
        
            
                
            
        

    


    
      The Wizard

      Dungeon Core Book One

    

    




      
        M J Kaltenbrunner

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2017 by M J Kaltenbrunner

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Chapter 33

        

        
          Chapter 34

        

        
          Chapter 35

        

        
          Chapter 36

        

        
          Chapter 37

        

        
          Chapter 38

        

        
          Chapter 39

        

        
          Chapter 40

        

        
          Chapter 41

        

        
          Chapter 42

        

        
          Chapter 43

        

        
          Chapter 44

        

        
          Chapter 45

        

        
          Chapter 46

        

        
          Chapter 47

        

        
          Chapter 48

        

        
          Chapter 49

        

        
          Chapter 50

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Mertho, the wizard, buried his attention in piles of texts so high they threatened to literally bury him if there was a sudden breeze. However, locked away high up in his tower with the windows securely bolted shut and the doors barred against the outside world, a breeze would be the last thing to penetrate his study. And short of someone grabbing him by the shoulders and shaking him, there was nothing that could have snapped him out of his state of deep concentration.

      At least, almost nothing...

      There came a rapping on the sole entrance to the tower, a thick wooden door banded by steel. The sound echoed throughout the structure, rising and bouncing around the spiral staircase to where the wizard sat at the topmost level – his observatory and his favorite study area. It was also where he lived almost entirely while deep in the throes of studying and learning arcane lore and the casting of spells.

      A voice lilted up and crept in through the cracks around the edges of the window on that top level of the tower. It was familiar, feminine, and possibly the only sound that would have drawn Mertho out of his reading. Gaynor.

      He was only in his early thirties, practically a baby in the world of magic, but a lifetime of intense study and too little rest had worked to tire his mind prematurely. He rubbed his temple, staving off a nagging headache that had been threatening to take hold of his head all evening. His shaggy, dark hair needed trimming, but a simple comb would have done wonders to fix his unkempt appearance. Mertho mused how he must have looked at least forty or more, especially in his drab wizard’s robe of plain, gray cloth. Whatever the lovely Gaynor saw in him, he was grateful. Perhaps she really did have a thing for knowledgeable men.

      Dropping both his hands to the heavy desk so that his fists made low thumping sounds, he sighed, pushed back the chair, stood up and walked over to the window. As he opened the window, the full volume of the voice sifted into his brain like silken butter.

      Gaynor called up, "Please, I only wish to know if you are well or ill. Will you not give me that much peace for my mind at least?"

      "I am not ill," he called down, not lying, but hiding the truth that he was aching.

      "Please tell me then, why have you withdrawn into your tower these past days? I have missed you."

      "I am at a crucial point in my study, that is all, and nothing's wrong." It was hard to fight the urge to stutter and add more details to hide the truth that his ego and heart were bruised.

      Mertho was under no illusions about his place in the beautiful Gaynor’s heart. Rumors had been floating around the city like vicious knives with wings. They cut at his heart even now as he recalled them. Why can't she just leave me to my solitude?

      "Mertho? At least tell me why you have decided to shun me so suddenly."

      "I have not been shunning you."

      "Well, in that case, will you allow me to come inside and see your face? At least, for a little while."

      He was helpless against the sweetness of her voice. And it almost felt like he could smell the wondrous aroma of her perfume, which for all he knew might have just been the way her body smelled; she was that lovely that he could believe she naturally smelled of roses and fragrant spices. Mertho descended from his room high up in the tower, and walked down the dusty staircase to the base of the structure. He braced himself and unbarred the iron door, opening it to greet Gaynor.

      Her beauty swept inside and whirled around him like an embracing breeze. She was average height for a young woman of twenty years. Her eyes were somehow hazel and green all at once, sparkling even in the minimal light given off by the lantern hung by the tower door. Her hair was like gold with just a hint of brown as the brightest leaves on trees in the fall. Her face was soft, perfectly proportioned with a delicate nose and full lips, cheeks slightly chubby betraying her youth. She wore a black robe that protected her body from the night air, and which most likely helped her sneak away from her home unseen in the night. "Mertho, you really are alive," she said with jest in her voice as she walked inside. Her hand graced his shoulder for just a splintered moment as she walked by him and entered the vestibule of the tower. “You have been keeping yourself from me.” Her lips formed into a pout.

      “Gaynor, somehow you make tired eyes fresh again. And yes, I am sorry for being away from the city for so long. A wizard’s studies are a continuing affront to his personal time.”

      Turning to face him, drawing him down into her deep bewitching eyes, Gaynor continued to say, "May I ask what have you been studying so fervently, my lord?" Gaynor knew she did not have to put on airs of pretentious for him, but it was her way of having fun with the often awkward young wizard.

      "Don't make fun," he said, making an effort to show his distress, leading her into the necessary conversation. No, he wasn’t staying away from her just because of study. Mertho was always learning some new spell or reading up on the next esoteric form of magic that he’d uncovered through some dusty old tome.

      "There is something else bothering you..." she said. Gaynor’s eyes were wild and bright, yet somehow different to how he was used to seeing them. A cool but not unpleasant breeze was now coming in through the open door. The outside world waited out there. He wanted to shut the door, to lock it, but that would only leave him shut off inside with this lovely woman. And she was so very enticing.

      Gaynor walked, almost floated with her graceful steps to him and said with noticeable intensity, "What is wrong? We've spent these past months joyfully courting—at least, I believe you have been courting me, is that not true? Yet, you have without warning withdrawn your attentions from me." She moved her around in a circular motion. "And the entire world it would seem. Am I not entitled to at least a passing explanation?"

      The pleading in her eyes was impossible for Mertho to resist. A warm sensation rose over his body, and he blurted out what had been bothering him. "You've been seen with other men, strange men, cohosting at all hours. That is to say, I have seen you with my own eyes."

      "You have been spying on me? Am I that untrustworthy?"

      "No, I wasn't, not until I first heard the rumors..." He moved away from her. "I think it might be best that you go, Gaynor. A student of magic has precious little time alive to perfect even a small fraction of what there is to master. It would be unfair to ask you to share me with my studies."

      "Horse shit," she said. The vigor in her voice, the crudeness of her words, it was outright arousing coming from such a delicate flower. "It is my decision whether I am willing to share you with your work, and I have never professed to take issue with it until now. Have I?"

      "No..." he said, still facing away from her. He could sense her gaze boring into his back.

      "Are you going to keep talking to the wall of your tower of solitude, or will you face me? Mertho, am I not the woman you have fallen in love with? Or, am I alone in that feeling?"

      He could not take it anymore. Suddenly, all the feelings of doubt and even the evidence that connected her to illicit cohosting with strange men at night, and the fact that she had not even tried to deny the accusations—it did not seem to matter at all. Mertho's heart hurt when he attempted to deny his feelings for her, a real, physical pain. But of course, it did! And it made perfect sense in his mind, at that time. Turning to face her, his entire being melted into the pools of her eyes; he was entirely captive by the lovely Gaynor.

      She stayed the night, disrobing herself the moment they were in his small bedchamber on the first floor of the tower, beneath his study. As she crawled on top of him, Gaynor whispered into his ears. Mertho fell into her embrace and ravished her well into the small hours of the morning. The following day he could not for the life of him remember what was said, or the specific actions that took course during their lovemaking, he only knew it had been bliss.
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      Completely drained and in a stupor of content, the wizard slept deeply that night with the naked form of Gaynor pressed up against his own bare flesh. Her supple curves and delicate scent pulled at his subconsciousness, but there were other thoughts wrestling for his wakeless attention. Thoughts of the strange men who were vying for the attention of his Gaynor entered his dreams. They wore robes, as men who were intent on doing no good at night were known to do. And their purpose was a complete mystery, although Mertho would have been an idiot to assume they were merely friendly companions.

      Yet, until this night, Gaynor had not displayed signs of promiscuity. She and Mertho had met while they were both at the large city library, where scholars from all around came to learn, and to read for enjoyment. She was interested in the art of light magic, and the joys that it could bring the everyday lives of people. Mertho was studying much more austere forms of magic, but found himself unable to resist offering assistance to the graceful and intelligent Gaynor.

      Had she approached him first? It was unlike Mertho to venture out of his narrowly closed off social circle, which consisted primarily of other wizards who he would sometimes ask for help in his own studies. His own family were already aged beyond the years of regular mortals by the time Mertho was born. Wizards could often turn the passage of time in their favor with their study of magic.

      This tower was his birthright, left by his father, and his father's father before him. So, it was strange that Mertho should become involved with such a lovely and socially graceful young woman. However, she had made his life much brighter in the short months since.

      Did I dream all of that? he thought as he woke, on his side, covered in clammy sweat, the bedsheets clinging to his naked body. Gaynor was beside him, still lying on her side and facing away, her bare back pressed into him. The curves of her body dipped up and down even beneath the heavy blankets. The room was cold outside of their bubble of warmth together.

      Mertho was thirsty, feeling completely spent after what seemed like hours of passionate lovemaking. He tried to move but found that, apart from his eyes, he could only slightly twitch, and blink with concerted effort. His first thought was that he'd been poisoned, but the thought immediately left him. No one could get inside his tower without his consent; he had protected it with reliable magic. And that left only a spell that could have been holding him prone. A rival magic user perhaps? "I can't move," he said, the panic evident in his voice.

      "Gaynor!" boomed a powerful voice from outside the tower. It came through the open window and penetrated the silent darkness inside his bedchamber.

      "Father?" she uttered. Turning to face Mertho, she said to him, "That is my father. I know his voice better than anyone’s." Gaynor didn't seem concerned about Mertho's inability to move.

      With great effort, Mertho was able to speak again. "Benevic? But why would he be here? To collect you?" Mertho was well aware that Gaynor’s father was the owner of a respected adventuring company in the city. His exploits were the stuff of songs, and children were eager to hear him tell tales of brave quests, in particular, his prowess for fighting and killing. "Gaynor, something has a hold of me. Does your father have powerful spellcasters?"

      "Yes, of course, he does. They must have put a spell over you from where they stand!" Her naivety was endearing on the matter of magic. She was only speculating, yet she seemed so sure of it. In this case, she might have been right.

      Benevic yelled out again, his voice full of anger. "I know about the dark magic you have been using on my daughter, foul wizard! This cannot end well for you either way, but you may spare yourself a great deal of pain if you release Gaynor immediately!"

      The idea that a hero would come to his tower and challenge him made Mertho furious. He was not a fighter, but neither was he weak. Far from it; his power was great. But he was still unable to move for some reason. "Are you going to leave?" he said to Gaynor.

      "Would you have me go? I have given myself to you, and I am sure you want me to be your wife someday, is that wrong? I would not have given myself otherwise." Her speech quickened, and her pitch jumped from high to shrill, almost as if she was on the verge of becoming manic.

      "I am not afraid of your father, yet, something has taken hold of my body." As he said that, Mertho's body began to spasm and he could feel a strange aura emanating from his body. The aura was green, a magical glow that he had never seen before. He knew the type of green, though, to be of a dark variety of magic. But he had never actually practiced any such magic in his life, being more inclined to study the darker arts only, if that, and never actually put them to use. His family line walked on the side of good. Yet, he could feel the unpleasant energy worming its way through his body and causing him a growing amount of pain.

      Gaynor did not seem surprised, but she might have simply been in a state of shock, unable to react to this bizarre turn of events. She rose from the bed, the covers falling away from her, allowing the blue of the moonlight through the window to lightly illuminate her body.

      Even in his state of writhing, as the pain continued to grow and turn to real agony, Mertho saw a confusing expression on Ganor’s face, like fear but somehow controlled. He suddenly felt afraid of dying, and knowing then that he really did love her, the feeling made him fight against whatever was holding him. Conflicted and strange emotions were entangled within him, the affection for her, and the rising hatred for her father and his warriors outside.

      "Break down the door!" shouted Benevic. Gaynor’s father was tall with broad shoulders, a veteran warrior with rugged looks that were at once intimidating and charming. For someone who had achieved so much, he was barely ten years older than Mertho. When Benevic commanded, those around him tended to listen; his order was met by a chorus of confirmation from the group of adventurers at the tower's entrance. They began to slam heavily against the ancient, heavy wooden door.

      Mertho could still barely move, but he felt himself being drawn away from his bed. At first, he believed that he was crawling across the sweat-stained bed covers without volition. He soon realized he was moving, but only because he was actually floating away from the bed.

      "Mertho, be strong!" Gaynor said to him. "You only need to hold out a short while longer, please." Her words gave him the courage to keep his head and face whatever was happening to him. She almost sounded manic, as though there was some pressing urgency to the situation that was lost on Mertho. He could not best this situation by simply waiting out and braving this magical storm that had captured his being, could he? Perhaps she was only on the brink of panic.

      The pain in Mertho's body increased, searing his bones and giving a sensation that his flesh was slowly being ripped apart, piece by piece, like tiny ribbons of his body were being unthreaded by some invisible mesh of razor wires. The spasming feeling built up, and he began to spasm out of control. It had to be spellcasters with the adventuring party who were doing this to him. He could think of no other explanation.

      A whirling vortex grew out from Mertho while he floated at the center of his bedchamber. The window burst open, the latch that had held them shut suddenly breaking apart and the antique glass frames fracturing like thin ice at the coming of spring. The green colored vortex swirled around the hapless wizard as he remained suspended in the air. It created a rushing wind, knocking down his collected curiosities and magical items that cluttered the confined room. The covering flew from the bed and floated around the perimeter of the walls, getting caught up on the open windows and pulling at them, fluttering with force and making the windows slam open and shut loudly.

      "Gaynor!" he forced himself to shout. "Flee for your life!" For all he knew, she might have already left; he could not see her, nor could he make out much with clarity because of the rushing magical vortex that continued to encapsulate him.

      "Gaynor! Get away from that evil wizard!" shouted Benevic from the bedchamber's doorway. He and his men had breached the tower's entrance, and had come to take care of what they believed was an injustice against his daughter.

      She screeched at him as her father grabbed her and hauled her from the room. Mertho still could not see this all clearly, but he was still aware of what was happening around him, strangely. It was as though he had some strange extrasensory ability, despite being restrained by this blasted magic.

      "Call off your magic users!" shouted Mertho. He was sure a single person could not be doing this to him alone, so there must be a group of them.

      Benevic called from the doorway of the bedchamber, "I have no magic users with me. You are doing this! Stop it at once, and I will allow the law to decide whether you live or die. Otherwise, I will immediately put a stop to this with the blade of my sword."

      "Father, no, he is not doing this! How can you think such a thing? There has been dark magic at play here. We must leave and leave him be. A brave hero such as yourself cannot kill an innocent victim over a misunderstanding." Gaynor was frantically trying to reason with her father, but her voice sounded farther away as her words progressed, until it seemed that she was out of the bedchamber and being dragged down the stairs to the base of the tower.

      "Kill him!" shouted Benevic to his men, and the sound of steel being unsheathed rang out in the small, stone-walled space.

      Mertho was not so sure that he had been caught in a vortex anymore—this felt like something that was more a part of him than just encircling his physical being. Whatever, whoever had caused this strange magic to take hold of him, had done more than cast some sort of simple trap to drain or kill him. How did Mertho know this? Well, he did not know anything for sure. There seemed to be power running through him as the pain started to ebb away with merciful grace that almost brought a tear to his eyes - it had gotten so severe that he feared he would actually die from the agony.

      Within that joy of salvation, flowed something far darker. He could now see the men advancing on his floating form. They wore looks of confusion, perhaps well-hidden fear? What they had to fear, Mertho was not quite sure. He did not think about it much at all because the newly forming power he now possessed was too raw and primal to allow him to feel uncertainty.

      Bolts of hateful energy shot out from his body - if his body was even present in the vortex of quickly condensing and growing magical energy. The fighters rushed to escape, having seen that their swords would do nothing against whatever they now faced. Mertho saw one of them, still valiantly facing him with his sword readied. The man was middle-aged, a veteran of many battled judging from the weathered skin on his face, which displayed a lifetime of adventure in the form of scars and old injuries. Taking a moment to gather himself, he rushed the wizard.

      Mertho pushed out a limb, but it was not his human arm. It was a green aura of magic that expanded from him like a tentacle of some other dimension, or perhaps a darker place where demons dwelled. It shot out like a whip of dark green lightning and turned the charging warrior into a charred mess of blood and partially cooked flesh. His attacker’s charred black skin cracked away at the mutilated pieces within and fell into a heap on the floor.

      The bolt of energy snapped around and struck another of the warriors on the side of the head, obliterating it with an explosion of ash and blood. The now headless body was spurting blood from the one place on the neck that had not been cauterized by the magical energy as it tumbled to the floor.

      Mertho felt himself growing more powerful and alive in the surge of sudden death he was causing. Although he did not find anything wrong with the killing of these men, he was certain, in that moment, that he would not have had a choice either way, even if he didn't want to kill them.

      He did want to kill them, though. Darkness was in his thoughts, hate and anger the only guides to his actions. The warriors one after another fell as mangled husks. Mertho grew in power until he could see nothing other than the brightness of the vortex he was now fully a part of.
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      Benevic was breathing hard; his body was not as fit as it had been in his youthful days of adventuring. It had already been a tiring night, searching throughout the city to find the location of his daughter. With his hand now on her shoulder, as she stood beside him watching in disbelief, he was finally sure that she was safe.

      "What have you done?" she asked him yet again, in a cold and distant tone that was frighteningly unlike her. If she had been screaming at her father in anger, or even sobbing for the loss of her male companion, that would not have been a surprise. No, she was just standing there staring at the blinding, magical green and white light that burnt outward from the tower as it slowly, but surely, collapsed in on itself.

      "Daughter, you must believe me that I planned none of this. My only concern was for your safety. When I found that you had slipped away in the night, how did you expect me to react?" He looked down at her, from his towering seven feet. His face softened, as though a reflection of her beauty. "Gaynor? What has gotten into you?" he asked.

      "Nothing," she snapped, twisting her shoulder and stepping aside so that her father's hand fell to his side. It made a clanking sound as it fell because of the steel armor he was wearing meant that the gauntlet around his fist stuck his side.

      He slumped his shoulders in defeat. "I don't know what transpired this night," he eventually said, "but you will never become involved in something so twisted and strange again."

      "You have no idea what you are talking about," she answered back with a defiant tongue. Tilting her head back to look at him, half closing her eyes in a spiteful glare, she locked eyes with her father for some time.

      That was the first time he truly believed something wicked had involved his daughter. The wizard must be to blame, surely. "You are never to speak of any of this again. Do you understand, Gaynor? At first light, I am sending you north to the Sisterhood of Fate's Mercy."

      Her face softening in an instant, she began to tremble at the lip. Her eyes were wide and begged for pity from any man who looked upon them, not least of all from a sympathetic and caring father such as Benevic. "Father, why would you send me to such a place? Do you not love me?”

      "Please, don't make this any harder for me. You look just like your mother sometimes." He had taken a great burden upon himself to give her a life of plenty, which including doting love from himself in addition to generous wealth that he generated from his adventuring company. It had taken a great toll on him to do so much all at once, but he had never for a second doubted if it was worthwhile.

      "Do you think mother would have wanted me sent away to live with nuns in some draughty old building, wasting away my mind and body reading prayers and learning to cook and clean?"

      "You will learn to walk the righteous path," he said to her. Most importantly, they will be able to find out what happened you, and ensure you were not involved with whatever cursed abomination transpired tonight.
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      Tehra hoped that her knife was not visible above the hem of her dress. It was tight around her bust, short at the thighs, and did not make her company guess much about what she would look like naked. She hated wearing them. They made it hard to move, even harder to fight. But the best way to lure in a big fish was to make the bait as enticing as possible. Tonight, her prey was a rich merchant who had earned this little elf's ire. His name was Rufer Cointhril, and he was as corrupt as any merchant in the city of Aklago.

      He was fat and wore an aura of smugness about him like a hard-earned medal. "Please, do be my guest tonight," he said as their carriage rolled up to the two-story townhouse where he lived. It was nestled in one of the nicer districts of the city, Upper Grove, among a series of similarly sized buildings. The driver leapt down from the front of the carriage and hurried around to open the door. The merchant swayed his round body about and made his way to the sidewalk with a waddling motion.

      Tehra gracefully accepted the driver's hand and pretended to be without more than the most basic physical skills, as he helped her down from the two-foot-high carriage. She smiled warmly and let the light in her eyes flash to catch his male interest. Such the perfect lady, always alluring, playing the part well.

      "My manservant will be more than happy to provide you with anything you could want for. That is, in the way of refreshments. Wine? I suppose a dainty creature like you eats hardly but a thing." Rufer laughed. The flesh around his chin and neck had stretched his skin over the years, leaving him resembling a turkey when he laughed, the whole mess quivering. "Such exquisitely fine bone structure might I commend. Where are your people from originally?"

      "I never knew," replied Tehra.

      "Ah, yes, my man did mention that you came from some sort of, what was it again? A workhouse?"

      "Orphanage," she replied with a fake smile painted on her face. "You're so kind to have asked about me." Yes, he had asked about her indeed; the merchant was particularly taken with exotic trade, and even more so with exotic women. Just this week, Tehra had witnessed him coming home with various women, all completely different in appearance, dress, and color of skin. He seemed to be quite the collector in that regard. And this was where he brought them all, if not to actually possess, to at least enjoy for a single evening before moving on to the next.

      How such an obese and sickly-looking man could have such an appetite in the bedchamber was a mystery. Even just standing outside his townhouse talking was evidently leaving him short of breath.

      The driver, who evidently was also his manservant, helped them inside and took the merchant's coat. As he walked away, Rufer addressed his servant, "John, fetch me one of the bottles of wine from my special rack, uh… that bottle of Urgo." He spoke with a strange tone, as though he and John were in on some special.

      Tehra knew the wines the Urgo region pretty well, thanks mainly to the many taverns she had frequented in the lower class areas of the country. The greedy merchant was clearly pretending to ask for an expensive bottle to share with her, while actually requesting something that would cost the price of a loaf of bread. Faking ignorance, she replied, "Oh my, that sounds pricey, my lord. Are you sure I'm worth all that?"

      "I think you are worth that and more, my dear. Just look at you." He took her by the hand; his greasy sausage fingers were clammy and cold. Twirling her around at a considerable effort to himself as he raised his arm, Rufer hungrily devoured the young elven maid’s delicate form with his rheumy eyes. "Such a precious thing, and kind enough to spend an evening with yours truly. An honor. I have a wonderful idea: let us take our wine upstairs, where we will be most comfortable."

      "If it's no trouble," Tehra responded. The things she would have loved to say were filling her head to the brim. She wanted to call him a pig, a cretin, a corrupt pile of human garbage who took advantage of everyone in his path and remained no better himself for their loss. Her stomach churned at the thought of setting just a foot in his sleeping chambers, but that is also where she was sure his most valuable treasures would be hidden away. And that, after all, was the entire purpose of her carefully planned ruse. The reason she was dolled up like a harlot, eagerly acting as the bait, to land this fat fish and a healthy portion of valuables.

      Almost as though he could tell she was uneasy, Rufer reached out and placed his hand on the small of her back, giving her a push toward the ornate staircase. His home was lovely, albeit a little on the small size as it was a townhouse in the busier part of the city. The creep's hand slipped down as Tehra walked up the first step, and caught a firm grab of her behind.

      You're going to pay for that one specifically, she thought, making an effort to remember her plan and what there was to gain by pulling it off properly. The rage inside her could wait; let the pig have a feel if he must, but that was all he'd get. At the top of the sturdy, red-carpeted stairs were a set of double doors. This had to be the master bedroom, so Tehra stopped and waited, and waited, for her portly companion to meet her at the top of the stairs.

      Blustering with choked breaths and a red face, he continued past the double doors. "No, not that room. My personal chambers are along here." They went into a narrower doorway, which Rufer barely squeezed through. Inside was a regular looking sleeping chamber. By the average worker's standards, it was pure luxury, but for a merchant rich enough to have a house in this district, and with his own carriage and a servant to drive it around, something didn't quite add up.

      "This is a lovely chamber," Tehra said slyly. Did she let her face show her surprise at the strangely modest sleeping area?

      "Is something wrong?" Rufer asked her. "You were expecting something grander?"

      Damn it. Is he onto me? Oh, no, I just... It is such a pleasant surprise to see an important man allowing himself such a humble space to call his own." That was terrible. You're going to mess this up, Tehra, she thought.

      "I assure you, there is grandness to come, as there always is in my bedchamber." With a sickly chuckle, he reached down toward his belt and removed a key that he used to lock them both in.

      "What about the wine, my lord? I am getting thirsty now. Not to mention, a glass or two always leaves me feeling wild." She brought her arms close to her side, subtly pushing her breasts together to create an ampler bust line." Carefully, Tehra glanced up and checked the efficacy of her display.

      He was gawking at her pert breasts, apparently forgetting what they were talking about. "Mmm, yes, well I would not want to keep you restrained, in thoughts or otherwise. That is unless you were the type to enjoy being physically restrained as well?"

      "My, my. I had no idea you were the type to dominate a woman. Shall we move over to the bed?" It was a double-width bed with shimmering covers of bright red silk or satin.

      Again chuckling, this time more loudly, Rufer walked over to a chest of drawers and took something from the highest drawer, something heavy that clanked against the wood as he withdrew it. As he turned Tehra noticed they were iron manacles of an intricate design, nothing like the rusty chains used in the city's prison. "Sit down on the bed," he said with a smirk that reeked of sinister intentions.

      "If that is your will, my lord," Tehra replied. She did not want to let him slap those things around part of her body, but letting him know that would blow her cover. The servant would still be nearby, and would no doubt raise the alarm if Tehra were to assault his employer. Yes, his room was not as lavishly decorated as she'd expected, but there was sure to still be great valuables hidden between these four thick walls. This merchant was either stupid, or he had just become careless from being untouchable for too long. Tehra usually found it best to wait until people were sleeping before betraying them, and that’s what she would do here. Thinking of the manacles a second time, perhaps she would allow him to put them on her, to lull him into a false sense of safety. He would never be suspicious of her then, and she could move almost as fast with her wrists bound. Faster than this ball of lard, either way.

      Tehra sat down on the bed and put her hands out before her. "Be gentle with me, won't you?" she said in a voice so sweet only a lustful man would be fooled by its lure. The knife hidden in her dress was at the forefront of her mind, just urging her to yank it out and slit this piece of human garbage's throat. She felt completely safe with the blade within reach.

      She would have to withstand just a short period of illicit cohorting with this slug of a man, but Tehra had endured worse in her life. Then, he would fall fast asleep no doubt, and she would rob him of everything he had.

      The merchant fastened the manacles tightly, then his smile grew and grew. "Now then. I’d like to have a word before I have my way with you.”

      Her eyebrow raised, Tehra replied, “Oh, really? Why is that, my lord?”

      “I wonder if you take me for a fool.” She feigned ignorance, but her heart began to race. He was onto her! Tehra had been careless somewhere in the execution of her plan to rob this man, and now he had her right where he wanted her. Or, so he thought …

      “Do you not wonder why I keep my bedchamber so sparse?” he continued. “You can't really think I would allow myself to sleep in such a shit hole? I am sure you know the sort of place I mean. You're common filth, aren't you? Yes, you have exotic flesh that would be fun to poke around inside and exploit for my own pleasure," he said with a deep groaning, sickening sounding, gratification. "But you're not here for me to fuck, are you, you elven bitch?"

      "Fuck you, you fat pig." Tehra spat the words, jerking her hands up almost quicker than the eye could follow. She reached the knife and yanked it from her dress at the back, cutting the material with her haste. That didn't matter though, not if she'd been made by this fucking merchant.

      He tried to hop backward, but it ended up being more of a failed waddle than anything. Still, it put him several steps away from the bed where Tehra was seated, now brandishing a knife in front of her, wrists bound together with the ornate manacles.

      "I had my suspicions from the start that you were a thief, but I've fucked elven whores before. My good friends in the city guard warned me to be careful of you. This is the price of thinking with one's prick, though, isn't it?" He was rambling now, his face growing bright red and his rolling chest and belly working harder to pump air into unhealthy lungs. He was fumbling around for something, where his belt was hidden away by his looming gut. It was a metal cylinder with a wooden handle, a type of weapon which Tehra was only vaguely familiar with: a firearm.

      "Shit," she uttered as she jumped up and prepared to try to jump out of the way.

      Rufer pointed the rare, and no doubt unspeakably expensive, small and unassuming weapon at her. He pulled back on the trigger, and a deafening roar burst forth into the room. The shock of firing the thing was apparently a bit much for him, and he recoiled back, losing much of his aim.

      Tehra had chosen to duck to her left. She would still have been hit and possibly killed, if not for the merchant being such a terrible shot with his own overpriced weapon.

      "What?" he said, as though expecting her to be obliterated the moment he pulled the trigger.

      Tehra tossed the knife up and caught it with the blade pointing down, in a stabbing position now. "What, haven't you ever fired that toy before? You really are as stupid as you are fat and ugly, Rufer." She dove toward the quivering man with both her arms raised and bore the knife down on him.

      Rufer put his hand out to defend himself, and the knife went straight through his palm pinning his hand to his chest.

      Yanking on the blade, Tehra found that it was stuck fast among the merchant’s bones and sinew.

      Rufer let out a raspy scream, his lungs now too weak to make much noise. They were also filled with phlegm judging by the gargled sound. He grabbed at the elf, but she was too nimble and skipped to the side, ducking around behind the round mass of his figure and taking hold of his wrist, on the side she'd stuck the knife through his hand.

      "If you're going to squeal like a stuck pick, I'm going to fucking make you a stuck pig," she said into his ear, grabbing him by the hair and yanking his head back to expose his neck, then letting her whole body weight launch backward so that she was able to pull the man's own hand onto his exposed throat. The knife pinned his hand there and pierced him perfectly in the jugular, making him gurgle and sputter blood all over himself.

      "Disgusting man," Tehra said as gobs of blood landed on her. She pushed him down, letting him land on his enormous belly as he tried to unpin his knifed hand from his airway. He was attempting to gasp for air and failing miserably. She almost felt sorry for him but had heard too many stories about what he liked to do to the less fortunate women who had been brought to his home over the years. She imagined that the manacles were just a surface taste of the debauchery he had planned for her.

      "I have your foul blood on me, and you've led me to a decoy bedchamber?" Tehra spat on the dying man, retrieved the key from his person, removed the manacles from her wrists and then began to search the room. There was nothing of value apart from the firearm and a few gold coins the merchant had in his coin purse. She was not stupid enough to try to sell something as obscure and identifiable as the pistol, so she left with nothing but the coins and a bitter taste in her mouth, which was probably Rufer's blood that had dropped onto her face.

      Tehra was out of the room seconds later, running toward the stairway. It was tempting to look around the house and find something worth stealing before she left, but that gunshot must have woken up every person in the neighborhood, and grabbed the attention of any nearby city guards. Even if there were none in the area, they would no doubt be notified soon enough.

      There's enough time to find at least a few things worth selling, just to make this all worthwhile, she thought. It had been painful enough pretending to be attracted to Rufer this past week, while she played the part of an innocent young elf who was down on her luck. Tehra did not know what was worse: acting as though she wasn't repulsed by him physically, or pretending his personality didn't make her want to slit his throat every time he spoke to her.

      At least it had been easy to give him her history, however vaguely she’d done it. The part about being from an orphanage was true. Some of her true history was too perfect for a backstory, so she didn't see the need to lie about more than she needed to. Maybe she had actually expected her real childhood to elicit some sympathy from the now dead merchant. A deep sorrow lingered inside her, made worse because she'd foolishly let herself think anything at all could have created empathy in a man like Rufer.

      Tehra couldn’t help herself; she sought out something else to take before fleeing into the night. She continued to the top of the stairs and tried double doors across from them. They weren't locked, which was just another mistake on Rufer's part. If he had truly been suspicious that his new sexual prey was a thief with her eye on him, he had seriously underestimated her.

      Inside was the true bedchamber of a rich hedonist. The amount of expensive furniture, gold trimming, and rich fabrics like silk and dyed leathers was almost too much for her eyes to take in. Simply put, the room was dazzling. And there was much for her to steal, which made her almost giddy with anticipation.

      This week's ploy to steal from Rufer the merchant had been a desperate one. Tehra had been down on her luck and was at the point of being without so much as enough money to buy a loaf of bread within a day or two. She needed a big catch, and this fat fish was the one to reel in for that kind of score.

      "Hey!" shouted a voice from the doorway behind her. Tehra spun on her heels, the knife still in her hands. It was the manservant, whom she had stupidly forgotten all about in the wake of the explosive sound of the gun. He didn't look like much of a fighter though, and he proved that much true by turning around and running down the stairs, shouting, "Guards! Help! Murderer!"

      "What do you mean murderer?" Tehra said, then looked down at the blood on her and the bloody blade in her hand. "Oh, right." Even though the servant was running out toward the street with the intent of bringing down the full force of the law on her, Tehra was not about to start harming innocent workers, so she looked for a means of escape.

      As the building was a narrow townhouse, it was adjacent to similar buildings either side, and also behind it. Tehra ran into the bedchamber and over to the window. Passing through a room filled with exorbitant valuables, and without the time to stop and get herself some loot, was practically heartbreaking, but she pressed on. The window unlocked from the inside with an iron bolt and slid open easily enough. There were eaves above it, and across was a similar window, closed fast, on the neighbor’s townhouse.

      Below, there was an alley so narrow that it would have been the stuff of a claustrophobic’s nightmares. Tehra had never minded small spaces, though, and she slipped down to street level with a graceful drop. Footsteps were sounding out on the street, moving toward that address no doubt. It was either the guard or just some do-gooders who were nearby. Making no plans to wait around and find out, Tehra darted out of the alley toward the only exit, the street.

      It was fully dark out, with the moon mostly hidden behind ominous cloud cover. There were sparse street lights throughout the city, but one was situated at the cross-section of roadway a few houses to her right. Naturally, Tehra wanted to run directly away from the revealing light - a burning torch cased inside a glass cabinet, atop a large metal pole fixed into the cobblestone sidewalk firmly. Unfortunately, the group of approaching men was coming from the other way.

      Tehra took a deep breath and ran at full speed toward the street light, aware that she would stand out like a demon in a church with her pointy ears and disheveled blood-stained dress. She ran for a good time without coming across anyone, but finally, someone called out to her.

      "Stop! You there! Woman!" It was the city guard, come to investigate the cause of the gunfire and the frantic manservant. There was a chance they already knew that a killing was involved.

      There was no way she was stopping. Tehra pushed harder and moved faster, knowing that she could outrun most men, especially common guards. Through the streets she raced, darting down turns and alleys when the whim took her. There was nowhere nearby that she could stop and feel safe, not in the rich part of the city. Unfortunately, it was an expansive area too, many miles in diameter.

      A city guard stepped around the corner of a side street as Tehra approached at speed. “Here she is!” he called out so his fellow guards would come running. The man was alone though, for now. He drew his sword and rushed toward Tehra.

      The elf kept running as the guard approached her. She didn’t want to get into a confrontation. She had no armor and just her small knife; injuring a city guard was too risky anyway. “Get out of my way!” she yelled at him.

      The man shook his head and slashed at her with his sword. “Stop now, or I will use this.”

      “Go on then,” she suggested, coming to a quick stop and waiting for her opponent to make his move. He did just as promised, and with sub-par technique. Tehra avoided the blade easily and pushed him so that he stumbled and nearly fell. She used the opportunity to continue running, the sound of more guards coming to help their comrade hot on her heels.

      She stayed ahead of the guards and eventually made her way out of the upmarket side of the city, carried by swift elven feet and hidden by the dark night sky.

      As she re-entered the slums, Tehra could think of nothing positive from her disastrous evening. You stupid girl. They will be looking for you now, and there aren't that many elves around. As she felt around her person for the coin purse she'd taken from the dead merchant; she let out a loud curse. "Shit it all! It's gone!"

      "Hey!" yelled a gruff sounding man nearby. "Hey, I think she's here!" The chase was on again. Apparently, the guards were not as useless at tracking as Tehra had given them credit for. Several of them closed in on her now as she walked down a narrow alleyway. Luckily, the tops of the buildings in this area were much lower than other parts of the city, cheaply made for the poorer peasants to dwell in.

      "Watch this," she said with a smirk, making a rude gesture at the guard who was approaching her as two further guards closed in from behind. Tehra put her knife between her teeth and held it there tightly, then leaped up, kicking off the crumbling brick and mortar wall of one building, and then across to the other. One final push off with the other foot sent her high enough so that she could reach up and grab the top of the crumbling tiles.

      They almost came loose, but she managed to hoist herself onto the rooftop before she lost her footing. One of the tiles went tumbling down and landed on a guard below, smashing on top of his iron helm but doing no lasting damage, as she steadied herself. Luckily, he had no way to get himself up after Tehra; none of the clumsy humans could match her feat of agility.

      "Good luck following me now, morons," she said and ran off across the tops of the roofs. This time, she would not be so foolish as to stop and rest, not until she was well out of danger. As the guards had followed her all the way into the slums, it would be almost impossible to lose them there now.  The commoners had their buildings very close together, cramped in the confines of their lower class world. That made it easy to move quickly across the tiled roofs, as well as areas of crumbling stone flats. But where would she go? This was not a safe haven for her tonight. Instead, she headed for the docks by the flowing river Stryks. There had been little expansion beyond it, as there was no bridge across, leaving those who lived on the other side somewhat cut off from easily accessing the city. The area around the docks was often an ideal place to hide out when things got too hot in the city.

