
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Trinity

      Dungeon Core Book Three

    

    




      
        MJ Kaltenbrunner

      

    

  


  
    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

        

      

      
        
          Also by MJ Kaltenbrunner

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Mertho lay upon the bed, unable to move. A woman's hand slid across his bare chest stopping at his neck. It then gripped his neck. He felt long nails dig lightly into his skin. It didn't hurt. It was almost pleasurable. He opened his eyes to meet hers. There was a blue glow to them. It was brighter than the torchlight in the bedchamber. Locked in eye contact, he felt a pulsing sensation throughout his body. He felt his nether region fill with blood as his gaze was locked with hers.

      Next came more hands. They gripped his legs from under the silk sheets. He could feel them tug lightly on his pants. Then he felt his pants being pulled down his legs beneath the silk sheets. He wanted to look at those hands. To see who was removing his clothing. But he could not tear his gaze away from the blue eyes in front of his face. It was as though he was locked in a spell. Their blue glow was binding him in ecstasy.

      Then he felt a body climb up over his legs and straddle him. He now knew there were two forms smothering him. His mind shattered as he felt the moist, warm pressure of a woman descend upon his enlarged nether region. In this heightened state of intense pleasure, he could not look to see the form that had straddled him. The woman that held him by the neck and had locked his gaze with her glowing blue eyes smiled at him. The other woman that was now moving up and down on his manhood made the tension in his body build.

      Mertho reached for the hips moving on top of him with his hands. The skin was soft. The body firm. This he knew by touch. He could not look down his body to see the form riding him. His eyes looked at the sharp beauty of the face on the body sitting beside his head and shoulders. The face with the powerful glowing blue eyes.  She had black hair.

      As he fell into deep pleasure from the movement of the other woman in his bed, the one on top of him, the woman with the black hair leaned in to kiss him. Her lips were soft. Their press against his amplified the pleasure he was feeling from the other woman who was moving up and down on him. He felt as though his mind was going to explode.

      He closed his eyes and embraced the deep kiss he was locked in. Then he felt more hands. This time two sets of hands gripped his wrists on either side of his body and pulled his arms off the woman whose hands slowed their movements. This made him moan as though begging for the movement to resume. Begging for the release.

      The two sets of hands pulled his arms to the sides of his body. By his calculations, there were four women on him now. One was moving slightly over his sex. Another was kissing him on his lips. The other two kissing his wrists. He wanted to look at all of them to see their beauty, but his vision was locked on the women with blue eyes and silky black hair.

      She moved to his neck. Her lips pressed into it and a sensation of warmth coursed through his body. He could now see all around his bed.

      The woman on top of him had golden hair and breasts that sat high on her lithe form. When he looked down at his body, he could see she had a neatly trimmed patch of black pubic hair. The sight of her in the torchlight drove him nearly mad with lust. To each side, he saw two women with fiery red hair and milky skin. They were sucking on his fingers and deeply kissing his wrists. Around his neck, the long black hair of the women who had been kissing his lips was spread out across his neck and chest. He could not see her face, but he could feel the warmth of her lips on his neck.

      He closed his eyes and let the sensation of the four women engulf him. It was as though he was floating deep underwater. The pressure of their lips and the inside of the blond woman's sex was brining him to such a heightened state he thought his entire body would explode.

      As he lay there, he felt the woman on top of him start to move up and down again. She moved from the slow grind to a rhythmic rise and fall over this enlarged sex. There was a gentle moan from her. The moaning fell in line with her up and down movements that increased in intensity.

      Mertho felt the pressure build almost instantly. He could feel the release coming. In moments he would explode inside this blond goddess.

      As Mertho reached his climax, it seemed to go on for an immeasurable amount of time. The explosion sent him flying off into a physical pleasure he thought he would never feel again. Then suddenly as his body convulsed he felt a sharp pain. First, he felt it on his neck. Then almost at the same time, he felt it on each wrist. This amplified his release even more. The combination of pain and ecstasy was intoxicating. He opened his eyes to see what was happening.

      The blond woman had thrown her head back. Her breasts rose into the air ending in enlarged nipples. Then he saw where the pain was coming from. The two women on his sides had bitten into his wrists. He could also see the black-haired woman had dug razor-like fangs into his neck. It was a terrifying sight yet he did not resist. He could not resist. The pleasure-pain combination was so intense he wished it would last forever.

      When he had run through the pleasure of his sexual release, the pain continued. The blond woman slid off of his still enlarged sex and bit into his thigh. The pain amplified. He now felt his life force being sucked through his body and outwards through his neck, wrists, and thigh. His world got darker, and he felt as though he was leaving it forever.

      Mertho shot upwards in his bed and screamed. He was alone. Torches lined the walls creating shadows. He looked around for the four women who had brought him to a place that was dangerous for the mind of a man. He lifted his wrists up and looked at them. His skin, the skin of the body of the noble he had entered years ago, was unharmed. He felt his neck in the place where the woman with black hair had bitten him. It was smooth. There was no blood on the sheets. He felt his leg. Smooth as well.

      The oak door to his sleeping chamber swung open. Tehra stepped into the room. She still held onto the ageless beauty of her elven ancestry. She wore a tight leather suit that was more practical than aesthetic. Her long white hair dipped around her shoulders. The points of her ears poked upwards through her straight hair.

      "A dream?" she asked.

      "I don't know," said Mertho. "It seemed real. I, I am sure it was."

      Tehra had moved silently to his bedside.

      "Was it the same women as before?"

      "Yes. All four of them."

      Tehra was now sitting on the bed beside Mertho.

      "You know I get jealous of these women. These dreamtime lovers you seem to enjoy." She reached under the sheets and placed her hand on his enlarged sex. "You are still thinking of them aren't you?"

      Mertho threw his sheets back, pushed Tehra aside, and climbed from the large bed. "I have work to do." He walked to the hook from which his robe hung and got dressed.

      "I think you have such dreams because you still neglect your new form. You are a man now. You have needs. Needs I can help you with. Yet you throw yourself into those books relentlessly. You neglect what you are. This is why these phantasms come to your while you sleep. They are a product of your mind. They'll go away if replaced by me."

      "Leave, Tehra. I must study. We can talk about this tonight."

      "I'm heading to Aklago today. As you want me to. Perhaps you could join me," said Tehra.

      "You know I cannot leave. Why do you tell me such things?"

      "Do you really think you can't leave? Perhaps today will be different. Let's try. A visit to the city would be good for you. Leaving those weathered books there in your study chambers would be good for you. Even if it is for only a day."

      Mertho had dressed in his robe and now, stood with his back turned to Tehra. He stared at the stone walls of his chamber. The stone blocks rested in cement in a logical pattern. He followed the stones upwards to the ceiling.

      "Fine. I will try."
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      Mertho stood at the large double door set at the base of the tower. His tower. The door was made of oak and seemed to have stood the test of time. Though dry and faded the wood was thick enough to resist the crushing blow of a raging ogre. Thick iron bracings ran up and down the frame and across the doors. This architectural design of the tower made the door fit perfectly in the stone.

      Tehra stood behind Mertho. She could feel the tension in his body. She liked that side of herself. The empathy to feel what others felt. It made her feel more elf than undead. The more she took on the emotions of others, the more she seemed to shed the undead nature of who she was. Perhaps she would once again be a pure elf.

      Mertho raised his hand and moved it left then right, up then down, and finally in a semicircle. The door opened outwards. The early morning sunshine flooded the interior of the tower.

      The warmth felt good on his skin. Tehra also seemed to enjoy the sun.

      "It feels good doesn't it?" she asked.

      "Yes it does," said Mertho. "But I still prefer the darkness."

      Mertho remained motionless. He stared out beyond the doors. It would take one step out the door to know if he could leave the tower and dungeon below. The dungeon he had been building for years. He had made some progress by there was much more to do. Much more to learn.

      Drawing a deep breath into the human body he had grown to love, Mertho clenched his fists and stepped through the door. His took the first few steps with ease. He now stood just outside the double oak doors to his tower. The light from the sun flowed into the deserted street. Though the warmth of the sun was soothing it was something he had learned to go without. Opting for his shadowy study chamber. He took another step. Then he felt the backward pull. The green magical energy of his dungeon core flowed out from his backside. The thin magic sheet of green energy stretched from Mertho to the inside of the tower. It pulled on his body.

      Mertho took another step in an attempt to resist the subtle pull he was feeling. Tehra watched hopefully from the interior of the tower.

      The force of the magic intensified and Mertho was pulled from his feet and dragged through the air back inside the tower. He landed on his back at Tehra's feet. The forced landing on the stone floor reminded Mertho that though he was human, he was also a powerful dungeon core. He was bound to this tower and its ever-growing dungeon below. This dungeon core that still made up part of his existence reminded him that though he sometimes wanted to be fully human, he never would be.

      "I'm sorry," said Tehra.

      Mertho rose to his feet. The pain of the landing was lessened by the will to once again stand. He brushed his robe of the dust from the floor.

      "Leave me!" he said to Tehra.

      Unwilling to anger him, Tehra stepped out into the sunshine leaving Mertho to remain trapped in the tower. Tehra hated that she could leave anytime while he remained a prisoner. Mertho did not see it the same way she did. He was where he should be. A master dungeon creator and god of his realm.
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      The torches gave off enough light in his study so that he was able to read the current book that lay open on the stone desk. Mertho shifted in the wooden chair and descended upon the text with a savage relentlessness. He took in each word as though it contained unlimited meaning. After reading for long enough, the torches of his room needed more oil. He looked up from the book.

      It was now near dark in the room. All but one torch burned. Its flame the last of the ten to live. Mertho rose from his chair and left the room. He walked down a long hallway void of any light. Like a blind man in his own home he knew the passage well. He walked it in the darkness uncountable times in the last few years. When he arrived at the end, he felt for the door handle to the door. His hand rested upon the cold iron knob. He turned it, and the door opened silently. Inside was more darkness. Mertho stepped inside.

      "Dal'kin'chi'ads"

      After he spoke the incantation, a faint blue light illuminated the room. He had placed the light spell just above and behind his head. The orb of blue light hovered in the air. He was now able to see the insides of the room. It had a circular shape, and the walls were lined with shelves containing supplies, Ropes, canisters, tools, and weapons. The equipment sat on the shelves. Most of it was rusted and useless. There were also three large chests that were sealed with thick locks set against the walls.

      Mertho walked to the shelf just to the right of the door and grabbed a bronze canister. It was mildly heavy. He shook it around near his ear. A thick liquid sloshed about inside. Confident there was enough oil inside the canister Mertho left the room with it. He closed the door behind him by kicking it shut with his foot. The blue light followed him back to his dark study.

      He filled each torch with enough oil to allow them to burn for many hours. He then lit each one with a match, and when the room was once again awash in dancing torchlight, he dismissed his light spell. Happy to read by torchlight he smiled and settled back into his chair. Scanning the page, he quickly found the place where he had left off. In bold ink stained the text. The author of the book using excessive ink. Mertho read:

      'On Giants and Giant Kin'

      Mertho read steadily. His mind obsessed with absorbing knowledge. But his active reading eventually made him tired. Unable to know how long he had read for due to the absence of natural light in his study he pushed through the fatigue. His head dipped slightly. He jerked it upwards and impatiently flipped pages to see how many were left. He found the next chapter ended in three pages. He shook his head and stretched out his back. Now more alert he finished the chapter. He became more motivated to get to a point where he could apply the knowledge he gathered from the book. To create more parts of his dungeon.

      Recognizing the danger in wanting to get to the end of a chapter without absorbing, analyzing, and understanding what he was reading he slowed his pace. Then the last words of the chapter appeared: Giants and giant-kin are highly volatile creations and should be summoned with extreme care.

      Mertho placed a red silk string in between the pages. He did not look to the next page. His mind satisfied with the chapter he just finished. He closed the book and stood up. The torches were burning low. He deduced that he must have been reading for close to six hours. It felt good to stand. He raised his arms high above his head and imagined he was reaching for the high ceiling of his study. He then turned from the desk, grabbed one of the torches that had lost its flame, filled it with oil, lit it, and headed for the depths below.

      

      Mertho had thought of many ways to design how one could descend to the depths of his dungeon. His favorite was a winding staircase that went deep into the halls below the tower. As he walked the many steps he felt a wave of pleasure. He was home here. There was no need for the outer world. No need for the sun, trees, and fresh air. Though now human in many ways he was a still a dungeon core. Here under the earth and stones, he would live forever. As long as he had books and was still able to learn, then he would never tire of such an existence. It was good that Tehra was still bringing him books on a regular basis.

      After a descent to the bottom of the stairs, one done in complete darkness, Mertho lit the torch he had brought from his study. He now stood in a four-way junction. The walls of each passageway were perfectly squared yet their flat surfaces were smooth. He knew this place well. It was the start of what he hoped to be an unending dungeon.

      He set out along one of the passageways. It soon led to a cavern. The floor seemed to drop away. Thirty feet below was the cavern floor. Thirty feet above was a smattering of stalactites. He stood on the edge of the cavern and looked downwards. The torchlight was barely illuminating the ceiling above and the floor below. From the ledge, he threw the torch outwards into the cavern. It flickered as it turned over itself in the air. Then it hit the stone floor and lit up the ground thirty feet below the ledge. The ceiling once again became engulfed in darkness.

      "Ha'jc'sil." After the incantation, Mertho stepped from the ledge into the air.
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      Instead of dropping the thirty feet that would have crushed his spine Mertho floated in the air just beyond the ledge from which he stepped. He then concentrated and began to float downwards to the light of the torch. When he felt the hard ground beneath his feet, he released his concentration. Picking up the torch, he walked into the center of the cavern.

      The torchlight only stretched so far from Mertho, and soon it was as though he was encased in darkness. As the creator of the cavern, he knew it was vast. It stretched wide and deep below the surface. He felt at peace here knowing that others walked above on the surface. It was like he was inside himself. This was a common feeling dungeon cores had when exploring their inner creations.

      Mertho snapped his mind free of the pleasurable thought and narrowed his focus on what he had come here to do. He placed the torch at his feet. He would need both hands for the incantation he was about to undertake. He began to move his hands up and down while spreading his fingers wide.

      "Ge'ta'nick. Tur'nal. Ge'ta'nick. Tur'nal. Ge'ta'nick. Tur'nal."

      After the third incarnation, he lowered his hands and waited. Nothing came. This was not what he expected. The summoning should have brought what he was calling for right in front of him. He turned around and scanned the edges of the torchlight. Perhaps the summoning would have taken place behind him.

      As he peered into the darkness all around him, a massive head poked into the light. It was a bloated thing. Its black eyes seemed to bulge outwards from their sockets, and its face had a scar running from its thinning hairline down to its jaw. The head seemed to float into the torchlight from the darkness beyond. It startled Mertho. It worked! He thought.

      The head drew back into the darkness. Mertho heard a whistling of the thick cavern air. A massive tree crashed into the ground beside him. Had its aim been even slightly more accurate Mertho would have been a pile of crushed bones.

      Highly volatile. Summoned with extreme care.

      Relived this lesson was not a fatal one he stepped backward forgetting to pick up the torch. Now at the edge of the torchlight, he though of his next spell.

      As he thought of whether to flee or stay, he decided to stay and assert his dominance. After all, he owned this dungeon, and this creature was his creation.

      There was a significant echo as the stone and earth beneath the creature crunched in a grinding sound as the creature stepped further into the torchlight. Its massive legs were as thick as an old tree. Its upper body was equally as thick. It held an enormous tree, the one it tried to strike Mertho with, in two hands. The giant stood as tall as four men. Its skin was a yellowish brown. The eyes in its bloated head looked for Mertho.

      "I am your master. You will submit to me!"

      His voice gave away his position on the edge of the torchlight. The giant swung the tree up over its head.

      Seeing that he would again be the target of the giant Mertho took one step into the darkness beyond the torchlight and started an incantation.

      "Dal'kin'chi'ads."

      He was quicker than the giant. A bright blue light appeared in the giant's eyes blinding it. The tree came down wide, missing Mertho. The light lit up a massive portion of the cavern. It was even difficult for Mertho to look straight at the giant's face now.

      The giant dropped the tree and began clawing at its face. With each raking of its unkept fingers, new scratches appeared, and blood started to drip from its face.

      "Well, you are no good to me permanently blind. Be kind to yourself giant. Now that you've dropped the tree perhaps we can discuss the terms of our relationship in a more civilized manner."

      The giant roared in some unknown language that Mertho did not know. It lowered its shoulder and charged. Its path was true and had Mertho not moved quickly to the side he would have been crushed by the force of the giant barrelling down on him.

      It ran past him and careened into the side of the cavern. The impact cracked the stone. Mertho felt a cold chill come over his body. Thankful he still lived he spoke the language of the green skins.

      "There is no need to fight. I am your master now. You will do as I wish," said Mertho in Orcish.

      The giant turned unaffected by its sudden crash into the wall of the cavern.

      "Take blue fire away!"

      It was broken Orcish, but Mertho understood the giant wanted him to remove the blue light spell from its face.

      "If I remove the 'blue fire' from your eyes will you kneel before me?"

      "Ya. No more blue fire. Take away!"

      Mertho walked to the torch and picked it up. He then walked to just outside of the reach of the giant and began to concentrate. He floated upwards. When he was beyond the reach of the giant he made a quick motion of with his free hand the light spell disappeared. The torchlight lit up the space in the air all around Mertho. He could see the massive shadow of the giant.

      "Kneel," he said in Orcish.

      The giant lowered itself, but instead of taking a knee in submission, it picked up a large rock that had been broken from the wall when it had slammed into. Before Mertho could react, the rock was flying through the air directly at him. Having only seconds to react his only option was to cease concentrating on the levitate spell and let himself fall. Moving up would be too slow. If he did not drop, he would be crushed by the rock.

      Highly volatile.
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      Mertho plummeted to the rocky floor of the cavern. The landing sent pain throughout his body. Relieved he had not broken any bones he rolled to his feet. Beyond the torchlight Mertho could see the giant's massive frame. It moved towards him with its fists flailing.

      "Ma'dal'ton."

      With his incantation the stone beneath the giant turned to thick mud. It sunk to its knees. Mertho waved his hand and the mud spot changed back to solid stone.

      The giant howled at the unnatural pressure upon his lower legs. It slammed its fists into the stone but it was no use. It was held in place.

      Mertho breathed a sigh of relief. A few more steps and the giant would have been upon him. His fate would have been death at the hand of his own creation.

      "I should have started with an ogre perhaps," he said under his breath.

      The giant roared in defiance. It continued to smash at the stone. Its knuckles became bloody and it had probably broken bones in its fists.

      "Very well. If it must be this way. Dal'kin'chi'ads."

      Blue light appeared high up on the cavern ceiling. It appeared directly over the giant’s head.

      "Ma'dal'ton."

      The circumference of the part of a massive stalactite closest to the ceiling of the cavern turned to mud. It was directly over the giant. The weight of the protrusion pulled it free of the ceiling. The muddied part broke away and made a loud sucking noise throughout the cavern. The massive stalactite dropped fast on the still raging giant. When it hit the giant's head an exploded mess of blood, skull, and grey brain matter flew in all directions.

      Mertho picked up his torch and walked to the edge of the cavern just below the entrance where he had entered this massive creation of his dungeon. He concentrated and then floated upwards to corridor entrance. When he was once again on firm ground he looked back into the cavern. The blue light above shone brightly. It lit up the slumped over body of the giant as well as a large part of the cavern. He waved his hand and dismissed the light spell.

      Darkness blanketed the cavern. Mertho set the torch against the wall of the corridor and concentrated while waving his hands in a complex pattern.

      "Come forth my pets. Feast well."

      Down below there was a motion that covered the entire cavern floor. Though Mertho could not see into the darkness below he knew what was happening. Thousands of rats had crawled from tiny holes littered throughout the cavern. Their foot paws creating a soft pitter-pattering noise that seemed to echo as much as the giants roar. The swarm descended upon the corpse climbing over one another to bite into the fresh meat their master had provided for them. In minutes the flesh had been stripped from the giant's body leaving nothing by bone.

      "A thousand diminutive creatures perhaps more dangerous than one massive giant?"

      Mertho picked up his torch and walked back towards the staircase. That was enough for today. Tomorrow he would try again. Perhaps with an ogre.

      By the time he had arrived at the staircase he decided to spend the rest of his waking hours reading. There was so much to learn. So much power to be had. As long as Tehra kept bringing him the tomes he needed there could be no end to his power as a dungeon core. That was only if he could accept that he was never to leave his tower and the dungeon he was building below.

      As he put his first foot on the staircase he felt an uneasy feeling. It was like he had a growth inside him. Something growing like a disease that rots a man from the inside out. The feeling unnerved him. It brought him to the point of nausea. He needed water. Or better, some strong dwarven spirits. He started to sweat and his knees grew weak. He placed a hand on the staircase railing and lowered himself onto the first step. He took several deep breaths. They seemed to help him. Then he felt there was a source of this uneasy feeling. It was coming from the tunnel directly in front of him.

      Mertho pushed himself to his feet and decided to press forward to investigate what was making him feel sick. Walking slowly with the torch in his hand he wondered what was happening. This dungeon was a creation of his. He remade it entirely. There was nothing in here that he had not put himself. As the dungeon core he was the master of this domain. He had no reason to fear anything. As he walked down the corridor he considered that his adopted human form had perhaps gotten sick. Maybe it was something he ate that had moved into his blood. Maybe he had a belly full of maggots.

      "Nonsense," he said out loud to reassure himself. "Your mind plays tricks on you."

      He stopped after several moments of walking in the narrow corridor. That was when he saw something that should not be where it was.

      To his right was a wooden door. A door he had not created. Maybe his mind was playing tricks on him. He placed his hand on the door. Felt the wood. It was real. It had to be. But why was it here? He knew the contents of every part of the massive dungeon he was in. He was the core. He designed it all.

      Mertho ran his hand across the door and around its edges. It was a perfect fit. Almost seamless. The workmanship was almost as good as his. Wood merged tightly with the stone door frame. He noticed a brass handle. He placed his hand upon it and concentrated to see if it was an illusion. The handle was as firm as the rest of his dungeon.

      Wanting to know more he placed his ear to the door and listened for any noise. He heard nothing. As he stood with his ear pressed to the door he noticed the nausea had faded. It was as though the discovery of the door relived the symptoms.

