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 About Zeal Legacy 2 
 
    Zeal Legacy 2 picks up right where the first left off, so it’s recommended you read that one first. It’s also a light-hearted portal fantasy adventure intended for mature readers. It contains the following just like its predecessor: 
 
    ●  Light LitRPG Elements 
 
    ●  Fantasy races, swords, and spells 
 
    ●  Fantasy action and violence 
 
    ●  Romance and harem elements with female characters 
 
    ●  Explicit sexual scenes and language 
 
    If you’re easily offended, this probably isn’t the book for you. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
    Clayton Brooks had everything he could want in his life. With a fortune large enough to retire on, he spent his days on his PC. His backlog of games turned into an endless stream of platinum achievement after platinum achievement. 
 
    Everything changed one night when he was magically transported to the world of Xeylon. There he learned he was a Ferrum, one of the chosen few destined to wield the mythical Zeal Blade and drive away an evil blight known as the Maledict. 
 
    Dealing with the Maledict proved to be tricky as he was forced to push himself to his physical and mental limits. But he found the strength to rise to his greatest challenge, vanquish the evil, and rescue the kingdom of Nalore. In the process, he gained the company of Rena, an intense but beautiful elf paladin, and Jalise, a charming sage who could cast mystical spells. 
 
    With the Maledict now sealed away, Clayton is free to explore the rest of Xeylon. He sails the Great Sea with his companions, searching for levels, loot, and whatever else lies beyond the horizon… 
 
      
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 40 
 
    Available Points 0 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 500 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 15 
 
    Constitution 12 
 
    Agility 13 
 
    Dexterity 11 
 
    Wisdom 13 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    “What is it you hope to accomplish out there?” 
 
    The horizon didn’t change. Wherever he looked, Clayton saw the blue water all around him, endless in every direction. The view inspired all kinds of feelings inside of him. Fear. Doubt. Excitement. Confusion. He pondered the question for a moment, his eyes on his compass to confirm the direction they were heading. 
 
    “I want to see what’s out there. I know this world is larger than the island where Nalore is. I wanna see just how big it is. No matter the risks. No matter the threats. Even if there’s some freaky monster out there I can’t even begin to describe. I wanna see just what the hell I can do.” 
 
    “There will be a lot of danger out there. The world won’t welcome you with open arms with the same enthusiasm you’re so willing to jump into it with.” 
 
    Clayton eyed the young sage next to him. Jalise had been by his side for most of his journey. The fair-skinned blonde seemed even more attractive, he thought, glistening underneath the glow of the sun above them. Her golden locks shimmered with a kind of magic, fitting since she was the most capable spellcaster Clayton had met. 
 
    Having lay with her before gave Clayton the confidence to know he could be completely honest with her. 
 
    His attention turned back toward the view, he inhaled a deep breath and sighed. “There’s something about the water. The gentle rocking back and forth… The sea air when it fills my lungs… The breeze keeping me cool despite how warm the sun is getting. Maybe it’s a bad idea to head out there. I’ve already accomplished my task as a Ferrum and sealed away the Maledict. Exploring… I have to keep exploring. Why would I stop when I’ve got the open world at my fingertips?” 
 
    Jalise smiled softly and nodded in approval. 
 
    “How about you, Jalise? Is there anything out there you wanna find?” 
 
    “I only want to know more. I’ve exhausted all of the texts the ancients left behind for us in Nalore. There is much more to read, much more to experience.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll learn a new spell or two.” 
 
    “Perhaps… But the strength of the magic I wield will grow as I continue to use it.” 
 
    “Then maybe we should look for combat. I’m sure there are some big ol’ monsters out there just waiting to be slain.” 
 
    “Careful now. The Zeal Blade is powerful but its true strength lies in its ability to conquer the Maledict. Otherwise, it is as only as strong as the weapon it appears to be.” 
 
    Clayton looked down at the sword on his belt. The hilt was mostly unremarkable, just steel fashioned into a hilt you’d find on any sword, but the pommel resonated with a power Clayton swore he could feel on his palm when he touched it. 
 
    “It was only a few weeks ago when I had no idea how to hold a weapon,” he said. “Now I can wield the Zeal Blade with confidence. Maybe it’s just an ordinary sword now… I still wouldn’t wanna use anything else.” 
 
    Zeal once resonated with awe-inspiring energy. Something out of a fable, Clayton thought when he saw it. Now it was just a sword. 
 
    “Besides, my essence is still tied to it. I can feel the strength running through my veins. Hell, I can tell just by looking at me.” He flexed his bicep to show off the muscle he didn’t have back home. “I think that might be the sweetest part of leveling.” 
 
    Jalise hid her giggle behind her hand. When Clayton turned around, he saw Rena sitting at the other end of the boat. He caught her just in time to see her rolling her eyes. 
 
    “I should keep her some company,” Clayton said. 
 
    “Rena never needs company but I’m sure she wouldn’t mind it. Perhaps I’ll take this time to bask in the sun.” 
 
    “There isn’t much else to do out here.” 
 
    The boat was a modest vessel. There was enough space for all three of them to lounge, sleep and enjoy the amenities the open sea provided them. Storage below was stocked with enough provisions to last longer than was likely necessary. 
 
    As Clayton approached Rena, she turned her head and looked out into the ocean. He took a moment to admire her physique for just a moment. 
 
    A lifetime of training had hardened Rena’s body as well as her facade. Pink skin stretched over taut muscles always had Clayton reminding himself of how nice it was to be around her. He was grateful for the skimpy armor she preferred. 
 
    Her tight, sinewy skin glistened with sweat. Her muscles always seemed flexed, even just sitting there. 
 
    Clayton stared at her long enough to make her look back at him. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    He smiled, his hands on his hips. “You know, you can relax. The wind in our sails is doing all of the work.” 
 
    “I am merely eager to get to our next destination.” 
 
    “You have no idea where our destination is. We’re not heading in the same direction Iolas took us before.” He took a seat next to her. “Why don’t you just relax and take a real break? At least for a few minutes. You’ve got the rest of the day and night to brood over the view.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows at her. Clayton had already broken the elf but she insisted on maintaining her demeanor. Her lip twitched into the slightest smile before she sighed in resignation. 
 
    “Fine. I will take a break.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit! You know, I don’t know if you have ‘em in Xeylon, but back on Earth, we’ve got these things called luxury cruises. You get on a ship, lie underneath the sun and drink and eat while somebody caters to you.” 
 
    “This is not some pleasure cruise. I am not on vacation nor am I here to relax.” 
 
    “Why did you come along anyway?” 
 
    Rena paused to consider it for a moment. “Someone needs to make sure you stay safe. You are the chosen Ferrum. It will be dangerous. This will be a challenge like no other.” 
 
    “The only woman I know who finds relaxation in combat—” 
 
    “Do you wish for me to cater to you, Brooks?” 
 
    “No, no! That’s not what I’m saying. But you can learn to enjoy this a little bit. Look out into the water…” He not so subtly put a hand on her shoulder. She glanced at it for a moment before shifting her gaze to the sea. “Look at the waves as they ripple through the blue. Watch ‘em come toward us. The ship is moving to the same rhythm. It’s so calm… so relaxing… Isn’t that nice?” 
 
    Clayton was eager to hear her say something. The elf remained quiet as she looked out into the water. “Perhaps,” she finally responded. “But I know this is simply a ploy for you to move close to me.” 
 
    “Would that be so bad?” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows at her, the most obnoxious grin he could make coming across his lips. You wouldn’t think a pink-skinned elf like Rena could blush but if she was red enough, you could see it. And she was obviously red enough at this point. 
 
    “You know how I feel about you, Brooks. We share a bond that will never be broken. But if you wish for some entertainment, I suggest you spend some time alone with yourself. Do not worry. Jalise and I will not judge you. You can do it out in the open if you like. There is no one out here to see you.” 
 
    “I’d bet you’d like to see that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “I admire your confidence,” she scoffed. “Save it for combat.” 
 
    “I’ve already made myself comfortable. Check me out.” He leaned back for a moment. Clayton had his armor off. In nothing but a pair of small linen bottoms and a thin tunic, he enjoyed the comforts like he was sitting in his bedroom in front of his PC. It was how he used to spend all of his late nights until he was called to Xeylon. 
 
    “You still have your weapon.” 
 
    Clayton patted the pommel of his sword. “I like having it on me. There’s a difference between a weapon and armor.” 
 
    “I will take my armor off when it is necessary,” Rena said. “I’m accustomed to it. I find it more comfortable than anything else.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second!” Clayton was in such disbelief he jumped up to his feet. “You mean to tell me in that hot…” 
 
    “It is not hot.” 
 
    “…heavy…” 
 
    “It is not heavy.” 
 
    “…sticky…” 
 
    “My armor has never been sticky.” 
 
    “…metal pressing against your skin feels better than baring it all?” 
 
    “That is what I said.” 
 
    “Pfft! You know what I really think?” 
 
    “I do not care what you think—” 
 
    Clayton moved his face close to hers. “I think you’re so full of pride you’re ashamed of letting me see you naked. I’ve already seen it, Rena!” 
 
    “And if you wish to see it again, I suggest you stop pestering me.” 
 
    Clayton straightened up and smiled. “Maybe I will… You’ve got a great body. I don’t know which part of you I like most…” 
 
    The grin on Clayton’s face grew and he didn’t try to hide it. In contrast, Rena clenched her jaw to avoid displaying any sort of emotion. 
 
    “We’ve been out in the water for a few days now,” Clayton said. “Maybe tonight you and Jalise and I can… You know…” 
 
    Rena didn’t protest but she didn’t easily concede either. “Perhaps,” she sighed through her nose. “But now is not the time.” 
 
    “If now isn’t the time, when is? I don’t know if you noticed but we’re out in the middle of the sea. I can see for miles in front of us and there isn’t any land in any direction. The seagulls buzzing above us seem to be the only thing alive around here…” 
 
    “If there are seagulls above us, there is land nearby.” 
 
    “Then we should probably enjoy our time in the water while we still can—” 
 
    A sudden thump against the boat’s hull rocked it enough to make Clayton stumble a few steps to the side. He quickly regained his footing and looked around. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” He stared wide-eyed at Rena. The elf stared back just the same, her mouth half-open but no words coming out. “Rena?” 
 
    He turned around and saw Jalise had rushed to the other side of the boat. The look of shock in her eyes made him more uneasy. 
 
    “Listen, guys…” Clayton put his hands up, trying to calm them down but mostly to calm himself. “I’m not from around here but back home, the ocean is a pretty scary place. Maybe we should—” 
 
    The boat quaked again, harder than the last time. Jalise stumbled to the ground. Rena had trouble getting to her feet.  
 
    The small boat rocked again. Clayton tumbled to the side of the ship and quickly grabbed the railing to avoid falling over. That’s when he saw it. 
 
    The water around him was no longer calm. The blue was replaced by a thrashing white. The waves circled in every direction, like an earthquake right underneath the surface of the water. 
 
    “What the hell—” 
 
    Clayton’s eyes narrowed as he looked into the water. He noticed something underneath the boat, as if the seafloor was rising up underneath them. The boat kept ascending until it was no longer resting on the water. They were high enough the sea was distant below them. 
 
    Clayton followed the seafloor as it rose in every direction. His eyes trailed along the ground to where the water was most violent. A good distance ahead, the ground rose even faster, like a mountain. Clayton swallowed hard, his eyes unblinking. Rena and Jalise had joined him along the railing of the boat as they watched it emerge. 
 
    “What is that?” he whispered the words even though he knew neither one of them had an answer. “A mountain? A volcano?” 
 
    “No…” Jalise’s voice was filled with an unmistakable fear. “It’s… It’s…” 
 
    “It’s what?” Clayton’s slight frustration was answered when he saw something appear in the mountain in front of him. “Is that… an eyeball?” 
 
    The giant disc on the mountain was bigger than a building. A dark pupil stared back at Clayton, like looking into the abyss. 
 
    “A kraken…” Jalise’s confirmation made Clayton more anxious than he’d ever admit. 
 
    He looked around and watched as more of it rose in the air. It’s limbs, dark and scaly, like something that had been resting in the sea since ancient times. Just one of its tentacles was large enough to level an entire building. 
 
    “Well… Crap…” Clayton looked at his companions. 
 
    Rena remained steadfast, drawing her sword and dagger from her waist. “And you told me to take my armor off.” 
 
    “I don’t think the armor is gonna help you with this…” Clayton said. “I think you should take it off, so we can enjoy these last few moments—” 
 
    The boat rocked forward until it flipped. The three travelers fell over the edge of the boat, the kraken’s limb carrying the boat so high up their tumble lasted for several seconds. Clayton’s screams were lost by the thundering of the waves, until he landed into the water with a hard splash. 
 
    Clayton swam to the surface as quickly as he could. When he raised his head up, he found his ship had already been turned into splinters. 
 
    “Jalise! Rena!” 
 
    His voice was drowned out by the growing fury of the waves around him. He was being whipped around in every direction. Upside down. Left. Right. His head was dizzy as he searched the debris and violent waters for any sign of them. 
 
    “Jalise… Rena…” Thinking of them did nothing to will them into view. But something else appeared. Over the outstretched limb of the kraken, he swore he could see land. 
 
    He dived into the water and searched the darkness for any sign of them but there were none. Again he tried but still nothing. 
 
    The water grew more and more violent. Against his desires, Clayton knew he couldn’t take his chances. 
 
    “I won’t be able to save them if I die…” 
 
    He swam toward the shore, draining all of his stamina, slowly moving away from the storm in the middle of the sea. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Everybody could appreciate a breath of the saltwater in the air but for Clayton, it was special. He’d spent most of his time locked away in his apartment, in front of his PC monitor for hours at a time. When he was outside, the smog of the city reminded him maybe spending time indoors was a better idea. 
 
    Of course, he only enjoyed breathing the saltwater air. 
 
    As he crawled up the shores of the beach, he hacked unendingly to spit the saltwater from his mouth. 
 
    “Dammit.” 
 
    He coughed the seawater out of his lungs. Eventually, he managed to work up the strength to turn around and look at the terror he’d escaped. 
 
    The kraken was still out there. Clayton swam for what felt like miles. Only then could he see the true size of the beast. It sat out there in the ocean, the gentle swaying of its massive tentacles enough to create giant waves that moved all the way to the shore. Its giant eye staring ominously. Then again, the thing was so big, it was probably looking at everything. 
 
    “Rena… Jalise…” 
 
    He hadn’t forgotten about his companions. He searched the waters for any sign of them. It was a hopeless endeavor but he pushed the thoughts out of his mind. 
 
    He pulled the sword from his belt and dropped it on the sand, hurrying into the water in nothing but his wet tunic and linen bottoms. The water was clear enough he could see what was beneath it when he dived below but there was nothing more than seaweed and harmless fish that looked to be searching for their own escape from the kraken. 
 
    The waves grew more powerful, pushing Clayton back as he tried to make it back to where he estimated the ship had crashed in the water. A piece of wood floated by him. No doubt the ship was nothing but debris. Despite the waves and swirling around him, Clayton continued to circle around the water. Desperation grew to the point his heart pounded hard enough in his chest for him to notice. His lungs burned as he balanced trying to breathe. His muscles ached from trying to fight the water from pulling him under while trying to avoid getting anywhere close to the kraken, out of fear of being swallowed. 
 
    His stamina drained and he had trouble keeping his head above water. He didn’t know how much time had gone by but decided he would have to head back to shore. He reminded himself again he would be of no use if he died needlessly. 
 
    He swam back and crawled along the sand. Despite his fatigue, he remained optimistic they weren’t in the water because they’d gotten away. 
 
    “Rena is too strong to lose herself in the water… Jalise knows how to take care of herself as well… I’m sure they’re on this island somewhere… I just… I just have to find them.” 
 
    For the first time, Clayton observed the shore he’d landed on. The soft sand of the beach was blindingly white, shimmering underneath the sun. The trees he’d gotten so used to in Nalore were replaced by tall palm trees that swayed gently to the breeze. There was a forest of those same trees, blocking his view of the rest of the island. The shoreline extended all the way down on both sides of him, farther than he could see. 
 
    “Nice place.” Clayton lamented not being able to appreciate his tropical surroundings. “Maybe they’re along the shore… Now which way do I go?” 
 
    He pulled his compass from his pouch, the only other thing on him. Not that it mattered which direction he headed. He picked up the Zeal Blade and sighed as he walked up the beach. The sand was soft beneath his feet and warm, too, but not enough to burn. It wasn’t hard for him to stay focused with the kraken constantly in his peripheral. 
 
    He’d regained most of his stamina but heading back into the water seemed futile. His decision to keep walking eventually brought him to a small cove. The cluster of rocks seemed to signify the end of the beach, as more trees surrounded it. 
 
    “Maybe they decided to take shelter in here.” 
 
    The thought of something else lurking inside of the cove didn’t cross his mind. 
 
    He unsheathed Zeal and ignited it. The flames lit up the cavern enough for him to see the path ahead. As he ventured inside, the sea grew distant. 
 
    Water dripping deeper in the cavern echoed. It was the only sound outside of his own footsteps. 
 
    “Go figure. Get to a beautiful beach and I’m already searching through another cavern…” 
 
    Clayton laughed at the thought. He considered himself lucky for the moment. There were cobwebs and spiders hiding in the darkness above. There were no skeletons of travelers who’d met an unfortunate end. If anything, the cavern looked mostly untouched. 
 
    He walked deeper into the cove until he realized there was no sign of anything at all. 
 
    “They’re not here…” 
 
    One last observation of the cavern path in front of him was enough to satisfy his curiosity before he turned around. Then he heard something. 
 
    “What was that?” He quickly spun back around, the flames on his sword lighting the darkness ahead. “Jalise? Rena?” 
 
    He held his breath to remain quiet. The dripping water in the distance was still there but something else had joined it. He turned his head to the side, pointing his ear in the direction he heard it coming from. 
 
    “…Footsteps? Why do I have a bad feeling about this?” 
 
    Something was there. And it grew louder. And louder. And louder. But Clayton couldn’t place it, no matter how hard he tried. Something was definitely moving against the rocks within the cove. 
 
    He held the sword up, both hands tight around the hilt and peered into the darkness in front of him. As far as he could see, there was just a path. A path where something was emerging. 
 
    “…Crap.” 
 