      It would be easier to lose them there. As she approached the docks, Tehra could feel the chill coming across the river from the hills and farmland on the other side. The city guards were still following her, although they had lost sight of her for now. If she could just stay out of view until they passed, maybe things would work out.

      “She went down to the docks!” came a voice, and a gathering of heavy footsteps moved toward her.

      “Shit,” she whispered. There were boats moored to the docks, as usual, but Tehra found herself standing a good fifty feet from any of them. From the sounds of them, the guards were too close for her to try and hide now. The only thing she could think to do, was to gently lower herself down over the edge of the dock so that she didn’t make a splash or create noticeable ripples in the dark water. The water immediately chilled her, sending shivers through her body, but it soon became tolerable as her body acclimatized.

      Then came the guards, holding lit torches now, as they began to inspect every possible hiding place along the docks. There were so many of them altogether now, so they were able to break up into many smaller search parties. Tehra knew they would eventually find her, unless she removed herself from the area. So, with a deep breath, she submerged her head completely under the surface. Just as she did so, torchlight illuminated the area above her, making the water shimmer and shine in her vision.

      They’d found her, surely, as two of the guards looked down on the surface above her. But after some time, as Tehra’s lungs strained for air, they moved away. Tehra took the opportunity to come up for breath, just as the two men came back. They were shouting out to the other guards, but their words were muffled by the water. This wasn’t looking good. She was unwilling to face going to prison, sure that a pretty young elf in this city of men would endure endless humiliations.

      Tehra eased herself back under and began to move through the water, quickly making her way to the other side of the river.  At least it was not winter, Tehra thought as she collapsed on the opposite shore. Not for the first time, she would be spending a night in the hills.
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      Mertho had been sleeping for so long, or had he? It might have been that he was awake, at least conscious, the whole time. It was confusing. At first, he had felt unable to move. It was as though his body had seized up, or perhaps was injured beyond use. No... he had had too long to think about all of this. Had it been weeks of him lying there without company with no sign of whether the sun was rising or falling? There was hardly any light now, apart from the eerie glow that emanated from where he lay on cold stone.

      So, perhaps he was not in slumber. Then, where was he? How was he alive and yet unable to move or shout out for help?

      He remembered being in his family tower, left there to die. Or had he done the killing of others? Images of burning blood and flesh, rendered ashen before it had stopped bleeding flashed through his mind. Skin flaking away like the outside of a roast fowl. It made him feel strange, not sick to his stomach though. It didn't feel like Mertho even had a stomach. If he had, he would have wanted food.

      Some kind of spell had been cast upon him. It was the only answer that he could think of. It must have been a dark type of magic to have left him in this state of limbo, buried among the cold, hard rock and darkness somewhere seemingly forgotten by all. He deduced that he had to be inside a cave of some sort, or at least beneath the surface of the world. He had been in his tower when the whirling vortex had formed around him, but that had fallen to the ground.

      The memories of that power, the rush of primal energy that had caused him to kill Benevic's adventurers as though they were paper dolls before a raging inferno - it had left him wanting to know more about himself. Especially now that he was clearly not who or what he used to be.

      Eventually, something came to him, tickling at his peripheral senses. It was like he could see a person through the rocky tomb that he had found himself buried within. There was something different about them, perhaps familiar, but he could not quite put his finger on what it was, not that he even seemed to have fingers any longer.

      It was a magical energy, the natural aura of someone. Perhaps it was another magic user, come looking for him. But who would know where to find him? And why would someone suddenly have the drive to search for him after what must have surely been years? His mind was spinning around faster and faster now that something was finally happening, lighting up his magical senses and making it very clear that he was no longer just human.

      Hello, he said, shocked that he had spoken. Except, there was no sound, assuming that he had ears to hear any more. The word had gone out as though he'd used his mind to send it to the world, yet he knew that it wasn't just a thought. None of his other thoughts had ever given him that same feeling.

      The magic aura that was out there on the other side of all this rock seemed to be aware that he had said the word, too. It felt as though the other creature, whatever it was, had understood. Yes! It was even attempting to respond but seemed to lack the necessary magical power to reply through its own mind. What a shame.

      But he could still talk to it, and it had been so long since he had been able to communicate with anyone, Mertho was not going to waste the opportunity. After all, it might be his last. He said, I am trapped in a cave near you. I am not sure what has happened to me. Will you help me?

      The creature responded again and was moving around out there, perhaps searching for the source of this mysterious voice that had come into its mind. The creature was not a human; what was it? He probed further into its magical aura to try and detect more about it. Hmm, it was cold, tired, very hungry, and seemed to feel almost as alone as the wizard himself.

      He focused his mind on himself, on his 'body' or whatever he was, and remembered his earlier magical training. Conjuring was something that had always been close to his heart. Wizards enjoyed their more basic days of spell casting in the same way that a common person might think kindly about learning to ride a horse on their family farm, or being given a favorite toy by their parents.

      He conjured up something to eat, but it was not for him. I have hot food, and drink too. You just have to find me.
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      Tehra had already spent two nights out in the hills beyond the limits of the city, across the river. It was not something she did lightly. The times when she did try to venture closer to make her way back across the cold water, there had been too many merchant vessels coming to and from the docks on the other side. She knew these heavily trafficked mercantile venues were rife with lawful types. There were the members of the city guard for one, as well as the personal bodyguards of fully-loaded merchant transportations.

      Despite her skills with a knife and silent stalking abilities, the elf had not been able to find much game to eat. She had consumed a small bird that had flown low enough for her to hit with a well-thrown stone, but it had turned out to be mostly bone and gristle. And she knew nothing about which plants and berries were harmless for consumption. There was plenty of water though, of course, with the wide river Stryks flowing so close to the hill where she had hidden away.

      It was better to sleep away from the banks of the river, so she had heard. Some large amphibious creatures were said to come close to the city at times, and it was far from her desires to take a lesson in the natural biology of the wilderness. No, if she were going to tangle with a nasty animal, it would be on land where she didn't have such a disadvantage.

      So, she'd gone out to the foot of the hills that rose up away from the river. The area was not used for farming, especially with the ample flat, grassy land that was perfect for it on the other side of the river. It was dry and windswept, but at least there were plenty of natural formations to hide behind and to use for shelter. The first night, she had slept in a low ditch behind a naturally formed wall. There was a fallen tree that still held most of its roots in the soil, while the gaunt trunk was almost horizontal with the ground. There was a cavity beneath this where the roots must have originally been, which was partially circled by jagged rocks in the soil. It was not an ideal place to lay one’s head, but it was the best place Tehra was going to find before she could figure out what to do with her life.

      From her experience, there were not many dangerous animals in the low hills so close to the river and the city. Insects, however, were in abundance, and Tehra was reminded of this throughout the night while she tried to sleep. Being so tired the first night, she had not realized the nasty things had been crawling over her fine, smooth skin, turning it into a battered wasteland of tiny bites by the morning.

      The second night was much harder to sleep through, already being itchy and now completely aware that the creeping little bastards would be back to continue the previous night’s meal of elven skin. Sitting up in her half-sheltered ditch, Tehra tried to tell herself that it was fortunate there was no rain.

      Try as she might, she could not get her mood to lighten. The sky was black, with the bitter moon encircled with shiftless clouds. Nothing was right in her world; everything was wrong.

      Then, it started to rain. "That would be right!" she called out. It wasn't a gentle shower either. One moment, the air had been dry, with a cool wind moving through the curvaceous hill lines, making it just uncomfortably cold. The next moment, heavy water was pouring from the damned gods, whichever of the callous bastards was actually real and watching this pitiful display for their own amusement.

      As an elf, Tehra knew she should show respect to all deities, whether righteous or not, but this had gone too far. She jumped out of her ditch, which was already starting to become a slaked mud pit, and looked at the dark sky. "I suppose you think this is all a good joke, right?" she called out. She shouted as loudly as she could; shouting in such a downpour wouldn't bring any attention, no one would be able to hear her over the millions of icy raindrops that were pummeling the land.

      While the farmers across the river would be happy with water for their crops to grow strong, the tired and aggravated elf benefited nothing from the drenching. "Fuck yourselves, you worthless cunts!" she screamed out at the surging rains. "Fuck all the gods!" Of course, she did not actually expect that any being of exceptional power was even paying attention to her, but it still felt good to blame something other than herself.

      Then, the voice in her mind said hello, and she almost fell over with surprise.

      "What?" she said, then regained her senses and dropped down low to the ground. It was too dark for a human to see anything, but elves were born with natural infravision: the ability to see things that gave off warmth, such as living creatures, even in the dark. She could see nothing, but then the increasingly cold rain that fell all around could have masked the warmth of anyone who was out there. That, or something cold-blooded was stalking her.

      "No," she said. It had spoken to her, or, had it? "Show yourself, or you will find my blade will come between yourself and your genitals!" she called out. The show of bravery made her feel braver in the dark, facing off against who-knew-what. And the coarseness of her remark made her smirk. There was no sign of any movement that she could detect with her keen elf senses, so she walked across the foot of hill she'd been sleeping on, perpendicular to the incline, being mindful to keep her ankles and knees slightly bent to allow for the angle and higher altitude on her right side.

      It was then that she swore she could smell meat cooking, something good too, with the kinds of herbs and spices that the merchant she’d killed had probably enjoyed every night. When the voice in her mind offered to give her something to eat, if only she could help to find where it was inside a cave somewhere, Tehra's interest was more than slightly piqued.

      "Can you hear me now?" she asked as she moved, wondering if this was just some sign of madness. As she moved up the hill and over the other side, Tehra felt the ground give way to a wide, subtly dipping trench in between that section of hill and the next.

      The shoes she had been wearing for her fake date with Rufer, the deceased merchant, were not at all well suited for climbing, even on the gentle slopes of the foothills. The rain was now making the task that much harder, so she decided to take them off and carry them instead of risking a nasty tumble in the dark and breaking her neck. Walking along the mud-caked hillside with her knife in one hand, and the pair of sopping wet shoes in the other, she did not feel at all confident about encountering some type of disembodied spirit or telepathic creature that was probably luring her in to feast on fresh elf.

      "Don't be stupid," she told herself, saying it out loud as though thinking it might allow her thoughts to be heard. When she was just about to give up, the wind changed direction, pushing a strong scent of food from out there in the rain-soaked hills.

      You are getting closer, came the voice in her mind again. I can see your aura more clearly now. You're an elf?

      "Oh, great, I guess even the ghostly voice in the hills is going to turn out to have a problem with non-humans now?"

      I have nothing against elves. But I'm sure your superior olfactory can bring you to me now. Yes, that is real food waiting for you. I conjured it myself.

      "Conjured?" That should have been the warning signal she needed to turn and head directly away from the source of the enticing aroma, but Tehra just felt like she had nothing at all left to lose. On the other hand, if there was some kind of magical presence out in a cave up there, there was the chance that it might be sitting atop a lavish keep of gold and valuables. Either way, she was going to get that food, magically conjured or not. Her stomach was rumbling painfully; it was probably so completely empty it was gnawing on itself.

      She came up to what she assumed was a rocky crag far down in the trench created between the two hill sections. Up higher on the slope, it looked flat, almost as though a pathway could once have ran there.

      It was a good thing Tehra had removed her shoes already, or she might not have realized the texture of the ground had gone from sodden soil to wet and slippery chunks of rock, jagged in some places like scores of disjointed blade fragments waiting to render her bloody. As she closed in, the smell grew more powerful and her hunger became bigger by the second.

      Going back was not an option at this point for the stubborn young elf, so she continued to move up the rising incline of slippery rock inside the hill's trench.

      As it steepened, she had to throw her shoes away to free up her hand, and once more needed to hold the knife between her teeth. Of all the times to be left without something as simple as a sheath, this was one of the worst she'd faced. Eventually, Tehra came to a slight ledge, hidden away by jumbled rock formations that stuck up out of the ground so much that the moon's light could barely reach them. There was much less wind here too, and the rain was held back from her chilled neck and shoulders as she entered a narrow cave entrance in the rock.

      Welcome.

      "Is this where you are?" she asked out loud, not sure if just thinking would be enough to make herself heard.

      Your aura is near. I can only assume that means, yes.

      "My aura? Because I'm an elf?" She was still stood at the entrance of the cave, looking down into a dark abyss of unknown width or depth. Outside, the night was not much less ominous - the wind and rain continued to batter the hillside, and there wasn’t anywhere safe she knew of to sleep without becoming deathly ill. Was going down into that gaping maw in the rock a slightly preferable option? It was hard to tell.

      Tehra's skin was still sore from the insect attack of the previous night, and now it also pricked up all over her body. Her natural sense of wisdom was telling her this was a bad idea, but there were no other ideas in her mind. Her stomach growled as though making a stand against her hesitations.

      Are you afraid? said the voice. It did not sound evil or even malignant. Although, beings that would cause harm to innocents often sounded good and kind in their attempts at luring in their hapless victims.

      With elven pride surging through the blood in her veins, she replied firmly, "Of course I am not afraid. However... neither can I see in the dark."

      I don't suppose your infravision will help you much against hard stone and soil, will it? How about now?

      A sudden tingling entered her body, making the wet fabric of her all-but-destroyed dress feel like it was clinging to her. The rain had soaked her thoroughly through and through, making her body shiver. Such a strange sensation, like being part of a low-level magic spell. The narrow corridor of haphazard stone leading into the side of the hill suddenly grew a little brighter. There was no real visibility, exactly, but Tehra could sense where she was going all the same. It wasn't entirely different to the way she experienced infravision with warm-bodied creatures and other heat sources when there was little to no visible lighting.

      "Amazing," she said, walking down into the belly of the world, or so it felt. Eventually, there was a green aura, a magical glow that could not be mistaken for mere torchlight or a fire. "Are you in here? All I see is this- wow, what is that?"

      That would be me.

      Tehra saw a flat-topped slab of stone coming out from the rock floor, where the rest of the floor was flat around it. It seemed like a room right there in the cave, although it was empty of the usual comforts one would expect to find in any regular room. In the center, where the raised structure stood, was a floating skull of some kind of metal, perhaps even a dull gold. There were green crystals sticking out from the skull, and the thing had a green glow seemingly coming from it. "That is you? Where are you?"

      I am before you. And might I say, you are quite the sight after untold years of solitude.

      Tehra looked down at herself and realized her chest was barely covered by the remains of her dress, while her nipples had frozen to hard nubs in the dead night chill. "This is the first time I've been ogled by a floating skull."

      What? Oh, no. That's not what I meant. But aren't you hungry? I would ask how long you have been wandering around the wilderness. Some time, judging by the state of you?

      The skull was not actually looking at her though. It wasn't animated in any way. It was just sort of floating, aimlessly, as though adrift in a tiny pool of water, meandering from facing one side of the room to the other. The way it just hung in the air above the stone table was also disconcerting.

      Again, Tehra's stomach demanded that she feed it immediately, and enough with all the curiosities! "Food? Yes, I sorely pray you are not up to any trickery."
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      Mertho could see that she was puzzled by his appearance. Without any way to see himself, her reaction only made him more curious about the nature of his physical change. It seemed that he was lower than her, and he could feel a sense of floating, just like he had when the green vortex had formed around him on that fateful night with Gaynor in his bedchamber.

      Are you afraid? he asked.

      "No," she said, but she was clearly lying to appear brave. That was not necessarily a negative trait in an adventurous type. "I am not afraid of a, well, I am not sure what you are. Floating skull of gold and green crystals?"

      That's what you see when you look at me?

      "You really have no idea what happened to you, do you?"

      No... Well, that's not true. I remember every depressing detail of the incident that was the catalyst to my current circumstance. But I don't exactly have a mirror down here in this cave.

      The pretty elf was looking around, searching for something. Perhaps she was a tomb robber, although she wasn't dressed for doing much of anything but lying in a ditch. "Wait a minute? You said you could conjure food. Where is it?" She was genuinely crestfallen at discovering there was nothing there for her to eat.

      Yes, yes, I can conjure food. I'll admit that I merely conjured the smell to get you to believe that I was really here, but I can make anything you like, within reason of course. But… let's just keep it simple for now, okay? Focusing intently on himself and the room around him, he cast a spell to conjure food for the elf.

      Tehra’s eyes widened, and she licked her lips. "Elven bread, jambala berries, blackbird pie, and is that a skin of water?"

      Wine, and I will venture a guess that you have never had such a vintage in your life.

      The elf lunged forward and knelt on the floor before the feast that had appeared there on silver platters. She began to greedily shovel handfuls of food into her mouth, her hands flitting between the different dishes, rotating around so that she was devouring each of them at once. She uncorked the wine without bothering to watch where the cap flew to in her haste. After gulping down half of the contents, she then stopped, realizing that it was actually a very fine variety of wine. "This is good. Wow, you're amazing. I take back what I said about anything to do with common pottage. I, uh, thank you." She almost choked on those last two words, although that could have just as easily been caused by her mouth being half full of the food she was still hastily chewing and swallowing in between syllables.

      Your magical energy is weak for an elf of your age, Mertho said while he watched her feast.

      Chewing and not bothering to reply until she had swallowed, the elf said, "I've never developed my natural magical abilities."

      That's a shame. I can assure you that there is nothing more useful than a vast knowledge of magical energies and spell casting.

      She moaned a partial affirmation but seemed a lot more interested in the food. It was impressive to see such a slight woman put away so much at once, and without showing any signs of being full, even after half of everything was gone. "I can see it's gotten you far," she said eventually as though it was just a passing remark."

      At least as far as your lack of knowledge has gotten you.

      He watched her, sensing her natural aura growing healthy and warm again, content now that she was no longer half starving. The room was cold but outside was clearly much worse. He could see that it had been raining, slicking down her dress and hair so that it clung to her skin. As she knelt there shoving food into her small mouth, Mertho could imagine that he might actually be aroused by the way that her body was positioned and so barely clad, wet and taut in places that were usually withheld from the view of the world. His body was no longer with him though, so, suffice to say, he was not going to be physically aroused by even the wettest and most pert of young elven maids visiting him in the middle of the night.

      Thinking of such things made him remember Gaynor and the way she had shown up at the entrance to his tower, out where it lay in the low hills near the city of Aklago. Had it been destroyed when he was consumed, confined, transformed, by the burst of raw magical energy that had somehow taken hold of him the night he'd made love to the beautiful Gaynor?

      "So, what did you happen to you?" the elf asked as she finally reached the end of her appetite and set down the bone she had been chewing the marrow from within. Taking up the flask containing the remaining wine, she walked over and sat down before Mertho with her legs crossed.

      I was studying in my tower, the building that had been in my family for generations, when a lady friend came calling. She spent the night.

      "Lady friend or 'lady friend'?"

      Mertho felt flustered but knew he had no cheeks that could go red, and no telltale human features that could give away his discomfort at the question. He wondered if his glowing magical aura varied its appearance in correlation to his thoughts and feelings. If by 'lady friend' you mean a whore, no, Gaynor was nothing but virtuous and innocent... almost to the point of being naive.

      "So what happened, did she put some demonic spell on you and cast you down into this cave under the hill?"

      Under a hill? Are we, no, do you think there might be a ruin of my tower nearby?

      The elf's face lit up. "I thought they were just fallen rock fragments and crag. This would make more sense though! I think your tower was right here, I mean, above where we are now. Was there a path or something similar leading to it?"

      There was a dirt road that I used to travel to the river Stryks, where I had a small ferry boat to gain entry to the city.  Mertho could feel his mood rising at the discovery of this new information. Finally, a possible outcome and explanation to his current scenario. He went on to describe the events as he remembered them, on the night he'd been struck by this strange magic that left him a disembodied magical core at the bottom of some strange cave.

      When he finished, Tehra spoke. "I remember hearing stories about an evil sorcerer who had a tower out in the countryside that vanished completely one night. In fact, I remember the stories all too well. The other children used to try and scare me to be cruel. They would say the sorcerer had been so evil, the ground had opened up and swallowed his tower, sucking it downward into the... ground." She paused before finishing that sentence, looking around at the underground chamber with a newfound fascination in her green eyes. The way they reflected back the green aura of Mertho's magical energy was doubly mesmerizing. "Oh my gods, those weren't just stories, were they? You are the sorcerer."

      I am a wizard, not some primitive sorcerer. All the same, it sounds like those rumors are based on me. He pushed out his energy and could sense the structures around him. Before, he hadn't tried looking for anything in particular. Now that he knew there was something to specifically seek, he was able to sense what seemed like a shaft in the rock that led downward, but it was shattered and fragmented. I think I can feel where my tower sank down and became embedded in the rock. Wait, how long ago did all this happen?

      “You don’t know how long you’ve been here?”

      Time is… different than when I was human. It seems to slip me by.

      “It must have been more than fifteen years ago the tower disappeared, so they say.”

      That long? I’ve been contemplating my strange new situation this whole time, and it never felt more than a matter of hours … or perhaps days. But it could have been that long, yes. I haven’t felt the pains of time at all. This is amazing.

      "Amazing is an interesting word to use, just finding out your ancestral home was destroyed, and you are left a magical skull floating about above some kind of altar."

      Mertho had never considered that he might be on top of anything but a random slab of rock. Maybe it was an altar of some sort, and if that were the case, this was not merely a malevolent spell gone wrong in a bizarre way. I think something unique has happened to me. Since the first second it struck me, I felt a new type of energy, not a common dark magic, but far from light magic. I feel as though I am the core of this underground cave, the remnants of my wizard's tower. I know it seems absurd... he added, noting the look of incredulity on her face.

      "I'm not going to pretend I know about any of those things. If this is true, and the stories my bullies used to frighten me as a child were actually based on fact, not mere fantasy, that means you really have been down here for a long time. I was only ten years of age when I finally left the orphanage, not that my life improved much on the streets, but at least I was no longer a victim." The pretty elf sat up straight, her posture impeccable even though she seemed relaxed.

      You are an elf, Mertho said.

      "What? Of course. You knew this when I first entered this chamber."

      Yes, I mean—how old are you? For all I know, you just as easily be one hundred as you could be twenty.

      "I am twenty-five years old," she responded. "I know that is young, particularly for one of a race that can live hundreds of years."

      It does explain your naivety of being out here alone at night, and in the rain.

      When he called her naive, the elf began to tense her leg muscles and leaned back on her hands, propping herself and looking like she was thinking about jumping back away from the altar. "Why am I naive? So, this is some kind of twisted trap then?"

      Please, don't be alarmed. I only meant that it was honestly foolish to come here, not knowing anything about what you would find, and without even a pair of boots or shoes, let alone a proper weapon. Can you fight with that letter opener you have with you?"

      "Ask the man I killed last night."

      Mertho tried to laugh, his magical aura glowing more brightly for a moment as he did so. I hope he at least had it coming. Hmm, but if you left the orphanage at the age of ten, I have been down here for more than fifteen years. It feels like, so much less, and yet somehow so much more. Nothing is real to me anymore, but everything is so very real.

      The elf sighed. "I honestly cannot tell you I understand, not completely. But I don't think you will find many people willing to share personal histories with a magical skull. That has to mean something to you, right?"

      Was she trying to comfort him? It had not occurred to him that Mertho might actually be pitiable in his new form. He was quiet for some time after that, again not totally sure if it was just a minute or two, or a lot longer. Time was not a completely foreign concept to him anymore, but it did tend to drift back and forth in his mind, like the tide of an ocean shore.

      She'd been staring intently at him the whole time, as well as the altar he was sat atop. It must have been incredibly strange to her, but the young elf was made of tougher resolve than most, or she simply had a mind full of curiosity than outweighed the fear she should have been driven by the first moment she encountered the chamber within the rock - a drive to run like mad and never return to this clearly cursed place or even mention it to anyone.

      What is your name, young elf? he asked her eventually, having realized that he was already slightly fond of her tenacity.

      "Tehra. I never knew my family name. Well, I might have, but that was at such a young age that I've forgotten everything about my family now. Do you, have a name?"

      Yes. Like the stories went, I was a human, but a wizard rather than an uneducated sorcerer. I am Mertho, a name which has been passed down from my father and his father before him, and so on for generations. I guess I really let my ancestors down when I destroyed their tower and drove it deep into the rock. He sighed, again the light of his skull and altar glowing. You may sleep here if you'd rather not face the storm. Without any effort this time, he used another magical conjuration to call forth a comfortable single bed and a bronze fire barrel that nestled at the entrance to the chamber, to allow the magically burning flame's smoke to exit out and not suffocate the elf as she slept.

      "Thank you," she said, now cold and despondent as she silently walked over and lay herself down in the bed. Her own demons were battling in her mind after talk of her painful past. The future was never assured to be any less painful, but at least in the present there lay the opportunity to numb the mind with things like wine and sleep. As a living, breathing person, she could at least enjoy such things. Soon, she was making gentle sounds of slumber.

      Mertho did not sleep, but time passed him less cruelly now. He had wasted more than fifteen years just sitting and thinking, at least he thought he probably had – it was so hard to tell. To think of all the things he might have learned about his new form, his new powers, in that many years—it was frustrating. It was for the best that he did not need to sleep now because he had missed too much time already.
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      Mertho couldn’t figure out how he’d get himself to sleep with no eyes to close and no physical body to rest anyway. This would have been seen as a disadvantage by many, especially those who love a good nap. The wizard had never been much for sleep, however. When he had been made of plain flesh and blood, he would stay up through all hours of the night, often forgoing sleeping even long after the sun had reclaimed day from the night, and the early morning was well into the day.

      As a knowledgeable wizard with great power, from a strong line of wizards and magic users, he was able to make his body into a powerhouse of study and constant wakefulness. Sleep was only rarely needed, perhaps only a handful of times during each month of the calendar. This was his secret weapon in the never-ending war to amass more knowledge and ability in spell casting. Where many lesser students of magic would have eventually dropped into a deep slumber and lost precious time poring through their books and scrolls, experimenting with the information found therein, Mertho tirelessly continued his quest for magical superiority for many days and nights at a time.

      His mind now was growing dim and weary without a single new thing to learn. It almost drove him into a state of primitive semi-consciousness, the droning silence of nothing; nothing to think, nothing to do, nothing new to make him feel a sense of progress and accomplishment as a wizard.

      He almost failed to hear the telltale crunch of feet on top of rock and soil. People were coming toward the entrance to his cavernous tomb. They lacked the magical aura that had made it easy for him to sense Tehra from a distance. The only way he had been made aware of these newcomers approaching was that they were practically already at the entrance to his cave.

      Yes, he could sense them coming in, much louder and more carefree than the elf had been when she'd crept along in the dark. It was still raining outside, but they had modern lanterns that provided their light its own shelter from wind and raindrops. Amazingly, Mertho could see them through his mind as they came through the cave entrance one at a time. Their faces were worried, but there was a self-assured facade covering that doubt. Theirs were the kinds of faces owned by adventurers, or perhaps mercenaries.

      None of them were wearing uniforms, so it was unlikely they were from the town guard. He had not asked the elf what had caused her to flee the city—that was her own business and he had never been the sort of man to gossip or pry into the personal affairs of others. Tehra had mentioned that she'd killed a man the previous night. Surprised, and a little impressed perhaps, that it might actually be true, Mertho spoke to her in a way he hoped would not be heard by the intruders.

      Young elf, it is time to wake up.

      The wine must have put her into an extra deep sleep because she did not wake up.

      Tehra, wake up, or I will be forced to take care of this without full knowledge of the scenario.

      She didn't wake up.  She just rolled over and made a grumbling sound like a child whose mother was trying to rouse them on a cold winter morning.

      Mertho was not ready to start babying anyone, especially a fully grown adult who he had just met. He ignored her and went back to focusing on the intruders. He sensed there were four of them, all men. No, there was one woman, dressed in the same type of armor as the men. They wore no markings of elegance, and they were dressed mostly in black and other dark, plain colors. They had all the trappings of mercenaries, possibly hired to go and find the young elven maid who had put an end to a man's life in the city two nights ago.

      It was a conundrum to think of how to stop them. Without his body, he could not use his arms to cast the spells he had memorized, those that could actually be used without preparation. That had always been something that fascinated him about the less-educated forms of spellcasters. Sorcerers, druids, and even witches to some degree, could cast spells using their natural link to their specific sorts of magical energy. They were able to draw up the magic in the world around them and channel it with their own rituals and casting.

      A wizard was a scholarly magic user, someone who was not necessarily born with an innate ability. Although it was common for those born with natural magical abilities to become wizards, many of the most powerful and famous wizards throughout the ages had been regular human beings at birth. Mertho was in that camp of wizard. He had been taught even his most basic spells, such as conjuring object and detecting magic. He had already learned to walk before he was allowed to start his training. That's why he had always felt as though he was somehow behind natural magic users, even though they were often much less refined and powerful in their specific forms of magical energy.

      But Mertho knew how to attain the ability to cast spells from a wide range of different magic types. What had been done to him had to be of a certain type of magic, or a combination of multiple types. Knowing that, whatever magic had turned him into the core of his own personal cave, or dungeon, beneath the surface of the world, could be learned about and indeed mastered. If there was any wizard for that task, it was him.

      Clearing his mind of all else, he focused on his own central core. Soon he could feel the structure of the rock, the soil, even the moisture that was a neutral part of all things. He could sense there was plant life in the cave, moss and tiny formations of tangled roots and leaves. Insects were there in their millions.

      Yes, he could sense everything around him, at least to the point where the underworld met the surface. He thought about the rock surrounding the oncoming men. They were bearing weapons and clearly meant to use them when they found Tehra asleep in her bed. Even if she were to wake, which he might be able to bring about by calling to her again, could she take on this whole group with just a knife and no armor? That was unlikely.

      He created a divide, cracking up the cave’s natural rock farther along where the group of mercenaries was heading. There was nothing else he could think to do. No, it would be wrong to let them enter his chamber. And if they were to discover his altar, they were sure to want to destroy it or perhaps try to take him, the skull, the core of his being, for all he could figure out.

      Could he really murder these unwitting adventurers? There was a chance their intentions were not murderous, but that was so slim he immediately pushed it far from his mind. The idea that such brutish people could be up to anything but trouble was laughable, really. It made him remember Benevic’s party who had come to his tower as though they owned it. Without any cause for provocation by Mertho, those men had been willing to smash down the antique door that had stood strong and proud for hundreds of years. They'd entered Mertho's private sanctum and hurled accusations at him, as though he were some common witch who ate children and used dead cats for divination. While he was in the throes of agony and needing help, not hindrance, they had come into his bedchamber and taken everything from him at the behest of their supposedly righteous leader, the hero Benevic.

      Gaynor had come to Mertho. She had chosen him. It was his right to be with her. The wizard had done nothing wrong!

      With that rage surging through him, he formed a falling rock trap that would drop the moment something of sizable weight passed on the floor beneath it. He did not need to think about how to do this. It just came to him, as though second nature. Mertho wanted the trap, and there it was. He was magically in tune with the rock and earth around him.

      The first intruder wasn't wearing a helm, and as he walked sure-footedly down the cavernous path, a jacked chunk of rock the size of a suckling pig expelled itself from the tunnel ceiling and plummeted toward the floor. It met with the hapless man's head first, of course, but barely slowed down on impact. Instead, it pulverized the top of his skull and drove his neck into his spine. Death was mercifully instant. The man’s associates looked carefully until they were sure there were no more rocks waiting to drop from that location, and stepped over the body.

      The blasé reactions of the other three to this man’s gruesome death confirmed in Mertho's mind that they were indeed hired mercenaries. He felt nothing but contempt for them; he was still swelling up with feelings of hatred and regret at the memory of his own personal abuse at the hands of hired swords and adventurers.

      However, he felt there was not enough time to form another trap. With time moving so strangely for him, it had seemed like an eternity of contemplation while he decided how to deal with the four, now three, intruders. Even as he was sensing them move by the falling rock trap, they were seemingly almost right up to his inner chamber and the sleeping elf.

      Go back! he called out, hoping to tap into their minds.

      "What was that?" said one of them to the other two.

      The woman, whose face was stern and without emotions, replied, "The elf's a whore, obviously, and she's got a man with her. Are you afraid?"

      "I'll show you who's afraid, woman," he replied. They continued coming closer.

      What business of theirs it was if Tehra had a male companion? Mertho could not figure it out. These ruffians had to be taught a lesson about dealing brutality in the name of earning gold, and righteous cause and effect. Very well! he called to them with a rueful glee that felt well suited to his mood, which was quickly growing more murderous. Murderers deserved murder, after all.

      "What's that noise?" said the other man, who had not spoken yet. His quiet awareness might have served him better in life, if he had not chosen to throw his sword at the feet of whoever could pay the highest price in coin. As such, he heard the cracking sound of rock too late.

      With much less mental exertion now, even less than with the simple rock trap, Mertho thought carefully about a solidly formed section of rock at chest height to the intruders. It was perfectly in every way, a beautiful part of the underground world. And it became a spike instantly, shooting out of the cave wall and piercing the man from the side. Blood started to pour out from where the rock spike had entered him through the area under his arm and all the way through his body, side on. He did not drop to the floor as he died; he was pinned to the other side of the rock wall.

      "What was that?" asked Tehra. She was sitting up in the bed. "I heard a terrible crashing sound and someone screaming. Did I dream it?

      No. Mercenaries have come to collect a price on your head, I assume. Mertho was not eager to discuss the details of his killing, not while the hatred was still running its course through his magical core.

      Tehra took up her knife and stood to the side of the only entrance to the chamber, which had no door or any other visible way of stopping entry from the other side. "I will stop them from coming, or they will have to take back a corpse to collect their reward."

      You think they have come for you? I assumed you were lying about having killed a man. I have already decided their fates, so you need not worry. Your little knife will not need to taste blood again, not tonight anyway.

      "I can take care of myself," she said stubbornly.

      When the footsteps were audible to the elf too, and Mertho could sense them just out of sight as the two mercenaries drew nearer, it was past the time for playing petty games. With all the energy he felt he could summon, the wizard formed a series of flinted pieces in the rock, this time much shorter and thinner. He pushed them outward from the natural tunnel and sent them flying at incredible speeds from all around the man and woman.

      They were struck all over with the foot long shards of razor sharp rock. It was like an explosion of fragments, each one slicing up its victim without prejudice; natural elements knew no allegiance and could feel nothing for the pain or pleasure of mortal beings. Mertho appreciated this for the first time as he sensed the life forces draining from the last two intruders of the group. Even seeing the woman die, knowing her pain and sorrow, did not make Mertho feel bad. He was too level-headed now to favor her with sorrow over the man, just because of her gender. No... Mertho felt a sense of powerful balance that left him buzzing with excitement.

      "What the fuck was that?" screamed Tehra. "Was that you? Did you just slaughter them?"

      You were preparing to fight them. And you just killed a man recently, you said it yourself and with pride in your voice.

      Tehra was breathing heavily as though she had actually just been in a fight, rather than an idle witness to this bizarre display of strange, dark magic. "What is that now? There's light coming from the corpses. You're glowing even more brightly." She had to cover her eyes and look away to shield them.

      Mertho could feel something entering him, flowing across the room from the corpses. It was their life force, now that the mercenaries were dead and could no longer store the energy within them. As a natural center of this cavernous dungeon, he was the rightful owner of it. It was amazing how such knowledge came to him like that, without the need to study a single page of any book. This must be how naturally gifted magic users felt when they channeled magic from the world around them.

      It was still amusing that although he had been given a way to use new types of magic, without countless hours of study and preparation, the wizard was still confined to a hidden away chamber beneath the ruins of his ancestral tower.

      "What just happened? The energy, their inherent aura, it went from their lifeless bodies and into you. That skull that seems to contain whatever you are. Has this all been some kind of ruse? Are you going to drain my life force next, Mertho?"

      Feeling good now and far removed from the hatred and anger that had been fueling him during the killing, Mertho did not want to harm anyone else. Of course, I do not wish to harm you. I could have done so the moment you entered the cave out at the side of the hill. Why would I entertain you as my guest and offer you a warm, dry, safe place to sleep.

      "Safe? You are fucking joking, right?"

      Mertho was starting to feel jaded. He had done something righteous and heroic, turning a bad situation around and putting an end to the living presence of a group of ne'er do wells who would only go on to cause more pain and suffering if they had been allowed to leave with their lives. I saved your life with my actions. It was necessary. I did the right thing.

      "Okay, sure. I appreciate that," she said with a shaky voice; her hands had begun to tremble. "I have to go though. This is too much for me to process, right now. Will you allow me to leave?"

      You are not my prisoner, and you never were. I was alone here for years before you came along. I need no one else, especially not a simple mortal, a young adult elf who doesn't even have the most basic of magical abilities.

      "And yet you lured me with the smell and promise of food. Why?"

      He didn't feel the need to answer, so he didn't. Curiosity was its own need and its own reward. A wizard never apologized or made excuses for having a thirst for more knowledge.

      Tehra was edging slowly toward the entrance where the two warm corpses lay, cut to bloody ribbons and heaped on the cold rock floor. "You're evil, aren't you?"

      Am I evil? No, of course not. I just saved your life and put an end to four very bad people.