      Mertho felt a sense of anger towards this discovery. Anger at this intrusion into his dungeon. He gripped the door handle and turned it. It rotated in his hand and he heard a click. He pushed the door open.
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      His senses were initially assaulted with a blast of purple smoke, most likely from a strand of melt weed. The thick acrid smell burned his nostrils as the smoke rose upwards and into the corridor. Next was the music. The gentle strum of a harp and a high pitched voice. Then after the immediacy of the smoke and sounds he was shocked to see what appeared to be the insides of a tavern. He could feel its pulse. Men and women, green skins and blue skins, strange beasts, and abominations, all moving, talking and pushing each other.

      The scene was disturbing to Mertho. How was such a place possible? He knew the dungeon as perfectly as he did the reflection of his somber face in a mirror. No detail was overlooked. Yet this very room was an impossibility. As he stood there confused the thought of closing the door crossed his mind.  Before he could react a large green fist with a metal band across its knuckles slammed into his face. His world went dark and he collapsed to the floor.

      The headache was worse than the pain of the open cut across his nose. Mertho looked about as though he was drunk. His wrists were tied to a chair. There was a cloth tied across his mouth. The knot must have been tied with significant pressure. Near gaging, he was unable talk. All round him were the same patrons he observed when he opened the door to this room. To each side of his chair was a massive orc dressed in furs. They had iron battle-axes with polished wooden shafts strapped to their backs. In front of him were three small blue-skinned creatures no taller than three feet. They were probably a sub-race of goblin.  Each had a purse full of coins that they were shaking frantically. There were men in chain armor, robed shadows, leather-bound men with the look of death about them, multicolored goblins, and many orcs all pushing to get the best spots surrounding a large rectangular table. He could see the table over the heads of the blue-skinned goblins in front of him.

      Set in the middle of the table was a large glass aquarium filled with a thin layer of rocks. It had no water in it. Mertho saw something moving inside the aquarium. It appeared to be a spider the size of a man's hand. Its glassy exoskeleton shimmered from the light from the burning braziers floating in random spots around the room.

      The crowds parted from around both ends of the table. A massive orc in chainmail armor stepped in front of one end of the table. He looked into the aquarium and started to smash his fist against his chest. He then let out a roar that made several goblins flinch. His fangs were exposed as spittle flew from his frothing mouth. Then a man appeared on the other end of the table. He was dressed in black leather. He gazed not the aquarium but across the table at the raging orc. His eyes were narrowly focused on what seemed to be a competitor.

      A woman pushed through the crowd and stopped at the middle of the table. She stood just over the aquarium. Her long red hair tied in locks flowed down behind her back. She was smiling. It seemed out of place. It was like she was enjoying something that was edging on violence.

      In her hands was a tray with two short glass vials on it. The liquid inside them was thick and black like crude tar. She held the tray over her head and the crowd fell silent. "The challenger will pick first!"

      The orc stirred at her words and when she walked around the table he roared as though he was ready to fight to the death. The woman held the tray to his chest. He then looked at the tray and picked up one of the vials. Then she walked to the other side of the table and the man in black leather took the other.

      As soon as he removed the vial from the tray the patrons erupted in a frenzy. Coins were thrown around while deals seemed to be made in a variety of different dialects.

      "Silence!" The woman's voice was loud enough to still the crowd.

      Almost in unison, the orc and the human brought the vials to their mouths and threw back the thick tar-like liquid down their throats. There were many eyes on both of them and it was impossible to fake the consumption of the liquid.

      Both orc and man stood amongst the now silent patrons. The orc's chest and arms pulsated. They rose and fell as showed his might. The human seemed much calmer. His ice like demeanor made him seem immune to the fear the orc was trying to overcome.

      Mertho did his best to watch both contestants in this game of chance. When he looked from the human to the orc he noticed the orc started to shrink in size. As it did it slammed its fists onto the table. The bags of coins placed there bounced in the air. Coins clinked inside the bags.

      The transformation continued as the orc grew even smaller. His armor seemed to fall inwards on his shrinking body. His roars became diluted with his shrinking size. In moments he had disappeared and his armor and battle axe fell to the ground at the end of the table.

      The tavern erupted in a frenzy of cheers and screaming. Many looked around the edge of the table where the orc had disappeared. Then one of the blue goblins standing in front of Mertho reached under the table and with its lanky arm. The blue skin stood up and lifted his hand in the air. Inside a clenched fist was the orc. He was tiny. His head and arms stuck out of the goblins upper fist while his feet poked out the lower part.

      The orcs raging voice was now like the sound of a squeaking mouse. He bit into the goblins hand. The goblin screeched at the sharp pain and then threw the orc in the aquarium. The noise from the crowd was now deafening. It seemed like more bets were being placed and coins were thrown around. Many pouches returning to their previous owners.

      Being the only one visibly confined in the room made Mertho extremely nervous. He could not cast any spells as his hands were bound and his mouth gagged. All he could do was await his fate. Not being one to go meekly he knew there would be a moment where he would be able to act. He would just need to be patient.

      Inside the aquarium the orc climbed to his feet after hitting the stones. Almost immediately the spider started walking towards the orc. In a panic he stepped back eventually hitting his back on the edge of the aquarium.

      The spider was about the same size as the orc. Its fangs dropped from the inside of its upper body as it approached its prey. Each leg stepped logically forward as it moved to strike.

      As though he had nothing to lose the orc charged the spider. In his unwillingness to die passively he grabbed the lead leg of the spider in his two hands. He then pulled his arms together and the glassy leg snapped in two.

      The shouts from the betting crowd rose violently.

      The spider swung to its left and the orcs back became exposed. It then sank its fangs into the flesh of the orc's back. Almost instantly the orc started to convulse and then went limp.

      The screaming had continued throughout the entire melee. The man in the black leather at the end of the table stood as still as the finest steel blade. There was no look of relief, enthusiasm, or entertainment on his face. Mertho was watching him now that the fight was done. Like smoke floating through the finest of cracks, the man disappeared into the crowd.

      The woman with the red hair appeared and placed a wooden bowl over the spider. She then slid a mesh sheet under the bowl and scoped the injured creature up.

      Mertho felt cold steel press against his neck. It had come from behind him and he could not see who held the blade.

      "You'll make a choice. You will drink or your blood will run all over the floor of this place. Any tricks and my blade with go through your neck and into your skull. Make a choice and you may live. No choice, refusal, and I'll cut you deep."
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      His chair was pulled along the floor by three goblins. They seemed uncoordinated and were stumbling over each other. Eventually, Mertho was placed in front of the table. He was still very much a captive. This did not seem to phase the motley crowd. It spurred on over more betting. Over the shouts and repositioning of those trying to place a bet he saw a figure emerge on the other side of the table.

      It was not a man. Nor an orc or goblin. It seemed almost reptilian in nature. Its body was covered in obsidian scales. Red burning eyes gazed across the table at Mertho. It placed its hands upon the edge of the table, rapping its long claws in a rhythmic pattern.

      The woman who seemed to be the master of ceremonies returned. Two more women accompanied her. Each held a massive jug in their arms. They struggled with the weight as they lifted the jugs and poured water into the aquarium. The contents from the three jugs filled the container to its upper edge.

      Mertho noticed that a fish had fallen in the aquarium with the water from the jug held by the women with the red hair. It was bright blue and its open mouth showed razor-sharp teeth.

      The two helping women disappeared into the betting crowd.

      Mertho felt the press of the same sharp blade at the base of his skull. "Make the choice." It was the same voice.

      The woman with red hair returned. She once again had a tray with two vials on it. They were filled with the same black liquid.

      "The challenger shall choose first!"

      A blue-skinned goblin untied Mertho's left wrist. The dagger pressed into the flesh at the back of his neck. He could feel the wound as blood leaked downwards.

      The woman walked over to him and lowered the tray to his seated level. He paused. The dagger pushed further. "Make a choice." The pain caused him to flinch and he reached for the vial closest to him. When he had it in his hand the women walked to the other side of the table to deliver the vial to the reptilian creature.

      The intensity of the crowd seemed to rise and fall with each action in this game of death.

      Mertho looked across the table. When he brought the glass to his lips his opponent did the same. The liquid burned as it went down his throat.
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      The black liquid had no taste but it burned its way into his stomach. Mertho braced for the effects that had overcome the orc. In the moment before he would either shrink or stay as he was, he looked into the aquarium. The fish was swimming around inside. Its razor sharp teeth were moving back and forth as though they were saws. Saws that would cut deep into flesh and split bone.

      He knew he drank the liquid that would shrink him when he felt his body stay to collapse inward. The feeling was deathly unnatural. His fingers receded and he felt his legs get shorter. His torso shrank. And then he was no bigger than the smallest finger of a man. He thrashed about inside his robe that had not shrunk. It covered him like an oversized blanket. He was no longer bound at the wrists, and his mouth was open. Under his cloak the world was dark.

      Without hesitation, he started to cast a spell. "Sal, tin-"

      His attempt to escape was disrupted when he was picked up by his head. The blue fist clenched his head, neck and, shoulders. His voice became muffled and he could no longer complete the verbal portion of his spell. He was launched into the air.

      Tossing and turning Mertho landed in the water of the aquarium. His naked body sunk deep into the cold water.

      Looking for the fish underwater was tricky. The torchlight from the outside room bent at various angles in the water. This made it difficult to see in the tank. But the fish was bright blue. He saw it swimming towards him. Its jaw of razor sharp teeth moving back and forth ready to take in the flesh of his body. Having little time, Mertho quickly moved his hands in intricate patterns while floating just below the surface of the water.

      A square black pocket of space appeared below him, and he swam downwards into it.

      To the surprise of the savage crowd huddled around the tank Mertho disappeared through a small black square. Their calls for bloodshed became enraged screams of protests that the loser of the vial contest had escaped his fate.

      Mertho appeared under the table. Boots, thick green feet, and sinewy blue feet ending in yellow toenails were now thick mountainous obstacles surrounding the table and making escape seem near impossible.

      A goblin stuck his head under the table as though suspecting the wizard had somehow passed through the aquarium and landed under the table. His yellow eyes locked in on the diminutive frame of Mertho in the dark shadows under the table. In a screeching voice, the goblin started to shout in protest.

      A thick green hand appeared from above and reached for Mertho. He reacted quick enough to avoid the crushing grip of the hand by stepping to the side. He then waved his hands again and another square black pocket appeared in front if him. He stepped through and disappeared.

      Mertho appeared against the far wall of the room. A table had been propped against the wall, and large legs came down under it. He took a deep breath and thought of his next action while the noise brought on by his escape echoed throughout the room.

      The initial fear of nearly dying was fading now that he was no longer in the aquarium. He was more concerned about being stuck in this shrunken state. There would be a cure. There would be a reversal of the alchemic magic. But first, he needed to escape this room. Then he would find a way to return to his normal state. When he was normal, he would them return to this abomination in his dungeon and destroy the creator and every last soul in it. There would be no mercy for whoever was impeding on his creation.

      As Mertho was caught up in thought, many of the bettors were crawling about on the floor looking for him. He knew he had but moments before they found him. He decided to cast the same spell he had used to escape to his current hiding place. Turning to the wall he was beside he waved his hands in the same manner as he had done the previous two times. His plan to pass through the wall and appear in the corridor on the other side of the wall. Nothing happened.

      This seemed strange as he knew the corridor must be right outside the wall. Why was the spell not working?

      A large, crackling scream echoed behind him. One of the goblins had found him. The scream shook Mertho out of his introspection. He saw only one way out. There was a small hole in the wall to his left. He jumped into it.

      The inside of the wall was dark. He had to fumble about in this darkness feeling the walls to help guide his passage. As he moved forward toward what he thought would be the outer corridor the passage became blocked by something squishy and furry. The object moved about in front of him. Whatever it was it was alive. He then felt the dull bite of teeth made for gnawing wood. The bite to his leg was painful. It had broken his skin. Stepping back he moved his hands, closed his eyes, and spoke,"li'gat'shi."

      A flash of lightning passed through a large gray rat that was blocking his path. It went out into the corridor of the dungeon that he was desperately trying to escape to. The rat dropped dead in front of him.

      Back in the room, the flash blinded a few orcs that were looking into the hole. They reeled back as their vision was filled with blinding light.

      Mertho climbed up and over the rat just as a thin blade was poked into the hole. It stuck the rat as he was climbing up on it. He ran through the hole and appeared in the corridor of his dungeon.

      The nausea and uneasy feelings were gone now. But he was still the size of a man's small finger. Angry at this intrusion and near death experience Mertho walked back towards the staircase. After a few paces, he turned to his left to examine the wooden door to this bizarre addition to his dungeon. The door was no longer there.
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      "Why are you so small."

      "Dal'kin'chi’ads." When Mertho finished his incantation a diminished yellow light from a burning sun lit up the corridor.

      Gaynor was floating in front of Mertho. He looked upwards at her shapely body. It was covered in a translucent mist that made her almost ghostlike. Yet under the mist was a solid human form. She refused to cover her body. This pleased Mertho. The sight of her shapely breasts and slender hips was enough to stir any man. Her silky white hair fell down past her shoulders.

      "Its good to see you too Gaynor. Now pick me up."

      She smiled at him. He could see her face as it bent downwards to look at him. Then she placed her hand on the ground. Mertho stepped into her palm. The image of her ghostlike form betraying her solid state. She raised her hand to her face. Mertho felt vertigo as he was drawn upward.

      "Why are you so small," she asked again.

      "I haven't the time to explain. Take me to my study!"

      "Yes, my little man."

      Mertho cringed at her playful comment. It made him fear the worst. Would he be unable to transform himself back to his true form? Life in this shrunken state would be a form of imprisonment. Though he was still disturbed by this intrusion to the dungeon his core was a part of, being in this shrunken state was more disturbing.

      Gaynor floated down the corridor with no more playful comments. This pleased Mertho as he thought deeply of how to reverse the magical effect of that black liquid he was forced to drink. When they reached the stairs he looked back down the corridor. No more sickness. It was as though the room that seemed to be the source of his illness was now gone. At least for now.

      They floated up the stairwell. It seemed that Gaynor, though a solid being, could float instead of walk. She brought Mertho to his study.

      "Place me on the desk. Get me the red leather book on that shelf."

      That he was tiny and naked seemed to be the least of his concerns. Gaynor did as she was directed.

      When she set the book down on the table Mertho checked title: On Potions, Elixirs, Salves, and Other Digestible Things.

      This must have answers.

      He pulled the thick cover open with all his strength. The leather was heavy.

      Gaynor watched from the side. "So are you-"

      "Leave me!" Mertho was angry. Not so much at her as he was the fact that something was impinging on his dungeon. In his head, he could hear the voice of the man who had pressed the dagger into the back of his skull. Make a choice.

      He wanted to throw a fireball at the man. His mind envisioned what he might look like. He delighted in the thought of burning the flesh from this shadow's bones. To snap himself to attention, he vowed to find that man and end his life.

      Gaynor was gone. Mertho then turned to the book. He pulled each page over with two hands. The old crisp parchment that made up each page was not heavy. Had Tehra been in the room she would have laughed at the sight of this tiny naked man sorting through pages five times his size. Each word the size of his palm.

      He stood on the pages as he read through the details of each one. The torches in the room still burned. Gaynor must have filled them with oil. This made him feel guilty about snapping at her. It was fair that her curiosity as to why he was so small should be addressed.

      Troll Blood Shrinking Liquid.

      The title on the twentieth page of the book grabbed his attention, and he set about reading intently. When he had finished the four-page chapter, Mertho was sure that was what he had been forced to drink. All the variables added up. Thick black liquid burns when going down, shrinks even the largest creature, starts from the insides. The last two sentences put him at ease: Effects are not permanent. Imbued will return to natural size in one day.

      Relieved Mertho cast a spell and jumped from the desk out into the air above his chair. He floated down slowly to the seat. Then he sat naked with his legs hanging over the edge. He quickly receded into his wizard's mind and began the process of analyzing the reasons for the appearance of the strange tavern-like room and it's seemingly real inhabitants.

      He looked as though he was asleep. In reality, he was mentally scouring his dungeon for any signs of intrusions, be it rooms or unwelcome inhabitants.

      He woke from his inner journey with no real answers. His dungeon was still massive and there was much room for growth. He did not sense anything he had not created himself. When he opened his eyes he was sitting in his chair comfortably. His feet were on the ground. Relieved to be back in his true form Mertho closed the book. He rose and placed it back on the shelf. It felt slightly strange to be large once again. The thought of the diminished state he had been in still floated in the back of his mind.

      Feeling hungry he left his study stopping in his chambers to don a new robe. Once dressed he walked to the dining hall. Perhaps Tehra had returned from the city. After all, it was only one book he had sent her in search of.
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      Mertho did not feel like eating. Perhaps it was the effect of the Troll Blood Shrinking Liquid. He wondered if it was still moving about in his body as alcohol does after a long night of drinking. Water. He did need water. He walked to the well in the corner of the dining hall and drew a cup from the shelf above his head. After pulling the bucket up and scooping some water out with the cup, he drank. I was cold going down. He preferred this to the burning that he had experienced from the shrinking liquid. He spent two days moving back and forth from his study to the dining hall.

      Two evenings later Mertho finally settled in for some dried jerky. As he ate in silence, one of the doors to the dining hall swung open.  Tehra stood in the open frame. Her leathers were soaked. They clung to her lithe yet shapely form causing a stir of lust in Mertho. Her white hair heavy with water was dripping on the floor.

      She walked up to where Mertho was sitting and dropped a package wrapped in pigskin on the table.

      "You found it?"

      "Would you expect anything less?"

      Mertho smiled. "Was the price reasonable?"

      "Price?" She threw a heavy bag of coins on the table.

      "You stole it?"

      "Why not? It was easy. That old wizard has lost his marbles. Couldn't keep track of his own fingers."

      "You fool!" said Mertho pointing a finger at Tehra.

      Mertho stiffened. He withdrew his hand.

      "Did anyone follow you here?" he asked.

      "No. I, I entered Aklago in the darkness of the early morning and returned to the tower tonight."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Mertho why do judge me? You know as well as anyone that I move like a shadow."

      Mertho glared at Tehra. The silence between the two of them made her look away from him.

      "Your need to steal is going to get you killed. You should have just paid for it. Why must you play such games? That old wizard is far from senile. He could track you through the gates of Hell if he wanted to."

      Mertho waited for his words to sink in. Tehra was moving from foot to foot while her fingers shook back and forth. Satisfied he had made his point he united the twine that was wrapped around the pigskin.

      Mertho pulled the small black book from the package and gently placed it on the table. It had red writing on the cover. In the jagged font one word was written: Dragons. He descended upon the contents as though starved of knowledge.

      Tehra took Mertho's lust for this new book as a chance to leave. She was cold from her journey through the dark streets while icy sheet rain fell upon the city. The hot baths in the bathroom fuelled by the fires Mertho had created would serve her well.

      The door to the baths slid open on well-oiled hinges. The room was filled with steam. Its warm temperature contrasted with the cold halls of the tower. Tehra walked inside and closed the door. She took off her boots and the unbuttoned her leather pants. They slid down her slender legs like water down an incline. Taking her upper leathers off was tricky as they sucked to her upper body due to being soaked. When she got them off, she stood in the room wearing only a black-laced brazier and a thin black G-string. She pulled the G-string off first, revealing a neatly trimmed path of public her set over her nether region. When she took off her brazier her shapely breasts hung in place nicely.

      Climbing the steps to the bath she smiled. The water would be nice. At the top of the steps, she placed her foot in the water. It was hot. She stepped in anyways willing to let her body adjust to the temperature. The heat felt good. The aches of the long walk through the city seemed to dissolve in the steaming water.

      She leaned her head against the stone edge of the bath, stretched out her arms along the sides, and closed her eyes.

      Many moments later she felt someone climb from the water and straddle her. She smiled thinking it was Gaynor playing with her. She felt the warmth of thick lips press against her. They were the lips of a female. She could tell by their soft press. Wanting Gaynor's playfulness to continue she returned the kiss. She slid her tongue inside the mouth kissing her. A tongue from the mouth returned the favor. Then she felt soft lips on each of her wrists. Though the kissing from the lips felt incredible, it alarmed her. She opened her eyes and drew her head back to see what was happening. The woman straddling her was not Gaynor. She had blond hair and blue eyes. The woman smiled. That put Tehra at ease. She looked to the sides where her arms were stretched out. Stunningly beautiful women with red hair were gently kissing her wrists. Pleasure coursed through her body. Then she felt a fourth set of lips on the back of her neck. These lips were as soft and gentle as the other three.

      The blond woman slid down Tehra's body. Her firm breasts tickled Tehra's own as she slid under the hot water. The kissing on her wrists and the back of her neck brought her close to a release. But it was the soft pressure of a tongue upon her sex below the surface of water that built explosive tension. The tongue moved in an out, up and down, in a rhythmic motion that caused her back to arch as she reached a climax. Then as she came the red-haired beauties bit into her wrists with concealed fangs. She also felt a bite on the back of her neck and under the water on her inner thigh. The combination of pain and pleasure made her scream out into the room.

      Her body shook briefly and then she was alone in the bath.
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      The language of the book was very complex. Even for a wizard as intelligent as Mertho the words seemed diluted in abstract emptiness. The reading was slow and laborious. He wondered if Tehra had stolen the wrong book. Three chapters in and there was not one mention of a dragon. Perhaps this was best. After all, he had failed miserably at his first giant summoning. Thinking it wise to develop his skills of summoning before drawing out an extremely powerful creature such as a dragon he closed the book. He would summon a dragon. But not until he could control the lesser beasts.

      The book looked perfect as it lay on the smooth surface of his desk. Its blackness stood out clearly on the white stone desktop. It was the red lettering that was the most captivating. The jagged font seemed to pulsate as though it was tied to the heavy beat of a dragon's heart. He sat looking at the book. Trapped in a moment that seemed to stretch on for eternity.

      The door of his study slamming into the interior wall broke the peace. Tehra stood in the doorframe. She was dressed in red leathers. Her white hair spilled down her backside. Her eyes were wide open.

      "I saw them too!"

      "Saw who?"

      "The four women. They came upon me in the bathroom. I was sitting in the bath enjoying the heat when they climbed all over me. One with blond hair, one with black, and two delightfully smoldering redheads."

      "They're just dreams, Tehra."

      "Then how do you explain them appearing in both our dreams?"

      "They're just figments of the imagination. They were in your dreams because I told you they were in mine. It’s simple transference."

      Tehra's shoulders dipped, and she looked at the ground. She then looked up. She was smiling.

      "How is the new book?"

      "It's a grueling read. I'm taking a break. How about a late dinner?"

