quite some time. By the end, all four women were quite well-covered.

      They all gasped and laughed and oohed and aaahed.

      “Well… back to the bath to clean up this mess?” Ayana asked with a smirk.

      “But I want to do it on the bed some more,” Vala pouted.

      “I just want to do it,” Evris said in a throaty growl.

      Nori caressed my shaft with her soft hand and smiled. “He’s not growing soft… so I want him next.”

      I knew that the days and weeks ahead would be full of danger and hardship.

      But for now, we had tonight…

      …and I was determined to make the most of it.
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