    What looked like crabs suddenly appeared before him. The only difference was they were bigger than any he’d ever seen, a meter wide and just as tall. Their shells were dark and dirty, covered with moss like they hadn’t moved in a long time. But it was their claws that got Clayton’s attention. 
 
    He took a step back but as soon as they spotted him, they raced toward him, snapping their claws like giant scissors. 
 
    “Crap…” He wasted his breath muttering to himself as he raced out of the cove, the sound of the crabs’ legs tapping against the rocks. He nearly stumbled when he got back onto the sand but had enough footing to turn around and face the crabs. 
 
    Out in the open and under the sun, he could see the creatures clearly. They appeared even more disturbing underneath the sunlight. 
 
    For a moment, Clayton was confused but he steadied himself. Both hands tight around his hilt, he nodded. “I wish they were here to see this…” 
 
    He raised the Zeal Blade and cast a fireball from it. The flames hit the crab’s shell and bounced off, only doing enough to burn the moss from it. 
 
    “All right… So magic doesn’t work—” 
 
    One of the crabs moved with remarkable speed, snipping at Clayton before he could come back with his clever quip. Clayton used his agility to move out of the way and slam his sword down onto the crab. The creature’s hard shell wasn’t so easy to crack, so Clayton came back down with an even harder swing. His hands reverberated from the blow but it was powerful enough to leave a dent in the crab and immobilize it. 
 
    The other two crabs converged on him. Clayton quickly blink-dashed away, grateful for the ability he’d learned from Rena. Before the crabs could react, he slammed his sword down on top of one then the other. The crabs struggled to move but Clayton kept hammering away until they stopped. 
 
    He sighed a deep breath to recover while admiring his handiwork. “Never thought I’d actually bludgeon something to death with this thing…” He raised his head up as something from the cove got his attention. He peered into it and heard the familiar sound of a crab approaching. “All right… Someone else wants a piece, too…” 
 
    His eyes locked on the entrance to the cove, he watched as the crab slowly emerged. But as its legs and claws extended, he came to the quick realization this one was a little different. This crab was as big as a room, four times the size of the other crabs. 
 
    “How the hell did that thing fit inside of the cove—” 
 
    The massive crab screeched like something he couldn’t describe and swung at him with his giant claw. Clayton rolled out of the way and raised the Zeal Blade up. Another ball of fire cast from his sword was another failed attempt at trying to penetrate the black crab’s shell. 
 
    “All right… This will be tricky…” Clayton stepped back on the side, pointing his weapon at the creature. Despite its size, it moved quickly on its feet to make sure Clayton couldn’t get around it. 
 
    The crab suddenly lunged forward with another swipe. Another dash out of the way resulted in the ground receiving a thump and sand spraying in every direction. 
 
    “Maybe… Yeah, that’s it.” 
 
    An idea came to Clayton. Whether or not it was a good one, he’d find out shortly. But if a move could work on a Maledict Ferrum, it could surely work on a crab. 
 
    He waited for the crab to strike again. When it did, he dashed forward around it in a circle until he was right behind it. With all of his strength, he slammed his sword down. 
 
    Clayton waited for the visceral slice of its shell to fill his ears. Instead, all he heard was the clang of steel. He stared at the crab and saw there was barely a scratch on it. 
 
    “Uh-oh…” 
 
    The crab turned around and swiped at him. His first instinct was to raise his sword up and block the crab’s pincers. The crab wrapped its vice grip on the sword and squeezed. Clayton clenched his jaw, digging his feet into the sand and holding his ground as the crab tried to move forward. He pushed with all of his strength. 
 
    “You can’t—” 
 
    Suddenly, he felt his weapon give. 
 
    “What the…” 
 
    His eyes widened in disbelief as the Zeal Blade snapped in two. He didn’t believe it even though it was right in front of him. Half of the metal fell to the ground. A split-second of confusion crossed his mind before he quickly dodged the swipe from the crab’s other claw. 
 
    “Holy crap!” 
 
    He moved away, looking down at his sword that was just… half of a sword. The other end of his blade rested harmlessly in the sand. 
 
    The crab stalked Clayton and a tinge of disappointment filled his heart. 
 
    “I’m not gonna lose to a damn crab…” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    He jerked his head to the side to the voice. He searched but couldn’t find anything. 
 
    “Over here, buddy! In the trees!” 
 
    He kept searching but still found nothing. 
 
    “Are you blind?” 
 
    “Am I hearing things? Or am I delusional, which is a real possibility—” He dodged out of the way from the crab’s swipe. Just as he did, he saw the figure on top of one of the palm trees. A woman squatted down before leaping off, gracefully flying through the air and throwing what appeared to be a dagger at the crab. It caught the creature in the eye and made it stumble back. 
 
    The woman deftly took the spot right next to Clayton. 
 
    “You all right?” Her voice was light, so smooth it was almost distracting. But that wasn’t the only thing distracting about her, Clayton thought. 
 
    Her petite figure was on full display with nothing more than a bikini top and a pair of shorts to cover her up. Her tan skin just made it more obvious she probably was from around here. 
 
    “Hey!” She snapped her fingers. “You still with me?” 
 
    “W-what? Yeah, I’m with you.” 
 
    “You can’t beat a king crab by trying to smash it. That’s the point of its shell.” 
 
    “Then how do I—” 
 
    “Just follow my lead.” 
 
    She twirled into the air, leaping above the crab and throwing another knife at it. The crab turned its attention to the woman, who appeared more than willing to have that attention. 
 
    “Get it from underneath!” she shouted. 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “Flip it over! Use that broken sword of yours.” 
 
    He looked down at his blade, still the strangest thing he’d seen today, and rushed forward behind the crab. With all of his strength, he pushed his sword underneath the crab. 
 
    “Flip it onto its back! Get it off its feet!” 
 
    The woman kept barking orders out and Clayton followed. Eventually, Clayton managed to lift the crab up and drop it on its back. 
 
    “Hit it! Now!” 
 
    Clayton looked down at the soft outer shell and thrust his sword down. His blade met little resistance as it sank deeper into the crab. The creature screamed out. Limbs flailed. Claws snatched harmlessly. Clayton gritted his teeth and kept pushing until his hilt was pressing against the creature. 
 
    “I think it’s dead.” He heard her voice and felt a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    The woman beamed her big smile at him, white teeth glimmering underneath the sun. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve got a billion questions but first things first. Kailani.” 
 
    Clayton didn’t bother trying to admire her, just grateful she’d showed up when she did. 
 
    “Clayton.” 
 
    “Clayton… You’re not from around here, are you?” 
 
    He chuckled softly and shook his head. “You have no idea.” 
 
    “Well, then… Let me be the first to say welcome to Hilamau.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Kailani dragged one of the smaller crabs through the sand. Clayton lugged the larger one as he trailed behind her. 
 
    He assumed the woman was from around here. The tan skin. The dirty blond hair tied up in a messy bun. Along with her top and shorts, the bracelets on her wrists and ankles appeared to have been made from shells she’d gathered. The same for her necklace. A belt of bone throwing knives on her waist completed the ensemble, making her look like the sort of scavenger Clayton expected on a beach setting like this. 
 
    She turned around and caught him gazing at her petite physique but it wasn’t enough to wipe her seemingly cheery smile away. She looked to be around his age but that was where the similarities between the two of them ended. 
 
    “You wanna get away from the cove,” she said. “It goes pretty deep. Lots of crabs down there.” 
 
    “Now I know.” 
 
    “You think that thing you’re holding is big… I heard the darkness makes ‘em grow bigger. That’s where all of the ancient crabs are.” 
 
    “I’m not looking to find out.” 
 
    Kailani kept smiling to the point Clayton was almost unnerved. Not that he minded looking at her. She had a youthful face, the golden skin of her cheeks matching the rest of her body. That made the small red tattoo on the left side of her face stand out more. 
 
    “This should be a good spot.” She dropped the crab down. Clayton let go of his massive kill and turned his attention to the broken blade he held. 
 
    “Damn…” 
 
    “You miss your sword that much, huh? It looks like a clean break.” 
 
    “No kidding. This thing wasn’t supposed to break…” 
 
    “I don’t know. That thing doesn’t look like it’s tempered very well. You see how big that crab is, don’t you? Not surprised it snapped your sword like a twig.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you know a good blacksmith.” He pressed the two pieces of his sword together as if it would magically weld itself. 
 
    “Not in Hilamau. I don’t know if you noticed but these things I’m using aren’t iron.” 
 
    “Right… Just my luck.” He sighed as he looked out into the ocean. The kraken moved away in the distance but still looked as big as an island. “Not that it would matter anyway. I have to go out there.” 
 
    “Go out where? The ocean?” 
 
    “My companions and I… We were traveling when that thing capsized our boat. I’m surprised I was able to swim here.” 
 
    “Wait a second… Are you telling me you were right next to the kraken?” Kailani shook her head in disbelief and burst into a schoolgirl giggle. “You really aren’t from around here, are you?” 
 
    “They’re still out there. I couldn’t find them. If there’s still a chance—” 
 
    “If there’s still a chance, it’s probably gone now. When the kraken comes up to feed, it rips everything up with razor sharp teeth before it swallows it. The people you’re traveling with either escaped or they didn’t.” 
 
    “Then they’re here. Or is there another island I don’t know about?” 
 
    “There are other islands in the area. I don’t know how good of swimmers your friends are, but if they’re not on the Hilamau Islands, maybe they got there. But to tell you the truth, I wouldn’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    The task of finding Rena and Jalise was daunting enough but hearing it from Kailani only made it worse. He looked down and shook his head, the Zeal Blade split in two in both hands reminding him of just how bad his problems were. 
 
    While Clayton lamented his predicament, Kailani worked to gather some brush along the shore and surrounded it with stones. She smacked a couple of them together and a small bonfire ignited. Clayton stared at the flames. 
 
    “I wonder…” He held the hilt up and focused his thoughts. Energy reverberated in his palm and emitted from the broken sword before him. 
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    “Hmm… Still works…” 
 
    He’d gained some levels from the crabs but didn’t spend the stat points. 
 
    “I guess you weren’t kidding. That is a special sword, huh?” 
 
    “It’s called Zeal. Only Ferrum can wield it. Ironblood.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I mean… only Ferrum can wield it.” 
 
    “Pfft!” Kailani scoffed. “You might be able to do some magic with it but it looks like any old sword. Lemme hold it.” She reached her hand out but Clayton moved his arm away, tall enough it didn’t take him much effort to keep it away from her. 
 
    “You can’t. You’ll just hurt yourself.” 
 
    “Oh, come on! Just lemme try.” 
 
    Clayton sighed. “Fine. What does it matter? Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He held the hilt out slowly and she snatched it from him. Wrinkles of confusion came across his forehead as the dainty woman gripped the sword with both hands. “How did you…” 
 
    “You know, for a broken sword, it’s still pretty heavy. I don’t think I can actually swing this thing.” 
 
    “I guess it’s not active when there’s no Maledict around…” 
 
    “Maledict? What’s that?” 
 
    “It… Never mind.” He swiped the sword from her and stuffed the two pieces back into his sheath. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m not gonna steal your sword. You love that broken thing so much… Maybe I should call you that… Broken Sword… Broken Blade… BB… Yeah… BB. That’s got a nice ring to it, don’t you think?” 
 
    Clayton raised an eyebrow and shook his head. “Please don’t call me BB…” 
 
    Kailani ignored his request, switching her attention to tending the fire. 
 
    He watched her for a moment before heading out toward the water and looking at the kraken. “I have to get off this island…” He considered his options. 
 
    The easiest way to leave was to go back home. He could simply will it and he’d back in the last place he’d been on his world, the comforts of his apartment. He wouldn’t have to worry about krakens or crabs or whatever else might be lurking. But there would be no way for him to return to Xeylon. The means of getting him back were in Nalore and there was no telling if Jalise or Rena were even alive to do so. 
 
    Clayton knew he could never take the chance doing something like that anyway. It was his fault Jalise and Rena were lost at sea. He couldn’t just leave them without doing anything. 
 
    “I can’t leave… No… I have to look for them…” He spun around. “Kailani. Do you have a boat I can borrow?” 
 
    “Borrow?” She arched an eyebrow at him. “Something tells me you wouldn’t be giving it back…” 
 
    “I need to find my friends.” 
 
    “Sorry… I don’t have a boat and even if I did, it wouldn’t be fit enough to head out there.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What do I mean? Uh, do you see that giant squid out there? I can give you a nice little rowboat but I’m not about to just watch you sail into that thing’s mouth… How would I get my boat back?” 
 
    “But my friends—” 
 
    “Ask yourself something, Clayton. If your friends knew you’d made it to shore, would they tell you to come looking for them around the mouth of that thing?” 
 
    Clayton stared at the kraken with Kailani’s words ringing in his head. “I’ve faced giant Maledict beasts. Creatures the size of buildings. I’ve gained the kind of strength here that would take me years to do back home. I have abilities like something out of a fairytale. But that thing out there is the most unnerving thing I’ve ever seen in my life.” 
 
    “There’s no shame in being scared of something like that. Look at how freakin’ big it is! What is it with guys always trying to be so macho…” 
 
    “It’s not about being macho… But if Jalise or Rena were here, they’d tell me to keep pushing forward. They’d talk about them holding me back. We didn’t travel all this way from Nalore for nothing.” 
 
    “Nalore? You’re from Nalore?” 
 
    “You’ve heard of it?” 
 
    “Something in an old story… A faraway land. You know how that goes.” 
 
    “Nalore isn’t that far. A few days at sea.” 
 
    “Hmm… Maybe when the kraken goes to sleep, you can head back and search for your friends.” 
 
    “And how long will that be?” 
 
    “Days. Weeks. Months. Depends on how long it takes for it to get its fill. Speaking of which…” Kailani stabbed at the smaller crab and split open its shell. Clayton hid his disgust as she pulled its guts out, reminding himself it was no different from the crabs back home, only bigger. 
 
    Fleshy gray meat was skewered and held over the flames. It wasn’t long before the smell of it filled Clayton’s nostrils. Fortunately for him, his hunger was something he could actually take care of. 
 
    He took a seat across from her and skewered some of the crab meat. 
 
    “There’s plenty to go around,” she said. “There’s enough meat in these things to last for weeks. Most of the time it goes bad though, since nobody could actually eat all of that.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you take it back to where you’re from?” 
 
    “You see how big it is. I’m not about to lug all that crab meat. We’re not starving back in the village.” 
 
    “The village… How far is it from here?” 
 
    “Not far. Maybe half-a-day.” 
 
    “Kailani… What is it you’re doing out here exactly?” 
 
    The gray crab meat on her stick had cooked to a juicy white. She poked at it with her fingers and the steam rose. The first bite she took was big, the juices of the crab smearing around her lips and cheeks. 
 
    “Sometimes, you just wanna get away from the village. I like to come out here and relax on the beach. I was planning on hunting crab. Didn’t expect the big one.” 
 
    “You’re telling me you were just strolling along and happened to see me fighting that crab because you were looking for a place to relax.” 
 
    “Why? Is that so hard to believe?” 
 
    Clayton looked around the beach. For a moment, he appreciated the peaceful scenery and steadied himself. With all of the things he had to deal with, at least the view was nice. “No… I guess that’s believable. It’s a good thing you decided to come by. I think I’d still be fighting that crab…” 
 
    “How about you? What are you doing out here?” 
 
    “My friends and I were traveling.” 
 
    “Traveling… Where?” 
 
    He shrugged, spinning his skewer over the flames. “Nowhere. Anywhere. We were just traveling, looking for what Xeylon is all about. Didn’t think things like that existed out in the sea.” 
 
    “They call it the Great Sea for a reason. Nobody knows what’s out there exactly… What do you plan on doing now?” 
 
    “It looks like I’m stuck here for the time being,” he sighed. “If I have to be stuck anywhere, I guess this is the place to be. I don’t know how long I can survive on the beach before I go insane though…” 
 
    “I’ll take you back to Tamwa.” 
 
    “Tamwa?” 
 
    “My village.” 
 
    “Maybe I should do that.” 
 
    There weren’t many options for Clayton to consider, so he didn’t protest. 
 
    Kailani giddily heaped more of the crab meat onto a new stick and roasted it. Clayton wasn’t sure what to make of her. Even though she’d helped him so far and her attitude was welcoming, he’d still only just met her. 
 
    “Don’t worry, BB.” Kailani noticed him staring at her intently. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You look worried. I was telling you not to worry.” 
 
    “I’m not worried. I just wonder… It’s always strange visiting a new place.” 
 
    “Oh… I get it… Well… Whatever you’re thinking about my village, it’s not that.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s good—” 
 
    “It’s worse.” 
 
    Kailani winked and took another giant bite of crab, chewing with her mouth open and a big smile on her lips. Clayton sighed at her amusement and helped himself to more food, his only comfort at the moment. He could only hope to find what he was looking for in Tamwa. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The walk through the island was less stressful for Clayton. Even with everything weighing on his mind, he could still appreciate the scenery. The tropical palm tree forest was as lush as he imagined it could be. The sun shined through the treetops and illuminated the dirt path before them. All around him, the sweet floral scent flooded his senses and made him even more relaxed. 
 
    Kailani maintained her cheery disposition. Despite having some reservations, Clayton admired the view from behind. He chuckled softly to himself, thinking about how Rena would admonish him for thinking about that even at a time like this. 
 
    The animals jumped through the trees and lurked in the brush but Kailani assured him there was no danger from anything. The most harrowing part of the journey was how long it took. 
 
    The sun went down. The moonlight shined but there was still a comforting warmth in the air. A bit of fortune for Clayton, considering all of his gear had been lost with the ship. 
 
    “You really go out to the beach to relax?” he asked. “It seems like a long walk just to eat some crab meat and sit in the sand.” 
 
    “Trust me. When you’ve been living in a village like Tamwa all your life, you’ll spend half the day just to spend a few hours away from it.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s such a good idea you should be bringing me to your village?” 
 
    She stopped in her tracks and turned around. “Why? Is it because you’re an offlander?” 
 
    “Offlander… Is that what you’d call me? Are there many offlanders in your village?” 
 
    “There no offlanders in any of the villages in Hilamau.” 
 
    “Oh… Now I get it. You wanna bring me back to the village to show off the strange offlander you’ve discovered. Is that it? You don’t know me very well. I could be dangerous.” 
 
    Kailani crossed her arms, one eye closed while she examined him. “I almost saw you get your ass kicked by a crab. You’re not a threat to anybody, BB.” 
 