      "That sounds wonderful. I grabbed two chickens on my way back. I'll cook them. And though I know you disagree with my sticky fingers, I have a bottle of red ice wine. Elven. All for the low price of five slippery fingers."

      Her words made Mertho smile.

      "Someday you may not have those fingers if you keep using them instead of handing over coins."

      Tehra pursed her lips. "Hmm. Now that wouldn't be much fun would it."

      "Being dead isn't much fun either."

      Mertho walked past her brushing against her chest as he slid sideways through the doorframe. It felt good to touch her this way. Sensing the rising lust for this beautiful elf that was more friend than lover he set out down the hallway. Tehra closed the door and followed him.

      Once the fire was burning over the cooking pit, Tehra placed the plucked chickens over the open flame. Their thick bodies had matured from a full season of good eating and a short but safe life hiding within the city walls. Free to roam without foxes and wolves made them perfectly fat. They would eat well.

      Mertho took a sip from the long glass of red ice wine Tehra poured him. It was sweet and went down smoothly.  He rolled his next sip around in his mouth and then swallowed.

      "There has been an intrusion in my dungeon."

      "What do you mean asked Tehra?"

      "There was a room. It was as full of beings much like one of the scummy underworld taverns in Aklago often is. Full of all kinds. It even had orcs and goblins. I was nearly killed in it."

      "Are you sure it was not a dream?" asked Tehra.

      "I can differentiate between the dream world and the real world. This was no dream. But-" Mertho paused abruptly.

      Tehra turned from the open flame to see if he was ok. She waited while Mertho struggled to put his thoughts into words.

      "But when I escaped and then tried to find the door that led to this strange room it, it was gone. It was like it was never there."

      "A dream."

      "It was not a dream! I was shrunken to something no bigger than your largest finger. Lucky enough the cursed potion I was forced to drink steered its course and I am whole once again."

      "Maybe we could take a second look. I am after all excellent at finding hidden doors. If there is a door there then I'll find it!"

      Mertho took another sip of the wine. Each sip was as pleasurable as the previous. The bottle sat in the middle of the table. A ceramic red dragon wrapped its way around the blue glass. The artwork was impeccable. The bottle might have been worth more than its contents.

      A red dragon would suit my needs nicely.

      "Mertho?" Tehra's call snapped him to attention.

      "Not tonight. Not this week. I need time to digest what has happened to me. Have you seen Gaynor?"

      "No." Tehra's answer was firm.

      Mertho knew there was tension between the two women that he inhabited the tower and underground dungeon with. Both loved him in different ways. He held feelings for them as well. This trinity had become more complex over the years.

      Tehra struggled with the fact that Mertho was bound to the tower and dungeon below. It didn't matter how deep he was making it he would never be able to dance under the trees with her or visit a faraway kingdom in which one could hear the crashing of waves against its massive seaboard walls. She also held reservations toward Gaynor who seemed more at home in the depths below the tower. Gaynor had that edge on Tehra.

      In return, Gaynor resented Tehra's attempts to pull Mertho from his powerful yet constrictive prison. Not a moment went by without Gaynor thinking that someday Mertho would shed his dungeon core and again walk a free man amongst the people of the vast cities and wider realm. She hated this thought, as she knew that she would never be accepted out in the realm. She would be seen as an apparition. Perhaps even hunted by righteous paladins or crusading madmen.

      Tehra placed the meat on the table. She pushed a fork across to Mertho. She dug her own fork into the pile of well-cooked meat and took the first bite. Thick juices full of greasy flavor exploded in her mouth. The sensation made her feel better. At least she could enjoy real food with Mertho. She had that much on Gaynor.

      When they were done eating, Mertho cleaned the dishes in a pail of water from their well. He had not spoken to Tehra during the meal. He didn't sense the internal struggle she was dealing with. His mind was turned deeply inward.

      When the dining hall was clean, he headed for his sleeping chambers. "Thank you for all you do for me Tehra." She smiled at him. Mertho smiled and left.
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      Mertho slept well. His body needed the rest. No dreams came to him. In the morning he drank sweet tea and read. Alternating between the many books on creation and stories of well-travelled adventurers allowed his mind to merge the content into a creative soup. The book on dragons sat on the corner of his desk. Mertho glanced at it occasionally but kept his distance from it. Even if that meant fighting his own lust to pour over the difficult to read, yet powerfully intoxicating book.

      He did this for days.

      On the tenth day of his reading sojourn, he stirred. It was time to create. Time to investigate and explore. Rising from his chair, he rolled his back in many directions. It ached from sitting still for so many days. His mind was overflowing with ideas. He set out into the tower to find Tehra.

      He found her sitting in a common room with her feet hanging over an oversized red chair. The room was awash in firelight as the flames in the hearth in the center of the room danced into high arks. She immediately sensed Mertho was in the room.

      "I thought you might have been sucked into one of your precious books. Permanently."

      "I am heading below. Will you come with me? I want you to look for the door."

      Tehra jumped from the chair and landed on her feet. "I need my sword. If what happened to you was not a dream then I'd like to have steel as a means to negotiate with whatever is going on down there."

      Mertho nodded in encouragement.

      They stood at the spiral staircase. Mertho was dressed in a black robe. He held his thick spell book in one hand and his oak staff in the other. Tehra was clad in crimson leather. Her white hair stood out beautifully against the deep red of her leather armor. She had a short sword in a sheath attached to her belt. There was a faint red glow coming from the narrow crack where the hilt of her sword touched the upper sheath.

      "Whatever happens, we must stick together," said Mertho.

      "You know me. I'm always up for an adventure. Now let's go find that door." Tehra stepped on the first step to the spiral staircase descending downwards into the dungeon. Mertho followed.

      Deep underground Mertho felt a broad sense of well being. He had been away from his internal being for too long. Reading was essential but being down here was more valuable. This is where he thrived. It was where he was alive.

      Mertho pointed down the tunnel ahead of them. "It was down this tunnel."

      Mertho cast a light spell. It glowed blue and lit up the tunnel ahead and behind them. Then the wizard and thief set out to find the door.

      Mertho was counting on Tehra's innate ability not only to see things others could not see but to also sense things others could not. Happy he was not feeling the sickness he felt days ago he wondered if there was a link between the room and the ill feeling. It made sense to him. The sickness felt like he had something growing inside him. The room was an actual unwanted growth in his dungeon.  His dungeon was as much a part of his inner magical core as his heart and lungs were to his body. As they walked, he was pacing their distance with each footstep. His mind was thinking as well. He was able to compartmentalize his mind into many different sections and engage in simultaneous thoughts in all of them. It is what made him such a formidable wizard.

      He stopped after they had walked for some time. "The door was here. I'm sure of it."

      Tehra crouched down and touched the dusty floor. "I see your footsteps. There are no others."

      She then turned to the wall Mertho was facing. She looked at it for a while.

      "Do you see anything?"

      "Not yet."

      "What do you mean not yet? You either see a door, or you do not!"

      "Mertho it is not that simple. Some doors are hidden. Some with magic. Illusions. And some are made so well one cannot see them unless they really look for them."

      "I saw this door as clear as anything I have ever seen. It was here, and now it is not."

      Tehra ran her delicate fingers along the walls. She reached high up and seemed to be investigating every crack in the wall.

      "I escaped from a hole. It was down here." Mertho bent down and began crawling on his hands and knees in search of the rat hole from which he'd escaped from the room. He found nothing. He stood up and brushed the dust from his robe. Tehra was still looking at the spot where the door should be. Her focus was much like his when reading. Mertho walked back to her and waited silently.

      Tehra pushed on many spots and continued her examination. Just as Mertho was about to call out in frustration she turned to him. "I don't know what to say. There is no door. And I don't think there ever was one."

      "There was a door! I've had enough of this. I'm going to create. You are welcome to join me."

      Tehra knew he was being polite, even kind, by inviting her. It was also his way of saying thanks.

      "What's on the menu?" she asked.

      "An ogre. I'm going to create an ogre."
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      They walked back to the four-way junction at the base of the stairs. Mertho turned definitively and walked down the corridor to the monstrous cavern he prided himself on creating. Though she wanted to chat while they made their way Tehra respected Mertho's need for silence. When they arrived at the entrance to the cavern Mertho cast a levitation spell. The light spell followed them. He then turned to Tehra and smiled. He then opened his arms. "Are you coming down with me?"

      Realizing he was going to float downwards to the lower part of the cavern she walked into his open arms and embraced him around the neck. She was close enough to kiss him. "You're not going to leave me down there are you."

      Mertho smiled and stepped into the mid-air. The feeling of leaving solid ground made Tehra's stomach turn over itself. She gripped him tightly. When they landed softly on the ground below, she was relieved. Though she might be able to tumble out of the thirty-foot drop and escape unharmed, she didn't want to take any chances.

      Mertho walked into the cavern. Tehra followed him closely. He stopped at a pile of oversized bones and kicked one from the pile. The noise from the bone landing on the rocky ground echoed eerily throughout the cavern.

      Unfazed Mertho continued to stare at the bone pile. Tehra wondered what abominations might roam here. She wondered what things Mertho's twisted mind might have brought to life with his powerful dungeon core magic.

      "What was it?"

      "A giant."

      "And you killed it?"

      "Yes. It was disagreeable."

      "I could have told you that. So what is next?"

      "A step down. I'm going to create an ogre this time. Stay close."

      Tehra put her back to Mertho's and drew her sword. The blade's glow was subtle. It was almost contained around the edges of the short sword. With this blade, she could hold her own against an ogre. As long as she reacted faster than the lumbering beast.

      "Gi'ta'gul. Tur'nal. Gi'ta'gul. Tur'nal. Gi'ta'gul. Tur'nal." Once his incantation was done, he watched the shadows on the edge of the light spell for movement.

      They heard the steps of the large ogre first. It stepped into the light in slow lumbering thuds. The scrape of steel followed behind it. It was smaller than the giant. But still an impressive sight. Its eyes were set unnaturally in the center of its head. A massive mouth covered most of its lower face. Gray skin was pulled tight over its sizeable bones. The ogre had almost no muscle mass. In one hand it was dragging a massive great sword. The hilt of the weapon reversed in its hand while the tip of the blade scratched the cavern floor as it was pulled along.

      Content with this encounter starting off much better than the one with the giant Mertho spoke first in a basic dialect of ogre, "I am your master. You will serve me!"

      "You know ogre?" asked Tehra.

      "Yes. You know the language as well?"

      "I have had some dealing with these beasts so yes. When did you learn ogre?"

      "I have spent the last few days studying it."

      "Toll eat elf. Toll like elf meat. Master let Toll eat elf meat?" Its voice was rusty and deep.

      Tehra felt a shiver run down her spine. Though Mertho was between her and the beast she was not taking any chances. She raised her sword to defend herself.

      The ogre reached to his side and gripped the great sword between its massive hands and brought it in front of its body.

      "Drop the sword Toll. That is your name is it not?"

      "Toll listen to master." The ogre dropped its sword.

      "That is better Toll. The elf also serves me." Tehra poked Mertho playfully with the tip of her sword.

      "You will not eat the elf. Her name is Tehra."

      "Toll listen to master. No, eat Tehra.

      "Good Toll. Very good. No I want you to make your home here in this cavern. If you listen to me, I will feed you."

      "Master feed Toll elf?"

      "Perhaps, Toll. Perhaps. Now go explore your new home. I will call for you when I need you."

      The ogre lumbered off into the cavern, its sword dragging along the ground behind it.

      "Did that go as expected?" asked Tehra.

      "Yes. I am slowly learning to create more powerful creatures. One ogre is as valuable as one hundred goblins or a dozen orcs. But, I want more. I want a giant."

      In his mind what he was really after was the commanding a red dragon. But he would keep that hidden from even a close companion such as Tehra.

      "What went differently this time?" asked Tehra.

      "I made sure I could communicate with the ogre. I created the giant without realizing I'd need to command it. I sense the ogre has a thicker skull. Perhaps these things, these ogres, are designed to serve. A giant probably has a mind of its own. And the girth to back up its will with considerable violence. I was nearly killed."

      "Will you try again?"

      "Yes. But not today. Today I am content with Toll. I do however wish to try something else today. And I need your help."

      Tehra sheathed her sword and stepped into Mertho's space and kissed him on the lips. He did not pull away. The long drawn out kiss made him feel good. Then, the intrusive thought of the kisses from the four women in his bed flooded his mind and he pulled away quickly.

      Tehra had closed her eyes when she leaned in for the kiss. When Mertho pulled away she let them stay closed for a few moments. A large smile crept across her face. She had stolen a kiss. It was what she did best.
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      Mertho dragged his hand along the smooth corridor walls as they walked back to the staircase. When they were halfway, he turned to Tehra. The light spell was still following. It lit up her smiling face. Her high cheekbones and full lips made her attractive to him. Perhaps all these years of pushing her away was not a good thing. Was there room for her love in his heart? What would Gaynor think?

      "I want you to show me how to create a door that cannot be seen by anyone but me. And perhaps you," said Mertho.

      "Can't you just will one into existence?" asked Tehra.

      "I need you to explain it to me."

      "Well, to start some doors are crafted so well they are almost impossible to see. You'd want a mechanism to open the door. Perhaps a brick or stone that was slightly off color than the others around the door. Not too different though. Start with that."

      "Fine. Close your eyes."

      "Is that necessary?" asked Tehra.

      "Close your eyes." It was more command than suggestion.

      Tehra did as she was bid.

      Mertho closed his as well. In his mind he envisioned a door that would be near impossible to see. When he waved his hands he could feel the dungeon core magic flow from his body and pass into the wall ahead of him. The corridor lit up with crackling green energy. A door made of stone was formed with a small stone mechanism on the ground to the left of the base of the door. By pushing the mechanism, the door would be pulled upwards. The door's mechanics would be based purely on magic. There were no pulleys, no counterweights, and no creature pulling the door open. In the solid stone beyond the door was a room.

      Mertho used his magic to carve out a room that was perfectly square. It was 30 feet by 30 feet. The walls were shaped smooth, and the contact points with the floor and ceiling were made at ninety-degree angles.

      Satisfied with his creation he opened his eyes. Tehra's were still closed. She was waiting obediently for Mertho's command.

      "Find the door," said Mertho.

      Tehra opened her eyes. She turned to Mertho and smiled at his challenge. Then she turned and set upon the stone wall that looked the same as it did before she closed her eyes. First, she looked it over thoroughly. Then she stepped closer to the wall. She held her hands just off the wall and moved them around in circles around the surface of the wall.

      "What are you doing?" asked Mertho.

      "I am feeling for a draft. A door can be hidden almost perfectly but airflow always finds a way to move from one place to another. Even through the tiniest of cracks."

      After she had felt about the entire stretch of wall where they stood Tehra bent down to the ground ran her fingers along the stone floor. While she was looking, he thought of his next strategy to disguise a door.

      Much to Mertho's surprise, she stopped her hand just above the small stone. He drew in a breath silently in hopes that she would not try to manipulate the stone.

      Tehra looked up to Mertho. She smiled and then pressed the stone down with the palm of her hand. The smooth grind of polished stone sliding on stone echoed throughout the corridor as the heavy stone door slid up fuelled by Mertho's dungeon core magic.

      "Well done. How did you find it?" he asked.

      "I could feel the magic. I could also see the stone was raised a hairline higher than the rest of the floor."

      She stepped into the room. Mertho followed her.

      "What will you do in this room? If I were you I'd set up a laboratory. I bring you the herbs and ingredients, and you make the potions. We could sell them," said Tehra. "I'm amazed at how easily you can create things down here. This room looks as though the finest dwarven stonemasons crafted it. It would take them months to create such a place as this."

      "I don't know? Perhaps I'll make it a prison. A place to store food for Toll."

      "That's not funny. I don't like that thing. It looks at me as though I'm food."

      "You are. I am not to judge my creation's sense of taste when it comes to fine cuisine. Close your eyes. Stay in this room. I'm going out into the corridor to try again. When I call for you come to me."

      "Fine but if I hear that door closing, I'm out of here."

      Mertho stepped into the corridor, faced the opposite wall, closed his eyes, and underwent a complex incantation. His words were strewn together in multiple drawn-out syllables while his hands weave in all directions. When he was done, he opened his eyes. Confident this door he had created on the other side of the hall would go undetected he called for Tehra.

      When she was by his side, he spoke, "There is a door on this wall as well." Mertho pointed to the other wall. "Try to find it."

      Tehra set about looking for the door. Confident this one would remain undetected Mertho stepped back and leaned casually against the wall on the other side of the corridor.

      After a thorough search that went on for a long time, Tehra turned to Mertho. "There is no door. It was a trick. There is no door."

      "Wrong. There is a door. In fact, the door is an open frame cut in the stone."

      "What? Then why can't I see it?"

      "I placed an illusion on the door to make it look like the rest of the wall. All you have to do is try to see through the illusion and step through the empty space."

      "Tricky. I like it." Tehra turned to the wall and began a new search. She would see through the illusion.

      She searched for a while. Mertho became slightly bored. He pushed the boredom aside and though about how to best control a giant.

      Tehra turned from the wall and looked at Mertho. "I found it."

      "Prove it?"

      She turned back to the wall in front of her, closed her eyes, and took a step forward as though she would pass into a room on the other side. Her head hit the stone first. The collision caused her to stumble backward.

      Mertho laughed.

      "That's not funny. If there is no door here and you are toying with me I'll-"

      "Fret not master thief. There is a door. Look through the illusion. Look with your mind as much as your heart. This door was not meant to be found. Will you find it?"

      Tehra rubbed her forehead and began another thorough search of the wall.

      Mertho put more thought into the giant he would create, while she searched. Perhaps she would never find the door. This would please him.

      "I give up." Tehra was frustrated. It got in the way of her taking another risk. She believed there was a door. She just could not bring herself to stepping into and through what appeared to be solid stone.

      Mertho stepped to his left and walked straight into the wall. He disappeared. He then came back through the wall into the corridor. The sight if this warped Tehra's mind. It looked as though he was stepping into a solid object. She could not force herself to do the same. The magic illusion was too strong.

      "Fine you have me beat," said Tehra.

      Mertho laughed. It was playful and not directed at her. It was more a laugh of pleasure. He was content. The illusion had held up to the scrutiny of an elf as thorough and intelligent as Tehra. Lesser beings would never stand a chance of finding the door.

      A sharp, piercing pain shot through Mertho's head. The splitting headache made him bring his hands to his head and fall to his knees.

      "Mertho! Are you ok? What's wrong?"

      "Its happening again. Something is intruding into my dungeon. I can feel it in my core."

      Mertho pulled himself to his feet and looked down the corridor that led to the cavern. "It's down there."
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      They walked slowly towards the cavern. Mertho could feel the intrusion ahead. It also came in waves of sharp pain that seemed to course through his head. Though not the nauseating feeling he had previously, he was sure the pain was from a similar form of the same effect.

      They arrived at the ledge. Mertho started to cast the spell that would allow them to float to the floor of the cavern. Tehra placed her hand on his chest. "Do you hear that?"

      Mertho stopped his incantation and dipped his head into the massive open space. In the far distance, he could hear a roaring. The sound rose and fell as though the source was shouting and then drawing in more air to give further shouts more power.

      "Come." Mertho finished his incantation and held out his arms to take Tehra in. She gladly embraced him, and they floated to the ground below.

      The roaring seemed to be coming from the far side of the cavern. Mertho set out at once. He pushed through the crippling pain in his head and broke into a run. Tehra followed him.

      His light spell was still active. It lit up a large part of the cavern. The stalactites moved in dance as the light passed beneath them. As they ran ahead the sounds got louder. It was Toll.

      When they arrived on the far side of the cavern the first thing Mertho noticed was a door. The pain in his head had stopped. It was as though he had discovered the intrusion and could now deal with it. It was similar to when nausea from the last intrusion faded after he found the door.

      Toll stood in front of the door and was swinging his great sword over his head and bringing it down into the door. Splinters of the wooden door were flying into the air with each strike. Now that they were right behind the ogre his screams were extremely loud. Loud enough to echo throughout the entire cavern.

      Mertho pushed Tehra behind him. "Toll!"

      Toll's sword was high over his head when he heard Mertho. He brought the blade down on the door. The steel dug into the wood once more. Small splinters flew off the door but it remained structurally intact. Toll turned around to see who was calling his name. As he spun around, he tactfully raised his sword again over his head to strike whoever was behind him.

      "Toll! It is Mertho. I am your master!" Mertho's ability to speak Ogre was getting better.

      Toll held the hit of his sword in a vice-like grip but dropped the tip of the blade to the ground.

      "Master! You bring elf meat. Toll only eat rat. Rat taste no good."

      "Soon. I will bring you elf meat soon." Mertho's words sent a shiver down Tehra's spine. She had known him long enough to know he was not lying to the beast.

      "What is happening Toll? Why are you trying to cut down this door?"

      The ogre seemed lost in its thoughts. Mertho was also confused as he examined this new door. He had not created this one. It was an intrusion into his dungeon and had afflicted his dungeon core on an excruciating level. Yet, now that he was in front of the door the pain had disappeared.

      "Man come from door. Little man. He poke Toll in face with fire. Toll no like fire. Toll try kill man. Man speak to Toll in words Toll no understand. Man run back through door. Toll break door and eat man."

      "Toll, get down on one knee in front of me."

      Toll dropped his sword and bent to one knee. His head was now at the height of Mertho's. Mertho reached his hand up and placed his palm on the ogre's forehead.

      "Ek'la'tun."

      Once the incantation was complete, Mertho's mind merged with Toll's memories. He saw the shadow of a man walking towards Toll. The man had a torch in one hand and a long sword in the other. He wore black leathers and had dark, forbidding eyes. He was short and skinny though not as small as an elf.

      "Ogre you will come with me through my door."

      Mertho instantly knew sound of the voice. You will make a choice. It was in the common human tongue. No wonder Toll did not understand.

      Now he had an image. The face of the same voice he had heard in the other room. The voice of the man that had stuck a dagger into the back of his neck. The man who had forced him to drink the Troll Blood Shrinking Potion.

      I will torture this man without mercy, thought Mertho.

      He drew his hand back from the ogre's head. The spell faded.

      Mertho stood in quiet contemplation. This confused Toll. Tehra bit her lip knowing the wizard was thinking about their next move.

      "We are going through the door," said Mertho.

      "I'm game. What have you built beyond the door?" asked Tehra.

      "This door and the space beyond is not of my creation. It is an abomination, a tumor from someone, something else. It is time we cut it out."

      "Oh."

      "Toll. Come," said Mertho in Ogre. He walked to the door and stopped just in front of it.