      "There were two more of them? How were you able to do that? What did you do to stop the other two? This is too much, no, this is wrong. This is dark magic, the opposite of what an elf should seek, if she seeks magic at all. I must leave. I must go!" She ran by the sliced up bodies, carefully leaping over them so that none of the shards of sharply flinted rock would cut her. The razor-like pieces stuck out from the corpses from thousands of places. Even their pricey looking studded leather suits of armor had been worthless at stopping the sheer number of projectiles from finding vital and uncovered places on their bodies. Blood oozed out into a pool around them, filling up the lines and cracks in the floor of the cave tunnel. Tehra stepped in it as she fled by, and let out a controlled scream.

      Mertho sensed her leaving. She went even faster as she passed the other victims, noticing each time how they had been slaughtered in equally bizarre and unnatural ways. Unnatural was a word he was sure regular people would use to describe what had transpired here. Yet Mertho knew that it was the most natural thing in the world, to be the heart of a natural structure, the core of his very own cavernous dungeon.
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      Time again became strange, with no living person around to help guide him as to its passage. The night seemed to pass as he remained still, always still, yet now also without conscious thought. There was no reason to focus without anything to learn or plan for. Mertho felt cold, like a thing that was truly dead. Alone and unshifting.

      It was some time later—days? Weeks? Months? If more than fifteen years had managed to somehow pass by him since he'd been turned into this natural core beneath the surface, any number of days might have passed before his next thought came to pass. It didn't matter, really. Had he aged since being turned into the magical skull? Would he continue in this state for eternity?

      Mertho knew all too well that even those who attained immortality were never truly guaranteed eternal life. For, where there was one magical spell or ritual, another waited out there that could reverse it. Many were yet undiscovered, or they were spells that had not been created by the greater powers that were capable of doing such things. However it came to be, something or someone was always capable of destroying even the most powerful forces that existed.

      If Mertho had become a great power, as he was convinced was true, he decided that some careful planning was required. He would need to give this careful consideration before acting further, in the same way that druids and monks took their time in reflecting on their place within the balance of good, evil, and the neutrality that existed. In the way that naturally born magic users focused to harness highly specific strains of magic, so would Mertho commit himself to this undiscovered yet dark magic that was built within his very being.

      After falling into a state of meditative trance, for an again unknown length of time, he chose a path. The wizard-cum-magical core would commit to punishing those with power who abused their positions. The use of strength, whether physical, magical, or through the influence and domination of others, was not to be used in oppressing those who were too weak to defend themselves.

      He was not an evil force. The elf had been wrong in her speculations, but youth was naive and reached hasty conclusions without the ability to properly reflect. Mertho now knew how to take his time and think things through.

      Neither would he be lonely and useless, even without his body or a way to actively go out and contribute to the world. His search for knowledge would become a personal one, and his library would no longer be made up of books. His inner chamber was himself, his mind, his magical core. Instead of pages with writings to teach him, he would use his natural senses to continue to learn and develop this new magic, just as he had begun to do.
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      If there were going to be enough time for him to continue his new quest to extend his knowledge of himself and this strange magic that he had become entwined with, being raided by dungeon divers or more mercenaries would not do. In fact, it was foolish of him to think that he had all this time to waste, when that pretty elf could have gone and told others of what she had seen.

      It did not make sense that she would return to the city of Aklago across the river. She was clearly wanted by someone with a lot of money to offer cutthroats to bring her in. But she was fearful and confused, perhaps Tehra might have decided to leave this region completely.

      Mertho would need to build up his defenses if he was going to survive long enough to make his planned mark on the world.

      Sensing the cave around him, Mertho realized that there was so much he had never paid attention to. The flow of the natural world never stopped, and it was not all magical. As a wizard, he had been attuned to things that possessed notable magical properties. While he was unsure that everything contained magic, as some people would have one believe, he did possess the magical ability to sense important properties in everything. He just knew it, without the need to read about it.

      First, he decided that the table he was hovering above was not an acceptable place for him to remain. This was some kind of sham altar, perhaps created by chance, yes. More likely, it was put there as a result of the dark magic that had made him into the magical core. He channeled energy into the rock beneath him and raised it up until it resembled something more like a church altar. There was no room for unwarranted ego in Mertho's mind, but he was a powerful being and would reside somewhere grander than a slab of rough rock on the ground.

      The front, he decided should have the image of a carved skull. He also created a magical barrier around himself, which would at least offer some protection and help to buy him more time, if he should find he was unable to defend his altar properly.

      Having the entrance to his chamber so close to the surface was also a problem. The elf had been so close by chance, and the mercenaries had managed to track her down, even though it took them more than a full day and night. More might come looking for this strange cave, especially if they heard stories about the magical skull that appeared to be golden, and the green crystals that covered it.

      Adventurers and fools were lured to their deaths time and time again by the promise of riches, fame, or just a way to spend their time and feel their lives were not pointless. But many times, adventurers who dared to face challenges head-on were successful in their quests. That included looting caves and dungeons filled with magical items and riches.

      Mertho had not considered that he would be seen as a magical item, perhaps something that could be sold to someone who would study him as he himself had studied magical artifacts for more of his life.

      He needed to hide himself better, to make it more difficult for people to find his core. Again, focusing his energy, he made his chamber shift downward into the rock, farther beneath the surface. Sliding downward into the rock, parting the very fabric of the world, Mertho knew that he could do anything once he got the hang of this core magic. It was a primal, almost sensual experience to penetrate the rock and soil. Whereas men who worked to dig away the ground in order to create underground dwellings were destroying the world to replace it with their own designs, Mertho was part of it all.

      He was not destroying here like he'd done while killing the adventurers before. No, he was a creator, building his own natural dungeon. Actually, again, no—he was the dungeon! And his brain was starting to go into overdrive thinking about the wondrous things he could create to keep people from getting to his core.

      The most obvious problem was the entrance being so open and accessible. Even though the place was clearly well hidden, enough so that no one had stumbled upon it yet, he was worried. That elf was bound to tell someone about him. After that, it would be easy to see that this was no regular cave, especially with those dead bodies just lying there. They'd clearly been killed by traps, instead of just being bitten by poisonous animals or perhaps monsters dwelling around the hills and in the caves.

      Mertho weighed up his options. He could hide himself quite easily, and there wouldn't be any risk that he would be discovered; no one need ever know there was anything of interest in this cave. But then he would be closing himself off from the opportunity to obtain more of the glorious life force energy that was currently surging through his magical core, making all of existence and the world around him seem so bright and full of the types of possibilities that he had only ever experienced when learning an unfamiliar type of magic for the first time. The risk that he might lose that was almost terrifying. And then he would be destitute. It was a complete coincidence that Tehra had come along, unwittingly drawing in those mercenaries in her wake.

      Mertho realized that he was potentially trapped in this cave for what might be eternity. Could he cope without the power to do much, or have a chance to discover the nature of his power?

      The mutilated corpses would do plenty to deter any innocent passersby who might look into the cave entrance. Mertho did not want to have to kill anyone who wasn't already living a violent life - like the men who did this to him in the first place. He could almost remember their faces, only, humans were already becoming like a distant relative in his mind. That pretty little elf, even though she'd run away in fear as though he were a demon, she had been like more of a fellow than the humans whose remains were already beginning to fester and rot within the confines of his rock gilded tomb.

      Above, Mertho created another level. He didn't want to use up all of his new energy supplies on more floor space and walls, but in order to have traps to stop people, there needed to be a larger area for people to move around.

      Not wanting to make it too obvious that there were intelligently built traps here, Mertho decided to use more rock traps. He created a series of falling rock traps so that it would look like the top of the cave was merely unstable. So, the entrance tunnel was simply lined with traps, and he removed all evidence of the large spike that he'd sent flying through the side of the mercenary who'd come looking for Tehra. The body was still there, though, and it was bound to begin to draw in wild animals. Hmm, he thought, wild animals could be particularly useful. There was a way that he could charm them. And, while such spells did not last forever, he could simply renew them when he sensed they were starting to wear off. Druids and rangers were known to use simple spells so they could get wild animals to help them, to stop themselves from being attacked in the wilderness, or to protect others from them.

      These rotting corpses would be just the thing to draw in wild animals. The idea of reanimating the dead bodies so that zombies could be used to defend the core was tempting. But Mertho had only the most fundamental understanding of how necromancy could be used in any practical application. He had studied it, and learned to detect and repel it, of course. However, to actually learn the use of the dark arts was firmly forbidden by his family's code of honor. Not to mention that he would have been driven away from the city by the local guards, and the military would have gotten involved. Necromancy was hated by the public, and seen as a real threat by royalty and nobility. It would never be tolerated.

      So, even if Mertho had been able to use necromancy with these corpses, doing so would have all but ensured attracting a powerful spell user, possibly a veteran cleric and his cohort, to destroy the source of the evil. It was best to keep away from that sort of magic, which was fine with him; it was not one of his stronger magic types anyway.

      No, using the rotting bodies to draw in more natural allies was a superb idea. People wouldn't be suspicious at finding aggressive predatory animals lurking around the dungeon.

      The idea of powerful magic users finding out about his dungeon was worrying. There were some out there who could halve come down to his core and snuffed him out of existence in an instant. More likely though, they would want to confine him and study what he was.

      Wizards were students of not only magic but also of the places where magical artifacts and ancient tomes could be obtained. That meant dungeons, and the things they contained. In order to build proper traps, he would need more than just the rock around him. If someone were to come through with a magical charm warding off damage from rock, he would be sunk all too quickly.

      Mertho was no stranger to alchemy, and he found deposits of metal, drawing them up and forging them into discs for the trap he had in mind. He created serrated sections in the discs, and made the edges razor sharp. It then occurred to him that there was a deposit of precious stones, diamonds, nearby. He used those to harden the edges of his circular blade, which was several times the length of a man. He created a spinning disc trap that would send the spinning blade down from a narrow slot in the floor, causing a particularly nasty ending for anyone who triggered it. The benefit of this was that it could take out more than one person at once, and could be easily reused.

      The power required to do this was no small amount, and Mertho was worried he wouldn't be able to get any more for some time. Sensing the world around him didn't drain him, though, and he could feel the natural world swirling. There were small creatures who had no doubt called his cave home since it was first created, long before he declared it a dungeon. Bats, insects, even some small snakes. There were also plants, such as moss, and an abundance of tiny water sources that were not much to a larger creature like a human. Mertho could draw upon these if he desired.

      To make it more suitable for animals to live there, he created a pool of clear water that naturally filtered through tiny pebbles, much in the way an artificial pool would be built in a palace. Only, this looked like a perfectly normal underground pool. Around the water, he created crawling vines that could wrap around any unwanted guests who made the mistake of trying to drink or swim at the water. He utilized the natural plant life that was there to do this, something he had never actually done before, although his knowledge of nature magic was as good as the other major fields of magic he had spent a lifetime studying. Mertho realized this was like his own real-world magical study, but so much better than just reading about it.

      If a group of experienced adventurers, particularly one with a relatively powerful magic user, were to find the dungeon now, they would still be able to get through to the core. Even though it was risky to use so much of his magic, Mertho created two stone golems from the rock and had them remain either side of the entrance to his core. They were only about the size of a large man and didn't need to be animated until they were required. That would require magic, which he planned to have enough of, hopefully.
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      The golems were a good idea, but only as a backup. They couldn't be kept moving without using a constant supply of magical energy. After all that building, it was painfully clear that Mertho had gotten much less from those mercenaries than he'd at first thought. He felt panicky now, like he was sitting there, helpless against the threat of any moderately skilled adventuring party.

      If he were to be discovered by a professional adventuring company, his core would be theirs for the taking. Fear was something that he was not free of, despite no longer being human in body. Briefly, he wondered if that were something he would be able to address, so that he could become a truly focused being of logic and magical expansion.

      For now, since the golems would not be able to stay animated, and he was becoming increasingly terrified of being destroyed so soon into his new magical experience, Mertho decided to try and find another, more natural, creature to protect him.

      He put out his magical feelers, streams of invisible energy, just like he'd done to call to Tehra. There were beasts in the wilderness away from the city. He had felt their presence and even seen them great distances from his tower. It was rare they ever ventured anywhere near to where humans were in large numbers. Mertho would find one to tempt, to draw near, and he would take hold of its mind—supposing that he was able. Yes, of course he could. He was no longer a mere human, after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Tehra woke up, the scratchy material of her blanket damp, and heat giving way to an icy chill as the air flowed under the edges as she sat up in her narrow bed. "Gods damn it," she said in a way that was very un-elf like. If any of the gods were to damn anyone due to that kind of language, it would be her. Having been severed from her elf heritage at such a fragile, young age, she had little connection left in her heart.

      She shook her head slowly, the weight inside it making the movement labored. It was like a crown of heavy lead was atop her head, pushing down and making the swiveling of her neck difficult. Inside it were thoughts of that cave in the mountain, the deep down the chamber with the hidden core.

      It had been a year since that night in the hills with the strange wizard’s floating skull, but it was still fresh in her mind. Could it have been nothing but her imagination? She still tried to convince herself that it wasn’t real sometimes. Sleeping outdoors alone, in the eerie wilderness could play with a person's mind. That would be enough to cause anyone to see things that weren't really there. Or, to have terrifying dreams that crept up and seemed so normal at first that she had mistaken them for reality.

      Those men and the woman who had come for her, come to get her for killing Rufer, they had been real enough. And she knew very well that the mercenaries were not just part of her dreamtime imaginings. Had Tehra caused their deaths? Looking down at the way her body was making the blanket shiver, she had her hands in her lap. The palms were so clear and light, pallid really, as an elf was known to be. The true color seemed closer to red, with the blood that had been pulverized, stabbed, and slashed from their bodies.

      "Those poor bastards," she whispered. Reducing them to such simple terms helped her to make things simple again in her mind. Acting as though she felt truly sorry for them also helped to ease her conscience. If it hadn't been for that evil wizard and his magical core, and his hideous traps, she would have almost assuredly ended up with a slit through her neck while sleeping under that fallen tree in a ditch.

      Something about the cave and the magic it had contained continued to call to her. At first, she had wanted to stay inside the city and avoid the guards. That was too risky though, so she traveled to a small town about half a day’s walk away. There, Tehra had asked traders for information. The fat merchant who she'd killed, that sleazy pig, had actually had a wife. It was little wonder he'd been keeping a secret room. It was likely that wasn't even his primary home. Tehra was glad he hadn’t left any children behind along with his wife when the elf had had to stick her knife into his throat.

      The widow still had plenty of money apparently and had paid the city guards handsomely to keep searching for her husband's killer. This, along with the mercenaries who were still after the reward money, had made it impossible to go to the city. That's why Tehra was glad she’d wound up in the dirt-poor town of Fayborrough instead, half a day's walk away from Aklago. The people of this town kept to themselves and did not like drawing the attention of outsiders. That, coupled with the distance from the city, made it a great place to hide from officials. That’s why Tehra had decided to remain there rather than bothering to move on.

      With another shiver and then a big sigh, Tehra got out of the rickety bed and stood up. There was only just enough ceiling clearance in her rented room to stand fully straight. She wanted to stretch out first thing in the morning, but lifting her hands far above her head was not physically possible. There wasn't much to her room. It just contained the bed with its straw-filled mattress and pillow, and a scratchy, yet sufficiently warm, blanket. In the corner was a bucket that was for whatever use she might find, namely relieving herself without braving the icy cold on winter nights. It was still warm this time of year, so there was thankfully no need to forgo using the common latrine situated behind the boarding house at present.

      With an empty stomach and nothing in her room to eat, Tehra stepped out to greet the rising sunshine. It was a pleasant day and the wind rolling over the fields and crops was enticing, like the true essence of nature. At least, that’s what it felt like to someone who'd grown up in the hustle and grime found within a densely populated city.

      Tehra was hungry, but that didn’t mean she was going to eat. It had been several days since she’d last been offered any work. Then, it had been shoveling horseshit with a few of the local boys. The way they stared at her was somehow both offensive and cute. If they weren’t gawking at her pointed ears and elven features, they were admiring her firm backside when she bent over to scoop up a shovel load, or looking at her breasts when she was stretching her back out on their break.

      And today, Tehra was going to see the white witch who lived just on the edge of the forest outside of town. They say that the town was given its name because of the large family of witches who were among the original founders, but speaking about that sort of thing out loud was not considered proper with most of the current townspeople. They both feared and respected the "old hag" as they were known to call her. The witch had been a friend to Tehra when the other townspeople had kept her at arm’s length. And she had been helping teach her the ways of her inherent elven magical powers. The only thing Tehra had learned was a low-level ability to now detect magic. She was able to see it in magical items in the witch’s home, and the aura was even visible around the witch. It might not have been impressive, but it made Tehra feel closer to her elven ancestors.

      Tehra walked out of the town, now used to the harmless stares of the locals as she went. They didn’t mind the elf being there, and mostly found it exciting to have someone so strange and exotic calling their town home for a time. Still, Tehra hadn’t made any friends there, not when people were still so reclusive around strangers.

      She went up the road toward the forest and then veered off a surprisingly well-trodden pathway. Inside the forest, life was still and so different that it was hard to believe a large clump of humans lived just down the road. Birds tweeted and sang in the morning sunshine, dancing and playing with each other between the tall tree branches. There was a low orchestra of natural noises, from insects to birds, coupled with the rustling of the leaves and tall grass as the breeze slowly moved along on its never-ending journey around the globe of the world.

      “It’s a fine day to see one so fair and young,” called out the old woman from her home, not far from the path leading into the forest. “I hope you brought your appetite with you, Tehra.”

      “Hello, Wynoa! Yes, I certainly did. It’s been a day since I last ate. Work in the town is slow, especially when you look different to everyone else.” Tehra walked toward the open door of the battered, wooden cottage. It was a shack really, but not much worse than the average farmer spent their lifetime in.

      Wynoa grinned, the age lines on her face cracking even more around her thin lips. “I’m sure the business owners in the town just have jealous wives who won’t let their husbands hire someone who possesses such an abundance of feminine beauty, my dear.” Despite how old she looked, her eyes were full of a youthful vigor that mortals tended to lose not long into their young adult years, and even during their childhood in many parts of this harsh world. It was true that she was a spinster, and lived alone out here, largely made a pariah by the very people who frequented her home to utilize her services and expertise. However, life seemed to bring her endless joy.

      Tehra’s face went hot, and she was sure she was blushing. She looked away from the old lady.

      Wynoa brought a wrinkled hand up to the young elf’s face. With fingers thin as twigs and dry skin from mixing her concoctions for the villagers, the touch of the old lady’s hand was still warm and endearing.

      “Thank you,” said Tehra, feeling rude but still embarrassed by the compliment. During the past year they’d known each other, the two had bonded almost as though they were family. It had occurred to her more than once that she might have sought out Wyona’s attention due to not having a mother of her own. Such things were a waste of time to think about, and didn’t linger in Tehra’s mind for overly long. Besides, it was only upsetting to think about the family she lacked.

      “Please, sit with me. I have fresh bread with nuts and berries from the forest. Plus, I brewed that magroot tea you so enjoyed last time. Some find it on the bitter side, but you seem to have a natural affinity with the earthier flavors.

      “I guess it’s hard to avoid when you look like me.” Tehra was referring to being an elf, but she knew the good-natured witch wouldn’t actually draw attention to her being different just because of her race, even though it was meant as a compliment.

      As they sat inside by the small fire, each of them drinking from a wooden mug filled with fragrant, warm tea, Tehra chewed on a hearty chunk of still warm bread as Wynoa continued to stare. By the time the elf had finished eating the piece of bread, it was nagging at her to ask what the problem was. While her stomach was not sated, and life seeming much better again, Tehra couldn’t help but feel there was a glimmer of regret or sorrow in the eyes of the kind woman.

      “You’re probably wondering why I stare this way,” Wynoa said as though reading her guest’s mind.

      It had occurred to her that perhaps the old, white witch did have some kind of power of premonition. It had never been discussed, however. “You do look a bit sad today, and I really wonder why you’re looking at me in such a way. Are you alright?”

      “Do you mind if we skip today’s lesson? I am distracted. Oh … I’m going to miss you,” said Wynoa. “I can sense that you’re going to be leaving me today. Please,” she said firmly, raising her hands up, “don’t be worried. If I appear forlorn, it will only be because I love your visits so. I am almost sure your leaving will be a positive thing in your life.”

      “Well, that’s good to know. I thought maybe my time was up already. And here I am, with so very much to do,” Tehra replied with sarcasm.

      Wynoa laughed and shook her head. “I am going to miss your humor. I know you haven’t particularly opened up to me, although I feel like there is a warmth in your heart when we drink tea and talk. When you practice your magic, that’s when I can feel your warmth the most.”

      "So, are you saying you think I'm going to leave Fayborrough?”

      "Come now; it's hardly your own fault that you were made an orphan and left to grow in a land of humans. We don't possess the same knack for magic, or the interest in it, let alone the trust required to peer into the unknown void that exists within the invisible world around us. Also, I am not the only one who can teach you such basic knowledge as I have of herbs and healing remedies. I'm little more than a witch doctor, when it comes down to it, only I've never liked that term. It implies my knowledge is based on science, when it is much more a feeling sort of thing."

      Listening to Wynoa talk about the magical world, especially how it was so solidly melded with the natural one, always brought a warmth to Tehra's soul. "If I seem happy when you teach me, it's surely just because of the good magic I'm picking up from you, Wynoa. And it's thanks to you that I even understand how to detect magic on any level. But that's not enough to do my ancestors justice, surely."

      "I'm sorry to bring this up, but you may never know who those ancestors are. You might do better not to worry about things you can never know, and most likely can't change anyway. Remember the way the natural world moves like endlessly flowing water, running in the direction that makes the most sense. Trying to fight against what is real can only lead to heartache, or worse still, destruction."

      When Tehra eventually left the old witch, her eyes were sore from tears that had been dying to burst forth. Letting herself become emotional would have only upset the kind woman, and bringing sadness into such a giving and loving heart would not have been right. Instead, as the young elf walked away from the weathered cottage, she wept and wondered if she would really be leaving the village that day. Again, she'd be all alone if she did, so the decision to stay was firmly in her mind.
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      The air in the forest was ideal for drying tears. Tehra was feeling pathetic and emotional, so she stooped down and picked a tiny string of flowers that were growing in a ring around a tall tree. They didn't have much scent to them, but the petals were a lovely shade of red that spoke to her and seemed reassuring for some reason. She placed them around the button of her shirt, tying the string of flowers around it so they'd stay put. It was stupidly sentimental and just as pointless, but the act seemed to have significance for some reason.

      As Tehra slowly slumped back to the town, still with an invisible weight resting upon her head, she saw new things before her. A caravan had come into the thoroughfare of the town, down the road that went through the center of the scarce houses and stores. There weren't many people who lived right in the central part of the town. It was more of a central trading area. So, when anyone new did come into the town, it was easy for the locals to know about it.

      They had already started to swarm around the wagons and coaches. There was one coach in particular that looked out of place among the other vehicles. Its vibrant color stood out particularly against the backdrop of the modest town. It was built for only a handful of people to ride in. There was a trunk on top, but it was only large enough for a small amount of personal effects. The carriage's occupants were most likely not farmers or laborers. The exterior was painted a lavender hue that few could afford the pigmentations for, and there were shining metal fittings on the sides and up where the driver sat.

      The rest of the caravan was made up of the usual wagons and buggies that came through the town regularly. It was an ideal spot to stop and water the horses and oxen, and to trade for any supplies that were too expensive coming from the city. There were also merchants who stopped through on their way to or from the city, to try and sell off some of their goods before continuing.

      Children were gathered around the lavender carriage. It made Tehra nervous when she saw a stylishly coiffed lady sitting inside. Two children were playing with each other nearby. Young boys with short sticks they were pretending were swords, they clacked the pieces of brittle wood against each other and laughed as they imagined they were brave adventurers in a duel for honor or glory.

      "Hey," said Tehra to them, with a harsh whisper that carried her word without being too loud. She approached the side of the road, so she was standing near the fronts of the stores and houses. There was some shade there, as the sun was low. This gave her cover from the group of people who were over by the visiting caravan. "Hey, boy," she called again.

      They stopped and looked over to discover the source of the calling. One of the boys answered her, his face grimy from playing, after first probably working on his parents' farm doing early morning chores. "Who? Me?" he asked.

      "Yes, well, either of you, or both. How would you like to earn—" Damn it, she thought. Tehra had been planning to bribe them to go find out more about that posh looking lady in the lavender caravan, but didn't have anything to offer.

      "Earn what?" the other boy said, equally grimy and looking so similar to the other that they were surely siblings.

      "I don't know. Would you like to do me a favor out of the kindness of your hearts?"

      "You mean a good deed?" said the first.

      "That is what knights would do," added the other. They looked at each other and whispered so that Tehra couldn't hear what was said. The first one, who'd originally replied to Tehra, said with a beaming smile, "Yes, we will help you, my lady."

      "Wonderful!"

      When they returned from their 'quest', as they referred to it, they had some useful information for Tehra. Excitedly, they told her in unison, talking over each other here and there, repeating details without noticing, about the lady whose husband had been a rich merchant in the big city of Aklago. It was Rufer's widow. She was leaving the city to go back to her family's farm to live because she had completely run out of money and even lost her house.

      Almost stumbling back as the boys explained this to her, Tehra had to ask them again. "Are you certain? Who told you that?"

      "Everyone in the town knows it by now. We heard our father talking to one of the farmers who's done lots of business with a man who's part of this caravan, doing some trading. That carriage and whatever's in her trunk is the only thing the widow has left. "

      "You can believe us, my lady," said the other one happily. He puffed his chest out, as did his brother. "We are honorable knights on a quest." They can't have been more than eight years old, and this was adorable.

      "Okay, I do believe you, boys. Err, I mean, noble knights. You have my everlasting gratitude. Oh, here," she said, taking the flowers from her shirt and breaking the string of bright red and green in half. "This is a token of my thanks, given only to the most trustworthy and selfless of adventurers. Oh, and this can be our secret, can't it?"

      The boys took them while nodding, made funny faces for a moment. That could have been confusion, but it was most likely embarrassment. "Thanks!" they shouted together before turning and running off toward the caravan.

      So, Rufer's widow was finally giving up her search for the killer of her dead pig of a husband. It was a shame the wife had to suffer because of the actions of her husband, but she had not been completely blameless in her choice of who she married. Tehra was already feeling forlorn from saying goodbye to Wynoa, and the guilt was impossible to dodge now, with the lady sitting just down the road. She seemed to be simply waiting with her head half tilted down, not moving or talking to anyone. It was easy to imagine what she might have been thinking about - the life she had of riches and luxury in the city, finding out her husband had been brutally killed, and possibly even learning of his acts of unfaithfulness at the same instant. Tehra would have been completely heartless to have been able to ignore all that when staring at the true victim here with her own eyes.

      However, a life of her own hardships had taught Tehra to be cold and distant when it was necessary. Accordingly, she closed her mind and heart to the widow and started making arrangements to finally return to the city of Aklago, her home where she belonged. It had been one year, and in that time she was grateful to have happened upon the white witch, Wyona, and been able to uncover her natural elven ability to detect magic. It might never prove useful, but at least her time hiding in the Fayborrough had not been completely wasted.
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      Apart from the kind old white witch in the woods, Tehra felt no loss of love at having to leave her recent home as she told her landlord her room was no longer required.

      "You only had two nights left before I would've thrown your boney elf ass out into the thoroughfare anyway," said the landlord. He was perhaps in his forties and had made no effort to hide his distaste for the 'pointy-eared' foreigner.

      On this point, Tehra couldn't fault him too much; the gruff, underweight landlord didn't much care for anyone, seemingly. He had spent almost all his free time standing outside the side entrance to the single-story dormitory where he rented rooms for a living. He never had a kind word to say to, and especially not about, anyone. Everyone seemed to piss him off just as much as any other person.

      The bald man would smoke a pipe full of tobacco, and sometimes other pungent herbs he procured from the white witch who he colorfully referred to as, "That old whore of the dark gods," from one side of his mouth, while asking for her help in curing in many and increasing ailments from the other side.

      "You hate everyone," Tehra replied. "That's not my problem though, and you're not going to make it my problem. If I still had two nights left, it's only fair you give me back the money for those nights."

      "No refunds," he replied. His name was Wallace, something or other. Tehra had never bothered to learn if there was a last name attached to the first.

      "Don't you think folks around here know what you're doing in our town? You're hiding out from someone. And the way you were standing back, looking really suspect like, waiting for them to leave... I'll bet it had something to do with one of them wagons that just came through. Maybe I could do some asking around and find out if someone's willing to pay for some information?" The bald asshole looked happy for the first time in the year that Tehra had been there.

      Edging closer to him, it was obvious that she had maybe half a foot's height on him. And she wasn't a particularly tall elf woman, as far as she knew. "Now, do you really think it's a good idea to threaten someone who you think might be a wanted criminal?" She adjusted her belt and placed slender fingers around the hilt of that trusty knife, which had already grown a taste for the warm blood of man.

      "Do you mean to rob me right here, in the middle of the day? You're crazy, you ugly elf hag."

      "Hag? Ugly? I suppose you always make a point to 'accidentally' burst into the rooms of all the ugly hags who board at your establishment while you think they're changing their clothes?"

      Shifting around on worn boots, he looked away and turned red. "I was looking to see if you needed anything."

      Tehra laughed dryly. "Like what? You don't offer any services. Just this wood rotted shit box you call a decent place to rent. You know what, keep the fucking two night's worth of coin. She turned and walked away, feeling righteous at having told the miserable bastard off.

      Even without any steed to carry her, the young elf didn't feel the weight of the world on her head, nor her shoulders. And her feet seemed light and easy to move forward, onward toward her destination. That might have been elation at having stood up for herself again the insufferable landlord, as well as for Wynoa, the kindly old white witch who only aimed to help the people of that shit hole of a village who didn't deserve to have such a knowledgeable healer right at their doorstep. She would only help them live longer in order to be even more ignorant, after all.

      It was a pleasant enough walk toward Aklago, even though it would be late afternoon by the time she would arrive. On the way, she saw a broken down wagon on the side of the road. Looking around carefully for a few minutes, she decided that there wasn't anyone waiting off the side of the road to jump her. There weren't many places to hide anyway, apart from some kind of tall grass and the ditches in between the road and where the grassy fields started to either side.

      Coming closer to the wagon, Tehra was sure it had been there for some time. It was like the skeleton of an animal that had been sitting in an alleyway for days, after being picked clean by rats and polished further by insects. There was no sign of any goods, but that wasn't unusual. Bandits weren't known to leave anything of value behind. There was no sign anyone had ever been here, not even torn clothes or a lost boot. Whatever had gone on here, had occurred many days ago.

      There was even fuzzy moss starting to grow on parts of the simple, open back wagon. It was the kind of thing that would only take two animals to pull. Maybe even one larger animal, depending on how much the back was loaded with goods. It was a farmer's tool for taking crops, tools, bags of feed and the like from one local place to another. It probably didn't even have anything of value on it when it was attacked.

      Tehra came up close and crouched down to look at the strange growing moss. It wasn't plant life, but mold that was taking hold where the wood had been splintered and the internal matter of the wooden planks had been exposed to the elements for some time. It was rotting away. "Shit," she uttered, shuffling back a bit to see that the sickly colored mold was actually forming on what looked like claw marks, or teeth, only they were a lot bigger than any she'd ever seen.

      "What kind of creature could do this?" she said out loud, losing herself to fantastical wonderings of giant monsters that she knew to be real. Those things never came into this land though, at least not in this region. That was the stuff of faraway tales of traveling adventurers, not something a common farmer going in between the local towns here would have to even concern himself with.

      Standing up now, Tehra felt a cold shiver run up her back, stopping around her neck and the base of the back of her head and at last creating a tingling sensation of being ungrounded and floating without anything to keep her safe. The world around her was suddenly very real, oppressive in the way it never stopped being everything that she would know and could experience.

      She felt like someone, or more likely something, was observing her from a hidden location.

      There was something foreboding about the scene. It reminded her of the way those mercenaries had been slaughtered by the very rock beneath the hills itself. Going back to the city would mean being just across the river from that horrible place. It compelled her to stay away and pretend like nothing had ever happened there, to act like it really was relegated only to the dreams she continued to have each night. Her elven logic would not let her just push it away like that, and sure enough, she felt drawn to go back there and find out more about this wizard.

      Dark magic, dark energy, murder and mayhem. It was all the stuff of chaotic energy. The white witch had said so, many times. It went against the natural order of things, the neutral forces of the universe. One way or another, balance would find a way. The wizard, skull, magical core creation - whatever that really was - had nothing to do with nature, nor the lawful way of things. That left only one remaining side for his magical abilities to be at. Evil. She was sure of it now.
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      Mertho had laid essentially dormant for an untold time. While the world around him moved as usual, as far as he knew, time within that glowing skull atop its altar seemed to remain both at a standstill and flowing as fast as a raging torrent. He maintained the low-level magical draw that was required to call monsters to his dungeon, but that was the extent of his activity. Unlike during his mortal life, he was effectively useless without a good supply of magical energy.

      This had not seemed like it would be an issue at first, not until he had been given a taste of what having that energy was like. Invigorating, nearly nourishing? Yes. Sadly evanescent in passing? Also yes.

      Something came to the entrance of his cave, moving shortly after the sun had set. Vibrations came through the ground and even penetrated the rock, but they would have been most likely undetected by the average human. What are you? questioned the wizard when it was close enough for him to reach out and ask.

      Grunting and breathing heavily was the only offer of a reply.

      Do you understand? asked Mertho.

      Again, there were only the sounds of a large beast of some kind, but they were different. "Yhess," said something large, antediluvian, and not of the human world. "Found, dark magshick." The way it spoke was about as eloquent as a dim child.

      Good. Do you want to live here with me? I will provide protection, as well as conjuring food for you as you need it. And you will have the chance to kill bad men if they come here.

      It seemed very happy about that, breathing heavily like a massive hound. "Yesh! Kill, eat. No conjoor needed."

      The beast was not coming inside the entrance of the cave, which gave the worrying impression that it was not as stupid as it sounded. Yet, its mind was pliant enough for it to travel there without knowing exactly what it was thinking, or what was drawing it there. Why do you follow dark magic? asked Mertho. He had to know more about it, and was not sure if he should allow it into his dungeon at all. Worry was both a wizard's best friend and their worst enemy.

      "Me not think, not well. You, plans, orders. Me kill, eat," it replied plainly. That kind of self-awareness was rare in even some of the greatest minds in the land, and certainly hard to find in the average human.

      Very well then! If you wish to follow my orders, and you wish to kill anyone who intrudes in my dungeon without my permission—enter.

      "Yesh," it said one last time. The moment the soles of two giant feel were laid upon the tunnel floor, it was apparent what type of monster had been drawn there.

      An ogre, uttered Mertho.

      "Yesh," it said. The improper formation of its words was not in the slightest bit endearing, and only a fool would have mistaken the inability to form more than more basic sentences as childlike naivety. The wreak of death was apparent about its massive form the moment it was close enough to properly sense. It stood too tall to walk through the tunnel without hunching right down and bending a great deal at the knees.

      You are a big one, aren't you? Do you have a name?

      "Thark," it responded with pride. "Life Killer."

      Thark the Life Killer. That is well suited to you. Where did you come from?

      "Old cemetery over hills, far away by swamp." It was apparent that the creature was smirking as it continued, "Many ripe dead men, women and children too." The ogre smacked its lips, and the sound of building salivation was present in its deep voice.

      Wait where you are. I must tell you; there are traps throughout my dungeon, horrible traps. He could tell the ogre started to grin at the mention of them. This was not something entirely new to the beast, and it was generally agreed that ogres could live possibly as long as elves, or more. Thark could have been the denizen of a dungeon. You must wait for me to still the traps before you enter. They are a part of my magic, and I control them. Do you understand?

      It grunted an affirmation.

      Excellent. Now, I will alter my traps, so they do not harm you, so you can come and go as you will. There is an underground pool in one of the chambers. Will this be suited to your living habitat?

      The ogre groaned again but didn't seem happy.

      You don't need water to survive?

      "Yesh, water. No understand rest."

      Oh. Do you want to live in the room with the water pool?

      It grunted another affirmation. All this talking was apparently starting to take its toll on the beast's mental stamina, as well as its propensity for withholding its frustrated tendencies. The smell of death seemed to clear up as the beast went to the pool, where there were plant life and water to help absorb the smell. The first thing it did was go to sleep.

      With some time to think about this new happening, Mertho found that he could use the ogre as a type of conduit, to channel magical energy and pick up what it was sensing. That was entirely nothing while it slept, but it was sure to be useful to be able to expand his vision outside of the dungeon and cave entrance.

      Satisfied that he had excellent defenses against even well-armed and trained adventuring groups now, Mertho could let his mind wander and allow the passing of time to yet again become a mystery. In this way, he was sure that a magical core such as himself could pass through endless ages without feeling isolated or even bored.
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      The ogre seemed to be content just sleeping and catching small animals that dwelled within the cave. It drank huge amounts of water every now and then, and then went for days without needing to slake its thirst again.

      Something nagged at Mertho’s conscience, and it had a lot to do with the ogre. A righteous man would have done anything in his power to slay such an evil creature. Yet, here it was, calling the dungeon its home.