    She giggled then skipped forward. It took a moment for Clayton to respond. “Hey! How am I supposed to know the crab’s got a weak point?” Kailani was already so far ahead she barely heard his retort. 
 
    It had been hours since they left the beach. Clayton didn’t want to admit he was becoming weary but he was spared the embarrassment when the forest started to clear. 
 
    Kailani pushed the brush away and stepped through. Clayton followed behind her and looked out into the open field. 
 
    “Is this…” 
 
    “Welcome to Tamwa.” She held her hand out with that friendly smile of hers. 
 
    The town was quiet and quaint, Clayton thought to himself. But it wasn’t like the village below the keep in Nalore. Nor was it even like Wenham. The buildings appeared to be huts made out of trees with canvas stretched across them for walls and roofs. None of them were any bigger than the smallest one-story homes in his neighborhood. 
 
    The dozens of homes lined the paths while all around him, there were fields with people working in them. Even at this time of night, they dug into the soil like a farmer would in the morning. 
 
    “Are they farming?” he asked. 
 
    “Here in Tamwa, everybody’s a farmer. Day or night. Rain or shine. We’ve gotta make sure the crops are being tended to. People think this tropical weather is great but the food we grow doesn’t appreciate it as much. It’s meticulous work.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    “Come on. You’ll have plenty of time to gawk at the locals.” 
 
    “I think I’m the one they’re gawking at. I wonder if it’s because of my clothes or something else…” 
 
    Some of the villagers took notice of Clayton, staring at him as he walked through the fields with Kailani. They appeared just as fit as she was, their skin a healthy, admirable tan. 
 
    The farmland stretched for what seemed like miles to the point Clayton was impressed. 
 
    “I thought you said this place was worse than what I was expecting…” 
 
    “Isn’t it? We’ve got nothing but huts and dirt all around us.” 
 
    “Those huts do enough to deal with the weather?” 
 
    “It only occasionally rains out here. No storms or hurricanes or typhoons.” 
 
    “Sounds nice.” 
 
    “Sounds boring. The days when I’m trapped inside my tent are enjoyable just because it’s a nice change of pace.” 
 
    Clayton smiled at the thought of being trapped inside, considering he spent most of his days willingly in his apartment. Now wasn’t the time to think about any of that though and the view of the sprawling farmland made him forget about home. 
 
    The villagers took more of a notice of Clayton but did nothing more than stare. Clayton tried smiling at some of them and they did the same in return. Even that kind gesture had his mind racing. 
 
    “Maybe they’re really nice people… Or maybe they’re planning on killing me for a sacrifice,” he thought. 
 
    “You all right there, BB?” 
 
    “What? I’m fine.” 
 
    “You sure… You look a little outta sorts.” 
 
    “No… Just getting used to my surroundings.” 
 
    “We’re just farmers. You wanna see some real savages, I can take you to Leben.” 
 
    “Where are you taking me now?” 
 
    “You see that?” Kailani pointed at the largest tent in the distance. “That’s where the village elder is. Maybe he can help you out.” 
 
    “All right… Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    As the tent came closer into view, Clayton couldn’t help but admire the architecture. The trees that made up the foundation looked like they had been carved right on the spot with the roots still in the dirt. The brown leather hides that stretched to make up the walls were stitched together with the precision of a machine, though there didn’t appear to be any around. But there was something else about the tent that caught Clayton’s eye more than anything else. 
 
    “Is that…” He squinted in disbelief and walked right up to it. 
 
    “Oh, that thing? Yeah, it’s been around since the beginning, as the story goes. Just another monument.” 
 
    “This isn’t a monument. This is an essence tablet.” 
 
    “A what now?” 
 
    Clayton ran his hand over the stone. It took a few seconds but sure enough, there was a reaction. The flames appeared in front of him with the numbers appearing inside. 
 
    Kailani took a step back, her eyes wide. “Whoa… What the hell did you do?” 
 
    “I’m a Ferrum. Ferrum can activate these things.” 
 
    “You’re not about to summon a monster or anything, are you?” 
 
    “No… I can’t do anything except look at my essence and make a record. I… I should probably do that, just in case… If I ever die, come to this tablet. You’ll find my body here.” Clayton waited for a response but there was none. “Kailani, did you hear—” He turned and saw the confusion on her face. 
 
    “Of course… How could I explain to someone I’ll be here if I die?” He sighed and shook his head before pulling his hand away from the stone. 
 
    “Never mind,” he said. “Though I wonder what an essence tablet is doing all the way out here.” 
 
    “Like I said, nobody knows what it is or how it got here. Just something left behind by the ancients. Honestly, you can make up any story and people will believe it. I like to lean against it when I’m watching the sunset.” Kailani demonstrated it for Clayton to his amusement. 
 
    “The village elder—” 
 
    “Right! The village elder. Let’s go meet him.” She started to walk inside of the tent but came to a sudden halt. “Uh, just one more thing, BB. Can you do me a favor?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I like where this is going…” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing like that. The village elder… He’s… He’s a nice guy. Try not to take advantage of him.” 
 
    “I… I wasn’t planning on it.” 
 
    Kailani gave him an assuring nod and stepped into the tent. 
 
    “Strange…” Clayton shrugged then followed Kailani inside. 
 
    The tent was a lot bigger inside than he expected it to be. It didn’t have any of the electronic amenities he had in his apartment but it was more than comfortable. A table for eating was off to one side while a couple of chairs for relaxing were set on another. Multiple bookshelves lined the walls, filled with all sorts of texts. There were some beds, too. It appeared the living room, bedroom and library were all in the same spot within this one tent. It reminded him of the student lounge at school. 
 
    At the center of it, a small bonfire burned with the smoke rising up through a small hole in the ceiling. Next to the fire was a man covered in leathers, hunched close to the fire. 
 
    Kailani approached him slowly when a voice came from him. “What did I tell you about heading to the beach before nightfall?” He spoke slowly, as if making sure each word was heard loud and clear. 
 
    “I did head out before nightfall. I just didn’t get back in time.” 
 
    “You know there is much work to be done if we’re to meet our quota before season’s end.” 
 
    “Relax. We’ve got plenty of time. We’ll have a surplus by the time we’re done. This time is different though. I brought someone.” 
 
    The man creaked his head in Clayton’s direction. Clayton was unsure of what to make of how he stared at him, so he just stood there. 
 
    The man got up to his feet, tugging on his leathers to make sure they didn’t fall off. Underneath it, his body seemed as fit as the other farmers he’d seen. His hair was gray but full. He didn’t look that much older but his eyes seemed full of wisdom, Clayton thought. 
 
    The man shifted his eyes up and down, examining Clayton and sizing him up. Clayton worried he’d done something offensive before the man spoke again. “What’s with your clothes?” 
 
    “I… What?” Clayton was at a loss for words. 
 
    Kailani giggled and slapped Clayton on the arm. “He lost everything in a shipwreck with the squid.” 
 
    “You were out in the water when the kraken was feeding? You should have known better.” 
 
    “Yes,” Clayton sighed. “I should have known better. And now I do. Is that why you brought me here? So this guy can call me an idiot—” 
 
    “I apologize. My name is Okari. I am elder of Tamwa village.” 
 
    “I’m Clayton Brooks.” 
 
    “Welcome, Clayton.” He shifted his eyes toward Kailani. “I trust my daughter hasn’t been giving you any trouble.” 
 
    “Your daughter?” Clayton gave a confused look to Kailani. “Wait… He’s your dad?” 
 
    Kailani shrugged. Clayton turned back to him. “Kailani saved me. She hasn’t been any trouble at all.” 
 
    “Really now?” Okari looked at his daughter skeptically. “I don’t believe that for a moment.” 
 
    “Well… She does seem like she’s having her fun with me—” 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay,” she sighed. “Listen. BB here got his ship wrecked and lost his friends. Now he’s stuck here.” 
 
    “I told Kailani I needed a way off this island.” 
 
    “Even if I had a ship to offer you, while the great kraken is out there, I’m afraid you won’t be able to sail too far.” 
 
    “I don’t need a ship. Just a boat will do. A simple rowboat for one. That’s all.” 
 
    “It would need to be constructed.” 
 
    “That’s why I brought him,” she said. Kailani’s eyes widened with the kind of enthusiasm that made Clayton nervous. 
 
    Kailani and Okari stared at one another. Clayton shifted his eyes between them, growing more and more anxious. “Is there something I’m missing here—” 
 
    “You don’t mean it,” Okari said. 
 
    “Don’t you see, father. This is a blessing in disguise. He just activated the monument outside. There’s a reason he’s here.” 
 
    “You just told me he was shipwrecked. And now you want him to do this.” 
 
    “Do what!” Clayton finally interjected. 
 
    They both turned to him. Clayton widened his eyes, trying to find humor in the situation despite the sinking feeling in his stomach. It didn’t go away even with the big smile on Kailani’s face. 
 
    “We need you for the Fire Fights,” she said. 
 
    “The Fire Fights?” Clayton shook his head. “What’s that?” 
 
    “If you compete in the Fire Fights, I can get you your boat. I could even get you a ship. It’s your best chance of getting off the island.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what the Fire Fights are.” Clayton turned to Okari. Even though he’d just met the elder, Clayton wanted to believe he could trust him. “But can I really get a ship if I do this.” 
 
    Okari sighed a deep breath and nodded. “I have no intention of taking advantage of you, offlander. But my daughter speaks the truth. If you wish to leave the island, the Fire Fights would be your best option.” 
 
    “What do ya say?” Kailani had an open-mouthed smile as she stared at Clayton. 
 
    He looked back at her, confusion, fear, doubt and every other emotion spinning around in his head. But that look on her face was so goofy he had to laugh. 
 
    “All right,” he sighed. “The Fire Fights. I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Great! There’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “You keep telling me not to worry but it’s not really working…” 
 
    “Trust me, BB. You’re exactly the man we’re looking for.” 
 
    “Enough talk of this,” Okari said. “I’ve welcomed you into my home and I meant it. Please. Help yourself to the food and drink near the fire. Enjoy Tamwa hospitality. I insist.” 
 
    Clayton had no idea what he was getting into. He wasn’t even sure he wanted the answers. But if there was a chance to get off the islands, he had to take it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “The ritual of the Fire Fights has been performed on the Hilamau Islands for centuries. In ancient times, they say the Gods themselves battled for control of the islands. The Gods were big, big enough to dwarf even the kraken. They were so big in fact, they couldn’t fit on the islands themselves. 
 
    “It wasn’t a contest just of strength or power or ability. The islands were so small, they all couldn’t fit. So they got into it. Eventually, one God was able to emerge victorious. He pushed all of the other Gods into the sea, where they sank to the bottom. They say maybe the big squid is one of them. Anyway, the one who remained standing took control of the Hilamau Islands, watching over it. They called him the Overseer. That’s how the legend goes.” 
 
    Clayton pondered Kailani’s story for a moment, all of the questions filling his head. “Do you believe that story?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter if I believe it or not. What matters is the tradition carries on today in the Fire Fights.” 
 
    It was a sunny morning in Tamwa. Clayton was full of pep and energy, more optimistic about the day after everything that happened previously. After a good night’s rest, Kailani led him out into an open dirt field, away from the rest of the farmland in the village. 
 
    It was a small dirt clearing in the center of a few huts. Rocks formed a circle with a few of the villagers gathered around it. They eyed Clayton curiously as they sewed, knitted and tended to their textiles. 
 
    “The Fire Fights are a battle meant to simulate the fight between the Gods all those years ago.” Kailani pointed at the circle of rocks. “Two combatants step into battle. You fight until one emerges victorious.” 
 
    “You were pretty excited the other night… A little too excited, considering you’re putting my life on the line.” 
 
    “The fights are dangerous. But you’re a fighter. You’re definitely stronger than anybody in the village. You don’t have to kill or die for it to end though.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “There’s more to it than just bludgeoning and maiming your opponent. You can stab and strike and break their bones and make them bleed.” 
 
    “I’m still not enthusiastic about this…” 
 
    “But there are other ways of victory. One, you knock your opponent unconscious.” 
 
    “Not too bad…” 
 
    “Two, you make your opponent submit.” 
 
    “I like that option.” 
 
    “Don’t give up so easily on me now, BB. Three, push your opponent outside the circle.” 
 
    “Hmm… Just like the story. That changes the strategy.” 
 
    “Right. Some of the fighters specialize in that exactly. Think about it. You can be losing the fight. You’re bloody and bruised. You just got your butt kicked. But if you’ve got a chance to push the jerk who did that to you out of the circle, you can win.” 
 
    The possibilities on how to win were endless. Clayton grew more optimistic about his prospects of actually winning but still had his reservations. 
 
    “Am I missing anything else?” 
 
    “Yes. Four, you kill your opponent.” 
 
    “Of course,” he sighed. “Why was I not thinking about that?” 
 
    “It never comes to that though. Most people submit before they get hurt too badly. And the fighters usually have the decency to just throw their opponent out of the circle instead of killing them.” 
 
    “Usually? So it has happened before.” 
 
    “Not that I can recall. But you never know.” Kailani shrugged with a big grin on her face. Clayton had never seen a smile so sadistic. But the contest wasn’t the most absurd thing he’d ever gotten into, so he continued to go along with it. 
 
    “All right… Just so I get this straight. I face an opponent. I beat them up and I make them quit or push them out of the ring. That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s it! And you only have to do it a couple times to win the whole thing.” 
 
    “What happens when I do that?” 
 
    “There are four villages on the islands, each with a representative. Whichever village wins, the elder of that village becomes Chief Elder over the Islands until the next Fire Fights, which happen every five years.” 
 
    “Your father becomes Chief Elder… You mean he gets to rule over all of Hilamau?” 
 
    “Right. And the one who wins the fights themselves, that’ll be you in this case, gets the title of Overseer.” 
 
    “And what special powers does being Overseer grant you?” 
 
    Kailani twisted her lips then shrugged. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing? No gold or jewels or loot?” 
 
    “It’s just a title. You get to be called Overseer.” 
 
    “I…” Clayton raised his index finger and was just about to complain before he realized he’d done this before. Not in the actual sense but in the games he’d played before. “Going through an entire tournament just for a title…” 
 
    “Think about it.” Kailani reached her arm up and managed to put it around his shoulder even though she was shorter than him. She put her other hand in the sky as if painting a picture. “You won’t be Clayton. You’ll be Overseer Clayton. Or Overseer BB if you want.” 
 
    “I’ll stick with Clayton,” he sighed and rolled his eyes. “Well… I’m not about to back out on my word. I’ll compete in the Fire Fights but you know I can’t guarantee I’ll actually win.” 
 
    “I know. I’ll keep my word, too. You compete and give your all, you’ll get the boat you need to go searching for your friends.” Kailani moved over to the side and grabbed some things from the ground. “I gotcha something.” 
 
    Clayton turned his head sideways, examining what she held up. “What is that—” 
 
    “You can’t fight in that tunic of yours. Gotcha some armor. Real warrior stuff.” 
 
    Clayton grabbed the leather strap and held it up. “Right… Real warrior stuff…” 
 
    “I can’t wait!” Kailani clapped her hands with enthusiasm as Clayton took his clothes off. He couldn’t help but notice how much Kailani was eyeballing him along with the other villagers. 
 
    “You don’t have a changing room—” 
 
    “Oh, come on, BB! We live on an island. We’ve all seen a naked man before. You don’t have to impress us.” 
 
    “Trying to impress you wasn’t what I was worried about…” He shook his head and sighed as he took off the tunic. He would have been more self-conscious if not for all the levels he’d gained but his strength was considerable enough his body was fit and muscular. Kailani shifted her eyes up and down, a look of admiration in her gaze. And from the way she looked, she seemed to be admiring every inch of him. 
 
    Clayton paid her no attention as he put on the ‘armor’ she’d so kindly provided for him. A pair of leather sandals that didn’t match. Some flimsy bracers. A loincloth made out of the same leather as everything else that only did a job of covering him up. A couple of straps across his chest with an animal skull in the center provided some modest protection at least. And a small tortoise shell on his shoulder acted like a pauldron. At least that was more durable than what he was used to, Clayton thought to himself. 
 
    Along with the Zeal Blade sheathed on his hip, Clayton actually felt somewhat ready for combat. “Is this really enough?” 
 
    “It’ll have to be,” she said. “We’d have to go to Leben Village for an actual armorer and I doubt they’d be willing to help you if you’re gonna be an opponent.” 
 
    “All right. I know the rules. I got my outfit. Now what?” 
 
    “Now it’s time for some practice. Kavana!” Kailani moved to the center of the circle and snapped her fingers. Clayton looked around and watched one of the villagers emerge from one of the tents. 
 
    He was big compared to the others. A belly extending out in front of him and a barrel chest. His arms were as large as any bodybuilder you’d find in the gym. His skin was tan like Clayton expected from a man who spent most of his time under the sun. His head was shaved clean, glistening with a few drops of sweat. 
 
    Despite his imposing size, he had a friendly smile on his face. His chubby cheeks made it look like his eyes were closed. 
 
    “Like a giant newborn baby,” Clayton thought to himself. 
 
    “Kavana,” Kailani said. “This is BB.” 
 
    “Ah, BB!” Kavana used both of his hands to sandwich one of Clayton’s as he shook it. “The offlander. I heard of you.” 
 
    “My name’s not BB. It’s Clayton.” 
 
    “Clayton. Kailani does like to give everybody nicknames because she thinks she’s clever.” 
 
    “And what name did she give you.” 
 
    “She calls me The Bull?” 
 
    “The Bull? That seems a little cooler than BB—” 
 
    “BB here is gonna represent us in the Fire Fights,” Kailani interrupted. 
 
    “Ah!” Kavana’s eyes widened enough for Clayton to see his pupils. “I’m glad you are the one representing us.” 
 
    “Hold on a second,” Clayton put his hands up. “You’re a lot bigger than I am. You look stronger, too. Why am I the one competing when Kavana here looks like he can win?” 
 
    “There’s more to winning the Fire Fights than brute strength,” Kavana said. “Believe me. I tried before a long time ago. There’s a certain skill and precision to knocking someone out of the circle.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Kailani said. “Now… Let’s get some practice in. No killing or hurting each other. Just try to get him out of the circle, BB.” 
 
    Clayton eyeballed his massive opponent then stepped back. “Yeah… Sure… No problem…” 
 
    Kailani moved outside of the circle along with some of the other villagers. All of them watched in eager anticipation. Clayton knew he was already curious enough just from being an offlander but the prospects of the Fire Fights made him more intriguing. He smiled, deciding to try and give his audience a show. 
 