      "Hey wait for me." Tehra walked in behind Mertho.

      Mertho waived his hand, and the light spell dropped. "Do you have a torch in your pack?" he asked in the abysmal darkness.

      "Yes. I have two." Tehra lit a torch.

      The darkness covered them now just out from the torchlight. It was better this way. The light spell lit a large part of the cavern. Now under torchlight, they were skirted by periphery shadows.

      "Toll take the door handle and open the door." Mertho would not be punched unconscious again.

      The ogre grabbed the bronze handle. His massive hand covered it. There was sliding of a bolt when Toll turned his wrist, and the door opened.
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      The three of them were hit with hot steam that flowed out from the room inside. It was thick with moisture but had no smell.

      "Toll go inside."

      The ogre hesitated. Their vision into the room was clouded. It was like Mertho was ordering the ogre to step blindly into the unknown.

      "Go."

      The ogre did as he was ordered. Mertho and Tehra could make out his lanky shadow as it passed through the steam. The room inside was surprisingly bright. When the initial blast of steam had climbed upwards to the ceiling of the cavern they had a better range of vision.

      The room was made up of many square pools. In each was crystal clear liquid. The pools must have been hot as steam was rising from them.

      "Looks like our bath hall," said Tehra.

      "Follow me closely. I need to you to watch my back. There's a man hiding in here that I wish to flay the skin from."

      Mertho stepped into the room. Tehra followed. Inside Mertho looked for the light source. He could see no real source, yet the room was illuminated very well. Large pillars were evenly placed in between the numerous pools. This room was much larger than the one he was pulled into days ago. Now inside they picked up on a sweet smell of something burning. It was pleasurable to the senses.

      Toll stood in the room. He looked back at Mertho.

      "Follow me Toll. If I tell you to use your sword you are to strike fast and true."

      "Toll do things master says."

      They walked deeper into the room. The hot pools seemed to be almost unending. The length of a man separated each pool. Mertho could see no end to the pools as they stretched out one after another deep into the room.

      Leading the way Mertho moved from pool to pool in search of the man he wished to kill. Toll follow him. His sword was scraping the stone floor as he walked. Though he could not see Tehra Mertho knew her well. She would be hiding amongst the shadows. Unseen by him or the man they were hunting.

      Further into the room Mertho came upon a pool that had people in it. Four women in fact. Each naked. Their shapely figures were laying against the walls of the pool. There was a woman with black hair and blue eyes. Her shapely breasts were floating just at the water line. A blond woman stood up in the pool. Her welcoming pubic area just below the surface of the water. There were two women with red hair and milky white skin smiling as they floated against the edges of the pool.

      Mertho knew these women. They were the ones from his dreams. The ones that had brought him to places of mind-shattering ecstasy. Their smiles were deeply inviting. He started to walk towards the pool they were in. He dropped his spell book and his staff. When he got closer to the pool, the thought of having the four of them crawl all over his naked body and take him inside them as they did in the dream, threw him into a lustful frenzy.

      When he reached the edge of the pool, he pulled at his robe. All he wanted was to be in the warm water surrounded by these beautiful women.

      "Mertho no! Stop!"

      Tehra's voice made him look over his shoulder. Though he could not see, her voice made him consider what he was doing. Toll was right beside him and not motivated to enter the pool. The ogre stood dumbfounded and confused waiting for his masters next command.

      "Join us. Let us kiss you everywhere. Let us take your manhood in our mouths and deep inside our sex."

      The voice of the woman with the black hair made him look to the pool and the beauties inside it. Her blue eyes lit up unnaturally glowing with powerful enchantment magic.

      Yes. He would join them. He would lie with all of them and let them bring him to a high plane of pleasure. One he would feel nowhere else but in the warm pool in which they waited.

      Mertho's robe dropped to his feet. He stepped out of it and took a step towards the pool.

      "Mertho nooooooo!" Tehra ran screaming from the shadows and slammed her lithe frame at full speed into Toll. The impact was enough. The ogre lost his balance and tried to step forward as the elf slammed him from behind. His step was too wide. His leg hit the water, and he tumbled into the pool.

      The four women recoiled to the far edges of the pool. Toll screamed. His flesh started to melt from his body as he thrashed about in the pool. His screams were bone-chilling as his entire body melted away and shrank into the pool. The clear liquid bubbled and a thick red taint spread throughout it.

      The screams of the dying ogre snapped Mertho to attention. His mind now clear he stepped back into his robe and pulled it up over his shoulders. He picked up his staff and spell book. He then turned to thank Tehra for saving him. Even if it meant the death of one of his more powerful creations.

      She stood trembling behind him in the steam. Her arm was pulled behind her back, and a dagger was at her throat. The blade was pressed against her neck just below her jawline. One quick push in and pull across, and her throat would be cut wide open. Behind her head, he could see another head. It was the same man he saw in his foray into Toll's mind.

      "Take a dip in the pool. The women are waiting for you. It will be pleasure like you have never known."

      Mertho knew the voice. Make a choice. You will choose.
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      All Mertho needed was confirmation in Tehra's eyes. She gave it to him.

      Mertho bought his hand high and pointed his finger at the dagger. "Tel'ti."

      A blue bolt of energy flew across the room and struck the dagger just the man started to press it into Tehra's neck. The energy crackled all around the blade, and it turned to dust.

      Unfazed by the cut along her neck that might have gone deep enough to kill her had Mertho's magic not disintegrated the blade, Tehra slammed her free arm into the belly of her captor. As he recoiled, she pulled her held arm free. She grabbed the arm around her neck, dropped her level, and pulled the body of the man over her shoulder.

      He flew over Tehra's body and landed on his back in front of her. She then slammed her boot down towards his neck to pin him in place. The man disappeared, and her foot slammed into the stone where is neck had been a moment ago. She looked around using her keen sense. Mertho did the same. The man had disappeared into thin air.

      Mertho turned to the bath he had nearly walked into. Now free of the enchantment magic that had removed his inhibitions and amplified his desire to soak with the beauties waiting for him, he saw them for what they were. Their human skin was now covered with fine black scales. They had horns running from their forehead down their backsides. Thick scaly wings protruded from their backsides. Their eyes were no longer enticing. The red glow from them now lit from some corner of Hell. A thin forked tongue slipped from their mouths tasting the air.

      The true sight of them made Mertho shudder. He felt a sense of disgust at being drawn by these creatures that still sat comfortably in the hot water, soaked with the red liquefied remains of Toll.

      "Do'fi'fir." After the incantation, a small ball of fire burning as though it was from the sun emerged from Mertho's extended finger. It was the size of a pea yet radiated immense heat. The pea-shaped fire burst grew in size as it flew at the pool in which the temptresses were laying waiting. When it hit the first creature, it exploded in a raging inferno that consumed the scales, flesh, and bone of all four of them. The water evaporated in a burst of heat that knocked Mertho prone.

      He climbed back to his feet in time to see smoky images dance about in the aftermath of his fireball. The shadows seemed to dance about as a last attempt to remain in the room. There was a series of bone-chilling screams that echoed throughout the room, and then the smoke faded away.

      Mertho looked behind himself expecting to see Tehra. In his rage to burn the creatures, he had forgotten about the man. The real threat. He shook his head. Shook it to focus his mind and push his rage away. He needed clear logical thought now.

      Tehra was nowhere to be seen. "Tehra?"

      His voice echoed though bout the massive room. He looked down the room. The sight of it made this stomach feel uneasy. It seemed like the room stretched on forever. How could such a thing exist in his dungeon? Fearing his friend may have disappeared he called out again, "Tehra?"

      "He's gone." She was standing right beside him. Her sudden appearance startled him. Yet, he would expect nothing less from the thief.

      "Let's got out of here. This place is giving me a sick feeling in my gut."

      "Me too," said Mertho. "But first I need a sample or two. Watch the shadows. I'm going to try and fill a vial with some of this water and take a stone sample of the floor."

      Mertho then reached into his robe and pulled a vial. He moved his hands about the vial and a faint green glow pulsated around it. He walked to one of the pools, remove the glass stopper from the vial, and dipped it delicately and scooped up a sample of the water. As he placed he stopper on the vial. Some of the liquid touched his finger. The burning sensation was almost intolerable, and he fought with all his willpower to keep his hand steady. The thought of Toll being consumed alive by this acid made him uneasy.

      He then drew a dagger from the folds of his robe and chipped away a small piece of the stone floor. Satisfied he had his samples, he motioned with his hands that they make for the door.

      Before leaving the room he vowed to find this man and determine how he was able to intrude on his dungeon. Perhaps he was a dungeon core as well and they were in a territorial struggle. If this were the case then Mertho would crush him without mercy. If not for the invasion of his creation, but for the blood the man had drawn from he and Tehra.

      They left the room through the door. Now in a more comfortable environment, Mertho felt at ease. He looked behind. The door was gone. It was the same effect as the last door. Though very real in nature these rooms also seemed to disappear at will.

      Mertho lit a torch. He preferred to make his way back to his tower under the dance of torchlight. Tehra stood loyally at his side waiting for his next step.

      A white ghostly shape floated into the torchlight.

      "Gaynor," said Mertho.

      "My love. You are not a little man as you were when you came from the last room."

      "I have no time for your jests. What do you know of these rooms?" asked Mertho.

      "They come and go as they please. As I wander this lovely underworld you are so diligently creating I see them, the doors; they pop up everywhere. I am not as brave as you. I will not enter them."

      "Where else have you seen these doors?" asked Tehra.

      "They have appeared in all pockets of the dungeon," said Gaynor.

      "I can feel them. They make me sick. Then when I am close I feel better," said Mertho.

      "Yes, they are unnatural. I do not feel your core in them," said Gaynor.

      "Nor do I. They feel like a growth. One I wish not to have. Come. We will return to the tower. I have much to study." Mertho turned and walked back the elevator passage. Tehra walked beside him on the left. Gaynor floated to his right.
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      Mertho placed the chip of stone on his desk. He then set a vial holder beside the stone. The vial he had carried from the room slid nicely into the holder. It still glowed green. The enchantment was resting the corrosive nature of the liquid.

      Mertho rose from his desk and walked to his bookshelf. In his study, he scanned his books stopping on a brown leather tome stuck at the end of the shelf. He took the book gently and placed it on his desk. He flipped open the first page and read the title silently in his head.

      Petrology: An examination of rock and stone.

      He read the book cover to cover and absorbed its content with what he already knew.

      In all his years of creation, the tunnels, caverns, moving components, and dead ends Mertho understood that each rock, grain of dirt, or patch, he was able to make stone, earth, and sand out of nothing. He was able to shape the already set, through thousands of years of natural shaping forces, stone and earth to whatever form he pleased.

      Reaching across his desk and took the rock from the bathroom into his hand. It felt heavy much like a rock he may have formed. He squeezed his hand into a fist around the rock. It did not crumble. He held it there for some time.

      There was something unnatural about this rock. His mind thought it real. His physical form thought it real. It was not like the other rocks from his dungeon. He could not feel his core in it as he did everything else. It was like an abscess. They were metastasizing throughout his dungeon core like an unwanted disease.

      Mertho placed the rock down and turned his attention to the vial. The sight of Toll dying entered his mind. Though he held no love for the ogre the sight of it melting to nothing while screaming in defiance affected him more than he would like it to.

      He took the water skin hanging from his chair in one hand. He uncorked it set it between his legs.  Then took the vial and pulled the stopper free. He took the water skin held it carefully over the vial. With a gentle nudge, he let a drop of water fall into the vial. Upon impact, there was a hiss.

      Mertho then picked up the rock and dripped some of the vial's contents on the rock. Two little droplets landed on the rock, and like water, they slid down the side of it. He was cautious to keep his fingers out of the path of the rock, but the liquid dripped from the rock to his desk. Two holes appeared in the stone desktop where the drops landed. There was a hiss as the liquid burned the stone.

      After capping the vial and placing it on a shelf, Mertho considered the value of this acid. Perhaps he could engineer some of his own. The thought of the ability to create such a dangerous substance made him smile.

      He took the stone and headed into the tower in search of Tehra.

      Tehra was sitting in front of the fire in the commons room. She was gazing intently at the dance of the flames. A year ago they found beautiful velvet chairs and couches in the tower that seemed to have withstood the test of time. With a thorough cleaning, the upholstery now seemed fit for a king and his court to lounge in and discuss the realm's affairs. Her slender frame fitted nicely into the oversized chair.

      "What did you discover?" Tehra's question came as he approached her. Even as silent as he was she always knew when he was coming. She possessed a natural awareness in the upper world that rivaled his arcane awareness of the dungeon below.

      "I need you to take this stone to the Dwarven Kingdom of Darr."

      Tehra's face squeezed in protest. "Why?"

      "There is an ancient dwarf there that knows much of the rocks that make up the realm. He'll have answers. Answers I need. His name is Corgan the Stone Shaper."

      "And what makes you think they'll deal with me?"

      The question caught Mertho off guard. She was an elf. Dwarves were distrustful of elves. Throw in the undead nature that clouded Tehra, and they might just cut her to pieces on the spot.

      "Dwarves are a greedy bunch. The King of Darr has an undying need to fill his coffers. He is so obsessed with coinage he keeps vaults deep beneath his mountain fortress full of treasure. Some say he's richer than some of the older dragon's." Gaynor had appeared in the room. Her words caused Mertho and Tehra to linger in silence.

      "We will pay him handsomely," said Mertho.

      "Pay him what? How do you pay a Dwarven King that has more wealth than an ancient dragon? It seems like more coinage would be insignificant," said Tehra.

      "No. We will play on his greed and gain an audience with Corgan. You will do such a thing. I must know where this stone comes from!" Mertho's voice rose with each word. His anger was not directed at Tehra nor Gaynor. He yelled into the flames. The appearance of these doors and the rooms behind them were infuriating. But, what he most wanted was the man in black. He wanted to trap him, torture him, and ensure he no longer plagued him like a disease that could not be cleansed.

      "Go to the Kingdom of Darr. Tell King Darr I will provide him with uncountable riches if he has Corgan identify this rock. Tell him to send an envoy to my tower who may meet with me. I will show the wealth then."

      "But Mertho you don't have such wealth. I mean you have some, but the coinage required to woo this greedy king is far beyond what you have. You don't have enough gold," said Tehra.

      "I will Tehra. I will."
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      Mertho pressured Tehra to leave immediately. He gave her enough gold to stock up on supplies for the journey into the mountains to the west. He also gave her ten vials of a liquid he had created that would make her disappear. There was no need to engage in a frontal conflict with a horde of bloodthirsty orcs or lumbering giants. She was to use the potions to sneak past dwarves that might deny her audience with their king.

      She had a way with words that made Mertho confident she would be able to entice an envoy from Darr to his dungeon. Deep in his dungeon the emissaries would see an abundance of wealth to satiate the dwarven king's greedy appetite.

      Mertho watched Tehra step into the early morning sun from the shadows of his tower. He felt a sense of detachment. Perhaps even a hint of love. He pushed the feelings away. She'd be gone for weeks, and he had to concentrate on his readings. It would not be beneficial if he worried about her.

      As though sensing his thoughts Tehra turned and looked back into the tower. The light made her white hair look as though it was streaked with silver. She smiled. It told Mertho she would do anything for him, even trek deep into the hellish clutches of the mountains to the west. There would be no mercy in those peaks. She then turned and disappeared from his sight.

      Mertho closed the door. The sunlight felt good but unnatural. Now in the confines of oil burning braziers and torches, he set about on his journey. One into the realm of theory and discovery. A place deep inside the mind of the dungeon core.

      When he turned to head to his study, he nearly bumped into Gaynor.

      "We are finally alone."

      "Your jealousy of her is unwarranted," said Mertho.

      "And should I just let her charm you. Tear you away from us?"

      "There is no us Gaynor. I don't bind you here."

      "That is why I stay. I have freedom here. I have you. Lie with me. I will help you relax."

      His pause gave Gaynor the answer she wanted. She took his hand in hers. Her touch was surprisingly warm. It betrayed the coldness that seemed to envelop her. She led him to his sleeping chambers.

      Once inside the room, Gaynor led Mertho to his bed. He seemed willing. Not just through an enchantment but by his own free will.

      Mertho grabbed Gaynor on her hips and pulled her naked body close to his. He could feel the heat of her form intensify. He leaned in to kiss her. To kiss this woman he had once loved dearly. To kiss her and risk falling once again to her charms.

      Her lips felt soft and warm as though filled with hot blood. He felt his manhood stir. Gaynor pulled his robe from him. She fell backward into the bed and pulled his naked form on top of her. He slid inside her and felt a sense of heightened pleasure. She was moist and ready.

      The release came with force. Mertho fell to the side of Gaynor consumed by the endorphins flowing through his body.

      Gaynor ran her hands across his chest. It felt like fairies were dancing upon him. Her fingers tickled him into ecstasy. She looked at the side of his face with her glowing eyes.

      "You want us both don't you?"

      The question caught him off guard.

      "I know you love Tehra and I know you love me. The Trinity would not be complete if we did not love you as much. It would not be complete if I did not love Tehra and she did not love me."

      Gaynor's words seemed to confuse him, but the longer he lay beside her, the more his mind became clear. They were a trinity. He pushed the distracting thought from his mind and shot up in the bed.

      "I have to study. I am not to be disturbed for two weeks. Do you understand?"

      Gaynor answered with silence.

      Mertho rose from the bed, dressed in his robe, and left for his study.

      Inside the study, he made sure the torches were lit and that there was ample oil for the long hours of study ahead. He organized several books on his desk. He pulled a long draw from his water skin. He felt less tension in his body. Gaynor was right. Her touch was relaxing. It put his mind at ease. He also recognized how easily such a thing could also be all consuming and distract him from what he needed to do.

      He set a faded green book in front of himself. He pulled the fragile blank cover open and read the title: Wacin's Guide to the Art of Defence.  He plugged through the book page after page. His mind consumed gaining more power and continuing with the quest to find out why the rooms were appearing and who this man of the shadows was.

      After reading for some time, his eyes began to droop. The torches had burned low. He was so caught up in the content of the book he had not filled them with more oil. His head dipped. He snapped back to attention and continued to read the book. He was only a third of the way through it when he finally set his head on it and fell asleep.

      He raised his head. The room was pitch black. He rubbed his eyes in the darkness and yawned. Angry he let himself doze he felt for the book. It was still on the table.

      He felt a hand clasp his forehead and pull it back into the chair. He then felt a steel blade press across his throat. His skin was cut, and blood leaked slowly from the wound.

      "You killed my four lovers. For that, I will kill you first. Then I'm going to imprison and corrupt your lovers. They will be bonded to me wizard!" Mertho knew the voice.

      The blade cut deep into his throat and severed his windpipe. He felt his life leave the body he had grown to love. His dungeon core floated in the dark room. Then it was sucked into a receptacle of immense power.

      Mertho shot up from the book and reached for his throat. He was unharmed. He cast a light spell in the room. It was a bright as the sun. It lit up every corner of the room. All shadows were consumed by the light.

      He was alone.
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      After two weeks of nonstop reading, learning, and reflecting Mertho's mind was ready to explode. He left the study in disarray and headed to his dungeon. When he arrived at the edge of the cavern, he held his breath. I the vastness of his creation made him uneasy. It seemed to go on forever. Raw and unshaped. There would be time for that once these tumorous intrusions were stopped.

      He exhaled clearing his lungs. No pain meant no rooms. Perhaps the man that he thought was responsible had taken his leave? It felt good to kill the haunting demonesses that had molested him in his dream. He was lucky. They had nearly pulled him into the acid pool. Had Tehra not pushed Toll to his fate in the flesh and bone eating liquid Mertho might have walked into his own death. Pulled there by the four abominations.

      Vowing to never again let the enchantment of such things control him he floated down to the cavern floor. He walked for some time in the darkness guided by his knowledge of ground beneath his feet. At his core, he knew every stone. He knew every crack and hanging stalactite. They were part of his soul.

      When he was deep inside the massive cavern, he stopped and stood still in the darkness. It was as although he might be floating in some faraway abyss. The feeling was intoxicating.

      Mertho did not stay in this state for long. He threw light spells high into the ceiling. He channeled powerful magical energy into each light spell. The light was much like the one he cast in fear when the man in shadows had come for him in his dream. Each light orb was as bright as a sun.

      Satisfied that he had lit up most of the cavern, he looked upon his creation in awe. There were still shadows holding on in far away nooks and crannies, but they were minor. His real goal of lighting up the area around himself was a success. He might as well have been outside on a sunny day.

      "Gi'tal'aon. Tur'nal. Gi'tal'aon. Tur'nal. Gi'tal'aon. Tur'nal." When he had finished his incantation, he braced himself leaning on his staff and placing a hand on his spellbook that was dangling from a leather strap tied to his belt.

      The cavern went dark. The switch from near daylight to blackness that could only be found deep underground was blinding. He drew a breath and started the incantation for more light spells.

      Two burning eyes appeared high in the darkness. They burned a violent red. The glow from them caused Mertho to start to shake. He fumbled with his words as the eyes gazed upon him. They were each the size of his head. A thin black line ran vertically through their middle.

      With the light spells lost he stepped back. He stumbled over a large stone. Fear had clouded his ability to know his dungeon.

      The scent of smoldering ash assaulted his senses. His eyes started to water and his throat burned. Then he heard the intake of air. The air around him was drawn rapidly away from him towards the direction of the burning eyes.

      Mertho climbed to his feet still holding the staff. He slammed it into the ground at his feet.

      A thick stream of fire lit up the cavern. It flew in a straight line from the mouth of a massive reptilian head. Made of interwoven red scales and black spikes running from the forehead and down its back the head was an impressive sight of evil.

      The fire blasted Mertho's position. The flames flowed over an invisible bubble around him. The rocks outside the bubble protecting Mertho melted into molten stone.

      While the flames raged in the cavern, Mertho threw up a light spell high above. It added to the light from the flames giving him a full view of the cavern and the dragon he had summoned.

      The breath weapon stopped, and the beast reared high. It would have towered over the giant he had summoned weeks ago. The sight of the massive dragon made Mertho consider running for safety.

      Sensing his fear the dragon brought clawed hand in a wide arching sweep to catch the wizard.

      Mertho waved his hands and a black door opened in front of him. He quickly stepped inside and disappeared.

      The dragon brought its massive claw into the empty space and grabbed the air left behind where Mertho once was.

      The dragon growled deeply and scanned the cavern for its prey. "I will find you, little man. I know where you hide!"

      A black portal opened above the dragon's head. Mertho dropped directly on top of it. The dragon recognized instinctively that the Mertho was on the top of its head.