      Mertho willed himself to kill the thing—it would be easy enough with all the traps about. But being left without the ogre to help protect him was a frightening thought. He could not let himself be destroyed by some fool hearty adventurers. It was for the greater good that Mertho should continue to live, after all, right? Many men chose undesirable allies in the name of worthwhile goals.

      Having the beastly humanoid in the cave also helped to stem the uncertain flow of time, making things more mundane in the process—more real. Mertho could not decide how he felt about that. Often, he wondered if it would be better to simply seal himself away and dive headlong into the dark depths of agelessness that were sure to come for him. The dealings of the mortal world were so dreary, tedious in the back of his mind. Yet, he still felt as a mortal, as Mertho the wizard. It wasn't his time to give up on mastering the arts of magic, or he would surely shame his ancestors at giving up such a generous gift, as he had been granted.

      A gift... of dark magic... of imprisonment.

      There was another sound outside of the cave entrance, but this time it was something much smaller. No, several things that were much smaller. They didn't hesitate to come closer, as it was daytime and they seemed to know where they were going. There are humans here, he told the ogre.

      It just groaned with self-satisfied affirmation, this not being news to it. "Smelled them for long time now. Waiting to eat, I am." The way it spoke, it seemed to be getting used to making actual words with intelligible meaning, rather than just roaring and grunted among the corpses back at the old cemetery that had been its haunt. Perhaps it was far less stupid than Mertho had at first thought.

      I hope you're hungry. There are many of them.  He did not know how much an ogre ate in one go. No one had any firm knowledge of how they lived. Anyone who had encountered one of these beasts either ran, hid, killed it, or was killed themselves, brutally and with much blood and gore.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mertho sensed the group of men come up to the cave entrance and then huddle about outside, talking about what they would do next and checking their arms. Some of them had swords and spears, but the majority only had wooden axes or pitchforks. This was not a group of mercenaries or guards - they were simple peasants who fancied themselves monster killers.

      One of them had a thick, red beard and the scars of battle, but he was nearly old enough to retire. "Smithy says he saw this thing too, and I'm telling you I know this trail is where it went. Can't you smell that? It's the horrid rot from a monster that eats the flesh of men, and the flesh of the dead."

      "Honest to the good gods, Hamish is right, I saw a monster. It was cast in shadow from the setting sun, but had something unholy about it. Like a deformed man, but bigger than ten men put together. It walked up this way from the swamp, out where the old cemetery is, where my parents are, gods rest their souls."

      "You mean where your parents used to be," added one of the others, a man clutching a humble woodsman’s ax like it was the only thing keeping him from floating off into the sky.

      Smithy stopped and thought. "You mean you think it might've done away with them?"

      "Like my parents, yours are already done away with," said the red-bearded man who, by the sounds of things, was this group's leader. "And I do think this thing could've eaten any one of our departed loved ones who rest out in the poor folk's cemetery. That's something I won't stand for."

      "Well, why's it come here now?"

      "Who knows what something as evil, and stupid, as this troll thinks? Its brain is probably the size of your cock," the red-bearded man said with a laugh. The joke made the whole group smile and chuckle, temporarily easing their worry.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mertho could hear the ogre, rustling about and pacing near the entrance to his lair. "I smell ten. Ten fresh corpses for the Life Killer." The ogre kept mumbling to himself with a deadpan glee that would have caused shivers to shoot up Mertho's spine, if he had one.

      They are not adventurers. It's a group of peasants who saw you coming here days ago. One of them has convinced the others to try their hands at monster hunting, it would seem.

      "Good, good," said the brute in his dark quarters.

      Go and meet them at the entrance. There's no sense wasting the traps. What was he saying? Something inside Mertho knew these were just common men, with families and lives they were trying to lead in the most peaceful way possible. Yet, a cold feeling washed away every attempt at such sentiment. It was as though a force field was wrapped around his conscience, not letting him deal with the burden of compassion. He would be afraid of that, but later, once he had more magical energy to work with.
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      Hamish was talking to his men, his brave monster hunters who would soon find glory and put a stop to this cursed beast's reign of terror. Out at the entrance to the cave, no one had set even one foot any closer into the cave tunnel. "You mean to say this thing is slow?" one was asking Smithy, the man who'd seen the ogre walking.

      "Yes. It walked like an old man, taking its time and lumbering along. Do you suppose it would be able to catch us with such great, gangling arms and legs?"

      "You said it didn't even carry a weapon. Our ancestors have taken down great, slow, dumb animals since the dawn of time," said the red-bearded man, Hamish. "Why should we be any different? We're modern men, hard workers with the muscle to show for it, and there are ten of us as well! Now, are we gonna kill this stupid giant?"

      The group let out a cheer and put their assorted weapons up to the air, letting them clatter together against each other.

      "Kill the giant!"

      "We'll take its head!"

      "Death to the dumb brute!"

      "MAN DUMB!" came a bellowing voice from the cave entrance as the creature rose out from the relatively minuscule hole in the side of the hill. There wasn't much flat ground around the cave, with either rock or rising earth around the group. Half of them scattered immediately, or they tried to at least. The rising and falling surface of the hill was grassy, with loose soil and tall weeds around patches of jutting rock. It did not make for a good getaway. The one standing closest to the ogre was poor Smithy.

      As Thark charged out, he swung his right arm and caught the man's entire head in one grossly oversized palm, with a dense smacking sound. The beast followed through with his strike, now with Smithy's head neatly grasped in his hand, and sent the man face-first into the rim of the cave entrance. His skull didn't so much break apart as it did flatten, leaving only a rubbery casing of human flesh and skin around it to flex partially back outward as the ogre discarded the body to his side.

      The screams of fear from the remaining nine would-be monster hunters were nearly drowned out by the demonic roar that Thark let out. Head back, neck bared and vibrating, drool globules exploding as the unnatural sound burst forth from his extreme maw. It wasn't something any man or woman could heart without quaking.

      "Gather your courage, men!" called Hamish. He had to run away from where the ogre had suddenly appeared, but only far enough to be sure he was clear of the thing's reach and of being easily chased down. The way it had squished poor Smithy's head like that was sickening. Hamish though had seen worse during his extended stint in the military, so he was able to stay collected.

      The others, well that was a different matter.

      "Run for it!" screamed out a young farmhand whose name Hamish hadn't gotten. The cowardly cry was echoed by several of the others, but none of them fled completely, not yet. They got the hell out of the hidden rocky area right by the cave entrance though.

      "He won't come far from his cave! Get away from it!" called out one of the other younger men.

      "How do you think it walked here then?" shouted back Hamish.

      The ogre didn't move away from the cave. Instead, it dragged the flat-headed body of Smithy farther into the opening and lurked there in the shadows. A cracking sound came, then a ripping of both cloth and meat. It was eating Smithy, for certain.

      Hamish had his sword readied, and knew how to use the thing damn well. He was still some years away from losing his fighting ability. "Get back here, you cowards. Are you not men?" he called. "There are nine of us and only one of it!"

      "He's right, come on!" shouted another man, edging back closer to where Hamish was standing. Once they had regrouped, the bunch of them stood at about twenty yards, on the raised area of hill surrounding the crags by the cave entrance.

      Hamish had seen horrors during his time at war, men being decapitated, hacked to pieces, trampled by steeds and beasts of war, even ripped apart by attack dogs and other beasts. But this was something different. The ogre's eyes were glinting in the half shadows like it must have been staring at them from inside.

      "Can you hear that?" asked a young laborer who'd just moved to the city. "He's laughing at us."

      True enough, there was a muffled sound, a mouth full of human flesh, laughing to itself while chewing.

      "Are we going to let Smithy's death be in vain?" asked Hamish quietly, hoping the monster's hearing wasn't overly keen. "We went through this, the formation. Get into ranks of three and get ready to charge when I say. Any of you who runs away this time, you'll never be able to show your face in this city again. I'll make damn sure of that. Got it?"

      "Aye."

      "Yes."

      "Okay."

      Most of them just grunted.

      Only half sure his men were going to follow through with the attack, Hamish decided to have some faith. "You want some fancy adventuring company to come through and get all the glory? Not to mention all that gold as the reward? Stay tough, don't back down, and go for the kill?"

      The men confirmed they were ready again, with more enthusiasm this time.

      "Ready. NOW!" Hamish raised his sword and began to rush forward. The group stayed tightly together, leaving just enough space between them to move without stumbling on each other’s feet. It was impressive how cohesive they were, and strong from hard work too.

      "Pitchforks at him first!" Hamish ordered, and the men with their pitchforks as weapons stuck them up and forward so the sharp tips of the prongs would be the first things to meet the ogre.

      The beast was still hunched over in the cave in the darkness, unmoving and hard to make out as they rushed closer.

      When the group of men reached it, pitchforks and blades ready, it suddenly jumped back, low on its haunches in the low ceiling of the cave entrance. They moved inside the start of the tunnel, and the darkness shrouded them like a funeral veil.

      It took too long for Hamish's ageing eyes to adjust. A swooping rush of air ended in the monster grabbing at the pitchforks and taking hold of one of them—no, two of them. They were both hauled towards the beast, yanking their owners with them as though they were speared fish by the lakeside. As the darkness faded quickly, eyes adjusting, the sight was ungodly.

      The ogre seemed to grow larger inside the confined space. It had hold of two of the men, unseen faces like strangers now in the dark, and chomped a mangled chunk from one of them somewhere high up, maybe from his neck or shoulder. The poor soul screamed like a boy as the smell of hot blood filled the air.

      It slammed that man into the side of the tunnel, then snapped the other one's neck, turning his head around to face behind himself. That was a saving grace in comparison to what the ogre had done to the first of the two, who remained on the ground screaming and sputtering as his life drained from him.

      "Fresh corpses for the Life Killer!" it yelled out. Hearing it speak a language of man was almost as terrifying as the bloody carnage that was taking place. It was intelligent and now had them all just where it wanted them.

      "Kill it!" shouted Hamish. He was afraid there was no turning back now. Running would mean being chased down anyway. That didn't stop the men at the back of the group from dropping their weapons and fleeing as quickly as possible. Some of the stronger willed men remained, pushing forward slowly. Not one of them landed a hit on the beast.

      "Dumb, dumb, dumb," taunted the ogre as Hamish charged it with his sword, ready to take its heart. He almost got there too, he was sure of it. The blood pumping through his heart was as pure as his intentions, but he took a fist to the face and hit the floor. It was some time before he felt like the light was coming to take him away from that darkness, and the pain was worse than he had ever imagined it could be. The ogre treated the fallen like a smorgasbord board, sampling from this one and that, like fresh dishes of rare meat and sinew.

      Hamish was already missing several of his organs before he finally faded away.
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      Mertho had not only watched the gruesome battle but had sensed every last bit of it. As though he was sitting inside the ogre's brain, viewing the whole thing from within his eyes. He could feel everything through its gangly fingertips, and could even savor the taste of the dying meat. Only, the wizard had not savored one bit, let alone been able to enjoy the victory for more than a passing moment. And that was just before the true horror of what he was taking part in took hold of his still morally upward brain.

      This was barbarism at its most foul, the stuff of nightmares. He would have had to be an evil god or some kind of demon to enjoy what was happening. That's why Mertho detached himself quickly after the men had all fled, or fallen to the ogre.

      Take the corpses away from the entrance, he told Thark. Take them to your lair, but first, I must have my own feast.

      "You eat men? Where is your body, teeth, stomach to eat?" the ogre questioned with a full mouth, gnawing away on a chunk of gristle with a grinding crunch. The beast seemed to enjoy the parts that offered him something to really get his teeth stuck into, over the softer parts that were typically favored on animals by their human owners and slaughterers.

      In a way, yes. Mertho began to absorb the life energy of the dead men, and the run was exhilarating. After his first foray into the world of draining the very life essence of humans, it was hard to have gone so long without it. Watching the ogre fight for him, the wizard had felt weak and helpless.

      First was the red-bearded man who'd bravely faced off against the ogre with nothing but an old sword and his courage. That had ended with a humiliating punch to the face that had downed the older man. The ogre then continued to maim and take down the rest of the young men who the red-bearded leader had convinced to try their hands at hunting monsters.

      Mertho could sense that he knew full well this was all his fault, but being slowly eaten to death was far too much punishment for only wanting to lead the group to glory and riches. The cold, detached lust for violence waned easily in the dungeon core, even though he was no longer human himself. Righteousness had an ugly side, and that was forgotten too easily by those who had never actually been on the front lines on a battlefield. Killing could do grand things, but the method was disgusting and callous.

      "You eat?" asked the ogre with great confusion. "What lights?"

      I absorbed his life force. I no longer need the corpse.  The life forces of the others were also coming to him, one, two, five in total.

      "Pretty," said the ogre in awe.

      Wait, what's going on here? How many men did you end up killing? Did the rest escape?

      "Only, ugh, this many," Thark said, raising a hand in front of him and holding out three fingers, while the rest of the digits on that hand were busy holding a hunk of floppy flesh with the skin dangling from it, all hairy and bloody.

      There should be four more for me to drain, nearly double what I have just received. They must still be breathing. Make sure you have killed all of them, ogre.

      "All dead," replied the brute, still eating. "Know dead, smell dead. You sense dead?"

      Yes, they are dead as far as I can tell, but there must be something wrong! Check them again immediately! The wizard's ire rose steadily, rapidly. He had not been expecting anything to go wrong with such an intensely blissful feeling. Being filled with the power is what he'd been expecting to make his guilt subside. It was still there, that nagging mortal feeling like he'd done something wrong. This was an abhorrent scene, but the power of a god would justify it!

      You've been eating the vital organs from these corpses. And you've eaten so much! That must be what's stopping me from draining them. You stupid ogre! Mertho had no fear now, he was too pumped up with the new energy he did have, but enraged from what he was still lacking, to care that the ogre might be able to easy destroy his dungeon core if it was provoked.

      "You did not say, you need human meat." It sounded like a scolded child, which was the reaction the wizard had been hoping for.

      You can't eat the corpses like that anymore. From now on, you can only eat them after I've taken their energy. Do you understand?

      "Yesh, wizard. Not problem." Quietly, the ogre continued to eat, but there was a lack of vigor from it. Whereas just moments earlier it had been reveling in the wake of its murder while it feasted, it now chewed slowly and seemed to be waiting for something terrible to happen to it.

      That was probably for the best. Mertho didn't want to make the ogre think it could ever get away with going against his wishes. Keeping it in a healthy amount of fear was a good idea.
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      Tehra was as nervous as hell when she arrived back in the city at last. Seeing that ruined wagon and the monstrous claw marks that had been left on the wood, had made her paranoid. For the rest of the journey, she looked over her shoulder and all around twice as much as she would normally have while traveling. Fantastic images of creatures she had only heard of in legends were haunting her mind. Giant heads with snarling jaws ready to devour her in one go; slithering beasts that were the stuff of saurian legends, covered in spines and scales that no weapon of steel could penetrate; wings flapping furiously as beasts many times the size of a warhorse plummeted down from the clouds above and whisked her body up to carry her away and shred her to pieces for their wretched young ones waiting in nests, nestled up in faraway cliff tops.

      It made the journey most unpleasant, and Tehra's heartbeat was raised for the whole time. The plus side to this was that she arrived before the sun had set, and it was only just late in the afternoon. The regular stores were still open, as were many of the more specialized businesses. This meant she would be able to start looking for some work right away. Becoming a simple shop keeper's assistant was not in her mind, not that anyone would hire a twenty-six-year-old elf—practically a baby by elven standards, but getting too old for entry-level jobs by human standards—not one who didn't even have some basic work history. Actually, Tehra did have work history, just nothing that she'd be able to share with anyone who had even surface-level respect for the law.

      But her skills as a thief and a street urchin before that might be of use to certain types of businesses: mercenary companies, or perhaps even something a little more above board, like a legitimate adventuring company. As Tehra walked through the primary business district of the city, she started to wonder if maybe she had what it took to join one of those companies. There were so many different storefronts, but nothing was new to her since she had spent her life in the city up until a year ago.

      Most of the sword-for-hire types of businesses were located around the same area, not far from the auxiliary city guard's headquarters. This allowed the guards to keep an eye on these places, to make sure they weren't getting up to no good, or planning to take part in some kind of takeover of the city's government. It also made it easy for the guards to get the word out when there was a reward offered for wanted criminals, or if there was going to be a battle and the region was short on fighting men.

      Sometimes, and it had not happened much in the city's relatively prosperous history, the people revolted or rioted. The government often chose to enlist the help of third-party groups to help deal with the more 'hands on' aspects of such civil unrest. This kept the city guards, or even the military men in barracks, from needing to get the blood of the people on their own hands. It made for better relations between the people and the local law and order when the latter hadn't killed friends and family members of the former.

      Tehra thought about all of these things as she walked around, letting her knowledge of the underbelly of the city wash through her mind. It was helping her to stay calm, oddly enough. Thinking about anything but whatever monster was out there, and that wizard and his bizarre magical skull atop that altar beneath the hills.

      She was tired though, and her feet hurt a great deal. The boots she was wearing were well made, but had needed some repairs done months earlier. Of course, she never had the money to pay for them to be mended. So, she just did her best to cobble them, failing mostly in her attempt. Her stomach rumbled again, and the idea of just finding some menial work, for now, seemed tempting.

      There were so many eateries, inns, and sellers of produce that it wouldn't be difficult for her to get a job with one of the businesses. It was common for good-looking young women to be put up front to deal with the customers. It did good to have a pretty face for people to talk to. Then, there were the sleazy business owners who used such practices. Tehra was likely to wind up putting her knife in another fat merchant if she went into customer service.

      And she wasn't going to haul sacks of goods around like some common human! Tehra came up to one adventuring company that had always interested her. They said that it was the very same one that had dealt with the fabled disappearing dark wizard all those years ago when she was a child. The building was quite large, located in between a dry goods store and a weaponsmith. It was in the block of buildings with the majority of the other adventuring companies and mercenary guilds, but stood out in several ways.

      The building was well maintained and must have cost a lot to build in the first place. Tehra couldn't imagine how much such a place would cost to rent, and if it was owned by the company, they were even more affluent. She'd heard of the owner and seen him around; she knew what type of man he was. Unless he was a master at keeping some seedy private life secret, he was actually a good and honorable man who treated his employees well. This was rare for anyone in such a line of business. What was ever rarer, was a good, trustworthy person who actually managed to prosper in that line of work. Without doubt, he had to be among the very best of the company owners, or he would have taken a dagger in the back decades earlier.

      "Fuck it," she said out loud.

      A passing woman who was carrying a basket of dried fish stopped and gasped with wide eyes. Tehra noticed the figuring of the Mother of Mercy around her neck on a cord. That was one of the most goody-goody religions around, like a cult of being offended and sucking up to the gods.

      "What?" asked Tehra. "You've never seen an elf talking to herself and saying fuck?"

      Shaking her head, the woman walked on and didn't make eye contact with Tehra again.

      "Fuck off," the elf mumbled to herself. She was dirty, tired, hungry, her feet were hurting like crazy, and she was paranoid that some monster had her scent and was going to eat her eventually. "What the hell are you doing, girl?"

      [image: ]
* * *

      Tehra entered the adventuring company, or 'Benevic's Righteous Adventurers for Hire', as the sign put it. When she came through the large wooden door, there was an air of silence that made her uncomfortable. It was like she'd just arrived in time to catch the last moments of several conversations, and then they'd been cut off instantly as she came in. That could have been the paranoia getting the best of her. Or, maybe she was completely justified in feeling that way. The looks on the faces of the men and women inside did not disagree with her worry-induced theory.

      "What do you want?" asked a gaunt woman. "We don't need any elves here, thanks. We're fighters, not flower pickers." She was nearly six feet tall, almost eye to eye with Tehra. But the human woman was thicker, stockier; her exposed arms holding tough looking muscle like ropes tightly wound together, even if not overly thick. She had on leather armor that was perfect for moving swiftly and maintaining stamina. Her belt held up two short swords and several long daggers. It was almost certain this woman was a rogue.

      "Jillis!" boomed a man's voice from higher up in the building.

      As Tehra looked around to search for the source of the voice, almost warm and melodious despite the tone of reprimanding, she began to walk into the building. Whoever had called out did not agree with the plainly stupid attitude of this leather-clad woman at the door.

      "What are you doing?" asked the human woman. "I just told you that—"

      "And you were told to shut up. Was that your boss? Where is he?"

      "Up here, young elf," said a tall and proud standing man from a raised floor at the far end of the wide, very long hall that ran almost the length of the entire building. There were some small wooden doors leading to other chambers, but they must not have been substantial in size. "I'm Benevic, the owner of this company. Excuse Jillis. She's rather roguish."

      "That's what you hired me for," said Jillis, but without the same snarky tone in her voice, or the leering expression. Her eyes grew kinder despite her confrontational words, and she went back over to the bench she'd been working at, sharpening steels.

      "What do you want, though?" asked Benevic from his high up platform. There was no one else up there with him, but stairs went from the edge of his level and spiraled downward at the far left corner of the building. "Are you looking for a job?"

      "I am," replied Tehra, her heart starting to beat faster already. Could it really be this simple? Did she just have a certain look about her that inspired confidence in the veteran adventurer?

      "We are looking for someone to cook and clean, since our current company maid is recently with child and looking to leave for a year."

      "Oh, well, yes I can do those things," Tehra called back. Her cheeks were growing hot, and she wondered if they were turning bright red. It would have looked very silly with her naturally pale skin complexion, and everyone in the huge hall would notice for sure. Paranoia is not always a thief's best friend. She did become painfully aware that she'd been yelling out across the room of people, experienced fighters and trackers, skilled detectives, the adventuring sort who she was eager to impress.

      There was a table full of men over to her right, not far from the bench where the rogue woman was now back to sharpening various blades. Each of the men at the table was turned to face her, snickering and making comments among themselves. At least once, 'elf' came from them and not alongside any compliments. That was for sure.

      "Can I come up and speak with you?" Tehra shouted out, each word making her cringe as she felt the burning distaste of all those sets of eyes directly on her. The urge to slink away back through the front door and find someplace less respectable to look for a job with was becoming strong in her. "Or can we at least stop yelling at each other from the opposite ends of the room?"

      The men at the table started laughing at that.

      "Very well, come and talk to me!" Benevic called back, then walked away from the railing at the edge of the higher floor and out of view.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "So, why do you want to be a rogue?" Benevic asked her once they were seated at opposite ends of a small, round table up by the top of the spiral staircase. There were several wooden stools around it, but they were nothing fancy. While Tehra had been expecting something grand to be up there, or perhaps even things of value that were being carefully watched by the company owner, there was just some basic furniture, cupboards, shelves, trunks, a bench, and the table and chairs they sat at. “Do you have any training?”

      “No.”

      Benevic starred at her, his face stone-like. It was hard to read what he could be thinking, but the urge to leave was getting more powerful.

      Tehra’s cheeks once more grew hot, and she started to become flustered again. "You think I'm a joke, don't you? Why have you called me up here if you have no intention of taking me seriously?"

      Benevic looked earnestly offended. "Excuse anything I have done to give you that impression, young lady. It's obvious that you don't want to be a fighter, and you don't have the walk of someone who spends a lot of time on horseback. To assume you were a wizard or healer might be a touch racist, don't you think? Is that what you wish to trade in, being an elf?"

      "Racist? I honestly don't think I have ever heard anyone worry about such a thing in this city. Are you really as noble as all that? How are you the head of an adventuring company for hire? Oh, sorry... I didn't mean to say that."

      "Sure you did," Benevic replied, shifting himself so that he was leaning back slightly, with one foot extended out and to the side a little, and the other tucked beneath the stool to give him balance while he let his guard down, on the exterior at least. "Believe it or not, there are ways to float to the top in this city without becoming a piece of shit."

      "I… yes, you might be right," she said, starting to laugh. "I'm sorry, but that was the last thing I expected you to say, sir." Did you just call him sir? she thought, amazed at such a display of subservience toward a man she had only just met. It felt okay to give in a little to him though, with his stoic and good-natured appearance. Plus, despite being middle-aged, he was a handsome specimen, with a chiseled jawline and thick, dark brown hair that would not be out of place on a twenty-year-old man.

      "I believe I am right, and I also think I'm proof of that saying. Sure, bad deeds often lead to prosperity, but they more often lead to the end of a sword. In many cases, that righteous sword belongs to one of my men... or women. Now, tell me, are you a rogue or not?"

      "I'm a… not technically. I do have some skills that would be suited to that kind of thing. I'm not officially trained, though..."

      "You're a thief, aren't you?" he said, his face changing suddenly. He must have known, maybe had been stringing her along and getting her to go up there for this private little meeting just so he could get the guards to come and verify that she was, in fact, Rufer's killer. "Are you worried?" he asked.

      Tehra was starting to sweat under her arms and around her eyes. "You're, what are you saying? I have to go—"

      "Please, calm down. Do you honestly think every professional adventurer started out with a perfect record? Half of the most famous and even noblest heroes throughout the ages were ne'er do wells as youths. But it often takes a bad deed to make a person see that they prefer to do good."

      "Yes, I'll admit that I grew up on the streets. I was an orphan, and then a street urchin. You won't find any warrants out for me though, I promise."

      "So, you're either not as bad as you think, or you're just a very good thief. Either way, I think I might be able to give you a trial run. I would be lying if I said your being an elf had nothing to do with this. I know you could have some very, 'unique' talents that I just can't find in a human. Unless that bothers you, please consider yourself temporarily hired, for now."

      Someone came to the door, a runner with a folded letter. "I have a message from the city guard!" he called out.

      "Yuri, will you get that?" Benevic yelled out, and a stocky man went to get the message. On closer inspection, Tehra realized it was, in fact, a dwarf!

      "I didn't realize you had a dwarf here," Tehra said quietly. "I… it's been a long time since I've seen anyone who wasn't human."

      "Well, you are in a human country, so that's not so strange is it? Yuri is one of our fighters. You might get along with him, especially if you pretend you don't like humans with him." Benevic was smiling but sounded sincere in every word he said. His good-natured humor somehow mixed together with a total air of earnestness, and it was impossible to figure out how he managed to pull that off so well without seeming like an ass.

      "Maybe," said Tehra. She was finding it harder and harder to come up with the right words, and it seemed easier to say less than to risk making herself look foolish or even more inexperienced than she already must have seemed.

      "Here's your message," said Yuri from the top of the stairs. He handed over the folded paper, which was sealed with wax and an insignia. He was damned quiet for a dwarf, not even making a sound while he was going up the stairs. Tehra had never been so close to one, in fact, but she could only imagine it must be hard to sneak around with such a stocky and stunted body. There were also plenty of stereotypes about it. It was impossible that he really got up to the higher level without her hearing him; elves were experts at listening. She must have just let her nerves overcome her sense of awareness. That was a dangerous thing, especially for someone in this line of work.

      "Thank you, Yuri. Oh, meet Tehra. She's going to trial as a replacement rogue while Phillips is away."

      "Hello," said Tehra with a nod toward the stern-looking dwarf. His dark beard covered much of a sun-damaged, ruddy face. From atop the bush of facial hair were a rounded nose and two beady, piercing eyes with black centers. He looked perhaps middle-aged, which could still have been a very long time in dwarf years; Tehra was not very familiar with their race, but she’d heard even the females had beards. Was that even true? His belt and chest harness were rowed with small throwing axes, while a two-handed falchion hung from his belt. He was wearing no armor, just regular cloth, but would no doubt have something heavy and steel to cover himself when they went out on a quest.

      "This is quite a nice surprise," he said. "I've been stuck around all these humans for far too long, and never expected to encounter such a lovely young non-human while in this cursed city."

      "If this city is so cursed, you know how to find the harbor, and I'll give the money for a boat elsewhere," replied Benevic with a big grin. "Try not to infect her with your addiction to cynicism right away, okay, Yuri?"

      "You have it," said the dwarf, "Oh, great human master." He winked at Tehra and then went back down the stairs. His feet fell on each step with a solid thud, betraying his great weight and girth, despite his short stature. He must have made the same sound coming up the stairs. Or, perhaps he was just trying to be silent before and was now going at a relaxed step.

      "Don't let his exterior make up your mind about him," said Benevic to Tehra. "In fact, keep that particular lesson close to your heart always. Nothing is ever as it seems." He tapped his forehead on the side of his temple. "But you can drive yourself crazy with paranoid thoughts, so it's a double-edged sword really."

      "Yes, I'll remember that. Did you want me to start working on something here? I can cook... if you really need someone to help out."

      "Nonsense," said Benevic. "I can hire one in any thousand women to help with that." He broke the seal on the message and began to read it. "In fact, that would only be a distraction from your first official job as a rogue in training."

      "In training? A rogue? I—"

      "Just think of rogues as thieves who don't break the law, with better equipment for fighting of course. You can fight, can't you?"

      "Small blades, yes."

      "Good, because there's something nasty that's killed a whole group of peasants out in the hills. I'm going to have you shadow Jillis on this one. Just do what she says, unless it's going to get you killed, then remember to ignore whatever she says."

      "Okay?"

      "Good!" He stood up and walked to the railing again. "Listen up everyone! We've got ourselves an ogre to slaughter!"
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      Tehra could not have been happier. She'd come in with nothing but the dirty, ill-repaired clothes she'd been wearing almost every day for a year. Try as she may, it was impossible to wipe the grin from her lips as she strapped on the shiny leather armor she'd been handed by one of the men.

      "Thank you!" she said, fully aware of how much she sounded like an excited child seeing their first toy store. But it was impossible to avoid feeling that way, and some of that enthusiasm was bound to spill out and make her embarrass herself again. The company even had some rooms permanently rented for their company to use, and some of the adventurers chose to stay there to save money, rather than finding places of their own to live. They were apparently not much, but they were neat and secure, right near the company building for convenience.

      The ten adventurers who'd been chosen to go on this quest were gathered around a series of tables, chests, and benches, putting their armor on and making sure their weapons were in good order. Some of them were stringing bows or testing out the mechanisms on crossbows.

      "It's just some used armor we keep for training fresh meat," said Jillis, the company's on-duty, fully-trained rogue. "If you get so excited about a two copper bit of equipment like that, I wonder how you'd feel getting your hands on something serious." She went over and grabbed a short sword from a chest full of arms. "Like this." Handing it over to Tehra, she smirked and waited for Tehra to accept the sword.

      "Is that for me to use?" the suddenly very shy elf asked.

      "You're not going to try to take on any ogres with that letter opener you've got strapped to your belt, are you? Although, as far as knives go, it looks decent enough. Here, hand it to me."

      "I've had it since I was old enough to hold one..." Tehra was worried that the human rogue was waiting to play some cruel prank, perhaps involving the wanton destruction of the sentimentally valuable knife.

      "I'm not going to steal it, but I was in charge of making sure every weapon in this building stays sharper than sin. If you're going to take that with you, hand it over and let me do my job."

      "Oh, alright." Tehra gave the knife to Jillis and hoped this she was telling the truth. Thankfully, the rogue did take out a sharpening stone and began carefully working on the slender knife's edge and tip, giving it the kind of attention to detail one would only expect from a master jeweler, rather than a cut-throat.

      "Don't worry about her," said a gruff voice from Tehra's side. It was Yuri. "She doesn't like competition from other rogues, but you're already in this one with us, for now. Jillis is a professional, and she's not going to sabotage her own quest by fucking with you. Just, don't expect her good nature toward you to keep up once we're all back alive."

      "If we get back alive," replied Tehra.

      "A long-limbed beauty like yourself? I wouldn't go worrying too much; you're sure to be the first one to safety if things do go sour." The broad-shouldered dwarf startled the elf with a pat on the back, on the very low back just on the top of her behind. He was a sneaky one, that was for sure. "Oh, sorry, I forgot to adjust for my height. You're taller than the average woman this city." A cheeky wink made it certain that he’d done it on purpose.

      "Thanks," she said. "Just watch your hands, unless you'd like to lose one of them next time you 'accidentally' give me a pat on the ass."

      Yuri just laughed, nodding in agreement. "Very well then. Hey, I think I like this one, lads. She's got a sense of humor on the violent side! You do have the best eye for them, Benevic!"

      The men laughed, but Jillis was too busy making sure the elf's knife was a perfectly honed blade. Benevic didn’t laugh, nor did he reply or so much as look over at the group of prepping adventurers. He was staring at the door. "My gods," he said. "Can it really be you?"

      Every head in the large hall pivoted to face the door. A thick silence lowered over the building, each person seemingly aware of the importance of their young, female visitor, except for Tehra of course.

      "Who's that?" she whispered to the dwarf who was still standing beside her.

      He shook his head a little and edged closer to the elf, tilting his head back so he could whisper right by her ear. She ducked down to accommodate this, hoping it wasn't just another ploy to try to cop a feel. He whispered, nearly in complete silence, "His daughter returns."

      The woman was wearing white, dazzlingly bright in the afternoon light that came from outside. Her radiance seemed to emit not only from her extreme beauty, but also from the way she stood there unmoving, unspeaking, and yet seemed to be perfectly at ease in the world around her. Or, even still, it was like she was not a part of the paltry place this city was, or even this land. The gentle breeze rolling down from the street outside was the only thing that seemed worthy of touching her. It tussled the edges of her long gown and shroud.

      "I have missed you so, father!" she finally called out, with a voice that matched the sweet purity of her appearance. It almost gave Tehra cold shivers, like something seemingly so pure could not be natural, or honestly as it appeared.

      Shit, Tehra thought in that short moment. Something about the way Benevic's apparently unexpected daughter was standing there, almost glowing, suddenly made sense. It was possible none of the humans in that room, and most likely not the dwarf either, was picking up on that. It wasn't just the light hitting the airy white clothing in a certain way. It was an aura of very low-powered magic. Either that, or it was so carefully concealed that only someone with an intrinsic or carefully practiced ability of detecting magic could possibly pick it up.

      And Tehra felt uneasy about it. She wanted to ask someone about it but had a sinking feeling that they wouldn't believe her. Maybe she was just too inexperienced with her ability to be able to use it properly. If Benevic found out she was an elf who couldn't even detect basic magical auras properly, he might change his mind about her training with the company.

      Benevic rushed down to meet his daughter at the door, and it was instantly apparent that he truly loved her. "You have grown even more beautiful than when I last visited you!”

      "Well, that was nearly a full year ago, but I know how busy you are with work,” replied Gaynor with a smirk. Seeing that her father was lost for words, she tilted her head to the side and grinned. "I am only playing, of course." She leaned up and kissed him on the cheek as he held her hands.

      Benevic seemed completely unsure about how to act when faced with physical intimacy like this, even from his own flesh and blood. Then, seemingly totally out of character, he swept her up in powerful arms and hugged her tightly. "Please, you must be hungry after your journey. Let us go and have an early dinner. Jillis, you're taking the lead on this quest, and keep your new trainee safe. Yuri! You're in charge of the fighters. Get yourselves ready. You’re going after this ogre at first light!"

      "Yes, sir. I won't come back without her still breathing," said the human rogue.

      "Aye, aye, sir!" added the dwarf.
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      Benevic took his daughter Gaynor to a hearty restaurant that did not serve as an inn or tavern as well. Not only was it free of the types of reprobate who tended to frequent such places in the busy business district of the city. It was also a private place where people could meet and talk without prying eyes and ears monitoring what was said and done. When the waitress came to their table off in the corner of the large dining room ask what they would like to eat, Benevic ordered a broiled pig's hock with potatoes and ale for himself.

      "And for you, young lady?" asked the waitress, an old woman with a soft face and bright, clean clothing of sturdy material, fitted for working in a fine establishment such as this.

      "I'm not hungry, thank you," Gaynor said. "However, to avoid being rude, may I have your soup of the day?"

      "Of course, thank you, milady, sir."

      "Daughter, you must eat something more substantial."

      Gaynor shook her head and smiled, first at the waitress who then walked away, then at her father. It was in her eyes, a slight hint of what might be lurking beneath that charming smile. Was she cross with her father for not visiting her more often?

      Now alone again at their cozy table in the room of polished wood and bright red carpeting, Benevic asked, "Have the sisters of Fate's Mercy not been building a healthy appetite in you?"

      "Of course, father. Do you not trust them?"

      Taken aback by the terseness of the questions, Benevic fumbled for a suitable reply. "I would not have sent you to stay with them if I did not trust them." He wanted to say that she seemed somewhat confrontational, as though hiding behind a veil of false niceties. He wanted to take the time to find the right words to use in questioning her sudden return without word sent ahead. These things, he did not have the heart to breach in their amiable discourse, for his daughter was finally home, and the guilt of having sent her away was near the point of crushing his heart.

      "I am sorry," Gaynor said. "My emotions must be getting the better of me, and I suppose I do not always know what to do with them. The sisters have made me realize much about self-awareness and inner peace."

      "Really? That is wonderful. I must tell you something while we have time to talk. It was a shock when I learned from you that the sisters sent you home. I had honestly expected you to become a part of their order after spending these years among them.”

      “Well, luckily for me, that is a pledge that must come voluntarily,” Gaynor replied.

      “Yes, well.” He felt nervous. “I wanted to say, I love you more than anything in the world, darling. I am glad to have you back. It is difficult for a man to speak of things like this, for me, at least."