    “Remember,” Kailani said. “Don’t hurt each other.” 
 
    “I heard you the first time—” 
 
    “Raaaaah!” Kavana let out a thunderous roar as he suddenly charged at Clayton. The big man’s kind demeanor was gone. Clayton was so shocked, he nearly ran out of the ring on his own but just managed to dash out of the way. 
 
    “Whoa!” 
 
    “Did you see that?” 
 
    “He just disappeared and reappeared somewhere else.” 
 
    The audience murmured in disbelief after seeing Clayton use his ability to dash away. His confidence returned to him, knowing even with a broken blade, the abilities from Zeal alone could propel him to victory. 
 
    Kavana charged again at Clayton. Clayton again dashed out of the way. The lumbering man slid to avoid falling out of the circle, stumbling down into the dirt just before the rocks. 
 
    “Now…” Clayton quickly moved behind the man and with all his strength, drove what remained of the Zeal Blade into the dirt. A green barrier appeared around him and exploded. The force of energy knocked Kavana forward and sent him tumbling out of the circle. 
 
    “Wow!” 
 
    “That’s incredible!” 
 
    “He pushed Kavana out without even touching him!” 
 
    The crowd chattered with growing enthusiasm. Kailani stood among them, her arms crossed and a satisfied smile on her lips. 
 
    Clayton stayed in his position and caught his breath. When he noticed he wasn’t moving, Kailani walked up. 
 
    “Are you all right?” She put a hand on his shoulder. “You still with me, BB?” 
 
    “I’m fine… I just… I need to catch my breath… That move drains all of my stamina…” 
 
    The ability granted to him by the Dryad Queen Ixia proved useful, though Clayton knew he was fortunate to use it at just the right time. 
 
    Kavana got back up to his feet and watched with Kailani as Clayton gasped deep breaths. 
 
    “Hey, uh… Are you okay, Clayton?” he asked. 
 
    “He’s fine. Just give him a chance to recover. It’s a tiring move.” 
 
    “A tiring move, huh? All or nothing… You just make sure if you step into the ring with Mentu, you make sure you don’t miss. Because that bastard will make sure you pay for it.” 
 
    Clayton slowly raised his head up and looked at Kavana. “Mentu?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Mentu,” Kailani said. “His days are numbered. Ooh, I can’t wait until you step into the ring with him.” 
 
    “Right…” Clayton sighed. 
 
    The rules of the ritual seemed simple enough. Even without his sword, Clayton had all of the means to win. But he knew a sparring session with Kavana wasn’t anywhere close to the real thing. 
 
    “Opening ceremonies for the fights are tonight,” Kailani said. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    “Yeah… Me, neither,” Clayton said, unsure if he was being sarcastic or not. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    There wasn’t much Clayton could do except wait until the evening when the ceremony began. Not that he minded too much. The peace and quiet of Tamwa along with the weather were the perfect place to recover from everything he’d been through so far. He spent the day relaxing underneath the sun, sampling the exotic tastes the village had to offer while Kailani joined the fields with the other farmers. It was nothing extraordinary but he was still grateful. 
 
    He was never completely comfortable though. The rules of the Fire Fights had been explained to him but the bigger matter of actually competing was always on his mind. As the sun began to go down, Clayton maintained his focused, reminding himself this was the quest he needed to complete if he wanted to get off the island. There were also thoughts of receiving the title of Overseer, which motivated him more than he would ever admit. 
 
    The villagers in Tamwa finished their tasks for the day and began the hike through the fields toward the center of the Hilamau Islands. Kailani stayed by Clayton’s side until the group eventually came to a large open clearing. 
 
    “This reminds me of the Serene Valley…” The open field brought back memories of the first time Clayton stepped foot in Xeylon. The grass wasn’t as green and the palm trees replaced the pines, but Clayton could still appreciate the scenery. It was like something out of a movie or game to him. 
 
    Dozens of villagers were gathered off to one side of the clearing. More emerged from the other side of the clearing then even more came from yet another. Clayton assumed they were villagers from the other towns. 
 
    In the center of the clearing, the faint shape of a circle had been carved into the dirt with several stakes dug into the ground next to it. Right next to it was a platform made of intricately carved wood. The platform was big enough to hold a large group of people though it was empty at the moment. In the middle of the stage, there was a single, unremarkable chair made out of the same palm wood everything else was. 
 
    More began to spill out into the dirt clearing at the center of the islands until there were more than a hundred people gathered. 
 
    “You said there were four villages?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Kailani replied. “Right across from us are people from Bojung.” She pointed at them. “They’re the spiritual type. Always praying to the Gods and meditating and tripping on leaves they found in the forest. You’ll never meet a group of people who are so focused on trying to get their soul right.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with having a spiritual side but the Bojung take it to another level. They’ve got a strict schedule. They’ve got strict diets. I heard they even go through voluntary vows of silence.” 
 
    “Hmm… You know… Maybe you should—” 
 
    “Don’t even think about it, BB.” Kailani held her index finger up to warn Clayton about the quip on the tip of his tongue. He chuckled softly to himself, knowing he’d made his point. 
 
    He looked toward the villagers from Bojung, who didn’t appear like anything special to him. They were dressed in similar leathers like the people of Tamwa. Clayton guessed everybody had to dress comfortably in tropical weather like this. 
 
    “Over there are the people from Quill. They’re philosophers and scientists and mathematicians.” 
 
    “Oh… So, they’re the smart people.” 
 
    “Real nerds. People from Bojung are really spiritual but at least they shut up about it from time to time. Villagers from Quill will always make it a point to correct you.” 
 
    “I don’t see a problem with that. Science and math are good.” 
 
    “It’s not just science and math. It’s their art and their design and their language. You try to have a conversation with one of ‘em and they’ll always try to correct you. There’s only one way to speak proper tongue on Hilamau, they’ll tell you. I say if I can get my point across to an outlander like you, that’s good enough.” 
 
    The people from Quill didn’t appear as the nerds Kailani described them as to Clayton. They looked somewhat reserved, their posture stiff and somewhat formal, but their appearance didn’t look much different from the others he’d seen. 
 
    Clayton stared at the group from Quill then shifted his eyes toward the last group off to one side. 
 
    “What the…” Clayton’s words trailed off as he stared at them. This group was undoubtedly different. They weren’t wearing just leather. They weren’t just wearing fur either. All of them appeared with the heads of dead bears and wolves on their shoulders. Fur lined their loincloths and boots. They didn’t wear much else, so their thick and stocky figures were on full display. The thought of just how much he’d have to level to look like some of them crossed Clayton’s mind. 
 
    “What’s with the animal outfits?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “That’s Leben for you. Those people haven’t met a hunt they didn’t like. You can’t just kill a bear. You can’t just skin it. You can’t just eat it. You gotta wear the damn thing to let everybody know you killed a bear.” 
 
    “That sounds pretty cool.” 
 
    “Not so cool when everybody in your village is wearing the same thing.” 
 
    Clayton chuckled and shrugged. “Didn’t know fashion was such a big deal on this island.” 
 
    “It’s not about the fashion.” Kailani shook her head. “The people from Leben are bloodthirsty. I just wonder what it’s like when you’re obsessed with constantly fighting and combat. Then again, you look like the type who’s into that sorta thing, BB…” 
 
    “I only fight because I have to. But… It is nice to conquer a great beast every now and then, don’t you think?” 
 
    Clayton smiled at the island woman and waited for her approval but all she did was sigh and roll her eyes. “There’s a reason I wanted you to compete in the Fire Fights and get control of the islands. You’ll see soon enough…” 
 
    Before Clayton could say anything more, loud thuds filled his ears. He turned toward the stage and saw there were several men standing at the foot of it. They raised their hands up and down, banging hammers down on drums. The beating of the drums was so loud Clayton could feel it shaking his entire body. 
 
    “That’s one way to get somebody’s attention,” he muttered. 
 
    Everybody looked to the stage as a figure slowly walked up. The man was draped in what looked like the skin of a deer. On his head, there was a small but noticeable crown covering his long, dirty white hair. 
 
    “His crown,” Clayton whispered. “Is that thing made of…” 
 
    “Gold. It’s one of the few things in Hilamau made out of it. The legends say it was the crown the first overseer ever won, formed by the hands of the Gods themselves. Not that it matters anyway. It’s just a symbol to let everybody know who Chief Elder is. Gold is actually pretty worthless on the islands…” 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    “Joakim has been Chief Elder for as long as I can remember. Leben has been running things.” 
 
    “Makes sense. They seem like they’re best equipped to win.” 
 
    “Until now.” Kailani gave Clayton a wink with an optimistic smile on her lips. 
 
    Clayton knew how great the task ahead of him was but something about the way Kailani looked at him was assuring. Maybe it was just foolishness or his own pride, but he believed he was the one who could change the fate of the islands. 
 
    “People of Hilamau.” Joakim was old and his voice was creaky but he spoke with a surprising authority that commanded everybody’s attention. The clearing was silent except for the breeze blowing through the palm trees. The Chief Elder smiled at his audience. “Since the beginning of time, before these islands settled as they are today, a great battle was fought. The Gods challenged one another for supremacy. One of them emerged victorious, sending the others to the depths of the Great Sea and standing tall over Hilamau as the Overseer. 
 
    “The will of the Gods determined who would rule. The traditions of ancient times continue to guide us. The Fire Fights are our legacy. They have allowed our ancestors to prosper. They allow us to prosper.  They will allow future generations to prosper. 
 
    “Now… On this day… We will have another contest to see who will lead our people for the next five years.” Joakim raised his hands in the air and looked to the side. “Bojung Village… Will you compete in the Fire Fights?” 
 
    “Ay!” One man stepped forward from the crowd. “I am Jerek. I will represent my village and take the title of Overseer.” 
 
    Jerek was bare-footed with a pair of leather trousers. Outside of a beaded necklace, he wore nothing else. He ran a hand over his smooth head and stood tall in front of the rest of his village. 
 
    “Hmm… He’s not wearing much armor,” Clayton commented. “He must have a lot of confidence in his ability.” 
 
    “Piece of cake,” Kailani replied. 
 
    Joakim turned to the next group of villagers. “People of Quill… will you compete in the Fire Fights?” 
 
    Everybody watched as one man emerged. He was dressed a lot more intricately than anybody Clayton had ever seen on the island so far. His pants were made of cloth and his leather shoes appeared to be lined with some kind of bone. His top wasn’t much different from the tunic Clayton had on when he first arrived. For a moment, Clayton thought the man was out of place. 
 
    “The leadership of the islands belongs in the hands of Quill,” the man announced. “I, Locke, will make sure of that.” 
 
    Clayton noticed Joakim was smirking at Locke’s confidence. Clayton himself wasn’t sure what to make of the man. 
 
    “Very well.” Joakim nodded then turned toward the people from Tamwa. “Tamwa Village… You have not competed in the last two Fire Fights. There is no shame in that and no shame will come to you if you withdraw again. Is that what you will do—” 
 
    “No!” Kailani shouted. “We will compete.” 
 
    “You will?” Joakim’s brow twisted in curiosity. “And who is your representative?” 
 
    “Go on now.” Kailani nudged Clayton in the arm. 
 
    He’d suddenly grown anxious with the eyes of everybody on him. Kailani gave him an encouraging smile. When he turned to Okari, the elder smiled softly and bowed his head. 
 
    “If this is the best way to get off the island…” Clayton cleared his throat and stepped forward. “I am Clayton Brooks. I will represent Tamwa Village in the Fire Fights.” 
 
    Clayton smiled with confidence. He wasn’t sure what reaction to expect from the others. Laughter. Fear. Confusion. But there was none of that. There was… nothing. 
 
    He looked around to make sure the people around him were still alive. “Funny… I didn’t think it was possible for it to get quieter here…” 
 
    “…Is this a joke?” Joakim said suddenly. “An offlander is representing you?” 
 
    Elder Okari stepped forward. “There is no rule that an offlander cannot compete in the Fire Fights. Unless you yourself question the will of the Gods.” 
 
    Joakim sighed in resignation. He looked down his nose at Clayton, the younger man noticing a bit of disdain in the Chief Elder’s stare. 
 
    “The Fire Fights are no joke,” Joakim said. “Are you certain you wish to compete, offlander?” 
 
    Clayton had already made up his mind but he still turned around. Kailani gave him two big thumbs up. He couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm. 
 
    “I will take the title of Overseer,” Clayton announced. 
 
    “Very well.” Joakim raised his hands into the air, a small, unassuming stick in one of his hands. “Let the Fire Fights… begin!” 
 
    He slammed his cane down onto the stage. The stakes around the ring burst into flames. The drummers lining the platform resumed their violent pounding. All of the villagers cheered, their voices loud and echoing into the sky. 
 
    Clayton felt the pangs of excitement rushing through his blood. The fire. The drums. The noise of the crowd. Everything about him was a giant adrenaline dump. But he maintained his focus as he stared at the man standing on the stage. While all of the villagers shuffled around the clearing, Joakim and Clayton kept their eyes on each other. It wasn’t until Kailani grabbed his arm that Clayton looked away. 
 
    “All right!” she said. “It’s official! You’re in! How do you feel?” 
 
    “I feel… I don’t know. I’ve fought before but I’ve never competed in anything like this.” 
 
    Elder Okari put a hand on his shoulder. “You are strong. I can sense something within you I haven’t felt from anybody else before. I am grateful for your representation. You are not obligated to do anything for me.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best to make your village proud, Okari.” 
 
    The elder bowed his head and walked away to join the others. 
 
    “You ready?” Kailani asked. 
 
    “I guess I’ve got no choice. Just one question… He didn’t ask for Leben’s representative. Do they not have to fight?” 
 
    “Oh, they fight.” Kailani looked over his shoulder. “And it looks like he’s about to get started right now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    The center of the dirt clearing was empty with all of the villagers surrounding it. The stakes planted into the ground burned with small bonfires lit atop them. Chief Elder Joakim sat on his chair, calmly observing the entire scene. The drums continued to thump in a hard rhythm that reverberated through the trees. 
 
    Clayton stood by Kailani’s side and watched as Locke stepped into the center of the rocks. He stretched his arms and legs while Clayton was still unsure of what to make of him. 
 
    “They say don’t judge a book by its cover but this guy…” Clayton shrugged. “You say the people from Quill are really smart, huh?” 
 
    “I figure this Locke guy must have something up his sleeve. Remember, it’s not about beating your opponent to death. You can win by making him submit or pushing him out of the circle.” 
 
    “Then I think Locke has as good a chance as anybody. All it takes is one good trip to win.” 
 
    “Easier said than done. Especially with who he’s gotta fight.” 
 
    “Who’s he fighting—” 
 
    Clayton got the answer he was looking for before he could finish. He tried to hide his surprise but his mouth hung half-open as he watched a man emerge from the crowd and step opposite of Locke. 
 
    Calling him just a man was a bit of an understatement though, Clayton thought. The guy was as big as Kavana but twice as muscular. He wore a pair of boots, lined with the fur of some bear he’d probably killed. His loincloth looked like it was made of the same poor beast. On the man’s shoulders were a couple of tiger heads. They connected all the way across his neck with a bone necklace and draped over him like a cape. Considering how big the man was, Clayton wondered just how many tigers had to be hunted to put the thing together. 
 
    It wasn’t only the outfit made from all the beasts that lurked in the forest. The man wielded a massive black hammer the size of Clayton’s entire torso. 
 
    Clayton watched as the hammer thumped against the dirt, creating a crack in the ground. His eyes shifted up toward the man’s face. He was stoic. Not blinking. Not speaking. Hell, the guy didn’t even look like he was breathing. He just stared forward across the circle at his opponent. 
 
    “What the hell?” Clayton couldn’t hold back his surprise. “That guy looks like some sorta giant killing robot.” 
 
    “Hmm… I’ve never heard anybody describe Mentu that way but I guess that’s one way of putting it.” 
 
    Mentu stood motionless, his long, black hair swaying in the night breeze. The more Clayton stared at him, the more Clayton wondered exactly how he’d knock a man like that out of the circle. 
 
    “Wait a second… That’s the representative for Leben?” 
 
    “Now you know why they’ve been in control for so long. Mentu has won the last eight Fire Fights. Hasn’t even been a contest really. Everybody tries to fight him. Everybody tries to push him out. Everybody tries to make him submit. It all ends the same way.” 
 
    “As big as that war hammer is, I’m not surprised.” 
 
    “They call him the Hilamau Hammer for a reason. And that thing is called the Falling Star because it fell from the heavens. That’s how the story goes, anyway. It’s chiseled from pure obsidian or something. It’s been around for as long as anybody can remember, which is why Leben has dominated the fights. I swear, just the wind from that damn thing is strong enough to knock someone on their ass even if they don’t get hit by it.” 
 
    “Kailani… What exactly did you get me into?” 
 
    “You can beat this guy.” 
 
    “Even if I had enough time to level, I wonder just how much strength it’d take to move him.” 
 
    As Clayton lamented not having the time to overlevel like he did in the RPGs he played, a woman entered the circle and stood in front of Mentu. She took her time removing his cape, letting everybody get a good look at her. And Clayton took a really good look at her. Her tan, hour-glass figure was on full display in nothing but a thin, cotton bikini. Her long, fiery red hair was luxurious, cascading down her back just above the curves Clayton was fixated on. The thoughts of how to beat Mentu emptied his mind as he was suddenly in a trance. 
 
    “…Yo, BB! You still with me?” 
 
    Snapping fingers got Clayton’s attention. He shook his head, widening his eyes as he looked down at Kailani. 
 
    “What’s going on with you?” 
 
    “Who’s that woman?” 
 
    “Oh… Her…” Kailani’s voice dripped with obvious disdain. “Her name is Iris. She’s a real succubus.” 
 
    “She’s a succubus?” 
 
    “Not like a succubus succubus. But she’s quick to sink her claws into something when she sees what she likes. It’s not a surprise she’s messing around with Mentu.” 
 
    “To the victor go the spoils.” 
 
    Kailani noticed Clayton’s gaze was suddenly becoming lost again. “What is it with boys and being unable to think without what’s between their legs?” she sighed. 
 
    “Hey… I’m just making an observation.” Clayton examined the curves of her body, not caring Kailani was giggling. 
 