      The massive beast swung its head wide and to the left. The movement nearly sent Mertho flying to a long drop to the cavern floor. He had stuck his free hand under one of the red scales and held on tightly.

      The dragon jerked its head back in the other direction in an attempt to knock the flea of a man from its skull. The movement was violent. Mertho dropped his staff and gripped the scale with both hands in an attempt to stay in his position.

      The dragon roared. Its screams seemed to shake the ceiling above. It spread its massive leathery wings and reared upwards. Mertho looked above and saw the ceiling approaching rapidly.

      "De'tun'sil." After the incantation, he let go with one hand and placed it palm down on the scale that his other hand clung to. A surge of blue light flowed from his hand into the dragon's skull.

      Just as he was about to be crushed between the ceiling and the dragon's head Mertho yelled, "Stop dragon!"

      The dragon stopped the upward movement of its head. A stalactite poked gently into Mertho's back.

      "Lower your head."

      The dragon roared in defiance and then lowered its head.

      "I am you master now. You will obey me."

      "What do you want little ma-" The dragon stopped its sentence. "What do you want of me master?"

      Mertho smiled from high up on the beast's head. "I want your treasure."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      "I have no treasure." The dragon's response rolled out in a snarling lie.

      The beast still struggled with Mertho's control over it, but the spell would hold for now.

      "Lower your head to the ground." The dragon brought its head from the ceiling of the cavern to the ground. Relived he was no longer close to being impaled on the stalactites Mertho removed his hand from the red scale he had passed the magic through. Mertho jumped from the dragon's head to the ground. His staff was a few steps from where he landed. He picked it up and turned to face the dragon.

      "I command you to tell me the truth dragon. Let's start with your name."

      Even though he knew he controlled the beast its immense presence still shook his will to be strong.

      The dragon’s eyes burned with the fire of the Hells. Smoke floated from its massive nostrils. Fangs poked from its upper and lower lip giving its mouth the appearance of a large shredding machine.

      "I am Nezdul."

      The spell was still strong. But if he was not careful, the dragon might break free of the domination Mertho held over it.

      "Nezdul I have summoned you here so you could bring me your treasure. All of it."

      A loud purring sound came from the dragon. It echoed throughout the massive cavern.

      "As you wish. My treasure is far from here. It sits inside a volcano that has risen from the immense depths and formed part of a chain of islands. My treasure is vast. It would stretch over you cavern floor many times over."

      "Good. I command you to bring it to me."

      "And how would you propose I do such a thing?"

      "Bring it to me in this."

      Mertho placed his spellbook in front of the dragon's head. He opened it to the center pages. It glowed green for a moment and then the pages took on a deep,abysmal darkness that seemed to stretch on forever.

      "Drop every last gold piece into this book. Then return to me. Before you go, I shall make you a man. One that can walk freely from this dungeon and leave the city above. Then when you have cleared from the city of Aklago above utter the word 'tenchen.' You will return to your true form. Take flight and fly to your horde. On your return journey to Aklago, once you are close and my tower utter 'tenchen' again. Then, you will again be a man. Nezdul, you are to bring me all of your treasure. Do you understand?" His words wove another spell upon the dragon. It was now bound magically to the quest Mertho demanded it undertake.

      "Yesssss."

      "Good. Now, accept my magic."

      Mertho reached to the dragon. He placed his hand on its snout and cast the spell that would change its shape.

      "Pis'to'lof."

      The dragon roared in defiance as more of Mertho's magic entered its body. Then it shrank rapidly. It lost its red sheen as it crumbled from a massive entity into a naked man. He was lanky with a slight paunch. His hair was messy and streaked with silver. Please with the look Mertho motioned to the ground with his hands.

      "Take the book. Follow me. I have a robe for you."

      Mertho turned and walked to the elevated exit. The man followed him. When they were both levitated up to the corridor, Mirth led to his chambers.

      The man looked back at Mertho as he stood in the darkness. Mertho had given him a black robe that made him seem part of the shadowy streets around the tower. With Mertho's spell book under his arms he turned and set out into the city. His destination the city gates.

      This would be a real test. Would the shape-changing magic hold? If it did not, the man could revert to true dragon form. Then, the city would erupt in chaos while the guardsmen and arch-mages struggled to destroy a dragon that had suddenly appeared in Aklago. Would the domination stretch across the sea?

      Confident it would Mertho closed the door to his tower and returned to his study.

      Each torch brought life to the study. He lit one by one, and soon he had the lighting effect he so enjoyed to study in. The torches burned well and created shadows that danced around the room. These spirits spoke with the movements of their bodies. Their dance a direct result of the movement of the flames of the torches. It was quiet.

      With Tehra gone the halls and rooms of the tower seemed desolate. Knowing Tehra would return within the week with an emissary of Darr was motivation for Mertho to design several questions that he would ask Corgan. He wanted to be prepared. He stretched out a piece of parchment and dipped his quill in the ink bottle. He spoke as he wrote.

      “What is this stone made of?”

      “Is it from this world? If it is not then what world is it from?”

      "Could the stone have been sourced from another dungeon core?"

      The word 'core' at the end of the third question was thick and blotted.

      “What if the man in black was from the shadows? What if he was another dungeon core living in this very city?”

      "He might be."

      Mertho turned in his chair and looked over his shoulder. Gaynor was hovering over him. It was as though she had been reading his mind.

      "I don't like to be disturbed when studying Gaynor."

      "I can search the city. Perhaps there is another dungeon core building beneath the city."

      "If that is the case then I wish him destroyed. There is only room for one of us."

      Gaynor smiled.

      "You'll not garner much conversation Gaynor. Most will see you as an apparition. You glow like a ghost," said Mertho.

      "But yet I am as solid as you." She reached for his hand and placed it on her firm bosom.

      "Do as you wish. It can't hurt. Just don't bring unwanted attention here. It’s bad enough that I must contend with Tehra stealing from arch mages.”

      Gaynor smiled and left the room.

      Mertho went inward and tried to envision Corgan's price. Perhaps it would be better to hide the treasure from the emissary. Dwarves tended to be a greedy bunch when it came to gold. The less they saw, the better he would be able to bargain a reasonable price. That was if Nezdul returned.
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      Mertho's study became constructive. He spent three weeks ingesting magical ruins, learning incantations, and studying numerous summoning spells. Summoning Nezdul gave him a slight reprieve, but after the third week of his study he needed to move. To create.

      He descended into the long hiding staircase into his dungeon with a lit torch in one hand and his staff in the other. He decided to move into areas in the opposite direction of the cavern where much of his summoning was done. The corridor directly ahead ended in a dead end after a long walk. He dropped the torch at his feet.

      Mertho placed his hand on the smooth end of the corridor. There was so much he could do here. So much stone to shape. He reached high, closed his eyes, and placed his palms on the dead end wall in front of him. The stone was cool to the touch. He slid his hands down along the smooth surface of the stone stopping at the level of his shoulders.

      Green translucent energy curled around his feet. It snaked its way around his body and out along his arms. When the energy hit his hands, it passed into the stone. It flowed outwards from his hands. The wall in front became coated with the green energy. It flowed outwards over the stone as though it was liquid. It moved evenly onto the side passages of the corridor.

      Mertho pulled his hands back from the wall. The energy crackled and jumped from his hands to the wall ahead. He took a step back.

      The end of the corridor ahead was now covered in the green energy. Mertho opened his eyes. Projecting his will into the stone caused the whole corridor to light up from the green glow of the energy. Then the stone changed shape. The wall in front of him opened into a perfect square passage. There was some depth forward. It was enough for Mertho to step into. As he did the corridor opened deeper. He walked further inside. With each step, the earth shaped to solid stone around him.

      Please with the effect he looked over this shoulder. He could see the torch lying on the ground several paces behind him. He turned back the green energy in front of him and pressed the corridor further.

      He went on for some time. This was to be his longest corridor. One that could be filled with endless rooms and chasms. It would stretch deep under and far beyond the surface area of Aklago. After walking for thousands of paces, he felt slightly tired. The energy was still raw and there to do his bidding. However, he had pushed the physical limit of his body. Part of him though of tunnelling upwards. Perhaps to bore up into a crowded tavern or noble's dinning hall. He smiled at the thought but knew such an action would be nothing more than cheap amusement. He could never leave the confines of this dungeon.

      He looked back again down the corridor. He had kept his level straight. The torchlight had long since dissipated perhaps running the course of the oil inside. When he turned to bask in the glow of the green energy he was using to shape the corridor he noticed a thick tar-like substance seeping from the walls. He stopped to focus on it as it climbed in and around the green energy.

      As he examined, it appeared not to be liquid but thick black crackling energy. It soaked into his green shaping energy. As the green energy was consumed with the black Mertho felt a crushing pressure on his body. It was as if the air around him in the tunnel was constriction him as a snake does its prey.

      Soon the light from the green energy was gone. Mertho's body was being crushed in complete darkness now. He forced the incantation for a light spell with the last little bit of air in his lungs. The corridor lit up. Where the energy had been shaping the earth ahead now stood a thick oak door. It matched the other two doors he had gone through.

      "Open the door and enter or I shall squeeze the life from you Mertho."

      Mertho knew the voice. It was the man he wanted to capture and torture. This was no dream. He was going to be crushed by the air around him if he did not listen to the command. He opened the door and forced himself to step into the room.

      The crushing grip that surrounded him released. The first thing he saw in the room was strange transparent bubbles floating throughout the room. Each big enough to hold a large man inside. He counted ten initially. The room was also covered in frost. He coughed as the frigid air in the room invaded his lungs. A bubble floated towards him. Mertho turned and looked behind himself. Frost covered the wall. There was no evidence of a door. He brought his focus back to the bubble floating at him. As it entered his space, he raised his staff to knock the bubble away.

      The instant his staff touched the bubble it became encased in ice. A sharp burning sensation from the intense cold caused Mertho to let go of his staff. It was sucked inside the bubble. The initial contact of the staff was enough to redirect the floating bubble slightly off its direct course towards the wizard.

      Mertho ducked and moved left while the bubble containing his staff floated to the right.  He turned his attention to the wall. After examining it thoroughly, there seemed to be no door. It was as though he had walked through a magical portal. It creator nowhere to be seen.

      Three bubbles floated towards Mertho. He considered blasting the room with a fireball but was concerned with the unforeseen consequences of a release of magical energy. Another bubble floated towards him. He moved along the left wall of the room. It seemed to be a closed space. Large but closed off. Mertho saw no doors or windows in the room.

      As he shuffled along on the frost on the ground more bubbles started to float at him. First, there were three. Then three more floated towards him. They seemed almost intelligent. They were stalking him as a frost bear might a seal. Three more joined. Now nine bubbles had surrounded him. He took a deep breath and started an incantation.

      "Te'fer'in"

      A gentle wind coursed from his body and started to blow the bubbles away from him. They floated about the room bouncing gently off the icy floor and ceiling. Relived he had pushed them back he looked for his staff. He saw it floating inside a bubble that was on the far side of the room.

      Mertho walked along the icy floor with the nimble steps of a dancer. He wanted to stay on his feet. As he walked to the far side of the room he felt his body stiffen. The cold was affecting him more than he realized. His movements became lethargic. He pressed forward to retrieve his staff.

      It took several steps to get to the bubble. Each one became laborious as his body stiffened. In his drive across the room, he neglected to remain aware of the other bubbles. When the wind from his spell had blown its course, the bubbles resumed their float towards him. Now 12 moved in towards him.

      If he got to his staff, he might be able to use its protective magic to create a shield. At least then he would have some space to think of his next actions. When he reached the bubble, he considered throwing an energy bolt at it. Perhaps a bolt of fire? This would be a small release of energy that might not affect the entire front of the room. He cast the spell, and a bolt of red fire hit the bubble. It popped, and Mertho's oak staff dropped to the floor. He reached for it. As he did a bubble that had been dropping down on him from above touched his head. Mertho was sucked inside the bubble.

      Inside the bubble Mertho still held his senses. He could see through the transparent membrane and still feel the cold of the room. The bubble seemed to float lazily about the room. He was subject to its turning and twisting as his body was frozen inside the bubble.  Floating in the center, all Mertho could do was glance in the direction he was facing. He felt his body grow colder and soon sleep came over him. His eyelids dropped. No matter how hard he fought to keep them open it was no use. He slipped into a frozen state of sleep.
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      The fall to the stones below sent sharp pain throughout Mertho's body. It jolted him awake from his frozen slumber. His eyes were open, but everything in his vision was blurred in a blue haze. Each inhalation brought pain. He was still in a very cold place.

      It was not the affected senses of his human body that made him weak. He was not in his dungeon anymore. He could feel his dungeon core screaming inside. It was trying to pull him violently though the icy stone walls of this massive hall he was in. He was pulled in all directions. He knew the core was pulling him home. Pulling him back to his dungeon. Yet the dungeon core magical essence that made up his being seemed contained inside him unable to rake his form back to its dungeon. Distance might do this. If that was the case he had been taken very far from the dungeon he was creating beneath Aklago.

      He felt a hand grip his hair and pull him up to a seated position on the cold stones.

      "Prince Thak. I bring you this dungeon core. He's the one you have wanted for some time."

      The voice was muffled. Mertho's frozen body seemed to be almost thawing as the moments passed.

      "Indeed it is he. The slayer of Veluthra. I am most pleased." The voice was deep and thick.

      "And my payment?" His hearing was better. He knew this voice. It was the man who had been invading his dungeon. Pushing inwards into Mertho’s core with his intrusive rooms.

      "10,000 gold pieces as discussed."

      Mertho's vision had returned now. His head had been pulled up to face a massive throne. It was covered in ice much like the ice room he had been captured in. In the throne sat a giant. His skin the color of the deep blue found in floating ice in the northern sea. His massive frame was made of a series of twisting muscles. The giant wore wolf skins around its waistline. But standing out from this impressive entity more than anything else was its eyes. Eyes that struck fear into Mertho. They radiated a powerful deep blue. The evil in those eyes was built in deep ice. They seemed as damning as the eyes of Nezdul. Laying across the giant's legs was a massive axe. The blade seemed shape enough to cut through stone. It looked heavy beyond the strength of any man. A thing wielded only by giants. There were two equally impressive giants standing to each side of this Prince Thak. Their entire bodies were covered in furs. Each wore several necklaces made of the bones of lesser creatures.

      "Prince Thak our agreed upon price was 50,000," said the man.

      "Jerl of the Many Dimensions. You insult me with your insolence!"

      A name. Mertho now had a name.

      "Very well. If the terms of the contract are not going to be met, I shall withdraw my offer."

      Jerl released Mertho. His semi-frozen body dropped to the floor.

      "You will not do such a thing!"

      The giant rose from his throne. He took his axe in both hands and brought it high over his head. Then with the force of a charging bull, he brought the axe down upon Jerl. It slammed into the stone where Jerl once stood. The blade dug into it as though it were cutting through water. Mertho's head lay on the ground. His face was turned to face the axe that was a few paces from his head. He tried to will his frozen body to roll away from the axe, but it was no use. He was still very weak from the frozen state.

      A black circle appeared beneath one of the fur-clad giants to the left of the throne. It dropped into the darkness. Screaming as it slammed its arms down on the stone edge of the circle. Most of its body had disappeared. The giant tried to climb its way out of the magical hole, but it was no use. It slid downwards screaming as its hands scratched the stones. Then it was gone, and the hole disappeared.

      Jerl now stood just outside where the hole had appeared. Prince Thak swung his axe around his body as he turned to face Jerl. The blade came in a wide sweep. Jerl jumped high and cleared the blade that would have sliced him in half. The other giant was mumbling in a low growl. It was probably casting a spell. Its magic a direct channeling of the power of an ancient god. Prince Thak's axe came back around in an angled ark. Impressed by the massive giant's ability to maneuver like the nimblest of warriors Jerl jumped forward and rolled to his feet. He stopped beside Mertho. The axe came down at an angle and cut deep into the stone. Jerl felt a tingling sensation come over his body. The giant's spell was almost complete.

      "You should have fulfilled you end of the bargain," said Jerl.

      A hole appeared beneath Mertho and Jerl. They fell into it and disappeared.

      Mertho experienced a falling sensation, and then he was suddenly pulled to the left as though a god had grabbed him and pulled him. He knew the dungeon core was pulling him. It was then he had a true taste of its power. He flew from the void and was thrown into the corridor in which he had been designing. The impact sent intense pain throughout his semi-frozen body. His world went black. When he awoke, the corridor was dark. The only sound was his breathing.

      Pushing up to his feet Mertho cast a light spell. The blue glow lit up the end of he corridor. There was no door ahead. Only stone and earth ready to be shaped as he wished.

      But instead of pushing ahead with his design he returned to his study. There was much to think about.
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      Jerl of the Many Dimensions. That was what the giant had called this intrusive entity that was invading his dungeon. A being bent on capturing him. Mertho smiled. 50,000 gold pieces. Is that what I am worth?

      Scanning his bookshelf for a compendium on otherworld entities his gaze fell upon three old books. Ones he had found in the tower when he first arrived. His body still ached. Reaching into various spots on the bookshelf Mertho pulled the three books that might give him insight into who this Jerl was.

      Demons: The Monsters of Death.

      Genies and their Slaves.

      The Ether Plane and its Tendrils.

      The words in Demons: The Monsters of Death were written in blood. Each letter carved into the parchment. A glaze coated each page keeping the text preserved. Mertho descended into the book while the torches of his study cast a mixture of shadow and light. Each word and symbol a descent into the darkest worlds. Places even the heartiest wizards or warriors would prioritize immediate escape from. If this Jerl was a demon, Mertho wanted to know everything about him. He would be merciless in his drive to destroy the intrusive entity.

      He read for some time. The torches burned low making it difficult to read. Rest and food would do him good. He rose from his seat.

      When he opened the door, Gaynor was standing in the hallway.

      "You are back. What have you discovered?" asked Mertho.

      "You are the sole dungeon core beneath Aklago. I found no evidence of another."

      "There was another room. This time I barely escaped with my life. I was taken from my dungeon. This man, this thing, it has immense power. I think it is trying to sell me off. I was taken to a realm of white giants. Their prince spoke of the demoness Veluthra. It is known I, we, killed her."

      "How are you here?"

      "I was pulled by my dungeon core to this place. I think it pulled me through a void and delivered me to when it wishes me to be."

      "And this assailant that keeps intruding?"

      "He is known as Jerl of the Many Dimensions. At least that is what the giant called him."

      "The dragon man is here?"

      "Gaynor why did you not tell me this immediately?"

      "I thought you might want to know of your dungeon before this slave of yours. He is angry, yet I sense your magic still binds him."

      "Yes, but I must hurry. I'm not sure how long my magic will last."

      On his way out of his study, Mertho stopped at his bookshelf. On it was a small glass jar with a metal lid. It was an ordinary thing. He grabbed it and slipped it inside his robe.

      Mertho met Nezdul in the common room. Gaynor had let him into the tower. The entire room reeked of rage. This dragon in man form was struggling to break the bonds of the magic Mertho placed on him.

      "Greetings Nezdul. I trust your trip was bountiful. Did you bring your entire horde?"

      "Yessss. It is in the book as you ordered." The dragon held the book under one of the arms of its human shape.

      "Good. We will go to my dungeon together. You must do one more thing for me before I release you. Follow me."

      There was a pause. Nezdul seemed to be resisting the magical domination Mertho had placed on him. It alarmed the wizard.

      "Please. You will follow me to the cavern." Mertho showed no fear. His tone was dry and even. Yet, under this ruse he was panicking. That the dragon was able to resist his order showed the magic was weakening.

      "I order you to come. Follow."

      This time Nezdul stepped forward. They walked to the cavern together.

      Mertho chose to use a light spell to light their way. He would need both hands and a clear line of sight if something went wrong. When they were in the center of the cavern, Mertho turned to the dragon.

      "Place the book on the ground and open it to the central pages."

      A snarl erupted from the man. It was more the snarl of a full sized dragon than a snarl of a man. The magic was weakening.

      "My spellbook. Place it and open it. I command you."

      Nezdul placed the book down. It was closed. He looked up at Mertho who was standing over him.

      "Open the book!"

      Nezdul's human eyes started to glow bright red. It was as though they were made of the burning fire found in a magical forge. One designed to produce rage.

      "I command you to open the book!"

      Nezdul turned to the book and opened it to the middle of the page. He then let out a draconic roar that made the very earth beneath Mertho's feet shake.

      Gold coins started to spit upwards from the book as blood might spurt from the severed artery of a massive beast. Nezdul's horde flew out from the book and started to coat the floor of the cavern. Mertho had to protect his face as gold coins flew in all directions out of the book. Blue, red, and green gems also flew from the book.

      The wealth filling the cavern was beyond imagination.

      Nezdul stopped his roar.

      His human body started to shift. The fingers on his hand stretched towards the ground in long red claws. His neck elongated, and face grew outwards. Wings sprouted from his back while his body grew exponentially. Scales formed all over the shape. The spell had run its course.

      Mertho had to wade through he gold piles to prevent from being crushed but he transforming dragon. He reached inside the folds of his robe and felt the jar.

      Nezdul reared his head up and wide. His burning eyes bore a hole through Mertho's soul. But her dragon did not unleash fire.

      "He is mine!" said Nezdul.

      Mertho felt a dagger press against his throat.

      "Step away fool. I want to eat him alive. I want to taste his flesh while his blood still flows," said Nezdul.

      "I would not move if I were you." The voice was a whisper in his ear. Mertho knew it well. Jerl of the Many Dimensions.

      He still had one hand inside his robe. The magic of the ordinary glass jar would serve him only once.

      He could use it on Jerl and risk being swallowed whole by the dragon or he could use it on the dragon and deal with Jerl in another way.
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      He spoke under his breath. Then a thin line of black smoke snaked from the jar in his robe and snuck along the floor towards the dragon.

      "Release the dagger, little man, and I will reward you with some of my hoard. I will make you rich beyond your wildest dreams." The dragon's immense ego clouded its vision, and the smoke snaked upwards around its body. By the time the dragon noticed the smoke it was to late. It reached the dragon's head and invaded the dragon's eyes, nostrils, and ears. Then the smoke receded and flowed back into the jar in Mertho's robe. As it did the frame of the red dragon dropped to the floor of the cavern. Gold coins flew in all directions as the mass of scales, flesh, muscle, and bones dropped.