      "For an adventurer? I understand. And I am your daughter, so the ways of intimacy are somewhat lost on me, just not nearly as much as they are for you. But you are a man, and I think I might have inherited some of my mother's grace, which is a saving grace for me, no offense intended." She laughed a little, her face warming as Benevic's heart was. This truly felt like having his daughter back, just as things had been in the first place, before...

      "Before our food arrives, I think we both need to know there is nothing left unsaid. It is important that we acknowledge what happened. When you went to stay with the nuns, what happened. That, that wizard who, what he did to you, I—" Benevic could feel that invisible slab crushing him again, working slowly toward the floor even though his heart was in its way, crushing, making it hard for him to breathe or keep his head about him.

      "Nothing happened, father."

      Benevic almost let out a billowing laugh, but he held himself back and made a near-coughing sound instead. "You and I know that isn't true, Gaynor. Whatever he was in your eyes, I have wanted to tell you since you left that I understand the ways of the heart more than you might believe. After all, what child wants to see that their parent is made of flesh and blood, with the types of thoughts that—"

      "Please, you really do not have to go into such things. We were courting, that much is true. I was foolish and had missed his attentions when he receded into a bout of his study.” She went quiet and looked off at nothing in particular.

      Something in his daughter had certainly changed, as though being away at the convent had turned her into an adult, a woman, and not just the girl who he'd said goodbye to with a secret tear in his eye. "You know, you remind me of your mother even more now than ever. She would have been eternally proud of how graceful and mature you have become."

      "Thank you," said Gaynor, the young girl returning to her as her cheeks went slightly red. "In that case, you must understand that I thought I was in love, and I only wanted to see that he was alright. His books were fascinating to me, and the late hours crept by without my noticing the time."

      "If only I could find out what kind of dark magic had caused that... well, we don't need to go into the details of what we both witnessed with our own eyes."

      "And a good thing that is, because look, father! Your pig and ale are here." Gaynor almost cheered and it did pick up her father's spirits, as she'd most likely intended. But Benevic knew she was also trying to change the subject as quickly as possible, and the coming of the waitress had saved her from discussing something she'd rather keep in the past.
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      Tehra was so excited that she had trouble getting to sleep, even though her bed was more than comfortable. Company members were, from time to time, given the use of one of the rooms in a nearby inn, and her room was more than acceptable to her.

      By the morning, Tehra felt like a different person. Just to be a part of an official adventuring party was uplifting. She'd gone from a common criminal on the run, to someone who had the propensity to actually make a difference in the world, to right wrongs and defeat some of the evil lurking out in the world.

      They each took a steed from the company stables, situated at the back of Benevic's company building, and rode out to the docks by the river. "That animal acts as though it's known you its whole life. Have you ever had a horse of your own?" asked Yuri.

      Tehra shook her head, stroking her borrowed mount's neck and patting his head with gentle grace. "No, I never have. Of course, I have enough experience riding them, but mostly shoveling their shit for coin."

      "Ah, and what a lucrative trade that is." Yuri laughed. "You'd be better off stealing and selling the shit than moving it around." He looked around at the others, pretending to be hushing himself down to avoid being heard. "But that sort of thing would be illegal, wouldn't it?" He laughed once more, and the other eight adventurers largely joined in.

      Jillis was there with them, of course, shaking her head at Yuri's constant banter and staring out at the edge of the water across the other side. She was always watching out for something, anything. Since the moment they had left the company building, her entire demeanor shifted from standoffish and brusque to sentry-like, almost peacefully stoic in that regard. "She's an elf," she said, speaking for the first time since they'd departed, "of course she's good with horses. For the opposite of the reasons that they hate you, along with everyone else."

      "You'd better watch what you say to me, slim. A rogue can get herself into trouble if she doesn't have the favor of a good warrior."

      "Well then, it's in my favor that there are many better warriors to choose from in this group." She was smiling a little. "Enough chatter now, alright? The path to that thing's lair is up in the hills, and we could be coming into earshot soon enough."

      The waters of the river were still, the sky unmoving and without the emotion of shifting clouds nor sun or rain. It could have been an oil painting and moved almost as much. Something was reaching to Tehra and making her want to shiver from the cold, but the afternoon was fairly mild. She went to speak and found phlegm had built up in her throat, so she cleared it. "I noticed there were no magic users back at the company building. I understand why we might not need one for one monster in some cave though," said Tehra.

      "We don't need 'em," said one of the other men, a sharp-nosed blond man of considerable height, with a careless accent that indicated he'd grown up in a rural area not far from the city.

      "It was a fucking wizard killed my only brother, only family I had, who used to work in this very company. Benevic's been like a dad to me since," said another of the men. They were both warriors from the looks of them, donning steel mail armor and iron helms, with polearm weapons resting upon their shoulders and swords on their belts. Most of the adventurers seemed to be of the warrior class of adventurer. Some of them also hefted bows or crossbows.

      "Are you talking about the old tale of the dark wizard's vanishing tower?" Her elven skin was taught already, but felt as though it had begun to shrink and tighten over her flesh, drawing around the vital organs within and condensing her bones into an awkward upright position. Tehra was certain that she was afraid now.

      "You've heard it then? I'm not surprised though. Everyone our age would've heard the horror stories." The man seemed to be not much older than Tehra, maybe five or so years her elder. There weren’t many professional adventurers who still went out on monster hunts after their mid-thirties, or forties at the latest. They were just a liability then, or they were successful enough to be done with that sort of bloody mess.

      "You lot will have to keep quiet now," Jillis said with a hand raised up to them. "Not even a word unless it's life-or-death, you got me?"

      The group very quietly confirmed that they all understood. When they got to the other side of the river, they all remounted and the ferry headed back toward the city. The ferryman had other business to take care of, no time to waste waiting for them to come back.

      "Are you sure you won't wait if there are some gold coins in it for you?" asked Yuri.

      "Can't help you there, sorry," was all the ferryman said, turning back to face the direction he was heading away from the shore. “I have other things that need doing.”

      Tehra took some time after settling on her mount before she was able to bring herself to look up at the rising hills. It was intimidating to know that the wizard, the dungeon core, was sitting up there. Whatever that thing was. If it was even real.

      "Hey, what’s wrong with you? Don’t start thinking about running away,” said Jillis.

      “What? Oh, I’m alright. It’s just that …” Tehra almost told Jillis about the whole thing with the wizard and his underground lair up in the hills. But that would only sound insane, and they’d be sure to assume the elf was in cahoots with him.

      “Well, eyes ahead," replied Jillis as her horse walked up beside her. "You're shadowing me, remember? That means you go where I go, after I go there. And look where I'm looking too, you got it? If you see me making a big effort to be quiet, and you come blundering up behind me and give away my position to this thing—I'll let him rip your head off and suck out all the goo and marrow inside. Got it?"

      "Yes," said Tehra emphatically. The sudden change in mood was starting to eat away at her nerves.

      "Most importantly, I aim to keep you from getting killed. No one training under me has died so far, and I aim to keep my track record spotless. Take a breath and try to focus."

      "I thought we were meant to stay quiet," heckled Yuri, "and here you are talking the poor young elf to death."

      "I've called it all clear, for now."

      "What? How exactly did you come to that decision without doing any actual scouting?" asked Yuri. The rest of the men, the warriors under the dwarf's command on this quest, grunted and groaned as though agreeing with him, but not wanting to openly defy their leader. At least there seemed to be a high level of discipline in this company.

      "Look over there," said Jillis, pointing to the right, at the flatter pasture away from the hills.

      "Sheep running. So? Oh..."

      Tehra grinned, feeling excited that she'd caught on to what was being implied here, and maybe before the rest of the others had even clued onto it. "They're running from something," she said.

      They made their way towards that spot, and there they found a mutilated sheep’s corpse. "Look at the sight of that!" said Yuri. "Men, this is a prime example of how you do not make a swift kill. Is that its—what is that part doing over there? Ugh, it's enough to make a dwarf want to lose his lunch."

      "Didn't you have mutton for lunch?" asked one of the warriors, pleased with his humor. "If you vomit, maybe it will match this mess, Yuri."

      The dwarf laughed too and slapped the warrior on the shoulder. "Come on, let's see if we can find this thing.”

      "Just keep it down now," said Jillis." She led them along a trail of similar fresh carnage, farm animals that were missing heads, ripped off by the looks of them—or more accurately, bitten off by a huge set of jaws. "It’s like the thing's just sampling a bit here, a bit there," said Jillis. "I've never seen this kind of wanton destruction of life. Something like an ogre should be making a kill and then taking the body back to wherever it sleeps so it can eat in peace.

      "Maybe something pissed this one off?"

      "Or it's been locked up for a long time, and it's getting out all that pent-up frustration, making the most of its new freedom?" suggested Jillis.

      Tehra had assumed the rogue was just another bitch with a big head and an even bigger mouth at first. But the human was actually starting to impress her with the calm-headed way she went about deducing things. Still, this was still largely speculation—they couldn't know that much detail for sure just by seeing a few messed up animal bodies. It was still likely though.

      That was the only bit of excitement they came across for the remainder of the day. There was plenty of land around the city that needed searching, and all the low hills and rises made it difficult to see very far.

      “This is utter shit!” said Yuri. The dwarf was getting impatient with all their riding around. “We’re not going to find the thing, if we haven’t seen any more tracks of it after an entire day! Let’s regroup and come back out tomorrow.”

      "Stop," the rogue said finally. It was well into the twilight of the evening, and visibility was getting too low for the average human. "Go back behind this rise, get the horses down lower behind this ridge. We shouldn’t even be doing this so late in the day, but I know Benevic will want to get his hands on the reward before anyone else has a chance. Just keep your wits about you, stay down low, and keep still.”

      The men did as told and were hopefully out of sight, as well as all the horses. Jillis went down prone and shimmied up to the top of the ridge, with the tall grass on the mound working well to provide cover for her. She motioned for Tehra to follow.

      Tehra stayed right beside their party leader, and wanted to ask her what she'd seen in such low light conditions. How was it possible that this human had spotted something, while the young elf was wondering what it was?

      "See that?" Jillis whispered deadly quiet, right into Tehra's ear. The warmth instantly created condensation in her ear. As she followed where the woman was pointing, Tehra's eyes widened, and she realized this was her first time seeing any type of monster.

      "An ogre..." she uttered, almost too loud. Then, she gasped and snapped her lips shut as though she might accidentally make noise that could get them all killed. It was such a small figure in the distance, light fading and making it into a shadow puppet against the backdrop of hazy blue over the blurred line between land and sky. It moved like a beast but looked like a large man.

      "Shh," answered Jillis, placing a firm hand on the elf's shoulder and squeezing.

      The dwarf belly-crawled up beside them, which was funny to watch. "I can't see shit. Is it out there."

      "Shh," replied both Tehra and Jillis.

      "Yes, wait… it was." Jillis sounded worried, and that in itself was worrying. The grassy soil beneath them was already turning cold after losing the reliable touch of the day's sun. A light breeze was beginning to lift up now. It was going over their backs and toward the direction they were all gazing in.

      "No," said Jillis. "No, that's not good. Was the wind blowing just now? Did it just start? Shit, shit, no." She went to stand up and then crouched herself back down, halfway between looking as though she was about to run somewhere, and nearly about to hug the ground below her.

      "The breeze's been going since we stopped here," said Yuri. "You going daft or what?"

      "What?" asked Jillis.

      "Do I need to take over this party?" said the dwarf dryly. "Have you actually seen an ogre in the flesh before?"

      "What? Yes, of course I have. In fact, that might have been what distracted me," said the rogue. Her face coiled up into a tight knot of horror, but just for an instant, then it flashed away, and she was blinking profusely and shaking her head. "We've all seen things, right, nothing special. We're going to take this thing down."

      “We need to go back to the city and make a plan, start again fresh tomorrow. It's caught our scent now," said Yuri. "What the fuck are you in charge for if it's gonna get away from us before we can get anywhere near it?" He was not going to start making any friendly banter at all now, clearly.

      Jillis stood up and walked back down to her mount. "Is that why you didn't want to help me out when I missed something like the slight breeze? You're pissed off that Benevic made me the leader on this quest instead of you, like he usually does? This is a hunting job, not open conflict or sheer thuggery. What the hell does a clumsy dwarf know about sneaking up on anything? You're here to put spears and swords into it once I find it, you got that?"

      "Yes, ma'am," he said with such an aggressive tone of sarcasm that Tehra almost laughed from the raw awkwardness building up at being so close to the argument.

      "Both of you need to save this argument for later when we've gotten back alive," she said. "I don't care if you tell Benevic that I'm no good for this line of work either; it's not worth dying over just to be popular in this company."

      "Fuck. The elf's right," said Yuri. "Stands to reason someone so pretty would always have to be right on top of it. I'm getting back on my horse. Fuck standing around waiting for that ogre to run up and tear me a second hole to shit from."

      Jillis was nodding and half talking to herself like she'd been working out equations on a chalkboard in her mind. "Okay, okay, the ogre's gone, and that means it probably did catch wind of us. So, it probably ran away. If it were going to attack us, it would have already attacked other guarded caravans and wagons. But it only goes after peasants, farmers, people who can't stand up and defend themselves. It's afraid of a fair fight.”

      "You think so?" asked Tehra. Her faith in the abilities of any of this party had started to decline drastically after this whole display of ineptitude and pettiness.

      Something else was bothering her too, but the others called to her to get back to her mount, and she didn't want to be left out there in the growing darkness on the edge of some field she'd never seen before in her life. More importantly, she felt like she could sense something out there, which was becoming clearer now that the night was closing in even more. It wasn't her natural infravision: the natural ability to 'see' heat in the darkness. She wanted to say it was nothing, just her fear and a hunch that there was a big bad monster lurking out on the edge of the rising darkness.

      Mostly, Tehra wished she knew if ogres had any type of innate magical aura to them, or if they could be imbued with it by someone who did have magical ability. That would have explained what she was sensing.

      "Come on; you're going to get us lost out here, Jillis," Yuri said. "Benevic would rather us return empty-handed tonight than be found with our legs wrapped around our necks and our spines poking out the skin of our backs, like some of those farm animals we saw. You think he wants to replace our whole party on a minute's notice on top of coming up without any rewards for the day?"

      "Ugh, fine. You're right there I guess," Jillis said. "Okay, we'll head back to the river and signal to the ferryman. And if that price-gouging bastard doesn't come out to meet us like he promised, I'll personally pay to have a false warrant put out for his arrest."

      "Not that you would ever be involved in that sort of thing, eh?" added Yuri with the laughter back in his voice. "Looks like it's the alehouse for us then, lads!"

      The other men cheered lowly, everyone seeming to forget about the ogre that they'd seen no less than a mile or two away. It was unlikely that it would have followed them successfully all that way, on foot. A beast of that size and manner was sure to make as much noise as a rutting pair of wildebeest.

      They got to the water, but Jillis was skeptical as to whether the ferryman would see their signal from so far along down the river. "If that asshole's going to be watching out for our fire at all, he's not going to see it from here." They were a good half mile along. So, they walked along the shore away from the softer sand. Eventually, the hills started to rise again as they got closer to being adjacent to the city along the river.

      "There's a section of low cliff coming up soon," said Tehra. She knew this area too well from her time saying out here, however brief it had been.

      "That's fine. We'll just stay on the shore where it's nice and flat," replied Jillis.

      Yuri didn't have much to say. He seemed to be busy deciding what he was going to drink first when he finally got to his precious alehouse, and probably how big the breasts on tonight's whore were going to be.

      "What do you think?" Tehra said to him.

      "We listen to the leader," said one of the other men, his face dark and hidden.

      "That's right," said Yuri. "She wants to be in charge of this bullshit failed quest, who am I to argue about which path we take back with our tails between our legs?"

      "It doesn't seem smart to take the low road," said Tehra. It was in her bones, in her heart, the presence of danger. There was a type of glowing out there like the presence she had been vaguely aware of with Benevic's daughter earlier that day.

      "You’re going to sit there and argue with me, trainee? Do you want to be a professional adventurer or not? Come on." Jillis urged her mount onward, and the rest of them followed without complaint.

      "Wait," she said, but no one listened to her meek effort to stop them. "She was just about to get her own horse moving when the sky began to fall around them.
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      Covered in blood, greased with filth and saliva, the sky did fall on top of them. Only, it was just an expansive part of the darkness directly above, where the ogre blocked out the eerie glow from the distant moon. It didn't even make a sound as it fell.

      Tehra was sure no one else saw the thing drop down from the low cliff along the flat shore of the river. "Look out!" she screamed at them, only her words could not come out nearly as swiftly as the hulk dropped onto a patch of unsuspecting men on horseback. The warriors were mostly holding spears and halberds, perched against their shoulders while they rode. The ogre could not have known this when it had leapt down on top of them. Otherwise, maybe it was impervious to such blades. In that case, all was already lost.

      "Move!" shouted Yuri as he saw the thing slam down onto three of his men.

      The ogre made its first sound when one of the spears found its flesh, and thankfully it was one of pain and sudden injury. The thing was ten times as big as any of the men, the huge body reverberating when it growled and roared bloody murder. The spear shaft must have broken or gone right into the thing, because its huge mass continued the trajectory toward the sand below, taking all three men with it and knocking them down off their horses. One of the animals ran off as its rider was dismounted, but the other two were tangled up in the heap of flesh and steel as it pummeled the river beach.

      The whole lot of limbs and body thrashed around, but it didn't look like the men were ever going to get back up. "Damned men! Die!" growled a voice unlike anything nature could create, more like a demonic nightmare made barbarian flesh.

      The impact had been at the back of the group, leaving Tehra cut off from the rest of her party. She backed her horse away, the frightened animal wanting to turn and run but being too well trained for combat situations to do that. "Easy, boy," she whispered to her mount, stroking him kindly despite how her own fear was turning into terror.

      The ogre was punching downward, not hitting the sandy shore. The men it had sent from their horses screamed for help. One of them started to gurgle as though he was trying to breathe through pudding; then his shouting was cut short along with another roar from the ogre. This was all so fast that it was like a blur. The cliff made shadows out of the area of shore, and the moon's light reflecting off the slowly moving river only made it harder to see anything else but the water and sky. But Tehra could see the warm bodies moving around, and the blood that had started to spurt from various places on various human parts she could not identify for their rapid shaking. She couldn't even tell which one of the three men was being assaulted by which of the ogre's hands or stomping feet. It also used its teeth to bite down and rip away flesh when it found a convenient place to do so without the steel of armor getting in the way.

      "Get back and form ranks, now!" shouted Yuri. "This is what we've been after all night, men! Let's take this ugly fuck's head back to the boss so we can go wet our lips, and our dicks!"

      The mounted warriors shouted, and armaments were clattered together against shields and steel plates of armor. Most of them were only wearing mail, however.

      "Ranged weapons ready," said the dwarf.

      Tehra backed away from the ogre as it stopped pummeling the now dead trio of warriors and looked up at her. She could see its glowing warmth, the blood that covered it starting to cool and create a surreal effect in her infravision sight. It was almost definitely smiling right at her, and chewing on something disgusting as it did so.

      Expecting the ogre to give chase, Tehra turned her horse and began to trot back the way the party had come. She didn't look behind her until she'd gone a good twenty yards. It was not giving chase, however. In fact, it wasn’t even standing up yet.

      The thing was not deaf, nor as stupid as they had all believed. It must have been fully aware of what the dwarf had told his men. As he shouted, "Loose!" the ogre lifted up two of the mutilated warriors' fresh corpses and held them between itself and the line of firing adventurers. The arrows and bolts were deflected by the armor of their dead comrades, with one or two seeming to stick into their bodies.

      The young elf said a quick prayer—to any god who might still wish to hear her—that those men the ogre had used as human shields were already dead.

      Again, the ogre screamed in pain. Could one of the projectiles had made it through? Roaring like a perturbed child whose party had been called short due to bad weather, the monster threw the bodies to the side and ran toward the line of mounted adventurers.

      "Polearms ready!" shouted Yuri with his falchion in hand and at the rear of his men. It was hard to make out where Jillis was in all this, or the faces of the different men whose names Tehra had not learned yet. She was thinking that there would be no chance to know any of them now because this was sure to be their last quest.

      You have to get out of here, she told herself. "No," she said out loud, as though arguing against a separate entity. It was, in a way, just like that: the good of her conscience was abhorred by the notion of fleeing while her own party faced off against a rampaging ogre. Her natural state of mind told her that this was a lost cause, and getting out alive to face another day was better than being a dead hero no one would even know the name of.

      The beast's back was glistening now in the light from above, as some clouds had moved away, giving the humans more light to work with. It ran at the horses in a bloodthirsty rage that was carried across by the way it was screaming at them with hatred. The sound was both low and high pitched, as though two different beings were at war within the ogre's body.

      When it hit, several of the horses were knocked back or taken to the ground. Their riders went down too, but the ogre had a spear shaft sticking out from it as it came away from the group. It was moving strangely now, and Tehra was beginning to feel sure that this would all be over as quickly as it had started. Perhaps the life of an adventurer really was this exciting!

      The ogre turned and ran directly toward where the elf was sitting atop her mount. The horse saw it coming too, and begin to whinny and turn left and right in sharp, partial circles. It was begging without words for its rider to allow it to flee without being forced to go against its extensive training.

      "Shit!" Tehra shouted as the ogre lurched up near her, finally letting the horse turn and run. It was too close to the monster, apparently, and in a state of panic. Instead of running up the shoreline and toward the farmlands they'd come from, it bolted to the side and into the water, jumping up and throwing Tehra from its back as the shock of suddenly winding up in water startled the horse.

      She toppled into the icy water and landed upside down, not hurt right away, but sure she was about to be torn apart by the angry monster’s hands. When that didn't happen, she waited for the water to take her, but soon she managed to find her way back to the air above the moving current.

      Only a slowly shrinking bulk of shadow remained of the ogre. It continued running into the night.

      The horse had come around and was walking back to the shore, seemingly embarrassed and acting as though nothing had just happened as it went with quiet dignity.

      "Fucking horse!" she called out, feeling immediately bad for blaming the poor animal for her own hesitation in taking action.
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      The ogre had gone out again. It had complained of hunger and wanted to find some animals to eat. Mertho allowed himself to believe that it was really going to eat just animals. He knew Thark was evil, but the wizard fought to keep his mind free of guilt by ignoring the obvious.

      Was it somewhat like a scientific experiment to Mertho? Perhaps. That didn't mean he was heartless or inhumane. Time went on as he pondered this, and it was almost a delight to again be alone without the presence of another sophont creature making him painfully aware that things moved so slowly. Time was something he was glad to see fly by now that he felt sure he was immortal and would not age as it did so.

      The ogre was old, but it was mortal, flesh and blood—wretched at that. Mertho enjoyed the solitude too much to want to ruin his pet creature's good time by insisting that it stayed inside the dungeon. He felt that it was drawing near just then, and wondered if it had brought back an unspoiled corpse for the wizard to drain the soul from.

      Thark came up the side of the hill, moving quickly but not as quietly as usual. This was a monster who knew how to go undetected, and it tended to do so out of habit, or perhaps because it liked to try to sneak up on its omnipresent master. "Hurt," the ogre said when it came up to the cave's entrance. "Men on horses, armed, fighters. Tasty elf meat..."

      Elf? Did you, have you killed her? Or him. Mertho immediately envisioned that beautiful face of the elven maid who had spent part of the night in his chamber with his core, unafraid of him despite his strangeness. Then, terrified when she'd learned the truth of his powers. Her absence thereafter was enough to tell him how she felt about nearly befriending a magical entity such as Mertho. She would have made a superior ally to the ogre for many reasons. He told himself that had nothing to do with weak, human preferences.

      "Not eat, not kill elf. They give, ugghh…" It made a sickly warbling sound before continuing to speak, taking more effort to do so now, "give chase."

      Why did you come here if you are being chased, you idiot?

      "Master, protect. Our arrangement!" The ogre slammed its fists against the rock of the entrance tunnel.

      Very well. Yes, you are right, of course. Get inside. I will do my best to heal you.

      "Thanking, master," Thark said, his words increasingly slurred. The ogre went to its lair and began to drink from the pool of water. Then it lay down on the pile of skin and bones it used as a bed.

      Mertho recalled a simple healing hands spell and tried to think of how to use it without any hands to physically lay on his monstrous patient. It turned out to be simple, and he could feel the pierced body of the ogre starting to mend. There were stab wounds from long, thin steel, probably spear tips or some similar polearms.

      You charged well-armed men who had spears pointed at you? he asked, aiming to reprimand.

      "Yesh, and jumped down on, ambushed them." Thark was not able to speak any longer, and he became very still. The life in him was still present, but Mertho began to wonder what it would be like to absorb the soul of such a creature. If it even had one for him to absorb.

      Mertho sensed people coming up to the entrance of the cave. Their natural auras betrayed feelings of fear, and some of them were already bloodied, but did not appear greatly hurt.

      "Here's where the trail leads," said a stern-faced human woman with light leather armor.

      A dwarf was with them too. His face was a tale of woe. "You sure about this, Jillis? I don't want the 'wind changing' on us again and getting half of my men killed."

      "Keep your mouth shut, Yuri. Your kind are already loud enough without always chattering about nonsense. And you don't fund the payroll, so what the hell do you care? I'll let Benevic decide who's to blame for our losses, thank you." The woman acted like she was in charge, but the warriors with them stood by the dwarf, Yuri, and didn't seem to have any respect for the rogue woman. The only one paying her much attention was—"

      It's the elf, Mertho said with mouthless words.

      "What?" said Tehra. The others in the group with her outside the cave gave her a strange look.

      "You heard me," said the rogue. "Don't tell me you wish to start questioning my tracking skills now?"

      "No," replied Tehra, her face even more pale than usual. Just like she'd seen a ghost, or something worse.

      Mertho wanted to stop the elf from coming into the dungeon. He could hardly believe that she would want to, especially if her group already knew about the ogre that had taken up residence there.

      Jillis walked forward and took something out of her belt pouch. It was a brilliant gem, rounded and half the width of her hand, but much thinner, that glowed with bright orange. "I'm going to check out this cave's entrance and see how far it might go. Our lost numbers have not died in vain yet. That monster was hurt badly as it fled, you could tell from the way its movement changed."

      Mertho wondered how much of what this woman knew about ogres came from storybooks and tavern tales. Even he was not entirely familiar with their fundamental habits and traits, and he was far more learned. Plus, there was the fact that he had been living with an ogre in his dungeon for some time now. Watching her move, he decided it was likely she did have some experience with ogres, but that was all the rogue woman was expecting to find within what she assumed was just a cave.

      "Wait," said Tehra. "I have to tell you something before you go in there. Also, I don't think I can go in there with you."

      "Are you serious?" asked Jillis. The men laughed at the elf. The rogue continued, "You're shadowing me, and that means I'm going to check this out, then we're all going to cut that thing's head off and go home." Jillis walked down the cave, then reached the first trap. Only, she didn't set it up, but stopped before reaching it.

      The anticipation was getting to Mertho, and he almost reached out to say something to the woman, just to get out his frustration and egg her on.

      "Will you look at that," Jillis mumbled to herself, looked up at the waiting deadfall trap. She inspected the walls and the floor carefully, but did not find anything that would set the trap's mechanism off. "It can't be..." She walked back and told her group at the entrance of the cave, "This cave is trapped, which means the cave is probably just the start of something more serious. It's not uncommon for ogres to be kept as very dangerous servants, or even pets, by more intelligent and powerful monsters, dark magic users, or powerful rulers. This is no palace, and I could not find any trace of a trigger for the rock fall trap waiting to greet us."

      Yuri spoke up, "You're saying it's magic?"

      "Yes, I am. That means this place must be just an entrance to some dark wizard's underground lair."

      "A dungeon," said Tehra. She was so relieved at not having to tell them what she knew about the place, that she forgot herself and spoke.

      Jillis eyed her for a time, then walked slowly closer. "Do you know something you're not telling us, elf? Why did you say you didn't want to go down into this cave? Have you been here before?"

      One of the men interjected, "Kind of strange she shows up right when all this happens.

      "Yeah, the ogre, the ambush. Elves know a lot about magic too, don't they?" added the other of the two surviving warriors, standing by Yuri like he was their guardian. The dwarf eyed Tehra with suspicion now, as did the human rogue.

      The wizard wanted to say something just to break the tension. These petty squabbles were so far behind and beneath him that it was near torture to hold back from creating some grand display of his power just to show them where they stood.

      He reached out and spoke to the still slumbering ogre. Thark. Ogre, awaken, I have healed you, what is the matter with you? It didn't move, and the vital signs were weak and fading. Perhaps Mertho's magic was not as all-encompassing as he had thought. His ego started to shrink back down to a more manageable size, in turn allowing him to think more clearly, like a wizard rather than a magical entity with no grasp of the mortal world.

      Would he save them from a gruesome death by scaring them away? Did that plan have any chance of working, and if so, would they simply return with some veteran magic users who were sure to destroy or capture Mertho's dungeon core? That would not do. It was decided then! These men and the woman would not leave here alive.

      As for the elf, he would see if her own skills could spare her. After all, she had an unfair advantage in knowing what lay beneath the surface of these hills.
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      "I'll tell you what," said Jillis, "you go first, elf. I have a feeling these traps aren't going to be nearly as difficult to disarm for you. If you would rather not, feel free to leave now and don't ever bother us again."

      "You're insane," said Tehra. The fear around her was not as strong as the aura of mounting anger. This little elf did not like to be bossed around it would seem.

      If he possessed a mouth, he would have been grinning contently. Mertho remembered her plucky attitude, the way she'd devoured all that magically conjured food he'd offered, then sat right before him and exchanged tales of their fates without hesitation or fear. Something had happened to her in the past year that had made her timid. He wondered if she'd been broken, or simply forgotten what it was like to be in charge of her own destiny.

      Accept her challenge, he said to her, knowing the others would not hear, nor would the ogre. I will not let my dungeon harm you, my little elf friend.

      Tehra walked into the cave entrance, though not far enough to be upon the rock trap. "Huh? You are real. I knew I wasn't truly going insane," she whispered.

      "Talking to yourself? A dark cave, one trap, and you're losing the plot already, girl?" Jillis called to her. The dwarf and other men didn't seem as amused about this, but looked ashamed instead. That didn't lead any of them to try to stop her or to offer to go first in her place.

      "I'm going to show you how a real rogue does things, boys!" Tehra shouted over her shoulder. "You want a human who can't even tell when the wind's changing, or do you want someone who will keep watch over you and your necks?"

      "You little bitch!" said Jillis, but she didn't go after the elf, showing her fear for the strange cave was greater than her want to protect a frail ego.

      "I have had nightmares about this place," Tehra whispered so that only the wizard would hear her.

      There is nothing to fear for those who are righteous.

      "And what makes you worthy of passing judgment, punishing people with such horrible deaths? The things you did to those mercenaries."

      They would have captured you for some petty reward, most likely had their way with you first… until. Would you rather have wound up like that, and then to the gallows for murder?

      The elf tensed her body, the passion flaring up through her aura. "That fat merchant was nothing but a thug, even worse than the common kind because he didn't think anyone could make him pay."

      Mertho grinned, sending out a wave of magical energy that whirled around the elf's natural occurring magical aura. You and I seem to see eye to eye on many things. It looks like my ogre is going to die. Would you like to become my new helper?

      Tehra laughed.

      "What the hell are you doing down there? Are you stuck?" called the rogue woman.

      "No!" replied Tehra. "I think I've found a way to disarm the rock fall trap. Just stay back until I give the word."

      Giving orders suits you much better than taking them, I will admit.

      "So you can see why I have no interest in being your new underling once your ogre dies."

      What would your boss think if you were the one to bring back the head of the ogre, all by yourself?

      Her eyes were a brilliant green and lit up when she spoke of something that excited her. "What makes you think I can't just go find it in this dungeon of yours and do that without your permission? You said it was dying already, and I saw much of the damage it took with my own two eyes."

      You wouldn't even get by the first trap without an extensive understanding of magic.

      "So, what do you want?"

      However powerful I am here, which is great, my reach doesn't extend far beyond the cave's entrance. You want a career stopping bad men. I need souls to feed my magical core and keep expanding my dungeon and knowledge of this wonderful type of magic that has overtaken me.

      "Dark magic."

      I have not decided what alignment of magic it is yet. And we could use it for good, Tehra. What do you say?

      "You make a good offer, and I don't have many other options."

      You could leave in disgrace and make your living fucking dock workers and soldiers for copper coins.

      "Very well. We will be allies. Now, where is that ogre?"

      Are you willing to make a lasting agreement? A simple magical pact.

      "What? Something like a blood oath? No, I will not."

      That's not what I was thinking, but a blood oath would be even better. How about a weak link that allows us to communicate when you leave this dungeon? I must know that you are not building a party to come and destroy me. And yes, I do have ways to stop such things. He could tell the elf didn't believe him on that last point, so he didn't plan to push his terms much.

      "Alright. Now, please let me through without being crushed."
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      He created a magical link with the elf, which required her allowing him to connect with her. It wouldn't be difficult to remove the link if she found out how to do so. The spell was just something that would allow for basic communication and a general awareness of where she was. It was not his intention to spy on her.

      There, the link is complete. That wasn't so bad, right?

      Tehra let out a shudder. "It's strange but no, not bad."

      You don't need to talk to tell me things anymore, he answered, gleeful at being able to try out a new type of spell that he had never utilized before.

      Like this? she asked.

      Yes, replied the wizard. Keep moving now, or your friends are going to become suspicious and try to follow after you. I would rather not let them enter my dungeon. That would send a bad message to others, so I would naturally have to kill them.

      When Tehra came into the lair of the ogre, she began to wheeze and wretch. This is beyond disgusting. I've worked with all manner of animal shit, and dead animals too on farms in the past year. I can still honestly say this is the foulest place I have ever been. I'm thankful I don't have to open my mouth to speak to you.

      Yes, that is the calling card of an ogre, I suppose. I can't guarantee that my poor creature here will actually stay unconscious though. You had best take what you came for and leave.

      Tehra went down into the ogre’s lair. It stank of old, rotting meat, and a type of body odor that was somewhat like death itself. There lay the ogre, unconscious and barely breathing. Its many wounds disfigured its gray skin all over. The thing’s flesh was thick and took a lot of pressure to puncture with the tip of her short sword, before she was able to start using a saw-like motion around its thick neck. Tehra gagged over and over, and the putrid blood oozed out of it. That was the vilest thing she’d ever done, which was quite a feat. Once the thing’s head finally fell away from the body, she hoisted it up in both hands and had to hug it against herself to carry it. Otherwise, it would have been too heavy for her to move.

      Despite being completely disgusted, Tehra could not help but laugh at how much better the ogre had looked without its fat, ugly head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, much to the dismay of the remaining company members, Benevic held a meeting. He stood at the top of his private level in the adventuring company's large hall-like building, and the others gathered on foot below.

      "Alright," he began, "I will start by offering my most sincere respects to the honored members of our party who fell in the service of justice—and the company. I am sure you all know by now exactly what happened, correct?" The tall man looked around from person to person, but did not seem to focus his eyes on any of them properly. He seemed older now, more mature and solemn, with just a few strings of white-gray through his dark hair that were evident in the morning light coming in through the window.

      A low mumble went through each of the adventurers in the room. There were still a good twenty of them left, mostly those who were not on the monster hunt. Yuri looked like he was nursing a hangover fit for the most hedonistic of the gods. He was standing at the front of the small crowd; the warriors were all loosely gathered behind him with no sense of order to them. These were certainly not military types.

      Jillis didn't look much better, but her face was more pleasant to look at naturally anyway. Her vision cut at Tehra, as though she was waiting to accuse her of something. That might have been just paranoia though.

      After a moment of silence, Benevic continued. "We know that death is a readily waiting part of our business, and I assume you have each made peace with that. Otherwise, you honestly have no place being here."

      The group was more emphatic with their vocal agreement with that, than they had been about honoring the fallen. This was a hard crowd indeed. It made Tehra think about the wizard and how accepting he had become of death since she'd first discovered him just over a year ago. That kind of thing would never happen to her though.

      "I am also left to deal with some unpleasant business. Jillis has accepted her mistakes in leading the part into an ambush by that bastard ogre. Yes, it's dead now, but so are members of the party that hunted it. That's an unacceptable loss from a simple tracking fumble. I have no choice but to ask you to leave the company, Jillis. You have done well here, but your time is up." He sounded flat, no emotions, if not actually callous.

      Jillis looked around, possibly waiting for someone to defend her. When she realized no one was going to so much as move, let alone speak up for her, she slowly stood and left through the front door. It slammed hard behind her.

      Benevic reached down and felt around in a large sack that was resting behind him. "We did get its head though!" he shouted, holding the ugly thing aloft. It was stained with dry blood and muck, but its face was almost serene. That's how Tehra had found it resting, and it was almost pathetic in how it had come to pass. Still, she did not feel sorry for that thing.

      "And while we are celebrating good news—please welcome our newest member into the company, Tehra. She will take over from Jillis as our primary rogue until Phillips returns from his quest, which will be some months from now. After that, she will remain with us if she chooses. What do you say to that?"

      Some of the company members cheered, but others remained quiet. There were clearly mixed feelings about bringing in a new recruit.