    “You just make sure you don’t get distracted by her or anybody else when you’re in there. Mentu’s war hammer could rearrange your organs.” 
 
    “Trust me. I don’t care how pretty a girl is. When you’re about to die, that’s the last thing you’re thinking about.” 
 
    Kailani narrowed her eyes at him. “Hmm… Why do I not believe you?” 
 
    Clayton looked away from the view of Iris and down at Kailani. He immediately noticed she had her arms crossed in a way that made her chest stick out even more. 
 
    “Yeah,” she sighed. “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “Oh, brother…” Clayton rolled his eyes then looked to Chief Elder Joakim along with everybody else. 
 
    “Representing Quill, we have the great warrior Locke,” he announced. “And on the other side, representing Leben, the Overseer… Mentu!” 
 
    The villagers cheered on their representatives to the beating of the drums. Clayton couldn’t help but get excited just the same. The possibility of getting the title of Overseer continued to be more appealing than anything else. 
 
    “Tonight, these brave combatants will put themselves on the line, representing their people,” Joakim continued. “I urge you all, show these men your gratitude. Let your praise echo through time as they honor the Gods who fought on this very same land!” 
 
    Another eruption from the crowd was deafening. They didn’t stop cheering as the two combatants eyed each other. 
 
    Mentu was imposing enough just standing there. But when he slung his hammer over his shoulder and marched forward, it was as if death itself came stalking. 
 
    Locke remained steadfast. He pulled something from his belt and held up a small vial. 
 
    “What is that?” Clayton narrowed his eyes as Locke through the vial onto the ground. A puff of smoke burst from the ground followed by a ball of flames. The crowd reared back in surprise. 
 
    “They’re always up to something in Quill,” she said. 
 
    “Mentu might be big but I think Locke might be onto something.” 
 
    “I think it’s gonna take a little more than a ball of fire to scare him away.” 
 
    Sure enough, Mentu waited for the flames to die down then walked through the smoke. Locke quickly moved along the ring and pulled another vial from his waist. He slammed it into the dirt and another fireball rose up from the ground. He quickened his pace, each ball getting closer and closer to Mentu. 
 
    “Stop!” Locke shouted. “If you do not wish to meet your end, I would suggest egress!” 
 
    He tossed another vial down. Mentu remained emotionless as he stood in front of the fire. “I don’t know what that word means,” the man spoke, his voice deep like a growl. “But I’m not afraid of a bit of fire.” 
 
    He raised his hammer up over his head. Clayton sensed the anticipation from the crowd before Mentu slammed his war hammer into the flames. The thud was louder than the drums surrounding them. A ball of dirt blew out the fire, a crack in the ground replacing it. 
 
    Clayton could see the bead of sweat that had formed on Locke’s forehead as Mentu walked forward effortlessly. 
 
    “Go on!” Iris shouted from the other side of the circle. “Just end this now, Mentu! This man doesn’t deserve to be in the same ring as you.” 
 
    The people from Leben were all cheering as if they’d already won. The others from Quill all had nervous looks on their faces. Even those from Bojung and Tamwa were anxious. Clayton himself was in disbelief at the man who continued to march forward in the face of fire. 
 
    “Why doesn’t he just throw the fire at him?” Clayton said. 
 
    Just as he said it, Locke darted a vial right at Mentu. The big man raised his hammer up and swung it away with a effortlessness that made Clayton swallow anxiously. 
 
    “I guess that answers your question,” Kailani sighed. 
 
    “He can’t be fireproof. There’s no way…” 
 
    “Well, maybe he’s not fireproof but it doesn’t look like Mentu’s just gonna let this guy dump all of his potions on top of him.” 
 
    Locke continued to circle the ring. More sweat dripped down the sides of his face. The wind whipped his hair in every direction. Mentu hadn’t laid a finger on him but Locke looked like he was already at his end. The desperation in his eyes was growing. 
 
    “One last warning!” Locke shouted. “I will give you a chance! Exit the ring or else.” 
 
    “Or else what?” Mentu stood in place and widened his eyes at his opponent. 
 
    “Or else…” Locke reached on his belt. He kept feeling then looked down. The sudden realization he only had one vial left even made Clayton himself nervous. 
 
    “Your magic concoctions are useless against me. Submit and I will spare you any further suffering.” 
 
    Locke clenched his jaw. The last vial in his hand, he looked down at it then took a deep breath. 
 
    “What the hell is this idiot thinking?” Kailani muttered. “He’s got no chance.” 
 
    Locke charged forward recklessly with his vial in hand. Mentu raised his weapon up to swing. He brought the hammer down but Locke managed to move out of the way from the thundering blow. He threw the vial with all of his strength. Mentu just managed to raise his arm up and block it. But it wasn’t enough to stop the flames from bursting onto him. 
 
    “Mentu!” Iris shouted. 
 
    The crowd gasped as Mentu’s arm was suddenly engulfed. Even Locke was in disbelief. 
 
    With an arm on fire, Mentu didn’t submit. Rage filled his eyes like an angry bull. Clayton was the first person to notice it. 
 
    “Oh, crap…” 
 
    Clayton’s words trailed off. Mentu swung his flaming arm and snatched Locke by his tunic. With one motion, he raised the man up from the ground and tossed him out of the ring. Then he waved his arm to extinguish the flames burning his skin. 
 
    “It is done!” Joakim announced. “Mentu is your winner!” 
 
    The villagers from Quill all gathered around to pull their fighter up to his feet. Mentu was tended to by Iris. 
 
    Clayton stared at him, the realization of what he just saw still not hitting him. 
 
    “You all right, BB?” More finger snaps from Kailani got Clayton’s attention. 
 
    “The guy’s got enough strength to hold that hammer. He’s got enough constitution to brush being set on fire. And he’s a lot faster than he looks, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re gonna kick this guy’s ass, aren’t ya?” 
 
    Even Kailani’s giant grin wasn’t enough to make Clayton feel any better. 
 
    “I’d need weeks of constant grinding to level that high. How much time do I have exactly?” 
 
    “You’ve got a few days.” 
 
    “Of course.” Clayton rolled his eyes at his predicament. 
 
    “Hey!” Kailani moved in front of him and put her hands on his shoulders. She looked up at him like some kind of high school coach trying to motivate his players. “You gotta focus! You’ll kick this guy’s ass, even without these ‘levels’ you’re talking about.” 
 
    Somehow, Kailani’s pep talk had done its job. He even managed to chuckle a bit. 
 
    “You’ll get your shot at Mentu,” she said. 
 
    “I’ve still gotta deal with Jerek.” Clayton looked toward his opponent. The man in leather pants stretched out his arms and legs. 
 
    “Look at him. No armor. No weapons. You’ll run right over this guy. I’m sure it’ll only take you a few seconds.” 
 
    As Clayton continued staring at Jerek, he couldn’t help a sudden feeling of nervousness in his gut. “Please don’t jinx me, Kailani.” 
 
    “Jinx? Me? The guy’s half your size. I mean, how tough could he be? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    As Clayton stood in the center of the ring, he longed for the days when he was slaying monsters with Rena and Jalise by his side. Leveling up and increasing his stats. Wielding the Zeal Blade. Using his new abilities to discover clever ways to beat the creatures trying to take him down. Strange to think with the Maledict threat suppressed, he missed the time when all of Xeylon was on the line. 
 
    Then he considered it was only more than a week ago when all of that happened. In just a short amount of time, he’d lost his companions, broken his revered weapon, and stranded himself on an island on the other side of the world. 
 
    A weaker man would have folded at this point. The pride of knowing he didn’t escape back to the comforts of his apartment was all Clayton needed. 
 
    His chainmail replaced by a tortoise shell and leather scraps, Clayton looked down at his outfit then pulled his broken sword from its sheath. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    “He hasn’t even got a full sword!” 
 
    “Is this some sorta joke?” 
 
    “They’re just talking trash… No big deal…” Clayton never played too many online games, partly because of all the trolls he’d inevitably have to deal with. Listening to all of the villagers comment on his makeshift armor and half-a-sword reminded him of the headaches of gaming online. 
 
    “You got this, BB!” 
 
    Kailani’s encouragement drowned everything else out. Clayton sighed a deep breath and looked toward the man across from him. 
 
    His opponent Jerek was unassuming. He looked like some sort of monk with how simplistic his outfit was. The man had his eyes closed, his palms pressed together and his legs stiff. 
 
    “Representing the village of Bojung, we have the great warrior, Jerek.” Joakim’s voice quieted the murmurs of the crowd. “And representing Tamwa, the offlander, Clayton.” 
 
    Clayton instinctively raised his sword up and smiled at the crowd. He didn’t get a response. Even the villagers of Tamwa had skeptical looks on their faces. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Kailani rubbed her palm against her forehead. “Would you focus already?” 
 
    “Let the battle begin!” Joakim’s announcement was met with a cheer from the crowd. 
 
    “Okay,” Clayton thought to himself. “He’s not a Maledict. He’s not a creature. This is the first time I’ve ever had to duel a regular person… Don’t kill him. Just push him out of the circle. Let’s see…” 
 
    Clayton ignited his sword with an aura of fire, getting some acknowledgment from the audience. It was enough to put a smile on his face. 
 
    “There we go… This shouldn’t be too hard.” 
 
    Jerek remained standing in place, his eyes closed like he wasn’t sure the fight had even begun. 
 
    “I don’t wanna hurt you!” Clayton shouted. “This fire didn’t come from a vial, so it won’t run out like that last guy. There’s no need for us to fight. Step out of the ring and that’ll be the end of it. I’ve got no beef with you. I… I won’t even get any essence from fighting you, so there’s really no point…” 
 
    He didn’t get a response from Jerek, who still hadn’t moved. 
 
    “Fine,” Clayton sighed. “Suit yourself.” He raised the Zeal Blade up and pointed it forward. Focusing his energy, a ball of flames shot forward in Jerek’s direction. Jerek suddenly vanished away from the fire and appeared right next to Clayton. “What the—” 
 
    A hard palm against Clayton’s chest made him stumble back and knocked some of the wind out of him. It was at that moment he was grateful for his makeshift armor and the constitution he had. 
 
    Clayton quickly regained his footing. “Okay… I guess you’re taking this serious…” 
 
    Jerek remained silent, only smiling in response. 
 
    “Give it to him!” Kailani yelled. “Go all out! Don’t hold back!” 
 
    It was a chance for Clayton to test his abilities against an interesting opponent. There was no snarling beast in front of him nor some evil spirit wanting to consume him whole. It was just a man who apparently had the ability to dash just the same as him. 
 
    “All right… You wanna see what I can do… I’ll show you what I can do…” Clayton extinguished the flames on his sword and raised his weapon up. Jerek calmly raised his hands up and motioned for him to come forward. His request was answered. 
 
    A quick dash and Clayton was right in front of him but his swipe missed as Jerek moved out of the way. Jerek swung another hard punch but Clayton dashed out of the way, responding with his own swing. Again, it was dodged. 
 
    Back and forth, the two of them tried to hit each other. Every dash was followed by a swing. And every swing was met with another dash to avoid it. The two of them moved around the circle, unable to land even a glancing blow. 
 
    The crowd’s enthusiasm didn’t end. The drummers slammed the skin of their drums. It was as if the entire world had their attention on the two combatants. 
 
    “I can’t keep this up… I’m gonna run out of stamina…” Clayton did his best to hide his fatigue but he couldn’t mask the sweat dripping from his brow and the rest of his body. The next swing he made took more effort and he was no closer to hitting his target. “Can’t give up… Gotta hit him…” 
 
    “You gotta do something else! Try that thing you did with The Bull!” Kailani didn’t give him the exact advice he needed but it gave him an idea. 
 
    “I don’t have enough stamina to activate the barrier… If I do that, he’ll push me out of the ring… Should I take that chance?” 
 
    Clayton steadied himself while Jerek stood on the other side of the circle. They hadn’t been going at it for very long but even just a few minutes were enough to wear them down. Jerek was sweating the same as Clayton. 
 
    “He’s tired… Maybe if…” 
 
    Jerek closed his eyes as if regaining his focus. Clayton took a deep breath to steady himself. 
 
    “If this doesn’t work…” 
 
    It was all or nothing at this point. He gripped the Zeal Blade tight in both hands and readied. Jerek opened his eyes and slowly moved forward. Clayton swallowed anxiously, waiting for his opponent’s sudden movement. 
 
    “Come on… Come on…” 
 
    Clayton dug his heels into the dirt. His jaw clenched, he waited and waited… and waited. 
 
    “Come on…” 
 
    Suddenly, Jerek darted forward in the blink of an eye and appeared right next to him. But Clayton didn’t dash out of the way like he had before. Instead, he dropped his weapon and leaned to the side, dodging the punch he expected. He grabbed Jerek before he could move and with all of his strength, Clayton picked him up from the ground and threw him out of the circle of stones. Jerek landed helplessly on the dirt. 
 
    The villagers of Tamwa cheered as Joakim announced Clayton’s victory. 
 
    Clayton fell down to one knee, propping himself up with the help of the Zeal Blade. 
 
    “Like I said, easy!” Kailani walked up and slapped his shoulder. 
 
    “Honestly, I prefer fighting the crabs. Fighting guys who are disappearing wherever I swing isn’t what I’m used to. Did I mention I never actually trained for combat?” 
 
    “Well, whatever it is you’re doing, BB, it’s working. Keep it up!” 
 
    The elation of the crowd was interrupted by some loud clapping right next to him. Clayton looked up and saw Mentu approaching him with Iris by his side. Clayton quickly straightened up. Mentu was a few inches taller but Clayton was still able to look him in the eye. 
 
    “Well done.” Mentu continued clapping. “You’re the first offlander to ever compete in the fights.” 
 
    “Well, that’s some kind of achievement.” 
 
    “You have quite an arsenal.” 
 
    “My sword’s a little broken at the moment…” 
 
    “Even with a shattered weapon… Flames… The dashing… I’m sure you have some other tricks up your sleeve.” 
 
    “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t—” 
 
    “You’re damn right he does!” Kailani suddenly interjected, pointing her finger at Mentu like scolding a child. “He’s gonna kick your ass!” 
 
    “Uh… Kailani…” Clayton chuckled nervously, not anxious about getting into a fight with Mentu while he was still recovering his stamina. 
 
    Kailani didn’t relent. “It’s over! It’s Tamwa time! Clayton’s gonna embarrass you!” 
 
    “Ha!” Iris scoffed. Her voice was filled with the haughty arrogance she appeared to have. “Don’t make me laugh! Mentu will crush the offlander like a fly!” 
 
    Clayton got a better look at Iris, her green eyes more noticeable against her tan skin. Mentu had an older face, wrinkled and blemished with age. Expected from a man who’d been in so many Fire Fights. But Iris was considerably younger in contrast. Her skin was smooth even though it appeared she wasn’t wearing any makeup. 
 
    “You might be able to intimidate all of the other villagers but you won’t intimidate this guy.” Kailani stayed undeterred. “You’ve seen what he can do. He hasn’t shown everything. This guy went face to face with the kraken. Tell ‘em, BB!” 
 
    She gave Clayton an overenthusiastic slap on the arm. 
 
    “Ow…” he yelped under his breath. 
 
    Iris rolled her eyes and looked away. 
 
    “Perhaps you will be the one to finally best me,” Mentu said. “Or perhaps you will fall like the rest. We will find out.” 
 
    The two men stared at one another. Even though Mentu did his best to appear friendly, Clayton knew the man was more than willing to hurt him. Clayton stood his ground though. Not that he could help it, with Kailani continuing to try and stare a hole through the Overseer. 
 
    “I think we’re done here,” Iris sighed. 
 
    Clayton shifted his eyes toward her. He couldn’t help but notice how skimpy her outfit was. A leather bikini that did just enough to cover up her modesty. He gave her a quick glance. But a quick glance was all she needed. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Iris shook her head in disgust. “Are you staring at me?” 
 
    “W-what?” Clayton stuttered. “I wasn’t staring—” 
 
    “You perverted pig!” Without warning, she raised her leg up and caught Clayton right between the legs. 
 
    “Crap!” 
 
    As Clayton crumpled to the ground, he wondered how much constitution it would take to withstand the worst pain a man could feel. 
 
    “I’ll see you in the ring, offlander.” Mentu walked away with Iris on his arm. 
 
    Kailani crouched down next to Clayton while he took deep breaths, a half-smirk on her face. 
 
    “Iris is a real bitch… But I can’t say I blame her for that.” 
 
    “She kicked me in the balls!” 
 
    “You were staring at her…” 
 
    “…I wasn’t staring… It was just a glance… Maybe…” 
 
    Kailani rolled her eyes before helping him back up to his feet. He looked around and watched the clearing slowly begin to empty. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “The Fire Fights are over for the night. You get some time to relax before the big fight. You’ve gotta be at your best if you’re gonna beat that jerk.” 
 
    “Good… I need all the time I can get. Maybe I can gain some levels. I’m sure there are some places to train and hunt around here.” 
 
    Elder Okari approached them, bowing his head toward Clayton. “Well fought, Clayton. The people of Tamwa are humbled by your victory.” 
 
    “I haven’t won anything yet. I’ve still gotta beat that big bastard.” 
 
    “Hey,” Kailani said. “Tamwa hasn’t competed in the Fire Fights in years. Just stepping in the ring is enough reason to celebrate. Speaking of which, we should head back to the village and do just that.” 
 
    “There is much work to be done,” Okari said. “We will still have to get up early to finish the labor we left behind.” 
 
    “Oh, come on! Tamwa just won its first fight before half the village was even born. I think tonight is an exception.” 
 
    Okari sighed in resignation. “My daughter…” He turned around and walked away with the rest of the villagers. 
 
    “Okay… Now it’s time to celebrate.” 
 
    There was a mischievous glint in Kailani’s eyes Clayton had seen before. That along with her grin and the way she rubbed her hands together made Clayton more nervous than even facing Mentu. 
 
    “What are you up to?” he knew it was pointless to ask but he did so anyway. 
 
    “It’ll be fun, BB. I promise.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “Oh, yeah! Don’t be afraid now!” 
 
    “How come whenever you tell me to do something, I always feel the opposite inclination?” Clayton gave Kailani a curious look. The young woman looked up at the sky, feigning with an innocence he knew wasn’t really there. 
 
    “You always come out on top, BB! Why stop now?” 
 
    He turned his attention to the bowl in his hand and the concoction inside of it. It looked harmless for the most part. As thin as water with just a tinge of yellow wasn’t enough to make Clayton enthusiastic about it. He held the bowl up to his nostrils but couldn’t smell anything. 
 