      "Impressive wizard. I should be asking more. Come with me. No tricks. And keep the light spell active. If you drop the spell, I'll be forced to drive my dagger into your neck." Jerl pressed his blade to Mertho's throat. It drew blood as it had in his dream. The feeling of the blood dripping from his neck while he dreamt was now a reality. He would not see his life force leave his body as it did in his dream.

      Armed with the knowledge he was a bounty sought by Jerl he did not resist commands. Jerl moved Mertho to his left. And pushed him into a distant corner of the cavern.

      "What do you want with me?" Mertho asked as he was pushed along.

      "Well, to start, there are many who would love to own your servitude," said Jerl.

      "You plan to sell me into slavery?"

      "Yes. With the death of that demoness, your name has spread out across many worlds. Let's just say you increased your worth the day you destroyed her."

      "Where are you taking me now?" asked Mertho.

      "No more questions. Keep moving forward."

      Mertho felt a crippling sense of vertigo come over him. His head seemed to be spinning rapidly as he was pushed onwards. Another room must have appeared ahead. It was set in a massive stalagmite that was sticking up from the cavern floor. Jerl was pushing him towards it.

      Not willing to go meekly Mertho closed his eyes and concentrated. They had been walking under his light spell. The yellow orb was following them over Mertho's head.

      Green energy burst from Mertho's feet. He had summoned up enough core magic while stopping its release inside himself. He had formed a mental dam. When Mertho released the mental energy, it flowed rapidly from his core into the ground beneath their feet.

      A massive hole appeared under them. Jerl lost his grip on Mertho, and they both plummeted downwards into the hole. Mertho cast a levitation spell as he fell. The effects were almost immediate as he stopped his plummet and hovered in the hole.

      Jerl fell to the ground at the base of the hole. Mertho only stored enough core energy to make a hole as deep as the height of two ogres. He used a levitate spell to stop a fall. The hole was not deep enough to kill or even cripple.

      Mertho floated upwards into the cavern. He then channeled more green energy from his core, and the walls of the hole closed inwards on Jerl. Wishing to crush the man with the stone and earth of his dungeon Mertho forced the walls of the hole inward.

      A door appeared in front of Jerl. He opened it and stepped inside as the walls around him collapsed, and the hole was no more.

      Now that the hole was filled Mertho floated down to the ground. He suspected Jerl had most likely escaped. He no longer felt vertigo. The door must have disappeared.

      The treasure horde filled now filled most of his cavern. Mertho was awestruck. Some of the piles were the height of a giant. Brilliant multi-colored stones lay in random piles of gold coins. The sight of the treasure was enough to make even the wealthiest of creatures believe the horde to be an illusion. Even Mertho stared at the wealth in disbelief. He picked up a coin and felt its weight in his hands. He then pulled the glass jar from his robe. Inside a red mist swirled about. He now possessed the soul of a powerful red dragon and would use some of its hoard to find out who this Jerl was.

      There was a knock on his study door. When the door opened Tehra stood in its frame. She had been gone for almost four weeks. "Did the King of Darr agree to Corgan's appraisal of the stone?"

      "Its good to see you too. No, I'm fine. The giants that nearly split me in two as they treated me as a wishbone didn't do much harm. No, not really. The King was not a grumpy old bastard that asked for half the realms coinage for an audience with Corgan. No... I'm not exhausted."

      "I'm sorry. You are right. I should be more thankful. Did he agree to terms?"

      "Why don't you ask him yourself?'

      "He's here? Corgan is here?"

      "Yep. When I told him the stories and showed him the stone, the dwarf decided to come with me. But first, the King asked for a fee. Corgan won't even look at the stone until you agree to payment."

      "He came all this way?"

      "Yes. He said something like it would be essential to study the environment as much as it was to study the stone. He's waiting in the dinning hall. He's also one thirsty dwarf. The only thing he talked about on our journey was the finest mead that is rumored to be found in Aklago."

      "What is his price?"

      "100,000 gold pieces. For that he guarantees answers. I sense he knows what he is talking about. If there is one thing that can be said about dwarves, it's that they mean what they say. Shall I fetch some of that mead? It seems like Corgan needs it more than water to survive. And here's the rock piece. Corgan asked constantly on our journey home to hold the rock. I said no. I was suspicious he'd disappear with the rock. Some dwarves can't be trusted."

      "Yes. Please do get the mead."

      "And of the gold?

      "I have enough gold to pay for a thousand Corgans."

      "If you are planning to use an illusion I would not recommend it. King Darr said any foul play, and he'd rain hell upon everyone and everything within two week's travel from our tower."

      "I am not sure the king would go to war over 100,000 gold pieces. But, if he's as greedy as legends tell, then this could be expected. I have the gold, Tehra. Get the mead. I'm going to meet Corgan."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      Corgan's stout frame blocked out the fire raging in the center of the commons. The light seemed to trickle about the dwarf's broad shoulders and thick thighs. His black hair and beard had lines of silver running through it. Strands of silver hair ran down his back, woven into braids. In one of his hands was an axe. In the other was a large flagon. A pack lay at his feet resting against one of the plush chairs in the inviting commons.

      "Please have a seat," said Mertho when he entered the room.

      Corgan swung his body around bringing the axe in a position to strike whoever had startled him.

      "Bloody fool! Ye shouldn't be sneaking up on an aged dwarf like myself. Yee's lucky I didn't cut y' down right here in this place. First a smooth-talking elf, then a long trip away from me stone bed, and now this! A wizard shaking me bones by not coming in noisily. What's next, dragon fire?"

      "My apologies. You’ve busy be Corgan. I thank you for coming to help me. I have the 100,000 gold pieces your king has requested."

      "I don't care 'bout the gold. That's for King Darr to worry 'bout. I be needin' to examine the stone and the earth below. First, though I'd like to have me some o' that mead the elf spoke of. A full-day drink if ye will. Thick mead rumored to be better enough to make me face squeal. Stuff's legend. That be the second reason I have come down from the mountains. Where's the drink I was promised wizard?"

      "It will arrive soon. May we discuss the stone while we wait."

      "No! Me brain is tired. First, we drink, then in the morning we can get to the business. Until then I got nothing to says to you. Oh, wait. You got a good stone bed. One that's more lumpy than smooth?"

      "Yes. I can arrange for such a thing."

      "Good. Now don't bother me till the mead is here. I'm as thirsty as a desert."

      Corgan turned back to the fire and watched the flames dance.

      Sensing a dead end, Mertho decided to wait in his study for Tehra to return.

      He poured over the book: The Ether Plane and its Tendrils. The more knowledge he had, the better equipped he'd be able to deal with Jerl. As he was anxious to learn what he could from Corgan the readings came with much difficulty. When he read 30 pages he decided to return to the commons to see of Tehra had arrived.

      When he was rounding the corner towards the commons, he could hear Corgan's booming voice. The first thing he saw upon entering the room was a large oak cask. It was tapped. Corgan was chugging back the cask's contents. He brought his flagon down from his mouth and wiped the mead from his face.

      "Yee human's got one thing right in this place. This mead. They done a good job. I'll have another, elf. Fill it topside!"

      Corgan placed his flagon under the tap and Tehra turned the knob on top. Thick golden mead spilled into his flagon. When it was full he slugged back half of the oversized mug before stopping to breath.

      "Incredible. I may's well make my end of days here. I could overlook dying alongside a stinking elf and wizard if it means I'd be drinkin' this every day. Wizard! You, done well! That rock your elf showed me. It ain't from this world.

      But then yee might've guessed that. Lemme have a glance, elf. Gives me the rock."

      Mertho stepped to the side of Corgan. "I have the rock here." Mertho raised his hand and held the rock in front of Corgan's head.

      Corgan swallowed the second half of his flagon and dropped it to the floor. Mead dripped down his salt and peppered beard. His eyes locked on the rock. He reached for it. Mertho did not withdraw his hand.

      With the rock now in his hand, Corgan pulled a small metal eyepiece from a pouch hanging from his piece mail armor. He placed the eyepiece to his eye and brought the rock close.

      "Yes. Yes. Lookee the way it is. It's moving alright. Stuff looks so stable. So real. Cept it ain't. Just a bunch a movement. Wizard you got you a piece-a-dimension stone. Rare stuff. First time I seen it in this world. You gonna need to take me to when you got it. But-" Corgan belched loudly. "First I demand you get as drunk as I will be. You too, elf. The young ones will never believe I shared drink with the two o' yee. That'll make it all the more fun. I hope yee got enough mead. This here cask will be done soon, I reckon."

      "I had five casks delivered to quench your thirst," said Tehra.

      "Five? I could drink five o' this stuff in one gulp. But if that's what yee got then that's what we drink."

      Tehra left the room and returned shortly with two wooden cups. The took turns pouring for each other. Soon Mertho was drunk. He slowed his pace. It would be near suicidal to keep pace with the dwarf. He drank slowly. It was important he was a good host. It was also equally important that he procure information from the drunken dwarf that may not have been shared in sober circumstances.

      Over the night Mertho learned that inter dimensional beings could create realities in concrete worlds.

      These beings often served the highest bidder. Mercenaries at the core they sought profit above all. They were also known to toy with those they sought to enslave or kill. As Corgan rambled on, Mertho seemed to be gaining a better picture of this Jerl. The first room was a sort of toying. Even the second though the acid was more likely to kill him than the spider. Then the third room. The bubbles must have been his final attempt to capture him and bring him to the ice giant prince. Were there others that sought him? To have him as a slave? The disagreement between the giant prince and Jerl went bad. But could he rest and know others would not come for him?

      Mertho learned that there were some parallels between dungeon cores like he and these inter-dimensional beings. Both he and Jerl were adept at creating environments with their magical essence. Near the end of the night, Mertho prepared to ask Corgan how such things could be killed. To his disappointment, Corgan fell face first to the stone floor. He had drunk his fill and found his bed of stone that was more bumpy than smooth.
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      The snoring was near deafening as Corgan rumbled his way into the morning. Tehra and Mertho stood over the face down dwarf.

      "Should we wake him?" she asked.

      "Fill his flagon. It seems he functions better when his mind is wet."

      A full flagon was placed beside the dwarf's face. As soon as Tehra had set it down the dwarf opened one of his eyes instinctually. He then sat up and swallowed the flagon in one bumpy gulp.

      "We have things we wish you to see," said Mertho.

      "And of the gold? My king does not send me in his service for free."

      "Yes. It is ready."

      "Fine. Take me to where you wish to find answers."

      Corgan rose to his feet and filled his flagon again. He had to tip the cask deep on its side to get the last remaining drops of mead. Mertho left the commons. Tehra followed closely behind him. Picking up on the social clue to follow, Corgan fell in pace with a full flagon in one hand and his axe in the other.

      Deep underground Mertho led the group to the location of the first intrusive door and room. "It was here that I discovered the first door."

      Corgan leaned into the wall. His thick nose was nearly pressed to the stone while he held his eyepiece in front of one eye. He moved about the stone slowly.

      "Yep. This place got residue."

      "Residue?" asked Mertho.

      "Ya. The stone here's blended with stone from another dimension. Me thinks it is from the Realm of Shadow, but I'd wager only half me meager coinage."

      "This realm of shadow you speak of. Tell me more."

      "There ain't much more to tell. The beings there, they're shadows o' ones here in our world. This shadow ye seek has gone ahead and merged stone from his world with your stone. He got a real life reflection somewhere in this world. Perhaps the real lifer even walks the streets above this here dungeon. Though it'd be hard to tell."

      "So you are saying that the creature creating these intrusive rooms is a shadow of a real man?" ask Tehra.

      "Elf, I done said that. You're thicker than you appear. And I be being kind with me words."

      "How do I capture this shadow? And can it be killed?" Mertho thought more of torture than death, but he curbed his words so as not to put the good-natured dwarf off.

      "Heh! You'll need to cut off the conduit the shadow has with its old world. The only way you gonna do that is have it see its real lifer here in our world. Ye do that, and the shadow will merge with the real man. Then yee'll have a flesh and bone thing that you can do what you wish with."

      "That's an absurd plan the real man could be anywhere how are we supposed to-"

      Mertho raised his hand gently and placed it on Tehra's shoulder.

      "Fine master dwarf. I have one more question before you go?"

      The dwarf took a long pull from the flagon. He then wiped his face with his stubby hand.

      "Does the shadow keep the same name as the real man?"

      "Yes. It must. Can't live without the same identity."

      Thank you, Corgan. You have served me well. Your payment will be delivered to your king in gems of the value of 100,000 gold pieces. I have the right ones to make your load light. I shall give you ten gems.

      "Fine. I was not too happy 'bout trying to find a way to get the coinage back to our kingdom. With less a burden there I can take back a cask or two o' the mead you people make here. Thick and delicious. Just like us dwarves like."

      When they were back above ground Mertho pulled a leather pouch from his robe. He handed it to Corgan. The dwarf opened the pouch. He pulled ten gems one at a time and placed them on a table. After a close examination, Corgan was pleased that they summed to a value of 100,000 gold pieces.

      The following morning the wise dwarf set out from Mertho's tower. The journey home would be long, but he was a dwarf with the constitution of ten humans. Mertho was eager to see Corgan go. He had research to do. He did not have much to work with. Only a first name. But names had power behind them. Especially when you knew an individual's name.

      "Smells better in here now," said Tehra.

      "Happy he's gone?" asked Mertho.

      "He was obnoxious. I had to listen to his snoring and jibber jabber for weeks. Enough is enough."

      "Tehra I am going to disappear for a while. There is much to think about. I need to you to do one thing for me. I need another book. I only know its name. It has been printed many times over yet most will not part with it. I need you to find me a book called the Mirror Gate."

      "Fine. I'll need coin."

      "I can arrange for as much as you need."

      "Where has all this gold come from? When I left weeks ago, you had barely enough gold to keep a pauper happy."

      "We have a dragon's hoard." Mertho reached into his robe and pulled the glass jar from a deep pocket. "This dragon's hoard."

      Tehra leaned into the glass jar and examined the mist swirling about inside. "There's a dragon in there?"

      "Yes. The dragon's soul. Its body lies in the cavern with its treasure. My treasure."

      "Fine but I'm not going down there without you. Not with that shadow creature roaming about."

      When Mertho lit up the cavern with light spells, Tehra took in a deep breath at the sight of the glitter gold covered floor. The spread was dotted with colorful stones. Some the size of a large man's fists. When they levitated to the floor. Tehra collected several pouches full of stones and gold while Mertho remained vigilant for an appearance of Jerl.

      It was near dark when Tehra set out into Aklago. "I'll be back when I find the book." She smiled at Mertho. It was enough to say she wished he could come with her on these adventures.

      "Tehra."

      "Yes."

      "Pay for the book. I've got more gold than I know what to do with. It's bad enough I must worry about you returning here with one less hand or worse yet, an angry arch mage in pursuit."

      She leaned in and stole another kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      The book arrived on Mertho's desk two days later. The wizard discovered it there in the early morning as he settled in to study. Bound in dark green the book was much larger than the others he was studying. He opened the cover and examined the font. The letters were slightly larger than the ones found in other books. This made him happy, as the text would be easier to read.

      Tehra must have placed the book on his desk in the early morning hours. He smiled at her resourcefulness. His thoughts of appreciation gave way to a narrow focus.

      Days later Mertho game out of the intellectual vortex. He found Tehra sitting in the dining hall.

      "I need a mirror. It must be the size of that painting." Mertho pointed to a painting on the wall of the hall. It was there when they had arrived. A scene of ghouls climbing a castle wall while a wizard whipped green magical bolts down upon them. It was painted in oil colors. Tehra had dusted off the painting when they had first moved in. Mertho demanded the painting stay up.

      "It's nice to see you too. You know Mertho I'm starting to feel like I'm fast becoming you errand girl. I mean it's always been that way for the most part. Now we don't even share a decent conversation. You send me out into the city and wider realm to do-"

      "I know. I'm sorry. This entity. His intrusions. I must stop him. We are close Tehra. Very close. When I have him. When I destroy him. Then, things will quiet. I have big plans to create the most magnificent dungeon. But, first this Jerl must be destroyed."

      "Fine. I'll get you this mirror."

      Tehra stormed from the room without looking at Mertho.

      

      By the end of the day, Mertho had his mirror. It was as large as the painting. It would require two hands stretched wide to hold it up. It was wider than Mertho's torso and as long as the distance from his shoulders to his waist. The dimensions of the mirror made it an awkward piece to carry. The frame around it was silver. The masterwork was impeccable. Though that was not what Mertho was after.

      Placing the mirror against the wall behind his desk he examined the surface. It was smooth and contained no cracks. It was perfect craftsmanship.

      Many nights passed while Mertho set about casting ruins and channeling magic into the mirror. On the morning of the third day, he collapsed in exhaustion. Three days with no sleep had finally brought the wizard to a total shutdown.

      It was a pain in his back that woke Mertho. He had been sleeping with his head on his desk. The study was dark. The flames in the room had long burnt their fuel.

      He cast a light spell to light up the room. Pleased with the lighting in the room Mertho considered the strategy he would employ with his new artefact. The mirror pulsated with blue energy. As it radiated power Mertho ensured he would not see his reflection in his creation.

      Jerl always appeared when the moment was in his favor. A trap would be needed and who better to design a trap than Tehra. The thief would thrive in such an endeavor. Trapping Jerl would please both of them. Mertho rose from his study and set out to find Tehra.

      As he walked the halls, his mind drifted. That he was bound here to the tower and the dungeon below seemed almost like incarceration. But his mind quickly concluded that he was not a prisoner but the creator of not just a dungeon but a layer of existence beneath the bustling city of Aklago. He could go as deep as he needed. The world available to him could potentially extend so deep that he might control a realm rivaling some of the more massive cities and kingdoms. No, he was not a prisoner. He was a creator, and the possibilities were endless.

      Mertho arrived to find Tehra playing a game of Tegil. He knew the game well. Much like King's Chess, Tegil involved various playing pieces that moved in different patterns. The object was to move the king piece into the center of the board while avoiding capture by the pieces that surrounded the center.

      For once Mertho had snuck up on Tehra. She was so indulged with her game she failed to notice him. It seemed she was playing against herself. This intrigued Mertho. He watched her strategically move and then counter move right away with opposing pieces. After watching her play against herself, Mertho saw the value in such a thing. The action required a constant shift of perspective. She truly was trying to outsmart her own sense of self.

      Tehra failed to succeed as the king. She folded the game board up and placed the prices in a wooden box recklessly. It was as though she was angry. Perhaps she chose a side to win yet gave the opposing side as much effort.

      "Would you like to play me sometime?"

      Tehra had not looked over her shoulder. It was as though she knew he was there yet had an uncanny ability to seem aloof at his presence. Mertho smiled.

      Feigning ignorance, perhaps feigning death. Yes this would do. A plan seemed to be forming in his mind.

      "We need to trap Jerl. I need your help."

      "Well, Mertho. You've come to the right thief. A trap it is!"

      "Good. I would prefer to plan in my study. But first some food. And Tehra?"

      "Yes."

      "You are to not look into the mirror you have brought me under any circumstances." Mertho's tone was rigid and deathly stern.

      Tehra felt a cold chill run down her spine. It was enough to make her heed his warning unquestioningly.

      After food, they wet to the study. Tehra suggested covering the mirror. Mertho draped a red silk cloth over it. She felt uneasy in the mirror's presence. Mertho's warning made her think the mirror was extremely dangerous. Perhaps a cursed item.

      "So what are you looking to do? I suggest using a fireball to turn this Jerl into a crispy critter," said Tehra.

      "I don't think a direct magical attack will work. As the dwarf suggested, we'll need to bring the Jerl, the real person that parallels with the shadow that is trying to capture me, into the same space. If we merge the bodies, then we have a better chance of killing him. I have thought long about where this real Jerl may exist. It would take eons to canvass the realm to find him. He could be anything from a pauper or traveling merchant to a captain of the guard or even counselor of one of the great cities. I have a way to achieve a swift and complete location of the real Jerl. But it requires the shadow looking into the mirror."

      "I'm in!" said Tehra.
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      The mirror hung on the dead end of the corridor. It was fastened to a bolt Mertho and Tehra had run into the wall.  They stepped to the side of the mirror and opened their eyes. Viewing it from the side, they could examine their work but avoid seeing their own reflections.

      Slow rumbling verbal sounds emerged from Mertho, and the mirror disappeared. In its place was a wall smooth and perfectly in line with the rest of the cavern.

      "Is it still there?" asked Tehra.

      "Yes. With one word the illusion will drop, and the mirror will be visible. Now how do you suggest we lure Jerl?"

      "A cat rarely passes up an opportunity to chase the mouse. But funny enough cats often toy with their prey. This being, he seems to be much like a cat. Stalking us from the shadows and delighting in toying with us every chance he can."

      "It agitates me to think he may be listening. Be here in the corridor right under out noses. Here in my corridor." Mertho was angry.

      "There's only one way to find out."

      "What are you proposing?" he asked.

      "We wait. I suspect he will come for you eventually. The cat can only stalk its prey for so long. Eventually, it will pounce."

      "So I am to wait."

      Tehra smiled. "You are the more juicy piece of bait. It's you he wants."

      "Fine. I suggest you hide,” said Mertho.

      Mertho settled in for a long wait. He faced the illusion on the wall his back was open to the wider corridor. Even though it was early in the wait, he was feeling restless. It pained him to be in a position of weakness in his dungeon. But he knew Jerl was a slippery eel, and the only way they were going to catch him was to pull the eel from the water.

      He passed the time in the blue light he had created by reading his spellbook. It eased the tension to be reviewing, analyzing, and interpreting his spells. He planned to go through the entire book.

      Mertho's breathing became labored. It was like he was being suffocated. It was not like the air creature that enclosed him in intense pressure weeks ago. This new pain was unlike anything he had felt before. He knew Jerl had appeared again. Looking up to scan for a door revealed nothing. Was Jerl's intrusion further away?

      Each breath felt like it would be his last. Mertho knew with each unique physiological effect came relief when he located the doors to Jerl's intrusive creations. But their plan was to draw out Jerl. To make him come to them.

      Mertho gained some control of the pain by taking short breaths. Perhaps Jerl would grow impatient and approach from the shadows.

      A dagger poked him in his back. It was not so forceful to cut through his robe yet he could feel the sharpness of its tip against his lower back. One violent thrust and the dagger would cut deep. Yet he knew he would not be killed.

      "Don't resist. I get half for you dead. I'd much prefer the payment I'll get by delivering you alive. Now do yourself a favor and turn around and head to the door. You'll breathe much easier that way. The elf will also be happy to see you inside. Unless she's been eaten by Gatt."