      Benevic pursed his lips and tilted his head back in contemplation. “I see some of you are not enthused about my decision. I would perhaps remind everyone that I own this company, and I will not have any doubt in my ability to lead. Now, what do you say to our new rogue?”

      This time, the whole group cheered without hesitation, and they did a damn good job of making it seem sincere.

      Tehra stood and made an awkward little bow, smiling way too much for a fierce adventurer in her professional environment. "Thank you. I'm honored," she said loudly with her voice breaking up a bit at the end of the words. She didn’t care if some of them doubted her. This was her opportunity to prove them wrong.

      After the meeting was over, Yuri waited until everyone had gone about their business. A lot of them had quests to go and take care of, while the others were busy maintaining weapons or practicing their fighting techniques and the use of specialized equipment. He looked a little sheepish, darting his head around like he was waiting for something to jump on him.

      "Yuri, are you okay?" Tehra asked. She was over at a table with her own equipment laid out, cleaning and sharpening her short sword.

      "Yeah, yeah, sure. Yes. I need to have a private word with you, young lady." His face became a rock of solemnity.

      "It's about that horrid cave, you probably guessed." He looked a few shades paler than usual, his skin a lot closer to an elf's than a dwarf's.

      "Don't tell me you want to go back there," she said, her heart rapidly beating in her chest.

      Yuri made a face like he'd just eaten a bug by accident. "You fucking crazy?" he said loudly. "Why do you think I left my fellow dwarves and their never-ending caves and mining, always dungeon diving, and the like? I fucking hate all that shit." He didn't look so much angry as outright afraid.

      Tehra was about to ask him if that was why he didn't want to go back there, but figured he would only deny it and get offended in the process. "You're saying you have no intention of going back there?" she asked instead.

      Yuri nodded with emphasis. "No way you could get me back there. That's what I want to talk to you about. Anyone finds out what Jillis said, about that trap being magic or whatever, and we'll find ourselves in the front lines of a fucking dungeon diving party. I'd sooner leave the company, and I like it here a lot. The men look up to me like I was their leader. I ain't never had that before."

      Tehra waited to make sure he was finished, and to pretend like she wasn't excited by this revelation. "So, you want me to keep it a secret? It's a deal. But what about the others?"

      "Don't worry about the men. They don't suspect anything, and they hate the idea of dungeon diving, plus they follow my lead. Chances are Jillis might tell some people. Actually, I'd eat my own boots if she doesn't tell others, but she's not gonna tell Benevic, now that she must hate his guts worse than plague."
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      Benevic gave Tehra her first week's pay in advance, as a show of good faith. It was also intended as a reward for taking down that ogre by herself, so there was some extra in there. He handed her a fistful of coins, mostly copper and silver. There was a gold coin in there too, however. It was more than a common laborer or farmhand could make in a month, and then some.

      Tehra was also given the rest of the day off, to recover and rest, also as a reward for her excellent work. Mertho had not contacted her, which was fine as far as she was concerned. Having his creepy words in her head all the time would have only driven her crazy. It wasn't that his actual voice was off-putting, but more what he was, and what he had done.

      Tehra did not like to talk about it, but she had always been grateful to the orphanage owners who took her in when her family was taken from her. They didn't know what happened since the baby elven girl had been left on their doorstep in a baby basket. It was the stuff of fairy tales. Only those stories were complete bullshit. Being a child in a harsh world was bad enough without being left alone with strangers. That's why she had always tried to give at least a little to the orphanage that had been her home until she was old enough to run away at fifteen.

      Why had she run away? It might have been better than the streets, or death, to a young child, but there was no freedom and the environment in there wasn't always warm and safe. Tehra walked to the other side of the city, to the far edge away from the river that was the main trade hub. She went to the poor area, where the buildings quickly became dilapidated and covered in grime. It smelled worse too, and reminded her of all the misspent years of her youth, alone and caring about nothing.

      This was the first time she had ever felt like she could be part of a family, of sorts. They were all cut-throats most likely but also welcomed her and apparently thought she was worth something. Benevic certainly thought Tehra had valuable skills, or he would not have given her such a generous payment and promoted her.

      The orphanage building where she'd grown up did not have some fancy name given for some saint or god. Instead, it simply had "ORPHANAGE" roughly painted on a sheet of plywood, which was bolted onto the brick itself above the front door. There used to be a properly painted sign, but that had long since faded and diminishing funding had not allowed for a replacement to be made up.

      Tehra walked through the squeaky front door that was barely on its hinges. No one came to meet her or, more worrying, tried to stop her from waltzing right in and taking a look around. "Hello?" she called out. The faint sound of children came from the back door, where there was a large dirt yard that served as a play area. They were out there playing. She saw as she went past, looking through the filthy window by the door that led out there.

      An older man was watching the children play. He had a walking stick due to a malformed leg, but was not old enough to need help moving around for any other reason. He spotted her through the window, and a look of recognition overcame him. Tehra had come by and given him money before for the children.

      "Hello, young lady," he said as he came inside through another door that squeaked stubbornly when he moved it. "It's wonderful to see you again."

      "Hello, Bill," she replied. She liked Bill.

      The orphanage was owned by a couple before Bill had taken over. They had been lovely people too, although their head for money was terrible and they were always behind in their payments. They'd eventually needed to sell the place cheap, and Bill had been waiting for a business to manage that would allow for his weak leg, as laboring had taken a heavy toll on him. Bill was grateful for the more manageable type of work, and never acted like it was a burden to him. The children seemed to genuinely love him.

      "I got a good job, and I want to share that with the children. I know you can use all the help you can get. Did you catch up on your mortgage payments? Plenty of wood for the fire? What about food?"

      "You're such a good girl," he said. He was old enough to be her father. "I wish more people in this city were as righteous. We do have things mostly under control now. I've found some new patrons who are regularly donating."

      There was a shuffling sound upstairs and some odd groaning. Bill froze like he was making an effort not to notice. Then, one of the children outside let out a loud cry, which was hopefully largely exaggerated. "Oh, I must go and see that everything's alright. I should have been watching them. You're welcome to come and say hello." He hurried toward the door.

      "No, that's okay. I should go."

      Bill nodded and smiled before hobbling quickly back outside, closing the door behind him. Tehra looked to make sure he wasn't coming back inside, then walked up to the second story where the bedrooms where. The stairs went up, turned to the right at an angle, and continued up to the bedrooms from memory. As she came near the top of them, a door opened somewhere around the corner and a girl, maybe only just into her teens, if that, came running from the room with silent tears painting pink cheeks.

      "Hey, what's the matter?" Tehra asked the girl, but she just pushed by and wouldn't so much as look at the elf.

      Tehra continued up the stairs and was met by a burly man in leather armor. He was wearing the decorated steel helm of the city guards and had the badge of a captain on his chest.

      The man was adjusting his pants and whistling gleefully. "What are you staring at?" he asked when he noticed Tehra. "Aren't you too old to be an orphan?"

      "What just happened here?" she demanded fiercely.

      "What could you do about it, either way, you elven whore. Move," he said.

      The elf was nearly unable to move for the rage she was feeling, and her mind split down the middle with one unacceptable option on each side: take out her sword and kill this pig, or let him leave. It nearly blinded her, and the world went into a haze. That left her vulnerable as the man walked toward the stairs and shoved her heftily.

      Tehra grunted and went careening down the stairs, nearly going head over heels, then slammed into the wall where the stairs changed angle. The hard plastering over the wooden frame stopped her at the back of her head and spine, also hurting her shoulder. She couldn't recover in time to defend herself as the guard captain came upon her with his own sword drawn.

      It was an ornate weapon, gilded with gold and silver, and looked to be expertly crafted and balanced. "If you think you saw a thing, you're wrong, elf." He spat the word 'elf' with vehemence, as though clearing his throat of some dung he'd inadvertently eaten. Then, he brought the steel hilt of the sword down on top of her head, and her vision went gray and black.

      Tehra came to and got up. When she ran outside to find the guard, he was long gone. She did, however, have his face permanently burned into her mind. And finding the captain of the guards would be child's play. But first, she needed to have a talk with Bill. Tehra went to the back door and called for him to come inside. When Bill got to her, Tehra grabbed him by his shirt and shoved him against the wall. “Tell me what you’re doing letting that piece of shit have his alone time with your orphans!”

      Bill looked like he was about to cry, the hurt in his eyes making this difficult for Tehra. “It’s not what you think,” he told her. “He’s always accusing the children of petty crimes. The only way to get him to leave it alone is to let him interrogate them.

      “Do you actually believe that’s all he’s up to? Are you that stupid?”

      “Please! Don’t hurt me. I promise I didn’t know.”

      “That is total shit!” Tehra shouted, drawing Bill closer to her and tearing the collar of his shirt as she tightened her grip. “I know you’re probably scared to say no to him, but if you let him anywhere near these children again, I promise to kill you. Stand up for what’s right, you weasel.”
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      Tehra wanted to go back to the company and tell them they had to do something about this. Only, she had a feeling the word of the captain of the guards would stand up better than her own, even though she was on the roster now. Besides, she didn't have any evidence that anything bad had happened.

      It wasn't illegal for an adult to be with a younger partner. No, Tehra had been proposed to by men as a young lady. That was common for an exotic and pretty woman like herself. The law did not draw any line there, although many people found it immoral. What was illegal—and so wrong that it made her blood turn to acid lava—was taking something like that from a woman without permission. To do so to a girl...

      Tehra was fuming, but also knew how to keep herself cool enough to make a plan and follow through. So, she went back to the room the company had for her, and sat on the single bed, twirling her beloved knife around between her fingers. Again and again, she imagined having had enough gall to just take it out and put it straight through that pig guard captain's throat, or perhaps even into his eye socket. The blood rushed up her veins every time such an image came to her, giving her such a sadistic thrill that she started to breathe heavily and shake.

      She had it all worked out how she could take him out, too. It wouldn't be hard to lure someone like that in. Tehra was a gorgeous young elf, and she had no trouble admitting that to herself. Just like she used to use her feminine assets to lure in well-deserving men and take their money from them, she would do the same thing with this captain of the guards, this piece of shit who thought it was fine to have his way with young girls, with mere children. Only, she didn't want a single copper coin of his. No, she was going to take his life from him, and slowly too.

      For some reason, that was when Mertho decided to start talking to her. You realize, you can't touch the captain of the guard, he said.

      "Shit," she said out loud, startled by the sudden appearance of the voice in her mind. You scared me, she replied with her thoughts.

      I'll make myself known first next time, okay? My point is still valid.

      Tehra grasped her knife, knuckles whitening. I can take him out.

      Mertho replied, Oh, I believe you're able, but I won't allow it. You'll bring a dungeon diving party right to me if you kill someone like that.

      I don't care, she said. I have to do this.

      Are you going to kill everyone who deserves it? There isn't enough time in one life, even if it were somehow possible. Even in the life of a young elf.

      Fine. Whatever you say. Just shut up and leave me alone. Her words did not line up with what her intentions clearly were.

      Believe that I will not let you bring an end to me with your foolish actions, young elf. Don’t make me prove that to you, please. I happen to like you. There is another reason I contacted you. That rogue spotted my first trap and deducted it was magical, before she even moved more than ten yards into the tunnel, said Mertho.

      Tehra signed. Well, that's what rogues do, and she was an expert. It was her ego that made her mess up enough to get fired, I'd say.

      Even so, I am worried about corpses lying around in the tunnel, said Mertho. That's why I've removed the traps and any sign of unusual activity from the entrance area. Anyone who comes down into my dungeon will be too deep to turn back, by the time they notice anything. I also need you to make sure she doesn't talk any more than she already has. Maybe killing her will help you take out all your anger about this guard captain.

      Tehra laughed. "Fuck off," she said out loud. "Get out of my mind."

      Hmm, very well. He was silent for a long time. If I help you dispose of this captain, will you help me silence this rogue?

      "Yes, I will," she said out loud again, somewhat a defiant act. Again, the elf began to play with her knife, holding it gingerly by the tip of the handle and making it twirl on her open palm. She lay down on the bed and rested the knife on her midsection like it was a child's teddy bear. "You're still there, aren't you?"

      We are still linked, yes. Don't worry; I don't spend my time spying on you. It's really not that interesting, most of the time. Why are you still talking out loud? Someone might hear you.

      "No, they won't. These rooms were chosen for being mostly soundproof. No one's listening to me but you anyway. I just don't feel like hearing more than one voice in my head right now. This feels at least halfway sane."

      I understand that, oddly enough. I did use to be human, after all.

      "Then you might understand why I've been having these horrible nightmares since I saw what you did to those mercenaries, the night we met." She held the knife close to her. "And if I continue to help you, what if the same kind of evil overtakes me?"

      I'm not evil... am I?

      "I suppose I'm not the best judge of that," she whispered, thinking about the things she'd done that were evil. "I will tell you right now, the things you did to those people are certainly not good. We're not talking putting poison in someone's cup or stabbing them in the belly, which is bad enough. You slaughtered them with those sadistic traps. The way you moved things around, do you realize the power you have?"

      I do. And so do you, am I wrong? He was starting to feel oddly uncomfortable. Vulnerable like a human. Enough talk of that. I will leave you to your own thoughts. I wish to change my dungeon.

      "Wait," she said. "Will you tell me about the woman from the tales, the one who was with you when the adventurers attacked you? Was she the reason you turned to dark magic?"

      I never turned to dark magic. It was her father's adventuring company that did this to me, although he would never admit it for fear of being accused of being evil himself, I am sure.

      "Her father? What was his name?"

      Benevic. Her name, it was Gaynor, and I did love her then. Now, I'm not sure what that even means. It seems so pathetic to me know, like all your mortal worries.

      Tehra was silent for some time. Something was wrong with her, but it wasn't obvious what that was. Eventually, she replied with a crackle in her throat. "If that's true, why are you doing any of this?"

      For the sake of new magical horizons.

      "Not to get revenge? Or to get her back?"

      Mertho did not answer her.
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      Tehra lay on her bed for some time, nearly long enough to fall asleep. Visions of people being torn asunder, blood and organs separated from their natural places within flesh that was broken and bones that snapped like twigs. The smell was ever present and felt like it had been all her life now.

      Could she remember a time before crime and bloodshed being integral to her waking hours? When she was awake was actually better than when she was...

      "I fell asleep?" she muttered to herself, or maybe to the wizard if he was listening. There was no reply, no feeling of another presence monitoring her from within her own head, linked to a dungeon of horrors far away across the river by the city.

      Tehra got up and nearly stabbed herself with the knife that rested on her torso. "Shit." Wait, she had pricked herself with it. The blood was semi-opaque as the amount was so little. It smeared across the steel of the blade as she moved it around, catching the light from the ceiling lantern in an oddly romantic way. When she lifted it up close to one eye and peered over the red patch, she could see her reflection. Only it was smeared sanguine, darkly against the cold steel.

      Tehra went to wipe away the blood but couldn't bring herself to do it for some reason. So, she simply put away the blade on her belt, gathered up her short sword, and went out to take care of some business.

      Where do you think she will be? she asked Mertho, but he did not reply. Some big help having a magical link to a growing source of evil was.

      No, she did not need him. Jillis had just been fired, and she would be eager to tell people stories about what had really transpired in that dungeon the previous night. About how she'd been so wrongly asked to leave Benevic's adventuring company. Yeah, the ex-rogue would probably be somewhere with a lot of people who were used to people talking plenty of shit.

      Tehra started with the first adventuring tavern nearby. Being that her boarding house was located near her company building, in the district where the majority of sword-for-hire type companies were located, that did not take her long to find.

      Of course, with the run of strange luck she'd been experiencing lately, it did not surprise the elf that she had to look in five taverns that were popular among adventurers, before she found Jillis. From the doorway, it was easy to hear some kind of disagreement going on. Despite the smoke from pipes and cigars, she could tell that the woman was inside just from her hazy silhouette in the light of lanterns, and the way she spoke.

      "You expel more shit than a mule fed on naught but prunes and black coffee!" said an older gentleman who seemed to be some kind of scholar or perhaps a magic user. He still had the weathered look of an adventurer to him, as did every person in the place, apart from the bartending staff. They were made up largely of buxom women who no doubt helped to draw in the clientele.

      "Fuck you, asshole. Stupid book-reading pussy. You think you know what it's like facing off against a real monster?"

      "Yes," replied the man. "Do you?"

      The room broke out into the same laughter that had been flowing out the door and open windows when Tehra had approached the place from the street.

      Jillis was mad, and she was drunk as well. On top of her stool before the wide, hardwood bar, she swayed lightly and then more heavily as she spoke. Her words were spat out with a type of relieved hostility, as though they were weighing upon her and each syllable had come with a heavy cost, finally making her load lighter as she sent them out into the ears of her incredulous audience.

      "And I am telling you all, you fucking ignorant prickles, pricks—"

      They again started to laugh at her, and everyone seemed to be thoroughly amused, even though a few of the less merry looking adventurers seemed to be already fed up with her chatter.

      One large man with no hair on his head nor face, and piercings in his nose and ears, stood up. He had an ax in a harness strapped to his back and wore chain armor. He was a warrior for sure, and the aging scars covering his face and arms showed that he was no rookie in his trade. "You think there's a magic dungeon just sitting across the river, and somehow you're the only person smart enough to find it, with how old this city is? Fuck off, bitch." He got up and walked over to her.

      "The fuck did you just say to me?" Jillis said, getting up off her stool and standing straight, still needing to tilt her head back to look up at the much taller man.

      "You're too drunk to fight, and I don't hit women, not for free at least." He pushed by her and slammed a copper coin down on the bar. "Give her another stiff drink," he said to the chesty blonde behind the bar. "Something strong enough to make her pass out, as a gift to my friends who must remain." He then waved his hand, half saying goodbye, half swatting a fly, and left the premises.

      There was a round of applause and more laughter, plus cheering for the agitated warrior as he left through the front door. He looked Tehra up and down as he passed her, then was gone.

      The whole room had been watching the man leave, and they now lay their communal gaze upon the solitary elf. A few of them made lewd remarks to their neighbors, while most got back to their drinks. She waited for Jillis to see her, but the bartender slammed down a large wooden mug of something before the woman, drawing her attention before she had turned to notice the elf.

      "This is called dragon's breath," the bartender said.

      Tehra darted back out into the street. There she waited for a good hour, hiding in the shadows with a view of the tavern door. She finally caught site of Jillis leaving. She'd been the only woman in the building who was not working there, so it was easy to notice her. And she had by far been the drunkest person in the room, which made it doubly easy.

      As she stumbled out of the building, Jillis turned and shouted something utterly incomprehensible yet still somehow offensive back in through the open doorway. Someone came up from within and pushed her, sending the woman reeling backward and into the street. She tried to pick herself back up but kept stumbling over.

      Tehra felt sorry for her after a time and told herself that she was a good person who helped others no matter who they were. Then, when she went and helped the drunk woman to her feet and on her way, the elf tried to imagine she was only doing a good deed, helping her back home safely.

      "You, you're that, fuck you... dirty whore elf, bitch!" Jillis said as they walked down an alley away from any still-open establishments. “What do you want? Why are you following me?”

      “I need you to keep your mouth shut,” said Tehra. “Stop talking about what happened in the hills.”

      Jillis stopped and leaned against one of the buildings in the alley. “I’ll talk about what I want. You can just fuck off, elf. Tell you what, it’s all your fault I lost my job. Jillis turned and leered at Tehra. Get out of here before I teach you a lesson.”

      Face-to-face, Tehra was losing her nerve. She couldn’t hurt an innocent person just to protect herself. “You’re just a drunk anyway. No one’s going to believe your crazy stories,” she said, turning to leave the alley.

      “Bitch!” screamed Jillish, running up and jumping on top of Tehra. They rolled around on the cold ground, and finally, Tehra turned to face her assailant, who was sitting on top of her chest. “I’ll kill you, you pointy-eared degenerate!” the woman shouted down into her face, saliva bursting out of her mouth in her rage.

      Tehra struggled, trying to get her knife from its sheath.

      Jillish noticed this and quickly grabbed the blade herself. “I’ll kill you, and then Benevic will have to re-hire me.” She pushed the knife downward, and the elf only barely managed to stop it from plunging into her face.

      "Thank you," replied Tehra.

      "Thank me? For what, you pointy-eared cunt?"

      Tehra half smirked and felt like a ghost. "For making this easier on me." She grabbed the hand holding the knife and twisted the blade away from Jillish, then stuck it in the woman’s heart.
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      Mertho needed to make his dungeon seem more natural to someone coming from the outside. This was all so new to him still, and he had never considered how such a structure might need to work. That human rogue who'd been fired from Tehra's company had been able to work out that there was a magical presence below the surface of the hills, rather than just the lair of a monster. So, his plan with the ogre would not have worked anyway.

      Stupid beast, he thought. It had stunk up the lovely room with the natural water source, and piled in refuse as well. Mertho got rid of all that clutter, burying it beneath the soil and making the room vibrant again. This would help to entice people to enter, without worrying that they were going to be eaten by something nasty.

      He had read accounts of many dungeon diving quests and believed that he had a good idea how to make his structure like a true dungeon. He got rid of the traps that were in the entrance tunnel. Those only worked to halt people before they entered the proper underground structure. It would never fool anyone with experience, and might even give an experienced magic user enough magical information to interfere with or disable Mertho's own power, or at least track him down quickly.

      After the relatively short tunnel entrance, there was a turn off that went downward to the water room. Mertho focused and found aspects of gold and valuable stones in the deep down earth. He drew these up and placed them around just after the tunnel entrance, so they seemed like natural deposits. It wasn't until people went into the water room that he placed an unnatural looking small pile of valuables on the other side of the pool.

      Mertho wanted to try something he had never done before, which was conjuring a living monster. He was soon able to fill the water with fish, a variety with razor-sharp teeth that would strip down a human to nothing but their skeleton in only a matter of minutes. It seemed unlikely that anyone would voluntarily go into the water upon seeing them, so he created rocky hiding places full of aquatic plant life, where they would prefer to go to catch insects and small water life that should gather around there.

      There were plants throughout the area, and he summoned vines to rest around this gold, and at the edges of the water. He gave the vines life, so they would seek out anything that touched them and hold on. This would give him a way to drag people into the water. When he had finished, it seemed like a perfectly natural room without any magical traps. Even if someone were found dead in there, it would look like they simply tripped into the pool.

      Mertho had positioned himself along in the next room, but that wouldn't do. He had plenty more magic now, so he created a longer passageway between the water room and his altar room, then went down even farther. This left another room there linking to the water room via a passageway. In that second room, he placed the stone golems that had remained unanimated as of yet. A little thrill of anticipation shot through his core as he imagined them doing battle with some worthy opponents. They were rumored to be hard to fight, but then a powerful enough magic user would be able to disarm or repel them.

      If Mertho really did possess dark magic, it was likely that a mediocre holy magic user would be able to detect and disable his magic. Then, he thought back to his lessons of beguiling and illusion as a youth. This was not a subject that interested him greatly, as it seemed dishonorable to trick someone out of their wits just to best them. If a magic user came here, such as a holy warrior or white wizard, it might be the perfect thing.

      Mertho imbued his golems with a spell of beguiling that would make them seem as though they were the guardians of a holy dungeon, with the goal of stopping people from seeking out the holy artifact within. Most dungeon divers looking for loot and glory would still wish to pass them and steal the artifact. But anyone from a holy order should hesitate about trying to fight the golems, in which case they could get the jump on them.

      Mertho also created magical links with the bats, reptiles and snakes, and insects that were all over the place and in the nearby hills. He could quickly summon them when people were coming close, and order them to swarm and attack people.

      After the golem room, there was a deadfall downward. Stairs would make things too easy, and it would look odd in a supposedly natural cave, as the golems would tell people. Anyone who could get that far would have a method of climbing, most certainly.

      When they reached the lower level, they would come to a vestibule attached to Mertho's altar chamber. Here, he created spike traps, exploding flint shrapnel traps, and heated the very rock on the floor until it was at a melting point. He then buried this molten rock below him, all around his altar like a very deep moat. Then, he built up a floor over the lava, creating intricate tiles of the stone. He had always lived in a dignified and practical home, not some dirty cave. Why not keep that the same now?

      On the walls around him, he crafted the faces of grim warriors, and in each of their eyes, he cast a rare green gem that would glow with the magical aura emanating from his core, the skull floating above the altar. It would create a terrifying effect, hopefully giving pause to even the most battle-hardened adventurer and experienced dungeon diver. Then, he would unleash his torrent of vicious, yet primitive, traps.

      Mertho felt exhausted, as though this had all taken far too long. He was having trouble focusing now that there were so many factors at play. He wanted to take the time to focus, to think deeply about things, and to learn to become one with this new dungeon core magic, as he had come to start calling it. But everything was going too fast now. The elf, however endearing and intriguing she was, had brought too much down upon him. Mertho was looking forward to simply existing as a pure being of magic and learning how to use this power without worry.

      True, he couldn't very well do that if he didn't have a source of magical energy: souls. And he had also been given some great ideas about how things worked, and the challenges set forth to him were making him better at using his dungeon core to its fullest extent. He only wished that time would not have to go so swiftly for him. Being linked to Tehra was making him painfully aware of how time flowed through the universe. It was even worse than when the ogre had been dwelling within his dungeon.

      He missed the solitude of his first year as a dungeon core. Perhaps that would return one day, when this had all died down. Time was something he felt he had. For now, the future involved helping Tehra take care of a particularly disturbing individual. Maybe that would help take Mertho's mind off things. Some justice in the form of violence.
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      You have had a big night, said Mertho to Tehra. She was waiting around where the guards were known to congregate when they were off their shifts, behind the corner of an alley where some old crates provided the perfect hiding place. It was a tavern, of sorts. Mostly, it was known for the prostitutes who worked there. They were less common than the usual type and didn't mind giving guards discounts just to have the law enforcers there in case a customer became violent with one of the workers.

      And it's not over yet, so shut up. She was still out on the street and back to communicating with her mind.

      I think I'm warming up to the idea of killing this guard. The taste of deserving souls is somehow better, I imagine. Not that I have consumed any particularly innocent ones. What did you say his name was?

      You might be hard pressed tracking down any completely innocent souls in this city, Tehra replied. His name is Cedric. I hate that name too. Someone came out of the brothel, but it was not the captain of the guards. "Shit," said Tehra. Look, you need to stop popping up in my head and saying things when I don't expect it. You're going to distract me at the wrong time, and I'll make a mistake.

      Very well, but I will be watching.

      Fine. The elf sounded perturbed by that, but Mertho could sense that she was actually relieved to have a partner in crime in this. It was well into the small hours by the time Cedric, the captain of the guards, showed his face at the door of the brothel. He seemed to have been drinking, judging by his relaxed walk and flushed red face. The harsh over-confidence was gone from his demeanor, leaving something that resembled a genuine human being with real emotions. Tehra seemed surprised by this.

      Are you having second thoughts? he asked her.

      No. Just let me take care of this. I'm serious, don't talk to me while I'm doing this. I would rather you weren't even watching, to be honest.

      Mertho didn't reply, but had no intention of removing his attention from Tehra's mind and senses. He was increasingly curious as to what she was planning to do to lure the guard to the dungeon. Remember that I want this one's soul. You can't just gut him in the street.

      Tehra sighed in exasperation. I know that. And you think I'm stupid enough to be as careless with someone who people would actually miss?

      Cedric approached the side of the street where the alley was located. As he did, Tehra noted where he was heading and ducked back down the alley, coming out the other side. She followed him in this way for a number of blocks, waiting until they were away from the brothel and in an area that was mostly occupied by empty stores and storage warehouses. This wasn't the worst part of the city by any means, but there were no brothels in the very nice areas either.

      The pretty young elf was wearing a skirt and blouse now, instead of her leather armor. Mertho hadn't paid much mind when she had gone home to change, assuming it was just a matter of comfort and blending in. When she untied the top of her blouse and revealed the tops of her breasts, it was clear she had a specific method in mind for beguiling this guard captain.

      "Excuse me, sir," she said in a girlish voice, "can you please help me?"

      "What?" he said shortly, then some warmth came to his face that must have been from the booze.

      Tehra put her leg forward as though to walk toward him, letting her skirt slip and show her lean, tight calf muscles and part of her knee. She was wearing leather sandals now instead of boots. "It's just that my mother is very ill. I've never done anything like this, but I am so desperate for money. Can you help me?"

      "You want a handout? Go to the poor house up the street."

      Tehra got closer, and the man didn't back away. "No," she said, "I want to earn the money honestly. Would you be able to give a few coins few helping you out at home? I can cook, sew... polish anything that's dirty." She reached down with sleight of hand and grabbed softly at his crotch.

      Her face genuinely lit up as a bulge grew in his pants. It was unclear to Mertho, as he looked on, whether she was excited at touching his genitals—or the idea that her plan to murder the guard captain was looking to be working.

      The sensual aura coming from his connection to the elf made it hard for Mertho to focus. He did not know what to do with his thoughts of arousal, not having a body. By all rights, he should not have been driven to lust for a woman at all. The elf was sexually interesting to him for some reason.

      As though he'd lost himself for a moment, then rediscovered where he was in the world, the captain went from elated to mad. "Fuck off, you elf bitch, and your whore elf mother too." He pushed her aside, and she did not allow herself to be taken by surprise this time.

      Tehra grabbed his arm and spun him partially around away from herself, then her eyes caught on his fancy ornate sword. It must have been given to him as a gift by some corrupt noble, or perhaps a politician who needed his dirty deeds swept away down the drain instead of into the light of the public. She grabbed the sword with expert dexterity and vaulted directly backward away from the guard.

      "If you want this back, you'll have to catch me, unless a woman disarming you doesn't bother you because you have no honor," she taunted, then ran away just fast enough so he could still come after her.

      Tehra had no trouble getting to the docks without the guard captain catching up to her. He made no effort to call for help. It would have been impossible to live down if anyone learned that a young elf woman had taken his sword right from his belt and made small of him for the entire journey to the docks. Tehra got into a rowboat that was moored by the docks and took off.

      The guard captain yelled for the ferryman, who was nowhere to be seen. A dog barked at the noise, and someone shouted something about being quiet from one of the shacks by the edge of the docks.

      Tehra laughed heartily, feeling powerful like she was doing the best thing in her life. It was like being drunk but still having her lucidity and being able to properly enjoy the euphoria of it. "Say goodbye to your sword, you prickles nancy boy!" she yelled out in between bouts of raucous laughter.

      "I'll cut your fucking tits off, you whore!" he shouted back across the water, with such aggression that his voice began to tear as though his throat bled from the force. He eventually found another boat to take across and was soon frantically rowing, faster than Tehra with his larger physique, even though he was drunk.

      When he got to the other side, Tehra was waiting in the darkness some ways up the hillside. "I like your sword. I'm going to keep it!" she shouted out to get his attention, then ran up the hill a bit, allowing him to almost catch up to her before repeating the same sequence. Each time, the guard captain seemed to draw upon a fresh source of rage to add to his already mouth-frothing state.

      "You are dead!" he shouted, before adding, "Pointy-eared pile of shit!" and "I'm going to fuck your corpse, bitch!"

      "Oh my!" Tehra shouted back, putting on an extra blasé voice to taunt him further. She was astounded that someone with his experience could not see how unusual the whole situation was. It should have been a giant warning sign that she was choosing to go somewhere so isolated, but the man was drunk, both with drink and with unadulterated hostility toward women.

      They went into the cave, which was lightly lit so that the human could see well enough to follow the elf. Again, he did not notice how strange this was until they were through the tunnel and at the first room. This was where the natural looking pool was.

      Tehra stopped there and positioned herself by the edge, but not too close. Mertho wondered if she perhaps didn't trust that his creations would leave her in safety.

      "You stupid little elf," the guard captain grunted at her. He was strong and in good shape, but running that far while drunk had left him a steaming mess of deep breathing and reddened skin. "Nowhere to run now, is there?" He took a knife from his boot and held it ready for a stabbing motion. "You think I wouldn't actually hurt you? That was the last mistake you'll ever make."

      Tehra looked down at the guard's feet. The man was already dead, and he didn't even realize it yet. "You know, I don't understand how your parents could have thought Cedric was a good name. It's ideal for a type of flower, perhaps, or a sick dog. Suits you then, I suppose." She laughed and deftly stepped back from him, staying away from the pool.

      Cedric lunged and stabbed but only made contact with the air. "What the hell?" A vine took hold of his ankle, whipping at him like a snake's head and then wrapping around quickly, tightly. "Get off me!" the man shouted with a horrified look of confusion. "You're some kind of witch!" he shouted at Tehra as she backed away farther.

      "No, I promise you, I'm not. I'm just a humble girl who wants to clean up the city."

      The vine dragged him toward the pool, continuing to coil itself around his leg. Joined by its fellow plantlike limbs as they gathered from around the edges of the cavernous chamber, one was soon many and they formed a loose cocoon of green that went up to his neck.

      You have come to the wrong dungeon, my friend, said Mertho so that not only Tehra could hear him, but the terrified human too.

      Cedric shouted, "Who—who said that?! You're in my mind. You won't get away with this! I'll have you hanged! This place is evil!"

      "Well now, really?" asked Tehra with a coy, girlish quality to her words. She was enjoying watching the man squirm and try to escape. "Maybe this will teach you what it's like to be helpless, to feel trapped in a terrible situation that you didn't ask for."

      Cedric could no longer stand up, and he fell flat on his face, blood coming out as some teeth went flying from his skull. It would have been a saving grace of the gods for him to be knocked unconscious from the fall, but it was quite plain to see that no righteous gods favored this man.

      "Trapped and alone, and to have someone with all the power in the world come along, and instead of helping you with that power—they take advantage of you." Tehra came up close and squatted beside the prone man in his tangle of living vines. "Remember all those young girls you had your way with as you die."

      "You're a witch," he stammered, starting to have trouble speaking. The wide-eyed look of terror was not unlike an animal in the slaughterhouse that has just realized its turn on the chopping block is next. "They will find you, I will get revenge, they will burn you, witch, witch..."

      I assure you she's no witch. I did use to be a wizard though. Now, I'm in a position to teach you an everlasting lesson, Cedric, the captain of the city guard. Mertho had the vines pull Cedric down into the water, where the hundreds of waiting fish rushed out to greet their new prey. As soon as he was in the pool, the vines released and returned to their place of lurking in the dry areas of the cavern. The top of the water was too low down to allow even the most nimble of man to easily scramble out. Thousands and thousands of razor sharp teeth began to tear into Cedric's flesh in an instant.

      He screamed, thrashed about in the water, begged, bled, slowly sank beneath the red surface and became a blur within a whirling vortex of chaotic feeding.

      Tehra was shaking and her face wet with tears by the end of it. It was meant to feel good to kill someone so deserving, so evil. Instead, she felt cold and hollow, like some kind of murderous reptilian creature. She did not say much after.

      Mertho swore he could feel the man's suffering, but it was not painful to the wizard. Then came that blissful life force. And it was powerful, nourishing, godlike.
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      Benevic had been secretly nursing his mounting anxiety. As the leader of a prestigious group of adventurers, it was not acceptable for the man to be seen as having any doubt. Without a wife, and having lost the rest of his family to age, dangerous quests, or military conflict, he found it impossible to share his worries with anyone. So, Benevic stayed up at night and meditated as he had been taught by one of his combat instructors many years earlier.

      This not only allowed him to build focus and discipline but to wipe his mind of distracting thoughts. Thoughts like what was going on with his daughter. She had been very sweet since her return, but also undoubtedly changed. He could not pretend all was completely normal in Gaynor’s mind any longer. Telltale signs were showing up, too similar to the ones that had lead up to the whole Mertho incident.

      "Bloody wizard," he muttered. Well aware that his attempts at meditating had failed this time, Benevic opened his eyes. He was in his bedchamber, the only place he could be truly sure of total privacy. Even the most expert rogues and spies in the land would be hard-pressed to find a way to access that room in secret.

      And even with that level of assured security, Benevic only ever trusted himself with the most valuable of secrets. His thoughts were the only place he would allow them to exist. The truth about the 'wizard's tower' stories existed only there, and of course within the mind of Gaynor.

      He was sitting on the floor atop a flat cushion, legs crossed and open palms resting upon his rigid knees. They were not as easy to bend that way as they had once been, but Benevic was still in better fighting condition than the average man who was perhaps twenty years younger; even better than the average warrior still.

      He stood up and walked over to his bed, where he let his body fall facing up. What exactly did Mertho have in store for Gaynor all those years ago? How had someone so strange, so reclusive and physically weak, been able to attract the attentions of such a beautiful and sociable young woman? There were so many eligible and affluent suitors waiting for her to start looking for a husband. Then, when the time had come, she had focused her attentions on that sickly looking wizard who never saw the light of day.

      He lured her in with dark magic, and he took her virginity through the use of trickery. But what happened on that night? He asked himself the same old questions, the ones that had plagued his solitude this decade gone.

      More recently, another question had been added to his worries: why had Gaynor returned early, and why had there be no word from the nunnery before her return? He went and retrieved a letter from his locked desk, the one that he had recently received. It was sent by the mayor of the closest village to the nunnery, giving the news that the Sisters of Fate's Mercy nunnery had been burnt to the ground, and somehow every last one of the nuns had failed to escape. Some of the bodies were not completely burned to ashes, and it was discovered that their throats had been cut.