    “I was never one much for drinking,” he said. “But this doesn’t smell like alcohol at least…” 
 
    “Give it a shot.” 
 
    “Welp… Here goes nothing…” He held the bowl to his lips and tilted his head back. Kailani watched with growing enthusiasm, her eyes widening and her familiar grin as big as ever on her face. 
 
    The drink didn’t taste like anything special to Clayton. In fact, it didn’t taste like anything at all. He swallowed down the whole bowl then dropped it. He gulped to make sure he’d taken every drop then, the confused look still tattooed on his face, turned back to Kailani. 
 
    “I don’t feel anything,” he said. “I don’t taste anything. It was just like water—” 
 
    He stopped immediately when he felt something. A sudden burning sensation in his throat, all the way into his stomach and coming out of his mouth. He stuck his tongue out and panted like a dog. Kailani giggled in amusement. 
 
    “W-what? W-what is that?” Clayton kept panicking to Kailani’s continued delight. “What did you do to me?” 
 
    He grabbed her arms, clutching her as if he were falling off a cliff. The other villagers who’d gathered around to view were chuckling the same as Kailani. 
 
    “Kailani…” 
 
    “Oh, relax! It’ll pass.” 
 
    Sure enough, the feeling began to subside. Clayton’s breathing subsided and his heart steadied. He calmed himself down and wiped the sweat from his brow. 
 
    “What is that?” He examined the bowl closely. “I’ve never tasted anything like that. It’s like drinking fire.” 
 
    “We call it lavawater. A long, long time ago, some villager started mixing ingredients together. He came up with something your body didn’t react to until it was inside. I don’t know whether the guy is an idiot or a genius but people use it as a celebration.” 
 
    “I don’t see how drinking something like that can be used to celebrate…” 
 
    “When you’re celebrating, nothing else matters. Lavawater is strong enough to let you know you’re alive. The more reason to celebrate, the more you stop caring about everything else.” 
 
    “I think there are better ways to celebrate, thanks.” 
 
    “It also gets you drunk, so there’s that.” 
 
    Kailani downed a bowl of the concoction for herself. Clayton watched as her face scrunched in pain. The villagers around them seemed to be enjoying the pain as well. 
 
    Everybody had gathered in the center of Tamwa to celebrate Clayton’s victory. For the time being, the hard-working villagers drank their lavawater and relaxed underneath the stars. The tropical breeze and saltwater in the air were perfect for doing absolutely nothing. 
 
    Clayton sat next to a small bonfire with Kailani by his side. The villagers all looked at Clayton with curiosity, though none of them actually spoke to him. 
 
    “They think you’re fascinating,” she said. “Nothing personal.” 
 
    “I’ll bet. Do you get a lot of offlanders like me?” 
 
    “I can’t remember the last time we’ve had one. Most of them head to the coves, hunting crabs and looking for gold. They never stick around long enough to come to the villages like you though.” 
 
    “You ever worry about someone coming to the islands and, I don’t know, starting a war.” 
 
    “I don’t but Chief Elder Joakim does. That’s the reason Leben is the way it is. They’re always making weapons and armor. Preparing for an inevitable war that isn’t coming… The islands have been around for centuries though. Nobody would bother invading a little island like this.” 
 
    “You never know.” 
 
    “Life’s too short to be worrying about what might happen. I say you should enjoy it as much as you can.” Kailani downed a bowl of lavawater then made another one. 
 
    The drink lingered in his throat as he turned his head up and looked at the sky. The stars and moon weren’t much different from the view he’d seen back home but in some way, sitting here, it felt a little different. 
 
    “Congratulations!” 
 
    Clayton turned toward the booming voice and saw Kavana approaching. The big man plopped down right next to him and put both hands on his shoulders. He shook Clayton hard and made him dizzy. 
 
    “Great fight! You beat that guy at his own game! I can’t remember a time when Tamwa had a representative who could actually win.” 
 
    “Beating Mentu will be easier said than done. I’m not sure I have the strength to pick him up like I did with Jerek.” 
 
    “You don’t have to pick him up,” Kailani said. “Just kick that jerk in the butt and knock him out of the ring.” 
 
    “I don’t know if a kick will do it either…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if you win or lose,” Kavana said. “I can’t remember the last time there was so much joy in the village. You should celebrate your victory as much as you can.” 
 
    “Yes. You should enjoy it.” Everybody turned toward the sudden voice to the side. The villagers fell silent as they saw Chief Elder Joakim approaching. “Please… Don’t stop the celebration because of my arrival. You have much reason to celebrate. If I can have a word with you, offlander… in private.” 
 
    Clayton saw no reason to refuse him even though Joakim’s sudden arrival was curious. He looked at Kailani, who was busy swallowing down more lavawater. She gave him a shrug then looked off into the distance. 
 
    “All right…” Clayton stood up and walked with Joakim away from the small group gathered around the bonfire. “What’s this all about?” 
 
    “I’d like to congratulate you on your victory. You fought well for an offlander.” 
 
    “Just because I’m an offlander doesn’t mean I’m not capable.” 
 
    “So it seems. But the rules are different here in Hilamau. It’s not just brute strength or will that wins in the Fire Fights.” 
 
    “Judging from how Mentu looks, I’d have to disagree.” 
 
    Joakim smirked but Clayton sensed something insincere behind it. The Chief Elder was an older man. His wrinkles made his face sag and the wispy whiskers on his chin were the same white as his long hair. His frail body covered in deerskin belied something else, Clayton thought. 
 
    “You didn’t come here just to congratulate me.” 
 
    Joakim shook his head. “I didn’t. I came to ask of you a favor.” 
 
    “I don’t know… I just got here and we just met.” 
 
    “I have been Chief Elder for as long as I can remember. Leben has been in control of Hilamau for decades. In that time, the islands have become more prosperous than any time in its history.” 
 
    “I heard Leben is focused on war.” 
 
    “War is inevitable. Xeylon is a big world. There will be those looking to conquer us.” 
 
    “I still don’t see what you want from me.” 
 
    “Look around… Tamwa is full of nothing but farmers. Their lives revolve around growing the crops the entire island benefits from. If Okari becomes Chief Elder, he would ask all of the other villages to do the same.” 
 
    “I don’t see a problem with that. The people here live a good life, a simple life.” 
 
    “A simple life that could be disrupted by a single invader.” 
 
    Clayton shook his head and shrugged. “I see your point but I don’t know what you’re asking from me—” 
 
    “Lose. Don’t challenge Mentu. For the good of the islands. We must prepare for war.” 
 
    The smirk Joakim had was gone. All Clayton could see was a seriousness from the older man. 
 
    “Why risk your life for people you don’t even know? You’re an offlander. You’ll be leaving but we will be the ones that will have to live here.” 
 
    Clayton looked at Kailani. The lavawater was taking its toll on her, judging from how much giddier her grin had become. Kavana and all of the other villagers seemed to be having just as much fun. 
 
    “I may be an offlander but I won’t step down.” 
 
    “As I expected,” Joakim sighed. “I should warn you. Mentu will show you no mercy. He will do what is necessary to win.” 
 
    Joakim’s stern look was enough for Clayton to know how serious he was. He didn’t say anything though, watching the elderly man shuffle his way out of the village. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Kailani suddenly appeared next to Clayton. 
 
    “…It’s nothing. He just wanted to wish me luck.” 
 
    “Pfft! Like I believe that for a second… You’re gonna kick Mentu’s ass and all of Tamwa’s gonna celebrate…” 
 
    Kailani moved in front of Clayton, suddenly wrapping her hands around his neck. Clayton looked down into her blue, slightly glossy eyes. They were a lot more striking than usual. The light freckles on her cheeks he’d never noticed before, probably because of her tan and the tattoo on her cheek. Something about the way she smiled made him forget about the conversation he just had with Joakim. 
 
    “Thanks, BB…” 
 
    She tugged on the back of his neck and pulled his face close. He didn’t resist, closing his eyes and letting his lips touch hers. The soft kiss emptied his thoughts and stirred desires inside of him. 
 
    “What am I doing?” Clayton jerked his head away and put his hands on her arms. 
 
    “What?” She shrugged, confusion on her face. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “…You’re drunk.” 
 
    “Drunk… Ha! You can’t get drunk on lavawater! Not unless you have like four bowls… at least!” 
 
    “And how many have you had?” 
 
    She counted it out on her fingers and shrugged again. “I don’t know… Five…” 
 
    “Kailani…” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I think I’m gonna sit down… Getting sleepy…” 
 
    Clayton rolled his eyes and helped Kailani lay down next to the bonfire. She looked comfortable, curled up into a ball with the flames dancing next to her. 
 
    “She has a problem with controlling her impulses sometimes.” A hand on his shoulder, Clayton turned toward the voice and saw Okari smiling at him. 
 
    “That seems to be the case.” 
 
    “Take a walk with me, Clayton. It’s a good way of getting the lavawater out of your system.” 
 
    Clayton nodded and walked next to the elder down the paths of the village. He looked out into the view, noticing some of the villagers were still out working in the fields. 
 
    “There’s always someone working,” Clayton said. “Even at this time of night.” 
 
    “We have to meet our quota. If we don’t, Joakim won’t be too happy about it.” 
 
    “What quota do you have to meet? There’s enough farmland here to feed every village for a long time. And it looks like you can grow all year round.” 
 
    “Joakim intends to prepare for every type of disaster. Hurricanes. Typhoons. Tsunamis. Invasion. He even fears the great kraken might decide to come ashore.” 
 
    “Then it’s true what Kailani said. Joakim is working Tamwa harder than he needs to.” 
 
    Okari stopped in his tracks. Clayton stayed silent, watching the elder stare at the ground with his hands behind his back. 
 
    “Kailani was always impulsive. Even when she was a child, I always had to make sure she didn’t climb too high in the trees. She’d climb anyway and she’d fall and come crying to me. It wasn’t enough to teach her a lesson though because the next day, she’d be sitting on top of a palm, waiting for a strong gust of wind to try and teach her another lesson.” 
 
    Okari smiled at the memory, his eyes focused on the ground. 
 
    “Sounds like she was a real handful…” 
 
    “She’s just like her mother.” 
 
    “Where is her mother?” 
 
    Okari looked up into the distance. 
 
    “We lost her when Kailani was born. My daughter never got a chance to meet her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry…” 
 
    “I’m not. If that’s the will of the Gods, then so be it. I wish she were here but I’m blessed to have Kailani.” 
 
    Okari’s sincere smile was enough for Clayton to know he meant it. The older man was always calm. Clayton was comfortable talking to him, even though they’d only just met. 
 
    “Thank you for everything you’ve done so far,” Okari said. “Tamwa is honored by your representation. Win or lose, I will do everything I can to assure you the means to leave the island.” 
 
    He put a hand on Clayton’s shoulder and squeezed gently. 
 
    “I sense something inside of you. Your greatness cannot be confined to the islands. Your destiny is out there.” 
 
    Clayton returned the favor, smiling as he patted Okari on the shoulder. 
 
    “I had no intention of disrupting your lives. When I win the Fire Fights, I’m sure Hilamau will prosper with you as Chief Elder.” 
 
    Elder Okari bowed his head then turned around toward the center of the village. “Come along now, Clayton. You can’t waste your night humoring an old man. It’s not every day you can celebrate victory in the Fire Fights.” 
 
    “It’s only one victory. I’ll celebrate again when you’re wearing Joakim’s crown.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Kailani led the way, Clayton following close behind her. He would’ve had his eyes on her regardless, her slender physique drawing his attention like it did when he first met her. But today, he was also curious if there was anything funny about the way she walked. 
 
    “I don’t know how much lavawater it takes to get drunk but you look like you didn’t have a drop last night.” 
 
    “You know that guy who invented lavawater? Lucky for him, one of the doctors invented a way to avoid lingering effects. We know how to celebrate but we know how to take care of ourselves, too.” 
 
    “A cure for hangovers. Hmm… I should bring it back to my world. I’d make billions.” 
 
    “I don’t know if it works for anything besides lavawater.” 
 
    “You sure about this, Kailani?” 
 
    She stopped in her tracks and turned around. “I’m optimistic but I’m not stupid. You have to do everything you can to make sure you can take down Mentu. If that weird sword of yours is what you say it is and you need to level, this is the best place to do it.” 
 
    They woke up early in the morning to get started. With the sun shining bright, Kailani led Clayton out of the village and into the forest. They walked for a few miles until they came upon a cove up the other side of the beach where Clayton washed up on. 
 
    “Right here.” She pointed toward the entrance of the cove in front of them. 
 
    Clayton noticed all of the ‘DANGER’ and ‘WARNING’ signs posted in front of it. He read the notices. “’Dangerous beasts lurk within. Keep out!’ Hmm… I guess this is the place. How dangerous are they?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Dangerous enough to put a sign up. Most of the time people go in there, they don’t come out. But that’s because they venture too deep. I say we go as deep as we can, you get your fix, and then we leave.” 
 
    “Any idea of what kind of creatures?” 
 
    “No clue. Don’t worry. I’ll protect you from any crabs.” 
 
    “Any coyotes down there?” 
 
    “Ca-what now?” 
 
    “Never mind,” he sighed. “Let’s just go in there. I need to get as many levels as I can.” 
 
    Clayton ignited his broken blade with a small flame and stepped into the entrance of the cove. The crashing of the waves outside echoed against the walls. Deeper inside, the sound of dripping water was endless. 
 
    The stone floors of the cove were hard and wet underneath his leather sandals. He kept his attention up, searching for anything that might be lurking in the darkness. 
 
    “The people from Leben… They’re fighters. They ever come to the cove?” 
 
    “They spend all their time in the forests hunting. It’s not about just slaying everything they see. To them, it’s a ritual as much as it is scavenging for material.” 
 
    “Makes sense… Feel sorry for the poor deer Mentu smashed with his—” 
 
    Scree! 
 
    An unintelligible screech quieted the two of them. Clayton quickly raised his weapon up to the cavern ceiling and saw the bats fluttering above him. The beasts were two-feet wide and just as long. There were too many of them to count. 
 
    “Not exactly the friendly type,” Kailani sighed as she drew the daggers from her hips. 
 
    “Just great… flying creatures.” 
 
    Clayton yelled and charged forward, slashing the Zeal Blade at them. There were so many of them, he was able to catch some despite his wild swings. They fell to the cavern floor and Kailani was quick to put an end to them. 
 
    “There’s too many of them!” she shouted. “They’re gonna swarm us!” 
 
    “I’ll keep them back! Just do what you can!” 
 
    Clayton didn’t relent, continuing to swing as much as his stamina allowed. The bats were able to get on top of him. They scratched and clawed and bit at him but the wounds were superficial. The ability from Monarch Velour meant he could heal himself just by hitting them. 
 
    Kailani did her best to keep up. Her bone daggers cut down all of the bats Clayton wasn’t able to draw away. 
 
    “Look out!” Clayton shouted when he saw a black bat diving right toward her. 
 
    She deftly tumbled back and pulled a throwing knife from her waist. It quickly found its way into the heart of the bat, sending it down to the floor motionless. 
 
    The screech of the bats began to quiet. Clayton maintained his composure despite the sweat dripping from his brow and the rest of his body. Eventually, his wild swings were able to down most of them until the rest fluttered back up toward the cavern ceiling. 
 
    Silence once again filled the caverns. Clayton sighed to catch his breath. He examined himself and saw most of the cuts he’d suffered had been healed, with only a few red streaks of blood on his arms. 
 
    Kailani picked up her daggers and restocked her waist. “That was… something.” 
 
    “I’m not too good with flying enemies. Usually Jalise and Rena are the ones who help me out…” 
 
    “I’ll bet. You’ve got an interesting fighting style.” 
 
    The way she said it made Clayton curious. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means… you fight differently.” Kailani didn’t seem to think much of it, walking forward deeper into the cove but Clayton didn’t move. 
 
    “Hold on a second! What does that mean?” 
 
    Kailani looked at him. The growing smirk on her lips made Clayton unsure if he’d want to hear what she had to say. 
 
    “The way you fight…” She held up one of her bone daggers with both hands. “You kinda flail your arms around… like this…” 
 
    She was giggling at this point but Clayton wasn’t laughing, his eyes wide. “Are you mocking me?” 
 
    “I’m not mocking you. That’s how you fight.” 
 
    “They’re flying creatures and my sword is broken! How am I supposed to swing?” 
 
    “I know, I know! It just… It just looks funny.” 
 
    “You should’ve seen me when I fought Thomas. Now that was some real professional swordsmanship.” 
 
    “And this Thomas… He a professional swordsman?” 
 
    “Well… Not exactly…” 
 
    Kailani twisted her lips but she couldn’t fight it. Like a dam bursting, she rocked her head back and cackled with laughter, her hands across her belly like she was in pain. Clayton let her have her laugh as he rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Can we get moving already? I’ve gotta kill as many creatures as I can get through.” 
 
    “Sure, sure… You’re the fighter.” 
 
    “That’s right! I am the fighter.” 
 
    “Lead the way, BB.” 
 
    Clayton proceeded forward through the cavern with Kailani in tow. As they got deeper into the cove, the rush of water grew louder. Clayton held his weapon up to illuminate the path and saw a small creek running across in front of him. 
 
    “Hmm… We should follow this water. Maybe it’ll lead to something.” 
 
    “Careful now,” she said. “They put signs up for a reason.” 
 
    “Looks like we’ll just have to take our chances.” 
 
    They followed the trail of water. The rush continued to grow louder as the creek got bigger and bigger. They kept walking until Clayton saw a light at the end of the tunnel. 
 
    “What is that…” He moved forward until he was suddenly standing outside of the cove. The creek led to a waterfall that cascaded down into a pool. All around them were palm trees making up the rest of the forest. 
 
    “We’re on the other side of the island.” Kailani pointed forward. “The horizon is different from here.” 
 
    “That’s great… We walked through the cove just to walk out of it. So much for leveling up…” 
 
    “Maybe we should just hunt in the forest. There are bears and tigers and deer out there.” 
 
    Clayton stepped down the side of the entrance until he was on the ground. He took a moment to look up at the waterfall. It was more than 20 meters high, the water cascading down into the lagoon below, the size of a large swimming pool. 
 
    “This water…” He narrowed his eyes at it. “It’s different…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Look… The waterfall is clear. The same blue. It’s coming from the sea. But look at the lagoon.” He pointed at the water with his sword. “Why is it darker?” 
 