      Mertho felt an emotional stab from the last comment. Jerl had somehow trapped Tehra. But when he looked ahead at his illusion, he decided to follow through with their plan. Saving Tehra was secondary.

      He closed his eyes and softly spoke the enchantment to release the illusion. The hall was lit up very well with his light spell.

      "I said turn face and-"

      The mirror was placed perfectly in line with the eyesight of Jerl. He looked into the mirror, and for a moment he stared blankly at his own reflection. His head was smashed forward from a blow from behind. He dropped the dagger and stumbled to the side of the corridor. Gaynor had slammed her fist into the back of his head. Though not a powerful blow it was enough of a distraction for Mertho to break free of danger. He pressed his back against the wall and started to cast a spell.

      Jerl quickly regained his composure. "Fine. We shall continue the game. Before I go know she is waiting for you." He then disappeared.

      Mertho's spell did not come. The constriction in his lungs was squeezing the life from his body.

      "Gaynor. Take me to the door? Do you know where it is?"

      "Yes. Down the hall. Back towards the staircase."

      Gaynor reached into Mertho, and he wrapped one of his arms around her shoulders. They walked together down the long corridor. When they arrived at the staircase, there was a door. It was set into the wall just inside for way junction at the base of the stairs used to enter the dungeon.

      Mertho's breathing eased back to normalcy. But he was no less panicked. Tehra was inside this door. Unless she's been eaten by Gatt. Mertho's thought echoed in his head. Not spending any more time thinking he reached to his spellbook that was hanging from a leather strap from his belt and opened the door. Turning to Gaynor, he spoke. "There's a mirror hanging from the wall at the end of the corridor. You must bring it to my study. You must not look into it! Do you understand?"

      Gaynor nodded. Mertho turned and stepped into the fourth intrusion of his dungeon core.
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      Tehra was hanging from a wall. Her wrists were chained high above her head. The weight of her nimble body was enough to pull her downwards. The chain cuffs had dug deep into her wrists. Her head dropped forward spilling her long white hair in front of her body. She was still in her leathers, and her sword hung at her side.

      A quick glance around the room revealed many passages from the room. Mertho did not take the time to count them. Instead, he walked slowly towards Tehra. Torches lighted the room. There was no sign of Jerl. When he was a pace away from Tehra, she raised her head and screamed, "Mertho look out!"

      It was too late a thick monstrous creature barrelled from one of the passages. His body was made of thick muscles that wound around in a symmetrical design that made him almost godlike. But it wasn't the human frame that slammed into Mertho first. Atop the body of the man was a bulls head. Two black horns stuck from beneath the shagging hair of the beast. It connected with Mertho between its horns. Most likely to slam than to maim. Had the beast titled its head even slightly, one of its horns would have pierced Mertho's torso. He flew across the room and slammed into the wall. The impact made his world go dark. He could still hear muffled sounds about the room. Part Tehra screaming and part Jerl telling her to shut up.

      Mertho struggled to his feet. His vision returned to him. Though hazy he could make out the bull-man, Jerl, and Tehra. Struggling to concentrate he attempted to cast a spell. The bull-man's fist slammed into his head. His head hit the wall behind him, and he fell unconscious. For the fourth time, Mertho had been brought under the control of Jerl.

      

      The room spun rapidly when Mertho opened his eyes. He was hanging from shackles. Tehra was still bound. He could make out her shape across the room. His head soon started to pound. It seemed to get more painful as his vision returned. Cursing himself for being so foolish he looked about the room.

      The room was a large square. Many hallways flowed from each wall into long dark corridors. Mertho was directly across from Tehra. He lifted his head higher and called out to her. His throat cracked as he called out. He needed water badly.

      Tehra stirred at his call.

      "Mertho. I, I-" her head hung low. She was too weak to lift it.

      "Tehra I'm here. I'll get us free. I need a moment to collect my thoughts." Putting together a spell was going to be more complicated than he thought. His mind seemed as though shattered. The intellectual thinking and deep concentration required to cast any spell would be difficult in his weakened state.

      Jerl walked into the room with the bull creature. He walked to Tehra and lifted her sagging head with his finger. "Such a pretty thing. Useless otherwise but a pretty thing none the less."

      Mertho looked at the bull man. He knew this creature. A minotaur. Beasts that ran deep below ground, at home in winding dungeons and maze-like constructs. He felt an affinity with such a beast.

      In a low voice, Mertho drew inward and cast a spell while Jerl and the minotaur toyed with Tehra.

      Creature. What is your name?

      The minotaur looked up and around the room as though a voice had come from thin air.

      It is I. Mertho. The wizard chained to the wall. I am communicating with you mind-to-mind.

      Gatt don't like wizard man's voice in his head. Gatt ask leave or Gatt smash wizard man.

      Gatt. I am here to help you. This man Jerl you keep with. He's going to destroy you once he's had his way with us. I will not destroy you. I will promote you to master of my dungeon. You will have a place beside me as I create the grandest dungeon that can be found in the realm. And you, Gatt the Powerful, you will be its ruler.

      Gatt like idea. Gat wish to be king of dungeon wizard man creates.

      Good Gatt. But first, you must kill the man Jerl. Strike him with your axe.

      He powerful. Gatt may die.

      No, Gatt. Strike first. Be fast and true.

      Mertho suspected the minotaur's fear of Jerl was justified. Yet, his ability to persuade the minotaur with the ESP spell became evident when the beast turned on Jerl.

      Gatt roared as he brought his axe in an arch high over his head bringing it down up Jerl.

      The axe cut the air. Jerl had disappeared.

      Gatt was more brawn than brain. He swung silently his blade may have struck Jerl.

      "Gatt quickly. Swing upon my chains," said Mertho. He was starting to feel some clarity in his mind.

      The minotaur slammed his axe into the left chain that shackled Mertho to the wall. It snapped under the power of the minotaur. Mertho swung to his right hanging for the other chain.

      "The other. Quick."

      Gatt slammed his axe into the other chain. Mertho fell to the floor. He quickly rose to his feet. On each of his bloodied wrists hung a shackle and hanging chain. Now that his hands were free he could use them to cast spells. He waved his hands and spoke an incantation. The locks on his shackles opened, and they fell to the floor. Mertho then did the same for Tehra. She fell to the ground now unconscious.

      "Gatt pick up the elf."

      Gatt scooped up Tehra and swung her over his shoulder.

      "Which way to the exit to my dungeon Gatt?"

      "Follow. I will lead you."

      When Mertho stepped through the door, he now felt at ease. As had the others the door to Jerl's creations was gone. Man, elf, and minotaur now stood in the hallway at the base of the staircase.

      "Follow me, Gatt. We will go to my tower and discuss the terms of our relationship."
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      Tehra woke from her unconscious state with a jolt of fear. She looked around the dining hall. Mertho was sitting across from her drinking from a thin wine glass. Gaynor was also seated at the table. She smiled.

      Tehra’s gaze fell upon the minotaur. She reached for her dagger and fell from her seat.

      Gaynor laughed out loud.

      Tehra appeared from the shadows and placed a dagger beneath he minotaur's throat.

      "What is this thing doing in here?" said Tehra. Her words were directed at Mertho.

      The minotaur stood motionless as though he might have been cast in stone.

      "Relax Tehra. He is my servant now. Loyal to me. Loyal to all of us."

      "This thing almost killed both of us. It’s not even one of your creations. How can you be sure you control it?"

      "Rest assured Gatt is loyal. Please. Your blade. There is no need for it. You need water. You have been unconscious for a day."

      Tehra slipped away from the minotaur and took up her original seat. Mertho rose and poured her a cup of water. She drank it like she had not had water in three days.

      "We have much to discuss. I am now ready to trap this Jerl. I have seen his human form here in the realm through the mirror in which we captured the shadow Jerl’s image. I will use my magic to pull the human Jerl here to my dungeon. Then we will bind man and shadow."

      "And then what?" asked Gaynor.

      "I have plans," said Mertho.

      "To kill him right?" asked Tehra.

      "No. He is more valuable to me alive than dead."

      "That's insanity. He is too dangerous, Mertho. I-"

      "That is for me to decide." Mertho had cut off Tehra mid-sentence. "I will be in my study for a week. I am not to be disturbed."

      "And you expect us to go about waiting while this thing stands against the wall and watches me eat," said Tehra.

      "If it makes you feel better I will permit you to strike second if Gatt changes his mind about serving me. But you won't, will you Gatt?" Mertho turned his gaze from Tehra to Gatt as he spoke.

      "Gatt wishes to walk the dungeon, like wizard man promised."

      "Soon, Gatt. But for now, you must stay here. The dungeon is in need of a cleansing. It is not safe there for the time being."

      Mertho rose from his chair and walked to his study leaving Tehra and Gaynor to stir in the presence of the minotaur.

      After lighting the torches in his study, Mertho brought his focus upon the velvet cloth covering the mirror. Gaynor had placed it on his desk and leaned it against the wall. He was pleased to see she had covered it. Looking into it would have drastic consequences if the proper incantations were not applied first. Mertho set several books on his desk and started to read. There was so much to learn and apply before uncovering the mirror and pulling the real-life Jerl through it.

      The first incantation was a spell that would force his reflection away from the mirror. He would not see himself when he looked in the mirror. He would see his prey.

      As he cast his magic, the mirror started to radiate purple light from under the velvet cloth that concealed it. He could feel his magic coursing from his body into the mirror.

      For his next spell, he would need to look in the mirror. Mertho took a deep breath and channeled his will into the first incantation. He pulled the cloth down and off the mirror. There was no reflection. It was as though he was not present. Hidden from the light-catching effects of the mirror. Please with the result he began the next incantation.

      This time the mirror surface became almost water like. Mertho touched the surface of the mirror with his fingertip. At the point of contact, the surface of the mirror spilled out in gentle ripples. When they hit the inner edge of the frame, the ripples flowed back into the ones still flowing outwards. In moments the mirror became still again. Mertho still could not see himself in the mirror, yet its surface radiated the various flickering torches and dancing shadows flowing about the silent room.

      "Asz'te'feg." The surface of the mirror shifted from the reflection in Mertho's study and became a new landscape. The torchlight of his study wavered and shifted as colors blended in unnatural patterns. Soon the mirror was a mix of the colors of Mertho's study except they were mixed as though they were in liquid form and poured into a large bucket.

      A patient wizard, Mertho waited for the colors to dissolve. It took some time. The fires around the room had burnt low. Mertho kept his gaze locked on the mirror. His focus was a sharp as elven steel honed over their long elven lives. Steel sharp enough to cut through stone in the right warrior's hands.

      He kept his breathing deep and controlled and his body rigid. The mirror lost its reflective power and became a silver surface. That was when Mertho leaned into the surface his nose a finger's length away from its surface.

      "Jerl. Bring me the man you have seen. Bring me Jerl."
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      "Look, you either pay up, or I'm gonna cut your tongue out and feed it to the dogs in the street. You've had enough time, old man." The man speaking was short and skinny. He had dark, forbidding eyes. They were thick with malice. Almost endless pits. He wore dark leathers. It was the human Jerl.

      "I, I just can't make the payment this month. Can't I make it next month," said a portly man rubbing his hands nervously on black apron wrapped around his waist.

      He was standing behind a long oak bar. Out from the bar were several tables filled with those that would make their home this tavern if they could. The notes from a flute merged with various colors of smoke. Smoke that drifted from tables filled with ale mugs and loud stories.

      Three large men in impeccable full plate armor and a man dressed in a purple robe entered the tavern. A picture of a silver sword was dead center on the shields of the armored men. Jerl noticed them immediately. It was as though he had eyes in the back of his head.

      "You called the watch? A bad move old man. Consider this place burnt to ash and your children shipped away to the slave kingdoms."

      He drew his blade and slashed a thin cut across the portly man's cheek.

      "He's here! Here!" he yelled as he recoiled from the blade.

      Jerl disappeared.

      The purple robed figure was casting a spell that seemed to flow out from him into the entire inside of the inn. The man in dark leathers suddenly became visible as he was running up the stairs.

      "Jerl Cletic. I order you to stop!" After he called out, the robed figure drew a wand from his belt and aimed it at Jerl. A thin blue goop shot out.

      Jerl ducked in time to avoid the goop as it splattered all over the stairs behind him. He sprinted up and out of sight down a long hallway. The armored men pushed their way through the patrons and stormed up the stairs. In their recklessness, they knocked patrons prone and spilled countless mugs of ale everywhere.

      The wizard sipped back out the front entrance and circled around the tavern.

      Jerl sprinted down the long hallway on the second floor. He could hear the heavy movement of armor coming up the stairs. At the end of the hall, he tried the door to his left. It was locked. He turned to the door on the right, and the handle turned. He slipped inside and closed the door.

      "Hey, I think someone is in here." It was a woman's voice. Soft yet exhausted from heavy panting.

      Jerl could see her figure in the moonlight that was coming in from the window he would jump from. She was sitting on top of another body.

      "Keep moving. I'm not done." A man's voice.

      The woman screamed. "There's someone in here!"

      Jerl sprinted to the window and lifted the light frame high so he could pass through.

      The armored me bust into the room leaving the door open. Light from the braziers in the hallway lit up the room. The woman on the bed slid off the man and pulled the sheets to cover her naked body.

      "What the-" The man's protest was silenced as one of the armored men pointed his sword at him.

      "Stand down."

      Another man sprinted towards the window. "Stop thief!"

      Jerl had jumped through the open window. He tumbled to his feet in a skilled display of acrobatics.

      Blue goop flew at him, and before he could react, he was plastered to the lower wall of the rear of the tavern. The substance was thick and extremely sticky. It spread out as it flew from the wizard's wand and when it hit Jerl, it knocked him to the wall. Then it expanded all around him. He was held fast and unable to move.

      The wizard walked towards him.

      When he was in front of Jerl, he started to speak. "In the name of the good citizens of the city of Tetheor, I, a captain of the city watch, hereby take you Jerl Cletic into custody for the crimes or extortion and murder.

      Mertho's mirror had changed from a reflective surface to a total view of a new world. He could see the scene unfolding. A man that was an exact replica of the shadow Jerl, was pinned to the wooden wall of a building. Another wizard was speaking to him. Though the mirror only allowed for sight Mertho knew this was the man he sought. Not wasting any time he reached into the image with his hand.

      Back in the alley behind the tavern, Jerl felt the sensation of his body being pulled in all directions. It was a terrifying feeling. Worse than being arrested. At least that could be fixed with the right bribe or exploitive murder. This feeling he was starting to experience was deadly.

      Sensing strange magic was at play, the arresting wizard started an incantation. Jerl knew the words well. The wizard was going to disintegrate him.

      Murder on the spot. The city watch was know to have such directives for the most dangerous of the underworld. Amused he had made the list, Jerl prepared to be destroyed. As the bolt of black energy flew from the wizard's hand, Jerl disappeared.

      

      Mertho prepared his next spell as he pulled Jerl from an alley in Tetheor into his study. As Mertho drew his hand back through the mirror's surface, a stunned Jerl came flying through the mirror. He slammed into one of Mertho's bookshelves, knocking many of the thick tomes down on top of himself. Severely disorientated he drew a dagger and slashed about wildly.

      "Far'tal'sak."

      After Mertho's incantation a series of glowing red bars trapped Jerl in a cubic cage. The cage floated upwards and hovered in mid-air.

      Jerl grabbed the bars and tried to bend them. He then tried to slide through the spaces. It might have worked if he had been smaller.

      "It’s no use trying to fight your way out. You are my prisoner now," said Mertho

      "Who the hell are you?" asked Jerl.

      "I am Mertho. Things are going to get very interesting for you Jerl. Very interesting indeed."

      Mertho turned from the magical cage and left his study. The torches had dimmed. It was time to rest. There was much to think about.

      Jerl said nothing when the wizard left. He was truly at the mercy of his captor. There was no way to escape the cage. No way to disappear into the shadows. Accepting his fate, he leaned against the red, magical bars of his prison. If he had at least one thing, it was that he was alive. For how much longer, would depend on this wizard who seemed to have pulled him out of thin air.
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      In the morning Mertho returned to his study. Jerl was sleeping in the darkness. He had leaned against the lower bars of the cage and fell asleep in a semi-sitting position. Mertho set about lighting the torches in the room. He moved slowly to each taking time to bring life to the cold fixtures by filling oil into them then lighting them with a match.

      "Where am I?"

      Mertho was on his fourth torch when Jerl spoke. He continued to move about and light the rest of the torches.

      "Look do with what you will. But at least throw me a bone. Where the hell am I?"

      "You are in the city of Aklago. This is the tower in my study. Beneath is a dungeon I am creating."

      "Aklago. That's a month's travel from Tetheor. Why have you brought me here."

      "I need you to capture a creature that has been causing me much grief. He has been hunting me for some time. Now that I have you I shall become the hunter."

      "So you plan to use me as bait?"

      "Interesting inference. In a way yes. In a way no."

      Jerl spat on the ground of the study. "Don't dance riddles around me. What are you going to do with me?"

      "There is a dimension beyond ours. It's a place where apparently we have a double. A sort of shadow. Your shadow has been appearing in my dungeon. He's trying to capture me and sell me off to the highest bidder."

      "You seem to have much power. Just kill the damn thing."

      "It's not that easy. I need you to merge with the shadow Jerl."

      "Then you kill me?"

      Mertho smiled. "I thought I might. Nothing would please me more than destroying this shadow being. If you must die in the process then so be it. I'm sure no tears would be shed back in Tetheor."

      "But you don't plan to kill me. Kill me and this shadow."

      "A more accurate inference. I plan to study the two of you. It is my wish to channel the shadow Jerl's power. Perhaps yours as well."

      "Free me, and I'll help."

      Mertho dropped his smile. "No thank you. I know thieves well. Your promises are loose at best."

      Mertho threw a water skin through the bars of the magical cage. Jerl caught it easily.

      "Drink. Food will come later."

      "And if I don't cooperate?"

      "You won't have that option."

      Mertho turned from the cage. His black robe spun around him, and he disappeared from the room.

      The torches in the study burned low. Mertho did not make eye contact with Jerl when he returned to the room. Instead, he took a seat at his desk and began to read. Jerl watched him from his cage but did not speak. Mertho could feel then thief's eyes upon him. Watching him. Studying him. Looking for weakness.

      "They are identical!" said Tehra as she slid a tray of smoked meats and cheese in the cage.

      "So you aren't such a lumpy old recluse, Mertho. I'm surprised you keep company with a thing of such beauty. Are there any more around here?" asked Jerl.

      "They even seem to have the same wit. Yeah there's one more around, but she's not too social," said Tehra. "So, Mertho, what's the plan?"

      "Not here, Tehra. I'm not done thinking."

      Taking his clue, she turned and stared at Jerl. "Even the same clothing. Fascinating."

      "You look like a reasonable elf. Perhaps you can convince old Mertho here to release me. I'm good with a blade."

      "Sorry, Jerl-Number-Two. It sounds like you are going to be merging with a creature Mertho and I have not much love for. And then we-"

      "Tehra, enough! Come back later. Bring Gaynor and Gatt. I'll be ready in the morning."

      "Fine." Tehra left the study and closed the door behind her.

      Mertho set back upon his books. Defeated, Jerl slumped into the far side of the cage and picked at the remaining food from the tray Tehra had brought him.

      

      "How do you keep time in this dismal place? I mean I haven't seen the sun for some time. Surely that must wear on you?"

      Mertho did not lift his head to acknowledge Jerl. He was on his fourth book of the evening. His appetite for knowledge satisfied, he sped through the books last few pages. He was due to stretch. His back ached from sitting for so long. As he stabilized his spine, his mind seemed elsewhere.

      When Tehra, Gaynor, and Gatt arrived in his study, Mertho readied himself for the task ahead.

      "And this just keeps getting better. You keep company with a thief, a ghost, and bull-man. I-"

      Mertho flicked his wrist, and the space inside the cage was silenced. Jerl's lips were still moving, but no sound escaped from the cage. He stopped talking after realising his words were not being heard.

      "He can't hear us. Nor can we hear him. Both desirable effects. We have much to discuss. Please take a seat,” said Mertho.

      Tehra and Gaynor sat together on a couch. Gatt remained standing.

      "Very well. Now that the human Jerl is under my control we need to ensure the shadow Jerl merges with him. I learned that if either of the two entities, human or extra-dimensional, are in the same space then they will merge. Legends say that it is often the human form that pulls the extra-dimensional being into it. When this is done, we will be dealing with the exact thing we see in my cage. An easy target."

      "You said 'often.' What might happen otherwise?" asked Gaynor.

      "Sometimes the human is pulled from our world into the body of their shadow in the other dimension. The effects of such a merger are at best, dangerous," said Mertho.

      "And if that happens what is the worst case?" asked Tehra.

      "Part of the world, the one we live in, is pulled into the other dimension."

      "Would it pull us?"

      "Yes, Tehra. It would be a likely outcome."

      "Is there another way?" asked Gaynor.

      "No this is the only way."

      "And how are we to bring them together?" asked Tehra.

      Mertho paused. He seemed to stare into the shadows dancing around the low burning flames of his study.

      "I will need to summon all of my dungeon core and seal off the connection to the dimension from which the shadow Jerl comes from. I will form a shell prison around his next room. Then he will be our prisoner unable to retreat as he has been. He will be trapped in this world. But we will also be in his world. I cannot hold my core around his intrusion for long. We will need to be swi-"

      Mertho's body temperature shot up rapidly. He was thrust into a death-fever.

      "Mertho!" Tehra could see it in his face. It became red and swollen.

      "He has come again. This time he's created a powerful intrusion into my core. We must put an end to this. When I have him sealed in we will move on him and bind him to the human Jerl."

      Mertho concentrated, and the glowing red cage floated silently in behind him. Jerl was shaking the magical bars. His body moved back and forth as he pushed and pulled. It was no use Mertho's magic was strong.

      As he wobbled towards the door, Tehra took Mertho's arm over her shoulder. Gaynor and Gatt followed.
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      Mertho let his fever guide him as they moved through the dungeon in the torchlight. The door they sought was located deep in an undeveloped corridor. It had been years since Mertho walked in it. His dungeon core magic was diluted her. Perhaps the Jerl of the other dimension chose this place to make another attempt at capturing Mertho due to the weak influence of his dungeon core here.

      "Lean me against the wall."

      He was very weak now. The fever was the worst of the physical aliments that plagued him. Perhaps what was beyond this door would be too powerful for Mertho and the others to handle.

      Mertho closed his eyes and drew his dungeon core inwards. His entire body started to pulsate with green energy. Tehra reached out to him, but he pushed her away more to protect her than to resist her love. Soon the energy was like a lighting storm under the surface world. Green bolts flew from Mertho's body. The others needed to shield their eyes.