      Chills worked through his body, and he put the letter away, as though it was a cursed item. On top of all this, Benevic had discovered that Gaynor had been secretly leaving the house to go and visit with strangers. Every night, he made sure that she was in her bed. As of yet, she had only gone out during the day and was free to do so as an adult.

      He knew, the very moment of opening that letter, that something was very wrong. Yet, he felt unable to act. The years had worked to bury the incident at the wizard’s tower. Sending Gaynor away had helped keep it from his thoughts, but now he did not know what to do. If there were a way to do nothing, Benevic was almost certain he would have chosen that path.

      Benevic went to check on her and found that her room was vacant. Starting to wonder if his worst fears might be turning to reality—that it was perhaps not the wizard who was entirely at fault on that night—Benevic dressed himself in his arms and armor, and left to find his daughter.

      When went out the front door onto the street, there was a carriage with Gaynor inside and several hooded men. Benevic could have sworn she looked directly at him, but it was too dark to know for sure. The carriage took off quickly.

      Benevic ran to the stables behind his company, only one block away, and took off in the direction the coach had been heading. He felt like he had already lost his only child, the only family member he had left. By pushing the horse to its limit - it was a fine and expensive steed - and with a great deal of luck, Benevic caught up to the wagon as it entered an alley beside a warehouse.

      He did not try to be secretive in his chase, but the carriage was empty by the time Benevic rode up to it. He tied his mount and ran to the side door of the warehouse, which was not locked. Inside there was darkness as he entered a narrow, long passage lit only by a glow that came over the low wall. The building had a high ceiling as was usual for a warehouse. When he came to the end of the passage, he realized the strange glow was being given off by thousands and thousands of candles. They were ubiquities in the rundown warehouse.

      In the center of the room was a platform, atop which stood Gaynor wearing nothing at all. The shame and fear of that sight penetrated Benevic's heart, nearly crippling him with inaction. He shuffled forward and began to shake all over. It was a bastardized variant of the natural fight or flight response experienced by humans and animals alike. His body became slick with sweat, and his armor seemed to hold him down so that his feet found it hard to move forward.

      Around his naked daughter were dozens of robed figures, a mixture of both men and women judging by their shapes beneath their long robes, with hoods covering their heads completely and masking their faces in shadows beneath the haunting glow of the many burning candles.

      Benevic saw that the candles were of a wax that was dyed black, each and every one of them. He wanted to shout out, to scream with rage, or beg for his daughter to be herself, for this to be a misunderstanding or even some cruel hoax. One that he was sure he could recover from. The truth seemed likely to kill him right where he stood.

      No one noticed him, which might have been the strangest thing, for he made a loud entrance with his mail armor and sword at his belt, clanking as he ran into the room. The candlelight also glinted from his helm and steel shoulder guards, making him seem to sparkle like a silver statuette in the vast chasm of blackness and tiny fires glowing all around.

      "The time has come!" shouted Gaynor. Her voice was strange, like how he imagined an expert actress would sound, or perhaps this was how she truly did sound now, and all the rest of her sweetness and seeming complacency had been nothing more than an act. "The magical core has grown to power. The sacrifice is ready. And my vessel stands here before you. While I cannot come and be among you, my loyal followers, yet—the time is soon upon us! And the world will know my name, for it is slavery, bloodshed, and terror!"

      The hooded figures gathered around the raised platform put their arms up and began to chant. Each of them held a long dagger, more ceremonial in appearance than practical.

      It might have been the sight of all those weapons, or perhaps his brain had broken through the paralysis of denial, but he jumped into action with sword in hand. He rushed the nearest row of these demonic cultists and slashed at them from the back. One screamed with a gaping gash diagonally across his back and toppled away to the ground. Another, he caught in an upswing of his blade and beneath the armpit. The wound was deep, and the cultist dropped her dagger before falling back.

      His vision turned into a blur of rage, dotted firelight, flashing silver daggers, and he killed many of the faceless bastards, men and women. They inevitably overpowered him and knocked him down, disarming the veteran warrior. They shouted at Benevic, and at each other, and a faraway voice with dominant force told them to leave him.

      It could have been Gaynor, but only sounded like her. The cultists fled from the warehouse all at once, leaving Benevic shivering all over and unable to remember if he had gone to sleep already that night, if perhaps this was just a dream. Praying that this was just a nightmare. He got back to his feet and searched frantically for his beloved daughter. Had it really been her? His mind felt like it was slipping away from him, for the circumstances were so strange. He looked around to see if anyone was left behind. The building was empty. The corpses he'd created were regular people. They had nothing on their person but the silver daggers and their robes. They were naked beneath as well and wore no shoes.

      Benevic went to take one of the daggers to help him track these people down, but touching it seemed too much for his brain to allow. Instead, we went out of the building and planned to never return. Outside, there were no carriages remaining. Oddly, his horse was still there and unharmed, if not panicked. He realized this might all be traced back to one location, and one point in time: the wizard's tower and that fateful night when it had been swallowed up by the evil within. He had always hoped the wizard's only purpose with Gaynor was to seduce her, possibly take her as a young bride.

      The evil present was much greater.
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      The tired elf had certainly earned her rest that night. But that did not immediately come in the form of sleep for her. She'd gone back to her room and gotten under the covers, tucking them up high like a frightened child during a thunderous storm. When she would have usually put out the lantern and enjoyed a completely dark room to sleep, she chose to leave it lit. She felt she was becoming a monster.

      Eventually, Tehra did fall asleep. Cedric's face was there awash with agony. Mertho's face was also there, but not the floating skull of magical green aura. He was human, a regular man of less than average height and stature. He had a homely look to him without any sense of menace. This had to be a construct of her own imagination because Tehra had no way to know what he had actually looked like before being turned into the dungeon core.

      If he had learned to delight in death and suffering, so too would Tehra if she continued along the same path.

      Her body jolted her away. Knife in hand, she was sat up in her bed with the cover strewn across her the wrong way, twisted up and tangled around her legs. Someone was banging on the door to her room.

      The dwarf, Yuri, shouted through the heavy wooden door. "Tehra, we have an emergency quest, and every member of the company is required to go!"

      "Let me be," she said. "Tell me what it is tomorrow."

      "There is no time for that. We're going tonight!"

      When she opened the door, body half limp and face ice cold, Tehra couldn't bring herself to speak to him face to face. She turned away and busied herself with preparing her equipment, so she would not have to look him in the eye.

      "You seem like you've been warring with some demons of your own in your sleep, young lass."

      She tried to laugh at how accidentally accurate that off-hand remark was. "Yeah, that is a good summation. What is this emergency?"

      "It's Benevic. He's lost the plot. He's forming a dungeon diving party! It's just as I feared. Was it you who told him?" Yuri squared his broad shoulders and peered up at the young elf. "You made me a promise."

      "Think what you like, but I didn't tell anyone."

      "We're not done talking about this. If it was you—if I make it through this—I will find out, and I will come after you, elf."

      "That's fine with me, dwarf. Now leave me alone so I can ready for this dungeon diving quest." Their eyes were locked as he stepped out of the room, right up until she went to close the door on him, locking it behind.

      Mertho, she said through her magical link to the wizard. He did not reply. Again, Mertho. Wizard! Did you not hear that? See it? However you spy on my brain? Tehra readied herself, not sure why or what she planned to do. Her body was cold near the point of numbness, although the building was kept at a pleasant temperature via a central chimney she had no control over. It wasn't the kind of literal coldness. Blood hung heavy over her mind, made her itch and feel uncomfortable wearing the skin she had been living in her whole life. Many things had happened to Tehra in her short twenty-six years, but only recently had she started to wonder if she was better of being alive at all.

      The guard captain had deserved what happened to him, but if an ax man kills the evilest of criminals, will he himself eventually turn into something evil? Could such an evil be justified, even righteous? "You are really reaching now, Tehra," she told herself out loud. It was bizarre how speaking her thoughts that way had come to feel more private than simply having the thoughts. Because, he was lurking in there, in a way.

      Wizard, what are you doing? I have to tell you something now! Is the link broken? She'd been ignoring her actions; she had been checking her sword, her knife, her armor and harness. Could it be that this little elf was planning to go on a dungeon diving question with Benevic's party of adventurers in earnest? Would she have the nerve to help them destroy the wizard, after pledging her allegiance to him such a short time ago?

      "Disloyal as you are murderous, and a hypocrite to match," she whispered.

      For now, she could maintain at least one of her still intact virtues: her loyalty and honor. With hands already bloodied before all this, she could still proudly claim that she had never turned against her good word, not when she had given it in earnest instead of part of a con.

      Gods damn you, wizard.

      Tehra wanted to take a horse, but the company was sure to be at their building, gathering in preparation for the dungeon dive. But she needed a horse, and her confidence as a thief was high. When she came to the building, there was a lot of commotion inside the well-lit room. Even though it was in the small hours, the place was as busy as any day of business. The doors were shut, however, and no one was at the stables.

      "Finally I have a sliver of luck," she said, saddling up on the mount that had been allocated to her. It was a good horse, and she had faith in it getting her to the docks quickly.
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      Mertho had been in deep contemplation, but that was nothing new for a timeless immortal such as himself. A presence drew near and had been coming closer for some time. Or, just the normal length of time for a person to make their way across the river and into the hills. She was on a horse. She was something lovely and too familiar, so that a diabolical combination of pain and desire started to seep through Mertho's magical core. It was bizarre.

      The woman approached by horse to the cave entrance and did not seem at all afraid of being alone in the black night on the cold hill. Even with the whole city now aware that an ogre had only just been slain within that very cave, here came this solitary creature.

      It could not be.

      "You do remember me, don't you?" asked Gaynor from the entrance.

      How do you know that I ever knew you? he asked, thinking about pretending that he was not Mertho the wizard.

      "I know it's you," she replied. "Please let me come inside, down into your depths where I can speak to you and see what has taken place here."

      Silence. He would wait for her to go away, leaving it that way. It was best.

      "Mertho, please. You know who I am. I know it's you, somewhere in there."

      Mertho had known the beautiful maiden was out in the world, living her life after his own disappearance. Yes, he had pined for her. Largely, that part of him was long gone and digging it up now only caused confusion and pain. It felt bad, dark, and tapped into the evil within him. That was the first time he admitted to himself that the power he now adored could possibly be a dark one.

      Gaynor...

      "Will you allow me to come to you? I would so love to see what happened all those years ago. I think I might even be owed as much."

      Yes, perhaps. Come then. You will not be harmed. She walked through the darkness, using a small lantern to light her way. There was no hesitation or fear in how fast she moved. Soon, she was at the top of the vertical passage leading down into Mertho's dungeon core chamber.

      "Are you down there?"

      Yes. I will create a stairway for you, Gaynor. That is just what he did, with the effort the average human exerts blinking their eyelids. It was easier than usual. In fact, he was starting to feel good again, the thought of seeing Gaynor, his only love, taking its effect.

      "There you are," she said as she descended the newly built stairway. "You really have made some changes with yourself since we last met, Mertho." Her smile was graceful and expressed the wit intended in her remark.

      As have you, he replied to her in her mind. I must say, I am curious as to how you can be taking this so well. Aren't you terrified of all this, of my communicating through your mind?

      "Yes, I did notice, if that is what you are wondering. There will be time to discuss everything," she said. "Please, allow me to come closer to you and just, be with you. I did love you so when we were younger."

      I will admit that I loved you then, too, even before you came to me that night and gave yourself to me. He could not reconcile the reveries of his human carnality with the inhuman thing he was now, contained within a magic core, floating amidst a green aura of dark magic.

      "I can sense your unhappiness," she said, coming closer again. "May I, can I touch, is this really you in there, Mertho?"

      You seem to know everything else, Gaynor, and I sense you already have the answer to this question in your mind too.

      She moved closer and knelt down before him, gently laying the back of her hand across the skull as it hung in the air. "You are really in there? Can you see through these empty eye sockets? Does it hurt to be contained so? Oh, I have so many things I would ask you."

      Honestly, I have questions too. I fear you would not be able to give me the answers I seek. In fact, it's been some time since I gave up wondering how I came to be this way. This is my life now, but I am better off this way. This is my true destiny, Gaynor. Although, I did love you as a man.

      "You are so stoic in your fate, my sweet Mertho."

      Mertho became aware of her body, covered in a simple robe. What happened to you after … that night?

      "I was sent to stay with the Sisters of Fate's Mercy. I suppose my dear father wanted to make sure I couldn't tell anyone what happened to his men, to your tower, and to you, my love."

      Your father, Mertho said with ire. He had assumed this was caused by Benevic and his adventurers somehow, but there was no way to know. Did he send you away to hide his guilt? I am sorry to ask you this, Gaynor, but I must know what happened. I can never truly move on and accept my fate completely until I know what set me on this path.

      "Is it revenge you seek?" she asked, lowering the pitch of her voice so that it rasped. She stood and brushed away the dust from her knees, taking time to move her hand carefully over herself. "Would you wish to harm my father, my blood relative?"

      I must admit if he did this to me... that is something I would desire. I'm sorry.

      "Please, don't be sorry," she said with a dead laugh. "Only, I must ask that you do not harm my father, as a matter of honor. I know you understand that he is the only blood relative I have left. I need him, Mertho."

      I can still understand as much.

      "Do you promise on my life, my love? I do still love you, after all. None has known my touch but you, my dear wizard." She pulled at the robe so that her legs were exposed, then undid the thin rope that acted as a belt to keep the cloth taught and from opening up. "I need to tell you something important. I do hope you'll forgive me for delaying, but I needed to know that you are still you. Your friend, the elf, is the acting rogue in my father's adventuring company. I knew something was off about her from the moment I returned home and saw her."

      Tehra? She's one of them? No, that cannot be true. It doesn't make sense. How did you know that we are acquainted?

      "One of my … father’s men followed her, coming here.”

      But I don’t understand. Mertho felt she was withholding something from him, but a powerful urge to forget about that and gaze into Gaynor’s deep hazel-green eyes was washing away his concern.

      “That’s not important. Stay calm, my love. You will have your time to take revenge, I assure you of as much. She has rallied a dungeon diving party made up of the entire company, my father included. They come to destroy you as a thing of evil, but I know that you are still righteous and good. You will honor your promise not to harm my father, won't you?"

      What would you have me do?

      "When he arrives, he must see that I still love you. He must see that I will not give up hope of having you as my husband."

      That can never be... It was not the first time the idea had come to his mind. Could he ever be human again? If so, he wasn't sure that was the choice he would make. Now that Gaynor was here with him, her charms powerful and her love remaining after all this time... I will allow him to know our love.

      As Mertho's heart melted all over again, something dark was growing.
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      Tehra set the house moving out of the stable, trying to minimize the clip-clopping by holding the reins taught and testing how slowly her horse could walk. It was such an obvious sound that she knew anyone out there or walking by would know she was there. It was good that the sound from inside the company was greater, as it worked to mask her mount.

      As she came out onto the street, Tehra was only a split second away from squeezing her horse to get him running. That was too long apparently because the door of the company building swung open and someone shouted to her. "Hey, you're running later than everyone else! Benevic is likely to lose his head if you don't hurry up and get your elf behind in here." It was one of the men who she wasn't very familiar with. Not that she was proud of it, but Tehra was yet to learn the names of everyone.

      "Yes, alright," she said. Then, she remained motionless, glancing back over at the warrior to see that he was still standing there, then looking ahead and at the way that she wanted to go. Then, back at him.

      "What are you doing?" he asked. The deadpan way he spoke made it hard to judge whether he was implying something, or if he was perhaps making up his own mind already about what the elf was up to. "Come on, I been tasked with finding you and getting you inside, now that Yuri's busy with helping plan this dive. What's wrong with you?"

      "I'll just put my horse to stable," she said. "Go inside, and you'll see me in less than a minute. Where else would I go?"

      "Don't know," he replied. "Don't care what's going on between you and Yuri either. All I know is he made me promise not to take my eyes off you once I found you." He was already wearing his suit of mail armor, which went down nearly to his knees. His helm was not on his head yet, nor were his gauntlets or pauldrons. It looked as though he had been halfway through getting suited up in his armor when he'd been given the task of fetching Tehra. The young man did not seem particularly happy to have been yanked out of the excitement of preparing for a genuine dungeon dive either.

      "What are you doing?" the elf asked, completely aware that the warrior's mood was souring by the second.

      "I thought your kind was meant to have better'n average hearing and perception. Come on; I'll help you get that mount back in the stable." He walked over and took the horse's reins, then guided it back down the alley that led to the company stables behind the main building.

      She would have been lying to say she hadn't thought of attacking the warrior and riding away. It seemed like the fastest way to eject herself from this situation, but it was also sure to bring the entire company out to see what all the commotion was about. There was a near total chance that he would raise the alarm before Tehra could take him down, even if she aimed to kill. With that armor on, her sword would not do much unless she could stab him through the skull or perhaps get under his chin above where the mail began.

      The idea of trying to kill the somewhat innocent young man was unappealing. If they were going to take down a magical dungeon without any experienced magic users in the party, there was a good chance this lesser experienced warrior would die anyway. Her hand was on the hilt of her knife, old faithful blade.

      When the horse was in its station, and the man moved aside to allow her to step down from it, he looked up at her with innocent eyes. They were shining in the moon's light that came in through the open stable door. Tehra tried to make herself draw the blade and put it through his jugular but failed.

      "What are you waiting for?" he said.

      "Nothing." Tehra unsheathed her blade with speed that he could not have anticipated, and shot her arm out. The hard steel at the butt of the hilt made its mark right between the warrior's eyes.

      He grunted but remained standing.

      Again and again, Tehra smashed the hilt into his temple. The third strike did the trick, and he stumbled back onto a bundle of hay that conveniently stopped him from cracking his skull open on the hard wooden floor of the stable. "Sorry about that," she whispered, jumping down beside his fallen body. Yes, the young man was still breathing and had not started bleeding from the head. "This is your lucky day," she added.

      Finally, the anxious elf rode quietly from the stable once again, and no one came to interrupt her escape this time. The moment she was away from the company building, she kicked her horse into a gallop and did not allow it to let up. Until she saw a group of people in the road directly in her way. Their faces were not visible in the dark, even though they stood near a street lantern on a main street that Tehra was approaching.

      "Easy, boy," she said to her horse to comfort him. This was the same mount that had darted aside to avoid the ogre as it charged them, throwing her into the river. That would have ended in a brutal death, had the beast not been fleeing for its own life already and chosen to run by her. That was not going to happen this time. As she drew closer, Tehra really didn't like the look of the group. They were facing her and had shining steel in their hands.

      "Stay with me, boy," Tehra said to her mount. She knew he was a good horse and would not blow it this time.

      "Stop!" shouted out one of the robed figures as Tehra approached them. They were standing at the intersection of two streets. There were enough of them to block off the path of the horse, as well as the intersecting street.

      Tehra knew this was going to be a deadly gambit when she saw each of them had a long dagger with some kind of decoration. They looked like the kind of armaments that would be perfectly suited to Mertho's dungeon. As the elf had her horse slow down, the robed figures began to walk toward her.

      "Dismount and do as we say," said another of the robed figures. They seemed to be men, at least the one who had spoken was. Though, on closer inspection, there were some of them with more shapely figures beneath their robes.

      "Alright, just don't hurt me," Tehra replied with a forced pathetic voice. "Is there trouble?"

      "Not yet. That's why we've been watching you. To make sure you don't make any," said one of them, a woman. She came up faster than the others and tightly gripped her dagger, where the others held them by their sides.

      "How about now?" shouted Tehra, pushing her horse into a trot, and kicking the robed woman in the face, knocking her backward into her brethren.

      "Stop!" they shouted and gave chase, but Tehra managed to get her horse by them.

      She was a good twenty feet farther along the street, and well away from the creepy group, when a pang of dread took over her mind. Something terrible was going to happen soon, she knew it. Fear, anxiety, nothing good was left in the world. "No!" she called out, the effort from doing so draining her. Tehra began to slip sideways off her horse and the animal this time kept its wits about it and stopped running. As the beast came to a standstill, the elf was able to hold on more easily, but she felt weak.

      An invisible force gripped her. The connection between herself and the wizard felt inflamed, like her mind was burning up with negative energy. "What is happening to my head? I wish I was dead," she sobbed into the thick main of her mount, gripping the well-groomed hairs and half lying forward. "There's no reason to keep going on." Tehra thought about the knife that was left with her as a baby when someone had discarded her to live the life of an orphan. It might have belonged to anyone, even though she had always been adamant that it was left by a family member. Possible her mother or father, to show they were still in the world and hadn't abandoned her.

      It slipped easily from its sheath, and the cold steel kissed her neck. Tehra had not even realized that she was holding it up to her skin. What was she doing? Mertho, are you there? What is happening to me? Why have you left me alone now? Alone just like everyone else she had ever known. Even before she could walk, her whole world had been nothing but abandonment and feeling trapped in a world that hated her.

      "Stop there, you!" called out a woman. It was the same one who had been kicked in the face earlier. "Wretched elf! I'm going to enjoy this!"

      The elf turned, her knife still to her own throat. She had decided to end her suffering by spilling her own blood but had no idea why now. The dread within her was swiftly forming into a rage, and she wanted to lash out at the nearest person. Tehra screamed and threw her knife at the oncoming woman in her robe. It stuck in the shadows of her face, and the hood fell away from her to reveal just a regular looking human woman. An ordinary human being, but now with Tehra's knife sticking out of her forehead and pissing a fine spray of blood around the blade's entry point.

      "I enjoyed that!" Tehra screamed. "Did you?" She drew her short sword and turned the mount so that her right arm was facing toward them and that side of the horse. The mount was trained for use in combat and was not much worried by the robed figures. They were nothing compared to things like ogres or even the nastier variety of human warriors.

      Tehra slashed at the first hooded figure, making contact with their ornate dagger and deflecting it easily. They had no technique or ability, and the weapon was not well suited to proper fighting. This made it easy to follow through with the deflecting blow and then stab at the upper chest of the man who was holding it. "Infidel! We shall—" he began to shout up at the elf on horseback, but Tehra yanked the blade back and made another stab around the same area, penetrating with ease. The man fell and gave way to his brethren behind him.

      "You will not interfere with the prophecy!" shouted the next man to rush at the elf. There were at least five more behind him, which seemed to be greater than the number who were originally waiting for Tehra to ride up to them.

      The feeling of rage made her hate them, wish they were all slowly boiling to death in a vat of water, of blood taken from hundreds of innocent people. It didn't bother her who they were, other women, children, the sick, the poor. "You're all going to die!" she screamed at them so fiercely that it felt as though her throat would begin sputtering blood.

      The others were not as eager to charge right at the elf without a strategy. They swung their long daggers at her and shifted left and right in an arc-like path. But they were only testing, waiting for a change for one of their numbers to jump forward at the very moment when a lapse in her psychotic swordplay presented itself.

      "Tire her out," said one of the robed people. We need all of our numbers for the cause. "As long as she doesn't escape, we have time!" The other shouted in agreement.

      Tehra's rage began to fall back to despair as the group stopped rushing toward her and became more defensive in surrounding her. It seemed as though she was going to fail to warn Mertho when she noticed, too late, that several of them had managed to sneak around to the other side of her horse to block her in.

      "Come at me, you cowards!" she cried at them in an almost mournful wailing. "You're pathetic! Kill me! Come on!" While she held her sword at the ready, intent on slashing each one of them to pieces if given the option, Tehra could not pretend her challenge was empty. If one of those ornate daggers had been plunged into her heart, it would have filled her with the most wondrous sense of peace at last. Death and blackness were all she could see.

      "What is happening to me?" she said.

      "There they are! Hey, you lot! Put up your arms and get onto the ground!" It was a confident male voice emitting from farther up the street where they had all come from. A group came around the corner of the intersection, the light from the street lantern making polished armor and sharpened swords and polearms glean. "In the name of the city guard, do as you are ordered or prepare to fight!" called out the man.

      "What do we do?" asked one of the hooded figures.

      "Call the others," answered another. Yet another of the robed assailants took a round tube-like thing from inside their robe and placed the end to their lips. It as a horn, which let out a shrill but loud signal when he blew into it.

      Another of the robed figures showed up in the shadows at the far end of the intersection, as though they had been waiting there. And another. There were ten more of them running at the back of the city guard before long. These reinforcements must have been waiting in a nearby building or back alley in case they were needed. It would not have seemed necessary to take more than a handful of men to stop just one elf on a horse.

      They had not reckoned they would deal with the likes of Tehra the rogue, nor the force of the city guard come to investigate. And as the cult of hooded perpetrators began to rush the outnumbered guards, Tehra used the distraction to ride onward. She slashed at the few hooded figures in her way, lavishing her senses in the flying blood. The hateful mystery balled up within her seemed to be eased by their agony as they fell to the streets, internal elements exposed to the night air and life force flowing freely.

      The guards may have been less by number, but they at least equaled their opponents in equipment, and the ability to put it to good use in a direct fight. These were fighting men, warriors and militia types. The robed men and women with their impractical daggers were playing at combat. Making a mockery of things. Their true game was surely something much more sinister, but that did not help them in a fair fight.

      "Kill the lot of them!" shouted a man who appeared to be in charge of the city guard patrol. No man in his command had any qualms about the order, and they cheered a confirmation in unison. The clatter of steel and armor, flesh and bone rendered apart from owners, rang out through the streets. People came from their houses to see what was happening right near where they laid their heads. Shock and chaos, confusion and pain, those were the only things Tehra rode away from.

      But it still carried with her. It had to have something to do with the bastard wizard, she told herself. If this were what he had decided to do to her, to destroy her perhaps, she would do her best to stop him and make things right again.
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      Mertho was not surprised that the elf had betrayed him. She had only tolerated him from the beginning. Even then, because of what he could provide for her. Taking and taking, never considering that he had once been a flesh and blood man who disloyalty could harm.

      "What are you going to do?" asked Gaynor.

      This is my dungeon. I am a part of it. No one is capable of coming for me.

      "But you will not kill my father, my love. He must see us to know that we are truly intended to be together. I know that he will approve once he sees how time has not deteriorated our love."

      Feeling the dread grow inside him, Mertho clutched at what the beautiful maiden was dangling before him. This was his only change to be happy. If there was a way to make things right, it was not his place to refuse such a thing. The confusion blinded his thoughts, however. I need to prepare myself. I am not foolish enough to underestimate your father and his company. They were able to gain entry to my home once before and take away everything that I had, everything I was. That is not going to happen again.

      "I will be here by your side, my love. Can you feel the strength flowing through you at my presence? That is the power of a good woman's love. You are only complete with such a power in your core. Do you trust me?"

      Mertho was not sure why he would ever have cause to not trust this divine creature standing before him. Her face was as pure as freshly fallen snow, radiant in the sun breaching through early morning clouds in the winter time. Nothing could come close to matching Gaynor, for she was a spark that would never be still for long. She gave him strength that was true. The power in his core had grown. I can feel you, he said.

      "And I you," she replied, standing beside him and placing her hand on the corner of the skull altar.

      I must focus now. If anyone but your father is allowed through my dungeon, the risk will be too great. Mertho summoned insects, rodents, small lizards, snakes, and screeching bats from all around. They formed angry swarms, pocketed through the entrance tunnel. There was no reason to pretend this was a regular cave now. He did not have to withhold his creativity just to remain unseen by the stupid mortals.

      Knowing they might have something to deter or destroy the lesser dark magic used in traps or elementals, he would focus his direct energy into the rocks themselves. He pushed and strained to make it work, and managed to create small pillars from the sides of the room near the pool of deadly fish. They were small enough to be fingers, albeit the fingers of a giant. They were his, and the first thing he had possessed that resembled a human part since the incident.

      Next, he made them a hand and flexed the fingers, testing out his new limb, attached to the interior of the cave's wall by an arm-like shaft of rock. He was able to move it around and easily grasp things if he so chose. With a real hand of skin over warm flesh, it would again be possible for him to caress Gaynor’s body and explore the natural wonder within her most sacred places. The urge drove him to a frenzy, but there was nothing he could do about it. Gigantic hands of hard rock were of no use in making love.

      The more likely task he would put the hand to use for was crushing or at least delaying adventurers. He allowed the hand to move back into the wall, leaving nothing behind but some rubble and dust where he had moved around the solid material. He did it again, but this time in another place. Again, in the room where the pool was, he formed a hand and used it to reach into the water. The fish there showed a passing interest but did not care to attack the hand. They cowered beneath their ledge of rock and plant life, as though a huge predator with skin too thick to bite had come to get them.

      Mertho reached all the way down to the bottom of the water and picked up the skeleton of Cedric, the unfortunate, yet entirely deserving, ex-captain of the city guards. The skeleton was ideal for his first practical attempt at necromancy. He threw the waterlogged bones onto the ground by the edge of the pool. The spell was simple, but no respectful wizard would even attempt such a thing. Studying the dark arts was a part of good training, but he had never completed the method to fruition. This time, he did so, and the skeleton began to glow with a magical green aura, the same color as the dungeon core. It formed briefly but then fell apart in a pile.

      No! What is the matter? He’d read it, knew the workings of the spell, but something was off. You just need to focus, he told himself. Again, he tried to animate the skeleton—this time it worked!

      The thing had little in the way of brains. Well, it literally did not have any brains inside the skull. Those had been picked clean by the carnivorous fish, but there was an intelligence in the form of magic. A lone skeleton was not much good in a battle against armed adventurers, however. Mertho unearthed the corpses he had buried after the ogre had been beheaded, and animated those too. They had been picked clean by the ogre as well, although some were less clean than others. Chunks of disgusting flesh, and skin with hair still attached to it were on the bones, but they were much the same as the first skeleton. Mertho had himself an army of around a dozen zombies. The ogre had been busy; it even looked as though it had brought back some bodies while the wizard's thoughts were elsewhere.

      The ogre itself was still there too, beheaded and largely still covered in flesh. This was larger and required more magical energy, but the process was just as simple and there now stood a headless zombie in gigantic form. The fists and claws were perfectly designed for killing humans. Thark, the ogre, had made that much painfully clear during its long life at large, much to the dismay of the local populace.

      The small unit of animated undead did not display many signs of life, which was not surprising. They would only spring into action when enemies came into the dungeon. For them, Mertho expanded and created a large room with nothing else in it. He lit this area with a magical fire of red, and decided to think of it as the battle room. The water room now led to this room, and after that was the room containing the golems. They still had the spell that would make them appear to be full of light magic, and they would profess to be the guardians of a holy relic. Then, there was a passage of narrow stairs that went down to Mertho's dungeon core chamber.

      I am feeling weak now, he told Gaynor. My magical pool is so vast all of a sudden, yet there is still a limit. There is nothing more I can do but hope that this is enough to stop them.

      "And my father will finally come to see there are consequences for his actions," added Gaynor. The words resonated through the wizard's core and made him feel ill at ease, although her lovely face and gentle voice were welcome distractions.
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      Benevic tried to stem his flowing anger as he and his men prepared to go directly into the heart of evil. This wizard who had taken his daughter away when she was barely a woman, had turned her to a life of evil that extended even beyond the saving reaches of the Sister of Fate's Mercy. And the news of their death. What did it all mean? Was she really in bed with true evil, metaphorically, and possibly literally when she had been caught alone with Mertho at his home.

      Now she was tangled up with a blasphemous cult, baring her flesh before groups of men and women, offering up her very soul to such evil. And for what? Where had this all begun? The source of all his angst this past decade could be traced back to the night they'd caught Gaynor with Mertho.

      There was nothing that would stop the veteran adventurer from finding the evil that remained beneath the hills and smiting it into oblivion. That was sure to break whatever spell had been placed over Gaynor.

      "Boss, we need to have a better idea of what we're going up against, don't you think?" Yuri had been pestering him ever since the decision had been made to form a dungeon diving party. "You're acting quite strange and not in your best mind to make a decision like this." The dwarf had barely made any efforts to prepare himself and was not giving the warriors the kind of support and advice that he usually would have.

      "Are you afraid?" asked Benevic. "Because, if you are so worried about a simple little cave with some dark magic, perhaps you should hang up your adventuring belt and go join the nunnery yourself."

      "Hold on a minute, just because I said we should have a proper plan and some intel, doesn't mean you can go throwing around accusations like that." The stunted dwarf tried to stand up tall, but that was never going to happen.

      Benevic chuckled. "Look at you squirm. Why are you so afraid of the prospect of a living dungeon? They are not uncommon. I know you have helped defeated them before, as have I, and several others in our party. You have such low faith in us?"

      "You don't even know it's a living dungeon. How could you? And if it is, or if there is powerful magic at use there either way, what are you going to do about it? You never would hire on any magic users after your daughter ran off with that puny wizard. You will lose the whole company tonight, Benevic, mark my words in that stubborn head of yours. And when you do, it'll be you and you alone to blame." Yuri walked over to the door. "I used to respect you more than any man alive, but now I can see that you'd let your own family issues send good men to their deaths. I'm getting out of here with my head still attached to my neck, and I suggest any of you with at least half a brain come with me."

      A few of the warriors who looked to Yuri as their sub-leader were unsure about what to do next. One of them walked after him, leaving his gear behind. "I'm sorry, Benevic, but Yuri's right about this one."

      "Coward," replied Benevic, shaking his head. "If any others have doubts, then please leave. You would be of no use to tonight."

      Two more men went over to the dwarf, and the four of them left without making any more of a scene.

      Now his ego was battered at being abandoned by his second-in-charge, as well as a few other men who he'd thought loyal. That was something he would have to push down deep inside himself, clear it from his mind just as he did with everything else that plagued his nerves.

      Benevic was already donning his full battle armor - steel mail of the finest quality, plates of steel to cover his weakest points, and a breastplate as well. He did not wear full plate armor on adventures, as it was better suited to an open battlefield. As for his helm, that would be worn at the last minute before they went down to destroy this evil cult and put a stop to whatever hold they had over Gaynor.

      They mounted their horses and went toward the docks at a brisk pace. The warrior taking point put up his hand as they came near an intersection in the roads where there was a street lantern lighting the area around it.

      "Something bad's gone on up ahead, sir," said the point man.

      "What do you mean by that?" replied Benevic.

      The man shook his head and just pointed. "There's been some kind of bloodletting. Look about, like a small scale battle took place right here in the street."

      There was blood all over, and strips of clothing that had been torn from people, plus the occasional glob of what looked like flesh or skin. "This is nothing we haven't seen before. Keep on riding, let the city guard deal with whatever happened here. We are a company for hire, not the local militia of volunteers.

      There were no men left who would question Benevic. In fact, he was becoming glad that Yuri had left, and that the big-mouthed rogue Jillis had proved herself incapable of doing her job. He knew now that she'd gotten herself killed by speaking her mind to the wrong person, while drunk of course. No loss to the world with her passing.

      "I tell you, men, all this bloodshed is putting me in a fine mood for fighting! What say you?" he sang out with a golden boom.

      The men had never failed to join in an emphatic cheer when the charismatic veteran urged them on, and they did not fail this time either.

      "Are we going to kill some evil before the sun rises, men?" he asked loudly.

      "Yes!" they all shouted back to him from their moving mounts.

      "This is what it means to be an adventurer, men! Make me proud!" His heart felt warm, and his blood rushed faster, the thrill of fighting and killing evil making him feel a bond with his men that nothing else could ever compare to. It lessened the pain of knowing that he might have already lost his daughter to the dark side.
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      When they arrived at the docks, there was someone lurking around in the dark. A horse stood away from the water, looking like it had been simply left to itself.

      "I'll fetch the ferryman," said the man riding point.

      "Good man," replied Benevic. "We'll want to take our horses." He watched the shadowy figure walk around and climb into a boat. "You there!" he called out. "I hope that boat belongs to you." Something about riding out with his loyal men, sharing cheers and words of courage with them before a battle, had put Benevic in good spirits. That meant he wanted all to be right in the city, which too often involved putting a stop to the wrongs that he encountered.

      There was no reply from the man, no, it was a woman. The shape of her silhouette in the light from the moon was too feminine to belong to any man. It was willowy and quite tall though.

      "Go and stop them," he said, motioning to two of his men. "Just stop them though. We're not in the habit of slaying common thieves now, are we?" He was curious about this, but also impatient to get the ferryman out of bed and onto his vessel so they could ferry the party across the river.

      There was shouting farther up the docks, where the two men had dismounted and gone to see what this figure in the dark was up to so far into the small hours. The clatter of steel rang out, and one of the warriors stumbled back, then yelled out, "Bitch!"

      Benevic rode toward them himself at a gallop that produced a cacophony on the wood of the dock beneath his warhorse's hooves. "Tehra?" he shouted as he neared. "What are you doing, girl?"

      "The little witch cut my face," said Barris, one of the two warriors. "All I did was ask where she was going." The two men had managed to disarm her and were holding her by each of her arms.

      "Back off!" she shouted. "Let me go; I'm not your prisoner!"

      "You were called with the others for this dungeon diving party," Benevic said. "I sent Yuri myself. Then again, he's shown himself to be a snake. Did he not go to find you? And what are you doing down by the docks if he did not fetch you?"

      "You can't go down into that dungeon!" she shouted. "You don't understand what you're dealing with. There's no way the party can handle what's down there."

      "Oh?" he asked flatly, his good mood draining from him like black blood out of a rotting corpse that has been cut open. "You know a lot about the evil involved in that place, do you?"