    “Who knows? Maybe it’s from all the trees and dirt. This water’s just sitting here. No telling what it’s connected to underneath.” 
 
    “No, that’s not it… It would filter out…” 
 
    Kailani put her hands on her hips. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying, I think…” Clayton narrowed his eyes as he stood at the edge of the lagoon. He slowly moved his head forward, trying to look into the water. “There’s something in there…” 
 
    Kailani looked over the water. “I don’t see anything…” 
 
    A sudden rumble shook the ground underneath them. They looked at one another without saying a word then turned back to the water. The surface started to ripple. They watched as the ripples grew until the entire lagoon was shaking. 
 
    “Is that an earthquake?” Clayton asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “We don’t have earthquakes on the islands…” 
 
    Clayton didn’t take his eyes off the water as something slowly started to emerge from the center. Something black and scaly appeared, taking up all the surface of the water. 
 
    “Oh… crap…” He was near speechless when he saw it. “It looks just like the kraken…” 
 
    The giant squid stared at Clayton with its dark blue eye then raised up one of its tentacles. 
 
    “Crap!” He grabbed Kailani and dashed both of them out of the way just before the tentacle slammed down on top of them. He tried to take a moment to recover but suddenly felt something wrap around his ankle. The wet, slimy limb of the squid pulled him back. 
 
    “Hold on!” Kailani rushed up and stabbed the limb over and over. Black blood spilled out of its scales and a squeal erupted from the water. The two worked together to pull Clayton free but just as they were able to get away, two more tentacles climbed out of the water and swiped at them. One of them caught Kailani right in the stomach, knocking her to the ground. Clayton just managed to avoid the other. 
 
    He ran up to her and helped her to her feet. 
 
    “We gotta run—” 
 
    “No.” Clayton watched as the massive squid moved all of its limbs up and down in an almost hypnotic rhythm. “We can beat this thing.” 
 
    “How are we gonna fight that thing?” 
 
    “There’s a way… I just…” Clayton searched his head for an idea when something came to him. “I think I got it. You just gotta listen to me.” 
 
    “I’m listening…” 
 
    Clayton didn’t have a chance to explain as another pair of tentacles came slamming down to the ground. They narrowly avoided getting hit. Clayton responded by igniting the Zeal Blade and shooting a fireball that caught the squid in the eye. It screeched in pain and retracted all of its limbs. 
 
    “There! See! It’s weak in the eyes!” 
 
    “Great… Just keep shooting fire at its eyes.” 
 
    “My wisdom isn’t high enough to kill something like that. It won’t do enough damage. I know it.” 
 
    “Then what are you saying?” 
 
    “We’ll take it down piece by piece. Bleed it. Watch.” 
 
    Clayton moved toward the edge of the water just as a tentacle rose up in front of him. 
 
    “BB! What are you doing?” 
 
    Just before it slammed down on him, he moved out of the way. With all of his strength, he came down with a slice that separated the tip of the tentacle from the rest of it. The squid retracted again, its scream echoing through the trees. 
 
    “Piece by piece,” Clayton said. 
 
    Kailani gave him a nod and moved to the edge of the water. The two worked together to bait the attacks from the squid. Clayton had just enough agility to avoid being hit, not dashing away to avoid moving too far. Kailani used her flexibility and stabbed at the limbs. Over and over, they kept fighting until the squid’s blood filled the water and covered the ground. 
 
    The beast didn’t relent though. With eight limbs, the number of attacks seemed endless. 
 
    “BB… I’m… I’m getting kinda tired here… I don’t know if I can keep this up…” 
 
    A tentacle rose up and snatched Kailani by the ankle. She fell to the ground with a hard thud. 
 
    “Kailani!” Clayton saw the dazed look on her face and rushed up. But in his haste, he didn’t see the other limb that rose up and hammered him in the stomach. Two tentacles wrapped around his legs, he felt himself being pulled into the water. 
 
    Kailani shook off the cobwebs and blinked her eyes only to see Clayton being dragged in with her. “Yeah… This is just great.” 
 
    “Hold on!” he said. “I got this…” 
 
    The beast had been weakened enough it was pulling them in slowly. Clayton hoped it was just enough time he needed to gather the stamina he needed. 
 
    “This better work…” he muttered to himself. 
 
    He gripped both hands tight around his hilt as he was pulled under the water. He stared through the murky water and found the squid’s eye. With all of his strength, he plunged his broken sword as deep as he could. The eye was tough but eventually gave. Clayton struggled underneath the water, pushing until his hilt was pressed right up against the squid’s eye. 
 
    All of the beasts limbs flailed in every direction, knocking Clayton around in the murky water to the point he couldn’t tell where he was going. 
 
    Suddenly, he felt a hand on his arm and rose up to the surface. Kailani screamed out as she violently stabbed at the limb that still had a hold on Clayton. She managed to free him and the two of them swam back to the shore as quickly as they could. 
 
    They stared at the squid as it continued to scream. Its wild movements started to slow until it stopped completely. Its body rested in the blackened water, gold coins floating to the surface around it. 
 
    “Hey! Look at that!” Clayton pointed at the gold. “Big-time loot.” 
 
    “Yes. Gold. Very useful.” Kailani rolled her eyes, her voice dripping with obvious sarcasm. 
 
    “You telling me the gold wasn’t worth that? It’s really valuable, you know.” 
 
    “I already told you. You’ve been to the village. Did you see anybody with gold?” 
 
    “Actually…” Clayton raised his finger up to respond then thought about it. “Come to think of it…” 
 
    “You’d need more than some useless metal to buy anything around here.” Kailani got up to her feet and wiped away the slimy water. “You can go bobbing for the gold. But you’re carrying it yourself.” 
 
    Clayton looked down at his lack of pockets and sighed. “At least I got the essence…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    The battle with the squid drained Clayton more than he realized. Kailani was just as fatigued. The two headed back into the caverns, moving down the path and fighting all of the bats they came upon. When they emerged back on the other side of the cavern, she brought him out into the forest to find something to hunt. 
 
    “Now… the trick is to stay quiet. You don’t wanna make too much noise. Don’t sneeze. Don’t cough. Don’t breathe. And don’t talk.” 
 
    “Like you’re doing right now?” Clayton raised an eyebrow at her but Kailani kept her eyes focused ahead. 
 
    “I’m whispering… You can whisper. Trust me. This is how hunters do it.” 
 
    “I thought Tamwa is full of farmers.” 
 
    “Come on, BB. We like to have a little fun every now and then, too…” 
 
    They hid behind a tree, standing still and listening for any movement around them. Clayton knelt on the ground with Kailani behind him, her hand resting on his shoulder. There was some movement in the treetops and in the brush around them. 
 
    “Hold on,” she whispered. “Something is coming.” 
 
    Clayton watched as a tiger emerged from between the trees. He didn’t question how a tiger could survive in a tropical setting like this, only focusing on how to take down the beast. 
 
    The orange fur of the tiger shined from the sun coming in through the treetops. Black stripes made it blend in with its surroundings. 
 
    “All right.” Clayton unsheathed his sword. “I got this.” 
 
    He began to move forward but Kailani pulled him back. “Me first. Then you. Then me again.” 
 
    “I… I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Just hold on a second, okay?” She moved with the flexibility of a gymnast, climbing the trees and moving to the branches above the tiger. 
 
    “What is she doing?” Clayton watched as she pulled a knife from her waist. She gave him one last look and nodded before suddenly firing the blade. 
 
    It caught the tiger right in the neck. A violent roar echoed through the trees as the tiger raced away. 
 
    “Great,” Clayton grumbled as he rushed forward. He chased after the tiger while Kailani did the same through the treetops. The trail of blood made it easy to follow and it wasn’t long before they got to a forest clearing. 
 
    The tiger finally decided to stand its ground. Another loud growl stopped Clayton in his tracks. 
 
    Clayton tightened his grip around his hilt. “Let’s rock.” 
 
    He charged at the tiger as it leaped forward. He just managed to move out of the way of its swipe, slicing the tiger underneath it. Another gush of blood lined the fur on its belly. 
 
    The beast was slowed but remained on its feet. 
 
    “Now… Just need to finish it—” 
 
    “Ahh!” Kailani came roaring from the treetops. She jumped down and pierced the tiger right through the top of its skull with both of her bone daggers. It came to rest after struggling for a few moments underneath her. 
 
    Kailani hopped off the large tiger, a look of satisfaction on her face. “And that’s how we hunt. What do you think?” 
 
    “I could do without the running through the forest but whatever gets the job done.” 
 
    “Oh, you complain about everything…” 
 
    “Hey! I need to preserve as much energy as I can. I need it for combat.” 
 
    “You don’t say…” Kailani’s attention had trailed off as she looked over Clayton’s shoulder. She didn’t pay him any mind, walking forward. 
 
    “What is it?” Clayton followed her, wondering what kind of trouble she was getting him into now. 
 
    Kailani moved toward the entrance of a small cavern without saying anything. 
 
    “Hold on! We don’t know what’s in there!” 
 
    “It’s okay…” Kailani put her hand up. The cavern wasn’t very deep and they quickly reached the basin after just a short walk. It was completely empty except for the pool of water in the center. The steam rose up toward the ceiling, which wasn’t as dark as the other caverns Clayton had been in. 
 
    “What is this place?” he asked. 
 
    “The spring. I guess nobody found this place.” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    Kailani removed her weapons and moved closer to the water. She knelt down and ran her hand through it. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s safe?” Clayton asked. “Might be another squid lurking in there.” 
 
    “I can see to the bottom. It’s clear… Nothing but bubbly steam. We should use it… I think I need to recover after that incident with the squid.” 
 
    Clayton moved to the edge of the water and looked down. It was clear but the steam and bubbles rising from it made it more inviting. 
 
    “I guess I could wash off some of this blood.” 
 
    “That’s the idea.” 
 
    Kailani didn’t waste a second as she stripped off her shorts. For the first time, Clayton saw the bright bikini bottoms she had underneath. 
 
    Kailani didn’t seem to mind though. She just grinned as she splashed into the water. “I’m not waiting for you, BB.” 
 
    Clayton removed all of the leathers and armor he wore until he was completely naked. Kailani had her eyes closed, too distracted by her enjoyment of the hot springs to look at him. 
 
    He dropped the Zeal Blade down then dipped his toe into the water. “Ow… That’s hot.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be a baby. It’s nice and warm.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah…” He pushed the rest of his leg in and stepped into the springs. He sat down on the basin below him. It was just high enough so the water was around his stomach. For a moment, it reminded him of the rejuvenation pool back in Nalore. The water wasn’t as vibrant but it was just as relaxing. He closed his eyes and sighed as his energy slowly returned to him. 
 
    “There are springs like this all over the island,” she said. “They say the ancients built them. Pretty inconvenient if you ask me, considering how far it is from the village.” 
 
    “Maybe they were built for travelers. For people who would be out hunting.” 
 
    “Maybe… I’m not gonna question it now.” 
 
    Clayton was slowly drifting off when he heard her giggling. He peeked his eyes open and saw Kailani grinning like she always was. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    Kailani bit the corner of her bottom lip and looked off to the side. “Oh, nothing… You just look pretty cute when you’ve got your eyes closed.” 
 
    “Cute… That’s what every guy wants to hear…” 
 
    “Oh, sorry… I meant to say you look like the manliest man a woman could ever lay her eyes on.” 
 
    “That’s better.” 
 
    They shared a laugh as she slowly swam toward him. She didn’t say anything. Clayton could sense something on her mind but he didn’t question her. 
 
    “Hey, BB… The other night… I was maybe a little drunk and I kissed you. I hope you’re not mad about that.” 
 
    “Why would I be mad?” 
 
    “The thing is… I know you don’t want to be here. You’re shipwrecked and I sorta pushed you into the Fire Fights. The thing is…” She sighed, still unable to look him in the eye. “…I’ve been on these islands my entire life. Tamwa Village is all I’ve known. Sometimes I get lonely and… It feels nice to meet someone new. It’s hard to make new friends when you’re stuck on an island out in the middle of the Great Sea.” 
 
    Clayton could see how sincere she was. Her innocent smile was gone and the mischievous glint in her eyes was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “I understand what it’s like. Your father… He told me about your mother.” Kailani turned to face him but didn’t say anything. “I never knew my mother either. I never knew my father either. It was always just me.” 
 
    “My father has done everything he could for me, for all of Tamwa. Joakim is always pushing him though, so my father has to spend all of his life in the fields along with the rest of the village. Just once, I’d like to see him relax and enjoy himself after the work is done. He’s always worrying about the next set of crops because Joakim demands there’s always a surplus.” 
 
    Clayton nodded in understanding. “That’s why you want me to win so badly.” 
 
    “When you win, my father will change things. We won’t have to focus on a war that’s not being fought or a threat that’s never coming. We can just live our lives in peace. It will mean a lot to my father if you win.” 
 
    Kailani swam forward. Clayton looked into her eyes, waiting for her to stop but she didn’t. She moved right up next to him. The softness of her breasts pressed against his chest even through her bikini top. He closed his eyes as she moved her face to his. Their tongues stuck out and met in a wet, sloppy union. Their kiss echoed in the cavern. 
 
    Clayton’s desire for Kailani was always there but now he felt it burning hotter than ever. He wrapped his arms around her and began undoing her top. She didn’t protest as he pulled it off. She drifted away slightly to let Clayton get a good view. They were just as he imagined, small, perky breasts with the same golden tan as the rest of her body. He swallowed to wet his suddenly dry throat. 
 
    “I know the kind of risk you’re taking… But I’m here for you… No matter what…” 
 
    She moved back toward him and pulled him close for another kiss before trailing her mouth up toward his ear. 
 
    “Thank you… Clayton…” 
 
    Her breath was warm against his cheek. He let out a deep sigh as he pulled her close. No more words. No more emotions. No more trying to read one another’s feelings. They simply lost themselves to their desires as their kiss grew deeper. 
 
    Kailani straddled him, the lower half of her body underneath the water resting comfortably on his growing length. She grinded against him to make him swell until he was completely rigid. 
 
    Clayton moaned into her mouth, holding her close like he didn’t want to let her go. His hands slid down the smooth skin of her back and cupped her ass. He squeezed her cheeks and she squealed with delight into his mouth. 
 
    He kept his tongue tangled with hers as his thumbs worked to remove her bikini bottoms. The strings undone, Kailani rose up just enough to let Clayton pulled them away. 
 
    They were both naked in the bubbling spring water. The warmth felt even hotter against Clayton’s skin, so hot he could feel it inside of him. 
 
    “Give it to me… Give it to me, Clayton…” 
 
    Clayton couldn’t resist no matter how hard he tried. He stood up, holding her in his arms. He had enough strength to carry her pixie-like frame without much effort. 
 
    Her arms and legs ensnaring Clayton, Kailani kept digging her tongue into his mouth to spur him on. But he wouldn’t take her so easily. 
 
    He set her down on her feet then placed his hands on her shoulders, turning her back to him. It was the first time he got a chance to see her entire body bare to him. The sight of her svelte curves made him harder than he already was. 
 
    He swallowed again, pumping his hand around his thickening shaft while Kailani bent over the edge of the springs for him. He looked down and saw the pink sliver between her golden skin. Her flesh seemed to be calling out to him. 
 
    His hand instinctively moved to her hip while the other moved to her shoulder. He moved forward, searching for her entrance with his tip. 
 
    “Give it to me, Clayton…” 
 
    Kailani’s voice was desperate as she pleaded for him. Clayton kept shifting his hips until finding her wetness. His tip pushed forward and plunged into her, making them both groan in ecstasy. 
 
    It hadn’t been that long since he’d taken someone but Clayton thrust into Kailani like he was desperate. A man in the desert who’d found an oasis. His thirst finally satisfied by the wetness between Kailani’s legs. 
 
    “That’s it… Just… Just like that…” 
 
    He pounded into her with growing fervor. His hilt slammed against her cheeks. The chorus of their wet flesh slapping together joined the spring water splashing around them. 
 
    Clayton moved his hands around her body, cupping both breasts and pulling her close. Kailani reached up and wrapped her hands around his neck. She turned her head just enough so their tongues could find one another once again. 
 
    Standing in warm spring water. Taking a beautiful local from behind. Holding her body close while their lips danced together. His thickening length throbbing inside of her wetness. It was the first time since he’d arrived Clayton was finally free from all of his troubles. 
 
    He gave it to her with such a fervor he knew he couldn’t hold back. His heart thumped harder and his breath grew shorter. His shaft was on the verge of exploding. The dam inside of him couldn’t hold back what was overflowing. 
 
    “Kailani… Kailani…” 
 
    Just her name was enough warning for her to know what was coming. She squeezed her hands around his neck, digging her nails into his skin as she tried to push herself to the same end he was reaching. 
 
    “Clayton… Ah… Ahh!” 
 
    Her mouth hung open, unable to return his kisses. A soft, high-pitched squeal came out of her mouth as she began to shudder. 
 
    Clayton held onto her as best as he could but her trembling body against him pushed him over the edge. He impaled her completely, digging his length into her deep. Thick spurts of his seed filled her. He held himself inside to make sure she took every drop. 
 
    He wanted the moment to last forever but his body submitted. He released her from his grip and she fell forward. He pulled out and admired the sight of Kailani bent over in front of him, his seed trailing down the inside of her thighs and into the bubbling spring water. 
 
    Kailani rested for a moment before pushing herself up and turning around. She grabbed Clayton for another kiss then pulled away. 
 
    “I know what I said. Regardless of what happens, I’ll get you off the island—” 
 
    “I’ll beat Mentu.” 
 
    They smirked at one another before she responded. “I know you will, BB.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Clayton twisted his lips as he observed his new abilities. 
 
      
 
    Zeal Blade 
 
    Core Level 7 
 
    Passion of Consort Faith - Vigorous: The blade requires less stamina to swing 
 
    Passion of Jalise the Sage - Torrid: Flames can be channeled from the blade 
 
    Passion of Regent Magne - The Queen’s Touch: More essence is gathered from creatures defeated by the blade 
 
    Passion of Monarch Velour - Intoxicating Thirst: Dealing damage with the blade absorbs essence and heals minor injuries 
 
    Passion of Queen Ixia - Rigid Bark: At the cost of stamina, the blade creates a shield, blocking all incoming attacks 
 
    Passion of Rena Ordain - Brisk Rhythm: The blade grants the ability to quickly dash short distances 
 
    Passion of Kailani - Deep Thrust: Leap into the air and strike the blade into the ground with force 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I’ll have to try that out. But more importantly… Let’s see how much I got…” 
 
      
 
    Clayton and Kailani spent as much time as they could hunting in the forest before fatigue eventually set in. It was early in the morning when they were summoned back to the clearing where the end of the Fire Fights was held. 
 