      The energy flowed from his core and into the stone walls of the corridor. It passed through the solid rock, as lighting would thin air. When the last of the energy had flown from his body, Mertho collapsed.

      Tehra dropped or his side. "Mertho!" She placed her hand on his head. His body felt cool to touch.

      He lifted his head and looked up. "He is sealed in. We must hurry! We must hold him. When we've got him controlled by whatever means we can, I will float the cage through the door. He must not escape."

      Tehra helped him to his feet.

      "I will open the door. Follow me." Mertho took the iron door handle in his hand and stepped through the door. The cage containing the human Jerl floated back in the corridor. Tehra, Gaynor, and Gatt stepped in behind him.

      The first thing that assaulted them was the lack of any sensory input. The room seemed vast and unending. Blackness surrounded them, making them feel like they were floating high above in the outer rim of space beyond the planet. It was a though they were not standing on a solid surface yet they seemed stable.

      Tehra looked behind Mertho. She then leaned into his ear and whispered, "Where is Jerl?"

      With his finger to his lip, Mertho silenced her from speaking any further.

      Gatt pulled his axe and sniffed the air. "No world here. Gatt does not smell the flesh or stone."

      "So you've trapped the trapper, have you? Well, not yet." It was the voice of the shadow Jerl.

      Gatt screamed in a low guttural language no one understood. There was a dagger sticking out from his left side. The minotaur pulled it free and dropped it. The blade seemed to fall below them. It descent one that would last for an eternity.

      "I won't go that easily. In fact, I'll go rather richly. I'm sure there's a buyer for the three of you. A neatly packaged trinity. How convenient. As for the minotaur you have stolen from me? He's  not going to be so lucky."

      Another dagger appeared in Gatt's right thigh. This time the beast sunk to a knee. He quickly steadied himself and rose to his feet. Then he pulled the dagger and threw it clumsily into the void ahead. It tumbled forward and went on beyond their vision. The blade was not affected by gravity. It seemed to spin over itself as though in a vacuum.

      "Show yourself. Fight not like coward. Fight like warrior!"

      "Dear, Gatt. Don't ask me to be what I am certainly not. I am a thief. A shadow from another dimension. For me to face you head on would not be wise. Thus, I must do this!"

      Another blade was embedded in Gatt's left shoulder.

      "Get ready to grab him." Mertho spoke low enough for Gaynor and Tehra to hear him. Gatt did not.

      "Coward man!"

      "Ok Gatt I've had my fun."

      Another blade embedded itself in the right side of Gatt's neck. Blood spilled from an artery. The minotaur dropped its axe and reached for its neck. Then, it fell over dead.

      Mertho moved his hands swiftly and made an incantation. A wall of scintillating colors appeared just to the left of Gatt. The shadow Jerl ran headfirst into the wall. It made his outline now visible as he became entangled in the scintillating colors of the wall. It was as though he ran into a thick spider web. The magic covered his entire body making him look like his body was covered in blues, red, purples, and greens. The colors flowed about him.

      Sensing the moment Tehra and Gaynor rushed to Jerl to restrain him in his dazed state. They each grabbed one of his arms. Stunned Jerl did not resist. Then the three of them disappeared.

      To the untrained eye, they would have seemed just to disappear. Mertho had seen this form of magic back when Jerl parleyed with the giants. They did not disappear. They fell.

      He ran from his position, stopped where they once were and looked down. They were plummeting. He could see the colors of Jerl mixed in a struggle with Tehra and Gaynor.

      He concentrated and then cast a spell.

      "Fal'Mar'tiz." When done he rose up and flew down the void in which his target dropped. The two women he'd placed in harm's way struggled to restrain him as he fell.

      Mertho picked up speed. It was a strange sensation to be flying downwards. His intellect tried to wrap its mind around the fact that they were in a dimensional pocket. But his feeling of self-preservation made him think of a sudden end to the hole in which the four of them were plummeting.
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      Mertho caught up to the plummeting trio. He uttered a spell, and a platform of iron appeared below them. It floated up tactfully allowing for Tehra and Gaynor to land on their feet and hold Jerl in place.

      "Mertho floated right up to the colored body. He pulled Jerl's head in line with his own. "Now I have you!"

      A smile crept across the multi-colored face. "I would not be so sure of that wizard. Which way is up? And to add to the moment you know you cannot harm me here. Indeed though these two lovely women of yours hold me tight, you cannot physically harm me.”

      Mertho looked up and then to the sides. The environment was very unsettling. Jerl was right. There was no way to determine the direction of anything. They seemed to float in an infinite void.

      Tehra spread her legs to her side she found a position of power. She brought her blade to Jerl's neck.

      "It would be useless Tehra. Your weapons will not harm me."

      "Are you sure of that?"

      "Yes, dear elf. I am immune to weapons not from my world."

      "Then why have you always avoided taking blows? The giants. You avoided their blows like they would cut you in half," said Mertho.

      "What fun would it be if I walked around taking giant axe blows and sharp daggers to the neck with not even a scratch? How disappointing would it be for those who would cut me down?"

      "He lies. Press you blade into his neck Tehra. See if he bleeds," said Gaynor.

      "No. He's telling the truth. We cannot harm him. Only bind him. Prevent him from escaping. Hold his arms behind his back I will bind him with magic," said Mertho.

      Tehra and Gaynor pulled his hands behind his back and spun Jerl's backside to Mertho. A small man of no significant strength he did not resist.

      A red rope appeared in front of Mertho after he waved his hands to complete the incantation. He then moved his hands in a winding manner. The rope guided by Mertho’s hands bound Jerl's wrists.

      "So the mighty dungeon core has captured me! But in his haste to capture me he's become trapped himself. You have heard my price. That fool of an ice giant should have taken the contract. He'd have himself a dungeon core and I 100,000 gold pieces. Here's a thought. Bring some of that horde you have into this dimensional pocket, and I'll release you and let you go. For a tip, I might even share who else is lining up to capture the mighty slayer of the demoness, Veluthra. You'll be pleased to know you're a highly sought after bounty. I've been lucky enough to get a jump start on the competition. 150,000 gold pieces sound good? I mean that's hardly a dent in the horde that you have stolen from Nezdul. You seem to have paid the dwarf handsomely to learn all you could about me. Consider the payment an act of good faith."

      "He lies!" said Tehra.

      "Why have you not taken the gold yourself? You seem to roam about my dungeon at will," said Mertho.

      "It's not that easy. I can't bring everything across the fold from your world to mine. Everything must come willingly. Inanimate objects tend to be disagreeable."

      "Even with a dagger to their throat."

      "A little coercion never hurt anyone. So about that deal?"

      Mertho looked above his head. He then started to concentrate while flying upwards. The iron disk supporting Tehra, Gaynor and their captive floated up with him.

      "Ahh calling my bluff. An interesting move. We will go this direction forever I must admit. You'll age and die long before it leads anywhere."

      "And you'll be trapped here. I know I have you trapped in this pocket. You can't escape,” said Mertho.

      "And I know your magic can't hold. Even now I see you are weak. It must have been a tremendous expenditure of power. It makes sense now why so many are lining up to capture you. I suggest you take the deal Mertho. You'd be foolish to not."

      The weight of Jerl's words grinded him. The dimension they were in was confusing. He was probably telling the truth in that they would go on forever while he waited things out.

      "You need me alive. I'm no good to you dead."

      "Yes, but no. What is really sought after by the highest bidder is your core. That flesh and blood body you have grown into, is expendable. Though it serves as a nice vessel. And the lovely elf and ghost woman you keep company with. Are you willing to be so stubborn as to leave them to die here as well?"

      "Fine. I agree to your terms."

      "Mertho no he reeks of deceit," said Gaynor.

      "Excellent. As an act of good faith, I will allow one of you to from here to find their way to the room with all the gold. I think it best if I give half a day in your world to move the 150,000 gold pieces to mine. Gold can be heavy. It will all need to come back to this dimensional pocket. The door will be as it is. Waiting for the gold."

      "I'll go," said Gaynor.

      "Ha. That is not for you to decide, ghost woman. I am to make the choice. So, I shall release you, Mertho. If you fly up straight, then you'll find you way back to your beloved dungeon. Your two lovely's are welcome to stay here and hold me. Once I am paid, I will not return. Does this sound like a fair deal?"

      "Yes. I will deliver the gold."

      "Good. I forgot to mention one thing, any tricks and these two parts of your trinity will realize the pain that comes when their rations are gone, and their water skins run dry."

      Mertho flew upwards. He looked down once as he flew through the void. They were gone. When he looked up, he saw the door from which they entered. He stepped through it. The silent cage containing the human Jerl floated in the corridor of his dungeon. Mertho was glad he did not bring it inside the room. Seeing the cage might have caused Jerl to not even engage them. He could have easily disappeared into the void and waited for Mertho's magic to drop the encasing prison around his intrusion.
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      15 iron disks floated all around Mertho as he stood in the cavern atop one of the rolling mounds of gold in his cavern. They were the same disks that he left Tehra and Gaynor floating on back in the dimensional room. He would need to be quick. The red bars making the perfect squared cage floated behind him. The human Jerl still silenced inside.

      150,000 gold pieces, that was the price. The dimensional Jerl was right. As Mertho looked out over his hoard, he saw it would be a small dent in his newly acquired wealth. But there was more at stake here. Much more.

      Closing his eyes and taking a deep breath Mertho narrowed his focus and breathed life into the cavern. There was a clattering sound beyond the faint blue light he had lit up some of the cavern with. The first goblin to poke his head into the light did so nervously. A second followed. Then, a third. Soon, there were fifty goblins surrounding Mertho. They looked to him in anticipation. He was their summoner. He was their god.

      He spoke in goblin, "Fill the disks with gold, my pets. When I see that each one has been loaded high enough, then I shall reward you with your own gold. Go. Do as I ask."

      The green skinned creatures skirted about. First, they piled their crude rusty weapons in mounds atop the gold. Then they set about lifting handfuls of gold onto the disks.

      Mertho could feel the weight of the gold flowing through his body. The magic he used to cart the disks and control them still very much a part of his magical essence. He was growing in power now. His ability to summon using his dungeon core as well as have several long-lasting spells active and in need of control was getting better. Those countless hours of reading, and now applying that knowledge, were finally paying off.

      He could feel each disk's weight. Feel the weight to each gold piece. When he was content, he had the 150,000 gold pieces loaded he turned to the goblins. "Make your home here. This cavern is vast. There is much work to do. It is your home. I grant each you permission to take five gold pieces from my horde. Do not take even one more.

      Chatter erupted in the cavern. It was a clicking and guttural show of appreciation by the goblins. A larger goblin, on with orc blood most likely running through his veins started to collect his five gold pieces. The others descended upon the pile.

      Mertho had to fight the fever the whole time he was collecting the gold. It made him significantly weak and unable to move except in slow, laborious means to cast the required spells. Now back in front of the door to the room in which Tehra and Gaynor held the shadow Jerl the fever had subsided.

      Mertho turned to the magic cell that had been following him loyally. He dropped the silencing magic. Inside, the human Jerl suspected he could now be heard.

      "Look you seem reasonable. After seeing you hoard I don't think I'm bribing my way out of this cage. How about power? That's what logically comes next when you've got unaccountable wealth. I know people. Powerful people. Release me, and I can ensure you'll benefit from their influence. I'm good for my word. You can count on that. So take a moment. Think about it."

      The plea had fallen on a mind that was not interested in power beyond the dungeon he was designing. Mertho was driven by something else. Revenge. Rage. Yet, this deliverance of gold would serve only as a bandage for the mental and physical wounds caused by the shadow Jerl. What Mertho needed was a cure. He not only needed the shadow Jerl to stop his intrusions. He needed to capture him, to harness his power.

      Looking at the gold piles atop the floating disks, he saw them for what the would be. A distraction. He then turned to the caged human Jerl. He would need to be merged with the shadow Jerl. Be placed in the same space.

      Mertho turned to his prisoner. "This will hurt." He then broke into a deep incantation that stretched on much longer than any he had ever cast. His words rose and fell, and while there was no discernible pattern to incantation, it seemed almost poetic. But as Jerl would soon find out, there is nothing poetic about necromantic magic.

      Jerl first felt a tingling sensation in his body. Then, he felt a crushing pressure on every part of his body. "No. No. No. You can't. This is madness!"

      Then his body seemed to shift into fine granules. It was as though he'd been transformed into a sand-like essence, then one by one those tiny grains of his essence flowed from inside the cage into Mertho's body. Soon, all of Jerl's essence, both mind and body, had absorbed into Mertho's.

      It felt strange to have another body merge with his. Mertho had prepared for the effects to come. Jerl struggled to wrestle control of his host. His mind was too weak. Mertho easily crushed the attempt. Now in control, he dismissed the cage and stepped inside the room with the disks following him.
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      The inside was still a dark void. There was no sign of Tehra, Gaynor, and their prisoner. Mertho called out, "I have brought payment. Show yourself."

      As though they stepped from a fold in space the captors and their prisoner appeared. Each woman still held the shadow Jerl in a restrictive position. Mertho observed them. His keen mind looking for an illusion. A trick.

      "That was quick," said Jerl.

      "Yes." The door to the room was still visible behind him. Its wood structure set in metal bracings a blizzard contrast to the black void they stood within.

      "Well, a fair exchange would be required here. Drop the encasing magic you have so summoned around my room. A clever move. I do love a good escape path, and you seemed to have locked me in. The I'll release the disorientating effects of the room. Don't try to trick me. I can make you as disoriented where we now stand as I did the dimensional hole were once in. Then your two lovelies can release me. After that, as a measure of good faith, I will list the long line of beings that seek to capture you and harness your dungeon core essence. You can then leave. The gold would stay behind of course. You'll never hear from me again."

      Mertho waited. Sensing a pause, Jerl made the door disappear behind Mertho. "If you wish to play hard and stray from a gentleman's negotiation, we can remain here forever. Well at east until your magic closing me in fades. I'll then take my leave. Your trinity, well you'll eventually succumb to the effects of lack of water, food, and sleep. You'll slowly lose your minds as your human needs consume you. I, on the other hand, need not such things. As a timeless being, I won't mind the wait."

      Mertho felt rage. It built up over the time he had been contesting with shadow Jerl. Now like an ultra volcano that had built up its pressure over centuries he released the human Jerl he had absorbed with the necromantic magic. The human Jerl appeared in front of the shadow Jerl. The sight of his human form startled him. "No. You-"

      His words were cut short as the human form, and inter-dimensional form, were drawn into each other. Gaynor and Tehra could no long hold the inter-dimensional Jerl. The merging magic was too powerful. They braced for the worst outcome.

      Now a singular entity, Jerl screamed in pain. Mertho motioned for Gaynor and Tehra to grab him again. They took him by the shoulders. His arms were still bound by magic rope. Mertho dropped the color's covering Jerl's body.

      "Quick! Through the door!"

      The room had already started to fold in on itself. There was just enough time for the four of them to pass through the door. Once back in the corridor the door disappeared. The room was gone, and it took the gold with it. Perhaps lost in the bending dimensions from which this dimensional creature had come from.

      Jerl raised his head nervously. He was now a true prisoner. "Give me your dagger, Tehra. It is time to see if he will bleed."

      Tehra placed her dagger in Mertho's hand.

      "Do you remember when you first stuck that blade in the back of my neck? How you toyed with me? Forced me to drink that vile liquid?"

      Jerl did not answer.

      "I am going to return the favor. Somewhat to see if you'll now bleed, but also for revenge. You have tormented me long enough, Jerl."

      Mertho brought the blade to Jerl's face. The captive watched the blade nervously. When Mertho pressed it into his cheek, a thin red line formed as he slid the blade down and away from the eye. Blood soon flowed from the cut.

      “And so you do. Now you are more of this world than yours. I have waited patiently for this moment. I was as much hunting you, as you were I.”

      "I still have the knowledge of those others who hunt you. Perhaps a bargain can still be struck?"

      "Unfortunately, for you at least, you are in no position to bargain now."

      Mertho leaned in and placed his hand on Jerl's head. "Ek'la'tun.”

      He pulled his hand free after scouring Jerl's mind.

      "Giant lords, undead mages, demons from other worlds, and an orc king all wanted him captive. They all sought his dungeon core. These entities were unwilling to assail the powerful city of Aklago to capture Mertho themselves. Instead, they were all opting for clandestine agents like Jerl to do the dirty work.

      "Bring him to my study."

      Mertho turned and started walking back to the staircase that would lead to the surface above his dungeon. Tehra and Gaynor pushed Jerl along and fell in line.

      In his study, Mertho placed Jerl against the wall. He motioned for Tehra and Gaynor to move clear.

      "You still have much power though you know as much as I that the humanity of your form contains it. It is with great pleasure that I will take this power. I do have demons, giants, undead, and orc kings to now contend with.

      "But I will be killed?" Jerl knew what was about to happen.

      "Killed, but perhaps I will also siphon your power. I think being killed would be easier on you."

      Mertho raised his hand and concentrated. A black beam of cracking energy shot from the tip of his finger and struck Jerl's head.

      "Noooooo!"

      Jerl's body started to writhe. It was as though he was being drained of life. Mertho started to radiate. Black crackling energy dominated his whole body. Soon, Jerl's body withered into nothing. Even his leathers disappeared in the back energy.

      Gaynor and Tehra had moved to the far side of the room. Tehra covered her eyes as Jerl's essence was sucked into Mertho.

      When Mertho dropped his arms, he turned to the two women. The whites of his eyes were black now. His irises glowed bright blue. He was different. His aura of power was crippling. Both women clearly wanted to give him space.

      "Leave me," he said forcefully.

      Taking the opportunity, they eagerly left the room.
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      It was weeks before Tehra saw Mertho. His eyes had not changed. It would be some time before she was comfortable in his presence. Gaynor disappeared into the dungeon. She seemed at home under the surface of the sprawling city. The hunt for new books kept Tehra busy. She paid for them most of the time. The rare moment to steal always got the better of her. She never told Mertho of the thefts choosing to spend the gold he sent out with her on expensive foods and lavish inns in many of the far-reaching cities and kingdoms in the realm.

      Mertho became extremely intoxicated with the power he now had within. Jerl's essence amplified his dungeon core. He spent months carving out his dungeon and shaping rooms. It became an obsession. And soon he had created a dungeon that spread out so deep and wide that it was larger than the city of Aklago. He carved out winding tunnels, vast caverns, and variously shaped rooms. This thrust forward was fuelled by his obsession to make the skeletal framing of what was to be the grandest dungeon in the realm.

      While working, the thought of those that were probably hunting him played in the back of his mind. But his obsession to create was overwhelming. And no creatures came. There were no intrusions and no attacks. He was truly free to shape as he wished.

      The magical essence he absorbed from Jerl helped in three ways. First, he became very adept at creating rooms that had a connection to other dimensions. He could see into these dimensions. Some were places of hell and torture. Others places of heaven and tranquility. Second, though he had not attempted such a thing until he had learned all he could of it, he could pull beings from those worlds to his. They would be bound to him. Salves at worst, servants at best. And finally, he possessed the ability to shape already made rooms into different forms almost at will. This last ability was beyond his original ability as a dungeon core, as when he made a room, it was there for good. The only way to change it would have been through pickaxe and explosives. These shaped rooms as solid and free standing as the buildings on the surface above.

      Mertho did have some interaction with Tehra and Gaynor, but he pushed away any form of affection the two women showed towards him. He was fast becoming obsessed with creation. Tehra felt he was slipping away. Perhaps becoming something detached from the human form he lived in. It mattered not to Mertho. He was where he needed be. Nothing was going to stop him.

      The dungeon took shape in the months of heavy crafting. Rooms that would be filled with water, lava, or acid were formed. Pits that could be used for fighting were shaped. Rooms that would hold treasure, rooms that would be full of traps, and rooms that could hold secrets that would startle event the wisest of men, became scattered about the dungeon. But Mertho did not stop at the inanimate. He continued to challenge himself summoning all kinds of beasts. He was now able to summon green skins with nothing more than a fleeting thought. He brought ogres to life and fed them the elves he summoned. He even controlled a few giants and sent them lumbering off into the vast caverns he'd created.

      In the summoning of things flesh and blood, he learned much. There were two ways he could summon a creature. The first was to pull it from the realm beyond. He had done such a thing with the red dragon Nezdul. This way brought a more challenging creature into his dungeon. They were often aware they had been pulled to the dungeon against their own will. These summoned creatures could also leave the dungeon. Many served as spies and gatherers. Such a means to summon was not without danger. Summoning the creature was one step. Controlling it was another. These creatures possessed free will and needed to be controlled with magic or a straight ability to dominate them with words or force.

      The second form of summoning was more desirable. Mertho was summoning beings from nowhere. They were created through an expenditure of his dungeon core. These creations were always loyal from the start, but they could not leave the dungeon making them limited. They seemed to come to him nameless and barely self-aware. He spent time refining these additions giving them a mind of their own. Or at least the ability to follow basic directions. Much of the learning was built upon his experiences, knowledge from books, and Jerl's essence.

      Rain pelted the sides of the tower as Mertho and Tehra ate a freshly cooked pig in the shadows of the torchlight.  The sound was like a thousand drummers tapping their drums in a chaotic mess of uncoordinated beats. A loud knock on the main door of the tower echoed throughout the silent halls. It broke the silence Tehra had come to expect from spending time with Mertho.

      When she opened the front door to the tower, Tehra saw that the rain was coming down violently. A man stood in soaked commoners clothing just under the slight wood platform over the outer door. Droplets of rain dripped off his smooth bald head.

      "Yes."

      "My name is Targar. I have a business proposition for the master of this tower."

      Mertho stood behind Tehra. He examined the visitor. Looked into his soul as he stood in the falling rain. Targar waited patiently intent on gaining entrance to the tower where he could make his sales pitch. Though the man was dressed as a commoner, Mertho sensed there was more to him. This was no peddler come to beg for a piece of the treasure rumored to lie beneath this tower. A place shrouded in mystery. When his gaze fell upon the ring on red ring on Fargar's finger, Mertho gently moved Tehra to the side of the doorway.

      "Please, come out of the rain. I would like to hear your proposition..."
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      Kek is a kobold slave who gains the power to “game” reality. He is then given a quest—to return to the dungeon he was born in and free his species from their bonds. This is LitRPG set in a “real” fantasy world. Buy Return to Dungeon (Kobold’s Quest Book One) on Kindle or read for FREE on Kindle Unlimited.
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