      "I told you she was in on it with that ogre! You think this pointy-eared runt could've ever killed something like that?" said Barris. His face was bloody, but the cut didn't look very bad.

      "Go and get one of the men to patch that up," said Benevic. He almost wished they had a healer, but no magic worshipping devils would ever find a place in his company again. "Tie this witch up and make sure she can't escape. You can take her to the lockup back at the company building, Barris."

      "Maybe I can teach her a lesson about not cutting people."

      "Just take her back to the company building. I’ll deal with her later. We’re not savages.”

      "Yes, sir!" said Barris as he took Tehra off to tie her up.

      "Let me go, you fucking pig!" she said. "I'll stick a knife in you like the last man who put his hands on me."

      The ferryman came with his flat-bottomed watercraft, and the horses slowly were loaded up. There was barely any room left over, so it was a good thing they had no one on foot to squeeze in between the mounts.

      "You lot are sure dressed up for something important," said the still half asleep ferryman. "I should hope it's important anyway, as you dragged me out of a bed containing a very fine woman indeed."

      "Yes, I'm sure you'll be able to hire her for another night," said Benevic. A change was coming over him, and he felt like making jokes, reveling in the excitement before the fight.

      "I didn't realize you had a sense of humor, good Benevic," said the ferryman. There was the smell of drinking on his breath, which was fair as it was late into the evening and he was just a dock worker."

      "Tonight I do, my good man. Tonight I do." Benevic could taste the blood now, sprinkled with justice.
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      When they reached the other side, the procession of mounted warriors made their way up the side of the hill. They didn't trot, but simply kept an even pace and watched out for things lurking in the shadows of the rising hillside.

      "You think there could've been another of those ogres?" said one warrior to another.

      "Don't be daft. We would've heard something from it by now, after cutting its friend's head off," said the warrior riding next to him.

      They were at the back of Benevic's mind though. He was part of a machine of death, directed at the evil that had taken his daughter from him. They came to the entrance, torches in their hands instead of lanterns. Roaring flame was a tool for more than just lighting the way. It offered offensive and defensive advantages. But the veteran warrior did not carry one himself. He held his holy sword and shield.

      "Ready yourselves for carnage, men. And a curse upon any of you who don't join the bloodshed with your whole hearts ablaze!" That was a favorite war cry that he had not been gifted the opportunity to use for far too long. "I feel alive again! Men, are you with me?"

      They roared behind him, readying their own shields and arms. The torches blazed and lit up the cave entrance as they neared. It was a still night, dim blue in the sky and the moon glowing brightly, not quite full in the sky but nearly at that point.

      "Remember, no one is to harm my daughter, Gaynor, or allow harm to come to her. Whatever you see in this dungeon, do not forget that."

      "You heard the boss," confirmed the warrior in front of Benevic. He was holding up a torch in on hand, and a halberd in the other. Before him were two warriors with shields who protected the front of the line. The cave entrance was so narrow they had to move in twos, but they were able to huddle close enough together to form a type of wall with their mail and plate armor, with shields and sharp tips protruding out.

      Benevic's sword began to glow holy white. "Ready yourselves for dark magic," he warned.

      It surprised the whole party when a short way into the cave they came into a lush room of vines climbing high upon rocky walls, with a still pool of clear water in the center.

      "What is this place?" asked one of the warriors. The others had similar comments, and they all seemed to take in a deep breath as they congregated inside the large chamber. There was enough space for them to file in around the pool.

      "Shall we go through then?" asked one of the warriors who'd been taking the front. He and his partner in rank were still farther into the room than any other, as they had been charged with holding up the front of the party with their shields and weapons at the ready. The several torches held by various members throughout the group lit up the area, but it seemed like they were not the only things creating illumination.

      "That is strange, indeed," remarked Benevic. "There is some kind of light coming from a source other than our torches’ flames. Look." He pointed at the water, and it did indeed seem like there was a blueish glow coming from the surface, but it was in the air as well, all around.

      "The vines are glowing green," said another. "This is amazing."

      His mind went back to all the moments when he had felt his happiest, when he had been at peace within his own mind. Worry was not something that a professional sword for hire could allow to take over their lives. This room was a real-world incarnation of the balance and peace of mind Benevic had spent so much time trying to force onto himself.

      "I don't like this," said one of the men up front. "We shouldn't be here. It's not beautiful at all."

      "Be still," said Benevic. He felt too at ease to allow someone else's weak mind to ruin it.

      "The vines, are they moving? What's happening? Let's go forward, men," said a man up front.

      "Or back!" called out one of the others, who was closer to the rear of the group, where the darkness behind him seemed to be moving closer and clearly making him afraid for what might be out in the darkness at the entrance to the dungeon.

      "They are!" shouted a warrior. "Look out for the vines!"

      "What now?" answered Benevic with rage. "Why can't you just—dear gods," he said, cutting off his own admonition. Something was wrapping around his ankle. He had not been able to feel it through his greaves, mail, and padding.

      "Move forward!" he shouted, hacking at the vine with his sword. Beside him, one of the men was being lifted off the ground, several thick vines at once tightening like snares of an intricate trap. The man screamed like an animal of prey as they tightened around him and hoisted him into the air, then splashed him down in the water.

      "Help me!" he shouted with the desperation of the dying.

      "Can you not swim?" replied another warrior who was prying a vine from his sword arm using the edge of his shield.

      "In mail armor?!" the man called back, but he was holding onto the rocks around the edges of the rock to keep from going under.

      The others were dealing with their own troubles. The walls seemed to come to life entirely, and all that was green shifted, cascading down upon them like a den of crawling adders, coiling around the men by limb and grabbing at their weapons.

      "Hack them to pieces!" Benevic's sword did not stop moving for a moment. He slashed at the vines and found they were easy enough to destroy, but more continued to form. Even when a length was severed from its base coming from the wall, it would continue to move around with purpose, reaching out to trip one of the adventurers or tangle them up.

      That's when the struggling warrior in the water began to scream bloody murder. "Help me! They're gonna eat me alive! I can feel them getting in my armor!"

      "What are you talking about?" said Benevic. He'd gotten himself free and was stepping wildly to avoid being tangled up by any of the vines again. "Hey! What is it, man?"

      The poor soul in the water only kept screaming, before gurgling as he sank beneath the surface. There were hundreds, if not thousands, of small fish darting around in a whirling frenzy of death. And the rest of the men largely noticed the gruesome death awaiting anyone else who fell there.

      "Get away from the pool!" yelled Benevic, rallying his men with sword at the ready. He went to each of them to hack away at the vines.

      "No!" That was another of his warrior falling, being dragged in by cursed living vines, into the pool of mindless eating machines. His screams took over from the first, who had already disappeared from the surface of the water.

      And another was dragged, and yet another. They vied for positions within reach of the rocky holding areas at the edge, to avoid going under with the weight of their armor and gear. Forceful jostling became outright violence, and one gouged his thumb into the eye of another to win a safe place to hold himself above the water.

      In turn, they all won the attention of the swarming fish and began to scream. Some had already begun to drown in the depths before that happened, and their cries were muffled as bubbles rose. They might have been luckier to be halfway dead before the vicious fish got into their armor.

      By the time Benevic got his men through that room, they were low on morale. "How many did we lose in there?" he asked.

      "What? I, I figure it was at least half a dozen. Did you see that?" one of the warriors asked. "Those little fish, how could they tear a man up like that, eating him alive! This place is as evil as they said, sir."

      "Yes, it is. That is exactly why we've come to destroy the source of that evil. Now, let me ask, are you still with me?"

      "Yes, sir, of course."

      "And the rest of you? Are you still with me?" He held with holy sword aloft and it glowed in the dark tunnel they had come into. There were still two torches left burning in the group. None would have dared to go back and retrieve more from the vine room.

      They cheered affirmation, being used to losses and death. The dark magic was something more mysterious to the majority of them, but it was not an unknown element of the world. Adventurers hoped to avoid such things, but they were always expecting it to find them one day. In this case, they had been the ones to stumble upon it.

      "Well then, onward to the death of evil in this dungeon! And glory!" The next room was glowing red from some kind of magical flames. It gave the impression of blood, death, of battle. "Stay in a wide formation and look to the shadows," he said. The red glow was not very bright, and it was hard to see to the end of the large area.

      Something moved around at the other end, and figures approached them. "These must be the cultist bastards we've come to slaughter!" Benevic spoke loudly with pride so that all in the red room would hear him.

      When they moved closer to the waiting adventurers, there was an odd scraping sound. It was like they were dragging something hard along the stone floor beneath.

      "What unholy things are these?" asked the warrior beside Benevic.

      "The undead," he replied. "Reanimated corpses. These are skeletons; not particularly sturdy fighters. And they are only wielding rocks. Have at them!"

      The warriors moved forward in formation, careful this time to avoid being taken by surprise. They rushed the walking piles of bones and Benevic decapitated the nearest to him. It didn't stop moving though and smashed at the man's shield with an elongated rock that acted as a primitive club.

      As spear and sword tips were thrust into the skeletons, they did little damage. There were no axes or maces among them, as those were weapons more suited to combat in larger spaces, such as on the battlefield.

      "Use your shields and sword pommels!" ordered Benevic. "Take them apart so they stop coming."

      While the skeletons were unable to break through the defenses of the well-armed warriors, the latter was not slowing the undead bone warriors down. When one of the skeletons fell, it simply kept on moving. They even reassembled themselves if their broken away parts were not knocked far enough away.

      Something was stomping around farther back in the shadows of the room. It sounded familiar.

      "What is that?" asked a warrior.

      "Sounds like something big!" said another. "Could be another ogre?"

      Benevic's sword began to pulse with white light now, detecting a greater mass of evil than mere fish, vines, and skeletons. "It's not another ogre. It's the same one!" he told the arguing men. "Stay strong and prepare for a real fight!"

      A gigantic body hulked forward. Only it was headless—the ogre showed itself in the red glow of the room and swung its arms wildly from left to right. It had lost much of its cunning that it had possessed when it was alive, but the brute strength was there just as strong as ever. It ran into the line of men, knocking aside the skeletons that got in its way.

      "Take it apart! That's the only way to stop it!" Benevic ordered. He had dealt with zombies before and had seen them taken down with dismemberment.

      "We gotta get out of here!" yelled a man from behind the group. He was running away from the terror of their opponents. "Run!"

      "He's right!" added another, dropping his weapons and turning. As he went, the ogre caught him by the top of the head and lifted him away from the group with one gigantic hand. It popped his head clean from his body and swung the corpse around so that blood sprayed over the warriors in the front rank.

      This only crushed the last remnants of morale from many of the other men, and they too turned and ran. They were luckier with their attempts to flee, though, and managed to get away. That only left ten men.

      "Cowards!" yelled Benevic. "I will have you hanged for this!" He knew he didn't have the power to make that a reality, but the image of those deserters swinging from ropes as their life force drained from them, worked to feed his fury. He swung his glowing holy sword at the headless ogre zombie, holding his shield up to protect himself from the nearby skeletons. He rushed forward away from the rank of men and slammed into the ogre, actually knocking it slightly back. It was slow in its death, and Benevic was able to hack away at its leg, taking it nearly to the bone.

      The ogre hobbled and then fell to the floor as Benevic rushed backward to rejoin his men. It was slow to recover and had trouble trying getting back up.

      "Take it apart, men!" Frontline, with me. The rest, skeletons.

      The handful of men in the front rank rushed by the skeletons, easily deflecting their passing blows. They fell upon the prone ogre zombie and took the leg off completely, then an arm, and so on. It was a heap of quivering—very much still moving— parts by the time they were done.

      The skeletons continued to come, but now in two groups, the warriors smashed them apart and scattered their bones over the red room. All who were left standing were shocked and breathing heavily, but not hurt from their battle with the undead.

      The next chamber contained two statues of stone. They looked like men with much less detail in their features, and they were as large as the largest of men.

      "Careful. This looks like an ideal trap room." Benevic walked closer to them, and his sword was not glowing white at all. "I don't detect any dark magic here, but be on the lookout for mechanical traps."

      "Look! They move," said one of the shaking warriors.

      Each of the two stone men began to move and speak. They spoke in an eerie unison, "Stop, mortals. We are the sacred guardians of what remains buried here. To cross beyond our threshold is to defile a holy relic's sacred resting grounds, and to go against the design of the righteous men who placed it here. Be warned."

      "Holy?" repeated Benevic, glancing down at his sword to confirm that it was not dark magic animated these men of stone. "Why would holy magic be used to create the abomination we have thus encountered within this dungeon? I did tell you to look out for a trap, but I didn't expect something so cunning and blasphemous."

      "More blasphemous than the living dead?" asked one of the few remaining warriors with incredulity.

      "To fake holy magic, yes, it is the exact type of thing one would expect from a cult of the damned."

      "I'm not fighting them," said another. "I'll kill evil, but only when I know what evil is."

      "I do not believe this. It’s a farce!" Benevic shouted. When he wasn't met with any response, apart from awkward shuffling and a severe lack of eye contact from any of them, he decided to test just how holy these golems were. He slowly edged closer to the two stone men, ready in case they attacked. As he came near them, his weapon began to glow brightly. “Look! This sword only glows in the presence of dark magic.”

      “He’s right!” confirmed one of the men. “Look!”

      The stone men began to glow too, with the same sinister, green magical aura that had come from that bewitching room of vines and water, but it was a sinister shade of green. They rushed forward and fell upon the adventurers. Benevic darted backward and almost collided into the waiting shields of his men. Just as one of the golems was about to strike him in the face with a gigantic fist of stone, he swung the holy sword at it. The lifeless creation shattered the instant the sword touched it.

      “Yes!” shouted Benevic. “By the power of my holy sword, yes!” He swung the sword around at the other golem and dispatched of that one too. The stone man crumbled into a pile of rubble and moved no more. Realizing how near he had come to being pulverized, Benevic took a moment to recover his breath.

      "Holy shit!" shouted one of the warriors.

      "No, unholy," replied Benevic. He'd never had much of a sense of humor, just as the ferryman had implied when they'd been crossing the river to the hills. That didn't bother him because he knew he was unmatched as an adventurer. "Come on, then. Let's get a look at this so-called 'holy relic' our guardians were protecting."
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      They went down a simple, narrow stairway made of rough stone. "I feel as though we are nearing the heart of evil. I believe we will find these robed devils, the ones who took my daughter. Are you ready for some well-justified bloodshed?" Benevic asked his men, both to distract them from their own fears, and to encourage them to keep fighting to the last.

      They sounded enthusiastic now, after having seen their leader in such a show of glory. As they came to the bottom of the stairs, the air closed in around them, and large balls of rock came from the very walls, almost like enormous versions of the fists of the golems. All of the remaining warriors were crushed as though they'd been wooden toy soldiers possessed by an aggressive child throwing a tantrum.

      "No!" shouted Benevic from the bottom of the stairs. He put his shield up and waited for the same fate, but it never came.

      "Put your weapons away, father," said Gaynor.

      "Daughter?" He turned and saw her standing alone beside a strange altar with a detailed skull carved upon it. Above that was a floating skull, not of bone but some precious substance. It glowed with the green light he had seen in the dungeon already. That had to be the dark magic of whatever lay here. "What is this? Tell me, what have they done to you?"

      “Stand aside from this cursed altar. I will destroy it with holy magic!" He readied to bring the sword down and split the floating skull in half.

      Remain where you are, came a voice inside of Benevic's own mind. Foolish adventurer. Do you really think you were able to access my inner sanctum through your own fruition? I could have crushed you even as you descended those stairs.

      "Let me speak to him, Mertho," said Gaynor to—the floating skull.

      "Mertho? That evil wizard was the cause of all this, the pain, the regret. He took you from me, daughter! Stand aside, and I will destroy whatever this thing is he has become."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            42

          

        

      

    

    
      Mertho could have smashed Benevic to pieces with fists of stone. He could have opened up the floor and let the confused old adventurer fall to his death in a pit of searing lava. The chamber was a death sentence waiting for anyone foolish enough to enter without permission. But none of those things were dexterous enough to stop Benevic without also killing, or at least seriously maiming, Gaynor in the process.

      Yet, Benevic walked forward, menacing the dungeon core with a glowing whitesword of holy magic. "I will destroy this evil," the veteran warrior said with eyes raging with fury. "You took everything from me, wizard..." He moved so close that he would be able to follow through on his threat in seconds, but his feet only shuffled. The man's body trembled, and the sword above his head was unsteady. He was perhaps hesitating, or so pumped with nerves that he could scarcely believe what was happening.

      "Father, you must rest," said Gaynor. She stepped up beside him and suddenly ruthlessly ran her dagger across his throat. Benevic was too weary and shocked to fight it. He fell to the floor right before the altar, grasping at his bloodied throat. His blood flowed down around him and pooled against the base of the altar.

      You saved me! I knew your love was true.

      "No, you were wrong," replied Gaynor with a salacious smile. She pulled her robe away and stood naked at the edge of the flowing blood.

      What is happening? Mertho asked Gaynor, seeing suddenly that things were not as they appeared. He began to feel strange, as though all the extra magical energy he'd gathered from the fallen adventuring party was suddenly leaving him.

      "You are each as foolish as the other," Gaynor said. Her eyes started to change, and she opened her clenched fist to reveal a glowing green stone set in gold and silver, attached to a thick chain that she placed around her delicate neck. It was the shape of a skull, only flattened so it could sit flat against the wearer. It throbbed with green light.

      Mertho felt his soul wrench in agony, if that was indeed what he possessed inside his dungeon core. What dark magic is this? he stuttered. Gaynor, you must stop this!

      "Gaynor is no longer with you," she replied. "Witness my coming as the blood of this vessel's father meets with my dungeon core."

      Your dungeon core? I won't allow you to take me, nor her! Mertho focused on opening the lava pit, on smashing her with rocks, but it was no good. The blood of Gaynor’s father burned as it encircled the altar, moving with animation now.
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      So, Gaynor never did love me? It was you all along?

      The woman who was certainly no longer Gaynor laughed at the wizard. "Oh," she said, "I'm sure the confused creature did have feelings for you: of pity perhaps at playing her part in tricking you. Don’t feel too bad; she was lured in by my followers and connived into giving herself up as my vessel. Another foolish victim just like yourself.

      Benevic was still alive, but sputtering against the floor, grasping at his throat and trying to speak.

      "I think he has something to tell us. Perhaps he wants to apologize to you, Mertho, for assuming you were behind such dark magic. Really, you should be flattered that he considered you anything more than a pawn, a pathetic recluse who jumped at the change to be adored by a beautiful woman."

      Benevic could not get up off the floor, but he managed to say just one thing, "Demon."

      "Very clever. Yes, a demoness now occupies your daughter’s supple body. Remember that as you lay dying, foolish warrior. But here, let me help you, 'father'." She laughed again and plunged the sacrificial dagger into the back of Benevic's neck, killing him instantly.

      Mertho immediately felt like he was about to die too. The magical green aura flowed from his dungeon core and into the body of Gaynor, into the demoness.

      This was your design all along, and I blamed Benevic's men for doing this to me. You harvested me to gather your power for your summoning ritual!

      Haha, yes indeed. You are not entirely stupid, are you? And he blamed you. The melodrama of you humans is so delicious. I cannot wait to enjoy and consume more of your pathetic lives!" She writhed, pushing out her pert breasts, between which the glowing amulet sat, pulsing with the flow of dark magic. She worked her bloodied hands over her new body, moving down to her sweet center. She leered at Mertho's dungeon core as she did this, and winked. "Your untold possibilities are nothing if not seductive. And even as I drain the very life force from you, dear wizard, you cannot help but want this naked body. How very perverse."

      Mertho couldn't reply, for he was already too weak.

      As she continued to touch herself and suck the life from Mertho, the demoness taunted him further. "I wonder what you would think of my escape from the nunnery, dear wizard, as I slowly kill you. Would it arouse you, my dark wizard, my dungeon core, to know that your innocent lady Gaynor drugged every nun of The Sisters of Fate's Mercy? I had her slit their throats while they slept under the watching eyes of their precious deity, and then she set the building alight."

      No, she would never do that! he pushed out, feeling pain at communicating.

      "Oh, but she did just that. When I felt you were ripe for me to take, she needed to finally come home. I assumed this would be more difficult, so I must say I'm disappointed at such little bloodshed."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            44

          

        

      

    

    
      The demoness was quivering as the magical energy flowed away from Mertho and into the amulet. Her features grew sharper, and her eyes were black and red from the power of unholy magic. The green turned to red now, and the naked woman began to shudder. Her hands still wandered over her new body, pleasuring herself and taking thrill in coming into the world at last.

      "Yes! Fill me, dark magic! Allow my passage into the mortal realm through this vessel! I shall bring the new age, one of darkness. No man shall stand up to my dominance!"

      "What about an elf woman?"

      Tehra!

      The elf had moved so nimbly, which was not of surprise. She threw her knife at the back of the demoness and followed after it with her short sword in hand.

      The knife stuck in her back, and the demoness shrieked, blood red eyes wide with pulsating black centers searching for her assailant. She began to laugh as she spun in a blur to face the elf. She moved so quickly, full of demonic power after nearly completely draining the dungeon core. Once she was finished, her might would no doubt be unstoppable.

      Tehra, run! Mertho said to the elf.

      "Do your best, elf. You will only have one blow before I crush your skull." The demoness stood there naked, presenting her exposed chest without worry. She laughed at the rushing elf.

      But the elf slashed at the demoness with her short sword, cutting her across the shoulder toward the breast, severing the chain. The amulet fell away from the naked demoness.

      "No!" She hunched forward and seemed to shrink, clutching to try to catch her precious amulet before it hit the floor.

      Tehra though followed through with a boot to the bare chest of the demoness, which sent her back into the altar. They struggled up against it, bodies pressed against one another, the demoness grabbing the elf's sword hand and taking hold of her other wrist. Her strength though was clearly waning without her amulet, and the summoning ritual was not yet completed.

      "I will kill you, elf!" she screamed at Tehra.

      "It seems that you're too weak without your fancy jewelry, bitch," Tehra retaliated through bared teeth. With that, she spun and threw the naked demoness into the wall of the chamber, then readied herself to continue to fight.

      "Your suffering will be greater than any other," said the demoness. "I will make sure of that personally." She ran to the stairs, her back bleeding profusely and her face already bruising from having hit the wall. "This is just a minor setback, a drop in the bucket of a life far greater than your own pathetic existence. Elf, wizard! Mortal scum!"

      I am no mortal, replied Mertho. He was already starting to feel better. The life force was returning to him from the amulet at a pleasing rate, now that it was separated from its user.

      "Yet you feel for these pathetic creatures, making you no better than they are. Watch..." She raised her hands, and a bolt of red lightning shot out and struck Tehra in the face, dropping her instantly.

      Mertho roared defiantly and caused the ceiling above the room’s entrance to collapse, closing the demoness off from the altar room. I have my power back, demoness. You would do well to run away while you can. He hoped the threat wasn't completely empty, and that it would work. He hadn't expected her to still have any magical power after the ritual had been stopped partway through.

      "You may be right this time, but I will be back for what belongs to me." Her footsteps could be heard as she exited up the stairs.
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      Mertho could not allow this thing inside Gaynor to escape. He had been too weak to see that it was no longer her. And even if it had been—Gaynor had volunteered herself as a vessel. She had chosen to suck the wizard into her wicked lies. He wished there was a way to go back and just kill Benevic and Gaynor before this blood was spilled upon the altar. That would have been a saving grace for the old warrior as well, to never know that his daughter was willing to betray him in favor of helping such evil. After all, he was never the one who had turned Mertho into the dungeon core and destroyed his family tower.

      That had been the demoness. Trying as hard as he could, Mertho focused on stopping the escaping woman with his traps. But his power was too low to be effective. She ran by the remnants of the skeleton brigade, which was sluggish at best when the wizard tried to animate them. Then, she moved through the vines with a nimble grace that was superior to even the elf. There was no falling rock that could stop her, and Mertho did not have enough power to create anything new. He gave up and allowed her to flee.

      There was another pressing matter. Tehra? Are you alive? The young elf maiden's face was blistered and red, making it hard to tell if she had her eyes open. That had been some sort of magical fire, not surprisingly. He tried to use his magic to heal Tehra, but he did not have enough magic left to do so. Although the amulet had returned some to him when it had been knocked away from the demoness, there was still a lot of power unaccounted for. Perhaps it was still inside the amulet?

      "Wizard..." said the charred body of the elf, through lips that were almost black where they were once light pink. "Please..."

      I can hear you, Tehra. What do you wish of me? He wondered if a tear might have formed in his eye, if he still possessed a body.

      "Do what you must... don't let..."

      Yes, what is it, friend?"

      "Don't let me die." That was all she could manage to do before passing out. The magical aura that her elven being naturally presented faded away like a candle's flame suddenly being deprived of enough air to stay alight. The elf was dead, and her last wish had been to live.

      I am sorry. Mertho decided that he would go into deep thought as he had done most of his existence as a dungeon core. He had never harmed anyone who didn't deserve it back then. Sure, this elf had done things that some would consider wicked, but they were actions taken in the name of righteousness. She had offered up her own morality as a sacrifice in order to help make the world a lighter place, absorbing the darkness into her own soul to keep it from flowing out into the world.
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      It was impossible to know how much time had passed. It might have been months, or just minutes, but neither would have felt any different to Mertho the dungeon core now. He was not cheerful. He was not melancholic. Those mortal emotions had no place for him, and he could be free of their restraints and frustrations now that there was no one around.

      Mertho did have a sense of missing something, his elf friend perhaps. Or, it was the love he had assumed was still out there waiting for him. At least, the memory of having loved Gaynor kept him feeling like a regular man trapped deep inside that magical core, at the bottom of a dungeon of his of own devising.

      While the latter was out there playing vessel to a demon that could very well spell the death of the world in the future, the former—his friend Tehra—lay cold as the rock surrounded them. Her body did not fester yet, due to the fire spell that had been used to kill her.

      Men came from outside, walking without hesitation to the cave entrance. It would have been wise to seal it, but the wizard lacked the magic necessary to do so. If he'd had even that much in reserve, perhaps Tehra would still be alive now, having been healed. That was one good thing his dark magic could have achieved.

      They were robed men, and women too, joyous and eager to come down into the dungeon. They did not have fear about them, and they were not armed to deal with the types of hazards one finds within dungeons.

      Yes, come...

      As they came into the tunnel at the start of the dungeon, Mertho asked the native denizens of his cavernous lair to come from their safe, dry hiding places. The things that crept along the ground, up through soil and in between stone; scuttling lizards and slithering snakes; rodents that sought refuge from harsh weather and ever hunting predators; winged creatures that preferred the darkness in hidden places up high to the commotion of those who dwelt upon the surface. I have given you shelter and safety. Now, I ask your help, my little friends.

      "What is that noise?" asked one of the hooded figures." They had torches lit and held before them, but no armor nor arms at the ready. And even the most expertly places sword tip or shield was useless against hundreds of thousands of tiny swarming targets.

      "I think it's rats or even bats!" shouted one of the women with distaste.

      "Keep moving. The torches will—" said another hooded man, but that is all he managed to say before his speech became an incoherent cry of desperation. "Run! Go back!" he ordered those to the rear of the long procession, but they were slow to react. By the time anyone could retreat, a flurry of insects, lizards, snakes, bats, and rats were all working as one storm of blind consumption. They brought those cultists at the front down first, eating away at them while the swarm stretched out and enclosed the next few, and the next.

      "Save us, Veluthra!" "Have mercy, goddess!" "Why have you forsaken us great one?" "Have we not pleased you?" They cried out as they tried to get up, tried to breathe without their mouths being filled with flying gnats and biting rat heads, tried to withstand venomous snake bites that slowed the beating of their hearts and made their blood burn like fire. Only a handful of the cultists escaped in the end, and they were white as ghosts, barely able to run for their stumbling and shivering.

      All this and Mertho barely paid them any notice. He didn't care about a group of groveling worshippers come to beg praise from their supposed deity, a 'goddess' who had been nearly defeated by a humble elven maid. He lacked the magical energy to affect their progress beyond asking for help from the tiny creatures anyway. They had proven to be much more useful than he had ever anticipated.
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      The wizard had forgotten how good the life force of a dead person tasted. The fallen were not completely devoured by the swarms in the same way that the fish would eat a person clean. The native dungeon denizens were only responding to the request of their host, the dungeon core. They were not eager to feast on the flesh of humans, not in a frenzy. Nature would take its course more slowly, and the bodies would be allowed time to properly decompose and return to the earth in the right ways. This means the bodies were more than intact enough for Mertho to absorb their life forces.

      He was overjoyed to have power once again. As though he had forgotten everything, he realized Tehra's corpse was beside him and already in the process of decomposition. This was well beyond the realm of even the best healer in any known land. It would take a true god to bring her back to life now. But she could be given a type of life, perhaps.

      Her words came back to him: "Do what you must. Don't let me die." That had been her dying wish, to be alive. Would she settle for a compromise? Mertho was not sure what would result in his meddling through the use of dark dungeon core magic. Moral dilemmas were beyond his expertise, his soul being contained within a floating skull that fed off the power taken from the dead.

      Please forgive me if I have made the wrong decision, little elf.
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      Tehra woke up. Her body felt cold against the hard ground. It took a moment to realize where she was, what had happened. "I was asleep," she mumbled.

      You were more than just sleeping, came a familiar voice in her mind. The floating skull remained there like an optical illusion, a magician's trick atop the altar. You died. For some time, you lay there without breathing.

      "What? No, I was so quiet. I stopped Gaynor from gaining her power."

      Gaynor is no more.

      Tehra peeled herself up off the floor. Her face and hands were covered in blackened, dry blood. "I'm sorry, Mertho. I know you loved her."

      Yes, I will admit it. But it's clear that she intended to use me as a conduit of dark energy, to summon her deity into her own body.

      "Why would anyone worship a demon? What kind of person could allow such a thing to take over their own body?

      True, you did stop the demoness from taking her full form and power. It appears she has still very much entered our world.

      Sitting down on the floor and still too weak to do anymore, the young elf tried to regain the feeling back in her limbs. "I was burned," she said, remembering the bolt of red magical energy hitting her fully in the face. It had felt like her eyes would burst from the heat. "My face, is it..." Thinking of how much she must look like a monster was too difficult in her weakened condition.

      I was able to heal you, Tehra. You are as you were, I assure you.

      "And you were unable to stop her? Did you save me instead? Oh, I'm not sure I could handle the guilt of the world being at risk because I was saved."

      Actually, the demoness's followers came rushing to see her inside her vessel. They were not expecting to find me still alive, I expect. They did provide plenty of delicious energy, which I then used to bring you back.

      "Bring me back? So, I did die? Am I, truly alive now?"

      Tehra. I will not lie. Being a magical core comes with a mysterious type of magic that I had never encountered before. The demoness claimed it was dark magic, and I do have the powers of necromancy. But I also have the power to commune with nature and to heal and cast light spells.

      "How could you do this to me?" she asked half-heartedly.

      You asked me before you died, not to let you die. Please forgive me.

      Tehra tried to remember and felt that she really did ask such a thing.

      "But, have I died? I feel cold. Will I rot? Am I undead? I don't feel that way."

      You are certainly not a zombie, nor a ghoul. Your face was badly burned by the spell blast. It's healed now. You look, perfectly fine.

      "Some complement coming from a magical skull, I guess."

      What took you so long to arrive anyway?

      "I was detained by a very hands-on warrior, one of Benevic's. He won't get trying to help himself to a feel anytime soon, though."
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      "Well," she said, feeling a little stronger now. "It is what it is, I suppose. I am grateful to be alive, either way."

      Few welcome death. Don't feel bad about it. We do need to discuss Veluthra.

      "Don't tell me that's the name of the demoness."

      It is. That is what her followers called her anyway, when they were begging for her mercy. The skull glowed brighter for a moment.

      "I could swear that you just grinned, you sadistic wizard." Tehra smirked too. These people had caused so much misery that it was only fitting to be glad they had been brought to justice.

      I would need a mouth to smile, don't you think? This demoness, Veluthra, has not taken on her full form in this world it would seem. She occupies Gaynor’s body now and seems to have control, but you did stop the ritual from completion. You just might have saved the world yet, little elf."

      "Why do you insist on calling me little? I'm taller than you, disembodied skull."

      Very well, little elf. Are you still with me in this?

      "You mean, do I want to help stop a demon from coming into the mortal world and trying to bring about the destruction of the living? I think I can make time for that."

      Excellent. She told me she would be back for her amulet, and to complete the ritual to summon her into full form. With her cunning, I don't expect her to return without a veritable army to back her up, and most likely some form of powerful magic. I must expand my defenses.

      "You want to make an even deadlier dungeon, don't you? That does seem the best way to keep her out."

      Benevic's dungeon diving party managed to get too far. I will need more power. Unfortunately, just taking more souls would attract too much attention. It could bring down serious adventurers and magic users upon me.

      Tehra was walking slowly around the altar room now. The body of her ex-employer looked so strained, like he was still struggling to fight against such a horrible fate. "I feel sorry for him. He was not a bad man, and did not deserve such betrayal at the hands of his own daughter."

      I don't think Gaynor was at fault. She could not have withstood the charms of such a powerful evil, not at her tender age.

      Tehra spat some thick blood and mucus that had been nestling between her teeth and gums. "For more than ten years she was under that charm? Maybe, but I think the girl had a love for evil."

      We shall see who else falls under Veluthra's influence, and maybe then you will change your mind. For now, I know one method for gaining more power.

      "I can't herd every farmer in the region into your dungeon, for you to feast upon, Mertho."

      No, and that would be foolish. The best way to gain more magical power is through ancient tomes.

      "Books?"

      I know of a library on the eastern shore where they have records of such books.

      "And then what?"

      You will need to go and get them, and I will do as I have my whole life: use their arcane knowledge to expand my power. Not merely by stealing the life force from others, but through learning.

      "You sound like the school teacher who used to volunteer at the orphanage when I was small. I hated her reading lessons. If you expect me to go on a quest like this, I will need to return to the city first. I expect there might be some, things, at Benevic's adventuring company that no one has need for anymore."

      Ever the thief, Mertho replied with good humor.

      "I'm a professional rogue, thank you. No longer a common thief."
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      Tehra returned to the docks with a mind to find her horse. He was a good animal, and she had grown fond of him. It took half the day of searching, but she finally located the poor beast wandering around in a small wooded area away from the docks, on the city side of the river.

      As she was riding up to the ferryman's moor, the elf noticed a group of well-armed men making ready for something that must have been important. Not in the mood for subterfuge after such an ordeal, she approached them.

      "May I ask, are you on some kind of quest?" she said to a man who was ordering the others around. He wore plate armor and had a long sword at his side.

      He had a raspy voice yet spoke louder than necessary for how close he was to the young elf. It might have been that his voice was always hoarse from talking so loud. "It's public knowledge that there is an evil magical dungeon in those very hills, right outside of our city! Rewards are already on offer, and adventuring parties from around the land are being sent the news. I don't mind sharing this with you, as the reward is already as good as ours. We shall return victorious, is that not right, men?"

      His group cheered with vigor. They were better armed than even Benevic's group had been, and one of their numbers was dressed in the robes of a wizard, with a staff in his hand and a leather-bound book in the other.

      "Well, I certainly hope your men can kill this evil," Tehra replied with faked enthusiasm. She tried to tell Mertho about this news through her mind, but couldn't do it. The link must have been severed when she was temporarily killed.

      She turned away and rode directly to a fishing crew on their flatbed boat, who had just unloaded their catch for the day. Tehra brought a gold coin from her purse and said to them, "Will you take my horse and me across the river for one full gold coin?"

      "Aye, I would do that and more for that much!" said one of them. "Lads, you heard the lady. Get to it."

      As the fishing boat quickly rowed out to the other side of the river, the leader of the adventuring party called out to them. "Are you daft, girl? You want to stay away from that place!"

      "No, I think you want to stay away!" Tehra called back at him with a smile. "And don't call me girl!"

      Tehra galloped back to the cave entrance and tethered her horse to a small boulder outside it. She went back to tell Mertho what had happened.

      You know, you could have just told me through our magical link, was the first thing he answered.

      "I'm not an idiot. The link is no more."

      Strange... You're right; it's gone. I can't feel your magical aura anymore either.

      "Do you meant to tell me, I have to do this alone, and you can't even offer guidance along the way? Shit!" She kicked the wall of the altar room. "There must be some other way I can talk to you."

      There are many ways to do all things in the realm of magical possibility.

      "Enough of that mystic talk!"

      Yes, well, fine. The library you are going to will have the answer; I'm almost certain of it. If you are so desperate to hear my voice, that is. He was laughing, she could tell from the way his skull glowed.

      "Fucking wizard," she said, and then stormed from the chamber. "I hope you can handle this dungeon diving party that's on the way. They have a wizard of their own."

      Oh, I have never had this much magical energy, and the amulet has given back what it took now. With that, and all those delicious cultists, plus what Benevic's party gave me—one little dungeon party is not going to reach my core. But still, don't delay, my friend.

      "I will see you soon enough," replied Tehra. She left the dungeon and rode to the east, in search of the knowledge Mertho would need to fight off a demoness.
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