    Clayton kept the Zeal Blade raised to his face while he examined his stats. 
 
      
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 49 
 
    Available Points 9 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 500 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 15 
 
    Constitution 12 
 
    Agility 13 
 
    Dexterity 11 
 
    Wisdom 13 
 
      
 
    “Damn. Didn’t get to 50.” 
 
    Getting to level 50 meant an additional boost to his hit points. Clayton knew he needed everything he could get if he was going to win this fight. Even then, he was still in a precarious position. Now he had to figure out how exactly to distribute his stat points. 
 
    “I saw what fire did to him, so wisdom won’t do me any good. He doesn’t look like he’ll be hard to hit, so dexterity is a no. That leaves the other three… And I need all three.” 
 
    There was no time left. Every village had gathered to witness the final battle. 
 
    Mentu had arrived and stood on the other end of the circle with Iris by his side. The big man was somehow even more intimidating in the morning, the sunlight glistening off the obsidian hammer weighing down on the dirt. He stood with one foot on the hammer, leaning forward with his eyes locked on Clayton. 
 
    “Can’t spend all time dodging him… Just need to be able to push him out… But will it be enough?” 
 
    Another glance at his constitution reminded him just how low it was. 
 
    “I hope this works…” 
 
    He split the points, putting five into constitution and four into strength. As soon as he locked them in, he noticed an immediate difference. From his chest to his arms and down to his legs, his muscles felt larger and firmer. He wondered if that would be enough though. 
 
    “You done talking to yourself?” Kailani stood next to him, smiling as she watched him flex his new physique. “Hmm… You look a little bigger. I guess all that hunting did make a difference.” 
 
    “Told you.” 
 
    “Personally, I think it was the time we spent in the springs.” She reached up with her lips and bit his earlobe. Clayton wasn’t about to forget about an experience so soon, smiling as he looked down at her. 
 
    Kailani put a hand on his chest as she turned toward Mentu. “Remember… I don’t care what happens. My father and I will do whatever it takes to get you off the island. You don’t owe us anything.” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t. I still need to test myself.” 
 
    “Macho as always…” Kailani rolled her eyes as she stepped out of the circle to join the other villagers from Tamwa. 
 
    Clayton watched as the flames around the circle were ignited. The sun was already beating down on him but the fire lining the ring made him sweat even more. 
 
    Joakim gathered everybody’s attention. “Today, the conclusion of the Fire Fights. We will decide who will lead the Hilamau Islands. And we will see who is worthy of carrying the title of overseer like the Gods who came before them. Mentu… Clayton… The time has arrived!” 
 
    The rhythmic banging of drums joined the cheers from the crowd. Clayton looked up toward the sky and closed his eyes to focus himself. 
 
    “No big deal… Just a giant man with a giant hammer who wants to smash you… You fought the Maledict… You’ve beaten giant beasts the size of buildings… What’s this guy?” 
 
    Clayton opened his eyes. Despite the reassuring voice in his head, he wasn’t completely optimistic. His past achievements no longer mattered. There was just a giant man with an obnoxiously big hammer looking to squash him. 
 
    “Lucky me, all I have to do is push him out.” 
 
    Clayton drew the Zeal Blade and held it up in front of him. Mentu had no expression on his face as he marched forward, the Falling Star slung over his shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t make this harder than it has to be, Clayton.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to.” Clayton dashed forward and swung his sword, slicing Mentu across the stomach, then dashing away. The streak of blood appeared across Mentu’s gut but didn’t deter him. 
 
    “That’s it, BB! He can’t keep up with you!” 
 
    Mentu walked forward again. Clayton gripped his hilt tight, waiting for just the right moment before dashing again and slicing Mentu on the side of his stomach. Another line of red appeared on Mentu’s tan skin but again, he didn’t seem bothered by it. 
 
    “Stay focused… Stay focused…” Clayton knew landing two slashes wasn’t enough to put him away but it was a good start. He was prepared to take as long as he could. 
 
    “Come on!” Iris yelled. “Stop toying with the offlander and finish him!” 
 
    Mentu moved nonchalantly, his hammer still resting on his shoulder. Clayton quickly moved forward with a blink dash. But just when he reappeared, he was met with the cruel swing of Mentu’s hammer. The blow itself wasn’t hard but the size of the Falling Star knocked Clayton onto his back. 
 
    “Crap…” Clayton quickly worked his way up to his feet and stumbled back. “How about that? I’m still breathing.” 
 
    Taking a blow from the hammer and surviving gave Clayton a renewed confidence. 
 
    “That’s one.” Mentu held his index finger up. “Are you sure you can take another?” 
 
    “I’m not trying to find out.” Clayton dashed forward again. Mentu raised his hands to swing but Clayton quickly dashed away again, moving right behind the big man and slicing him on the back of the leg. The cut was deep enough to make Mentu stumble down to knee but only for a second. 
 
    “Did you see that?” 
 
    “He made Mentu stumble!” 
 
    “That’s the first time that’s ever happened!” 
 
    The crowd murmured in surprise. Clayton’s confidence continued to grow. But a new uncertainty replaced it when he saw the angry look on Mentu’s face. 
 
    “Dammit… I warned you.” Mentu spoke through gritted teeth. He squeezed his hands around his hilt, his brow furrowing. Even his cheeks started to redden. “Leben must remain in control of the islands. I will not spare you!” 
 
    Mentu raised his hands up and slammed the hammer to the ground. Clayton moved out of the way but the blow was so powerful, he tripped over his own feet. He was too late in regaining his footing, taking a hard blow at the center of his chest twice as hard as the last one he took. 
 
    Clayton tumbled back to the edge of the ring, just managing to stay inside of it. If not for his constitution and the armor on his chest, he’d probably be dead. 
 
    “Finish him!” Iris shouted. 
 
    The crowd grew to a fever pitch, already sensing an end to the contest. Mentu walked forward with surprising quickness and raised his hammer up. 
 
    “Now!” Clayton just managed to gather himself, rolling to the side and stabbing upward into Mentu’s leg. He drove the blade as deep into his leg as he could, again forcing the big man to one knee. But Clayton was so focused on trying to cut through Mentu he didn’t see the blow of the hammer that cracked him right over the shoulder. His pauldron took most of the blow but Clayton still went tumbling back. 
 
    “Come on, BB! Don’t give up!” 
 
    The blow rang in his ears but he could still make out Kailani’s voice over the drums and the crowd and Iris’s screams. Clayton put his hands up to the sides of his head to steady himself. 
 
    On the other side of the circle, Mentu reached down and pulled the Zeal Blade from his leg. The crowd gasped at the gush of blood trickling down his leg. Mentu dug his hammer into the ground and pushed himself to his feet. His hammer slung over one hand, he held the Zeal Blade in the other. 
 
    Clayton blinked his eyes just in time to see the man approaching him. Mentu was terrifying enough. Two weapons turned him into a nightmare. 
 
    “Oh… Crap—” 
 
    “Get up, BB! You can’t stay down!” 
 
    Clayton rolled out of the way as Mentu roared and swung both weapons. 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay… I can still win this.” Clayton had recovered mostly but now he didn’t have a weapon and the man across from him was intent on killing him. Worse yet, he didn’t have access to the abilities he needed to make this an even fight. “What the hell do I do?” 
 
    Clayton searched for an answer while Mentu took another pair of violent swings at him. 
 
    “BB!” Kailani tossed one of her bone daggers onto the dirt in front of Clayton. He quickly picked it up then realized just how small it was. 
 
    “Uh… What do you want me to do with this?” 
 
    Kailani rolled her eyes. “What do you think?” 
 
    Another roar from Mentu warned of another attack that Clayton just barely managed to dodge. He stabbed Mentu in the arm, digging Kailani’s bone dagger as deep as he could. The big man howled in pain, dropping the massive hammer to the ground. 
 
    “That’s it,” Clayton said through gritted teeth. “I’ve got you now.” 
 
    Mentu looked up and shook his head. “I’ve got you.” He quickly grabbed Clayton by the throat and shoved the Zeal Blade into Clayton’s stomach, poking it out the other side of him. 
 
    Clayton immediately felt the blood spilling out of him and coming up his throat. “God, I’m getting tired of this feeling…” It wasn’t the first time he’d been impaled but this time didn’t feel much better. 
 
    “BB! No!” Kailani’s yell was louder over the gasp of the audience. 
 
    “That’s it!” 
 
    “He’s done!” 
 
    “No way the offlander can survive this!” 
 
    Clayton’s head dropped to the side. He saw the sadness in Kailani’s eyes along with the disappointment from everybody else in Tamwa. 
 
    “That’s it! Execute him!” Iris’s shrill screams filled the air. 
 
    Clayton fell to the ground while Mentu crouched over him, his hands still tight on the Zeal Blade. 
 
    “You fought well, offlander. But it was never meant to be.” 
 
    Clayton’s life was fading fast. He knew his death was inevitable. 
 
    “I might die… But maybe I can still win…” 
 
    “I will speak well of you. The people of Leben respect the greatest warriors. We will tell the tales of Clayton, the offlander.” 
 
    “Maybe… Maybe… I’ve got a chance… I hope this works…” 
 
    Clayton reached his bloody hands up and put them on top of Mentu’s around the hilt of the Zeal Blade. He gripped as much as he could and looked right into Mentu’s eyes. 
 
    “I’ll tell my story… myself…” Clayton gritted his teeth and focused his energy. Mentu’s eyes widened in surprise right before a sudden burst of green energy knocked Mentu on his back. 
 
    Clayton used all the stamina he had left to activate the barrier and separate him from Mentu. But there was still the problem of his own broken sword planted in the center of his torso. 
 
    Clayton somehow managed to work himself up to a knee and pulled his weapon out of him. His hit points were rapidly declining. His stamina was recovering but slowly. 
 
    Mentu was still in a daze on his knees, having been so close when the barrier was activated. 
 
    The mouths of everyone in the crowd hung open in disbelief. The drums pounded even louder. The flames on the stakes burned even hotter. 
 
    Clayton blinked his eyes and coughed up some blood before getting up to his feet. He saw Kailani staring at him in amazement along with the other villagers. 
 
    “One last chance… Let’s hope I got that stamina for it…” 
 
    He closed his eyes and recovered as much as he could. With all of his strength, he tightened his hands around the Zeal Blade and pushed himself into the air. Sure enough, he leaped higher than he ever had before. 
 
    The disorienting feeling went away as he came crashing down, his broken sword digging right into Mentu’s shoulder. The big man let out a roar of pain, more frightening than any beast in the forest. 
 
    The Deep Thrust ability he’d gained from Kailani had done what Clayton needed it to. 
 
    He leaned against Mentu, his hands tight around the hilt. “Submit… Submit or you will die.” 
 
    “You are… You are already dead, offlander…” 
 
    “Maybe… But I’ll make sure you die first… Is death worse than five years under Tamwa leadership?” 
 
    Clayton looked right into Mentu’s eyes, twisting his sword deeper. The big man furrowed his brow in anger. But the anger slowly dissipated until it was completely gone. 
 
    “Submit, Mentu. There’s no shame in losing.” 
 
    “I…” Mentu coughed in pain before saying it. “I submit.” 
 
    The crowd gasped in disbelief. 
 
    “He did it!” 
 
    “The offlander beat Mentu!” 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” Clayton sighed. He pulled the blade from Mentu and fell onto his back. 
 
    The villagers rushed up to Mentu to tend to his wounds. Others moved next to Clayton. 
 
    He looked up at Kailani through his fading vision. 
 
    “Clayton…” 
 
    “It’s okay. Listen to me, Kailani… The essence tablet… The monument outside your home… I’ll be there… Bring my weapon there… Just do it… Okay?” 
 
    She swallowed hard to hold back her emotions and nodded. 
 
    As his life slipped away, Clayton put his bloody hand on top of hers and squeezed until he couldn’t squeeze any longer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Death wasn’t a new experience for Clayton. It wasn’t an experience at all. 
 
    The first time it happened, he imagined he would be floating somewhere in space, a spirit looking for guidance. Maybe he’d end up in a hell too hot to stand in constant torture. Or maybe there was a heaven where he floated upon a cloud and enjoyed the view from above. 
 
    But it was nothing like the stories drilled into his head. There were no fires or devils poking him with pitchforks. There were no angels playing harps and feeding him grapes and wine. There was not even an empty void. There was simply… nothing. He could not remember the setting of the last time he died because his next moments, he awoke with a great pain. 
 
    Something strange was happening this time. 
 
    Clayton was somewhere. Stuck between a dream and consciousness. Surrounded by darkness, struggling to move. Only his thoughts but they were empty. Empty except for a voice. 
 
    “Keep going, Clayton… Grow stronger… Gather your essence… So that I may take it from you…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Clayton awoke with a gasp, lungs burning and heart pumping. His eyes wide, he looked up at the sun at its apex in the sky. He blinked from the brightness until it was blocked. 
 
    “Whoa…” Kailani looked down at him, amazement and elation on her face. “You’re alive?” 
 
    He finally caught his breath and closed his eyes. “That seems to be the case.” He was relieved to know his essence had been restored but something bothered him. “That voice…” It stayed in his head, as if someone were right next to him and whispering it in his ear. He never remembered anything from the previous times he perished. He knew something was wrong. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re still all there? You’re in Tamwa, right next to the monument. I’m here just like you told me to be.” 
 
    Clayton brushed away the thoughts of the strange voice and sat up straight. “I’m fine… You never get used to dying.” The villagers of Tamwa had gathered, their eyes as wide as ever. He didn’t blame them for their curiosity. How often did you see someone come back to life? But when he looked down, he realized what they were looking at. 
 
    “It’s a shame I don’t come back with any clothes…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, BB. I saved all your armor.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll be fighting any time soon. It’ll be a few days until my sickness wears off.” 
 
    “There’s no need for you to hurry. The fighting is done. The Fire Fights are over. Tamwa has taken control of Hilamau.” 
 
    “Then your father is Chief Elder?” 
 
    “The ceremony will take place later. You… look like you can use some rest.” 
 
    “I think I can stand at least…” 
 
    Kailani, Kavana and some of the other villagers helped Clayton to his feet. He put on his leather bottoms to cover his modesty then looked around proudly at the happy faces of the villagers around him. 
 
    “Wow!” Kavana gave Clayton a hearty thump on the shoulder that almost knocked him over. “I didn’t think I’d ever live to see the day someone beat Mentu! And you didn’t just beat him! You made the bastard submit!” 
 
    “Mentu…” Just the mere mention of the name was enough to bring back memories of an absurdly massive hammer slamming against his chest. “What happened to him?” 
 
    “Mentu is strong,” Kailani said. “You beat him up real good. He’ll probably be laid up for a few days but he’ll make it. Quill medicine is some of the best on the islands and they’re willing to share it with everybody else.” 
 
    Clayton considered everything he’d been through so far. Mentu had been defeated. The Fire Fights were won. Okari was Chief Elder. 
 
    “If I’ve done all of that… That means I’m overseer.” Clayton’s eyes widened with an enthusiasm he hadn’t felt in a long time. “Overseer Clayton Brooks. That’s my official title here, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Not until the ceremony tonight but yeah, you’re overseer, BB. You’d think that was the most important thing you got out of this…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The Fire Fights are over. With my father’s support, you’ll have support from the other villages, too. They’ll build you a big enough ship to sail.” 
 
    “Right.” Clayton chuckled softly, remembering there was a great journey still ahead of him. “I have to find my friends…” He looked down at the Zeal Blade at his feet. “…And a blacksmith.” 
 
    “There is no need for you to hurry, is there?” Kavana asked. “You’re still recovering. The ceremony isn’t long from now. Then you will be granted the title of overseer.” 
 
    Clayton could enjoy this moment for what it was. He looked at Kavana and Kailani and smiled. “I’ll be here for the ceremony. Only fitting after everything I’ve been through.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Villagers from every town gathered in the largest clearing in Tamwa. They stood silent, focused on the man addressing them. 
 
    “The people of the Hilamau Islands have gone through much strife. Before we were able to establish our civilization, we fought among ourselves. Civil war threatened to tear us apart. 
 
    “We were blessed with the wisdom of the Gods. Their war became our tradition. A tradition we have followed for centuries. 
 
    “On this day, I stand before you, humbled. As leader of Tamwa Village, I come to tell all of you, we are one in the same. 
 
    “For many years, Joakim has led our people and led us proudly. Many of you will view this as a new beginning but it is not. 
 
    “I will not stifle the hard work and diligence of Tamwa. The ingenuity of the Quill will thrive. Bojung will move closer to the divinity they seek. Leben hearts will be as hard as they always were. For though we come from different villages, we are all one in the same people. The Hilamau Islands will continue to stand proud, this I vow to you!” 
 
    Okari raised his hands in the air and the crowd erupted in unison. Despite their apparent differences, they all seemed to be in agreement. 
 
    Kailani stood behind her father on the platform he stood. Clayton had never seen her smile so proudly before. It filled him with a greater sense of accomplishment to know he was able to make her happy in the process of winning the Fire Fights. 
 
    Joakim walked next to Okari. The older man looked sad despite the smile on his face. He slowly removed the crown from his head, his eyes locked upon it. “I have grown so accustomed to this thing, I feel naked without it.” 
 
    “Perhaps in another five years, you will wear it again,” Okari replied. 
 
    “Perhaps.” Joakim nodded, the half-hearted smile still on his lips. “But the offlander has succeeded. You will lead our people for the time being. I will not question the will of the Gods.” 
 
    “I vow to you just as I have to the rest of these people. All of Hilamau will stand united against any adversity. I will not stifle your desire to prepare for war.” 
 
    “Thank you… Chief Elder Okari.” 
 
    Joakim slowly placed the small crown upon Okari’s head. The villagers all clapped again, those from Tamwa louder than the others. The drums banged loud and echoed over the island loud enough to frighten the birds sleeping in the treetops. 
 
    The new Chief Elder turned toward Clayton and bowed his head. “You… Clayton Brooks… Your valiant efforts will not go unnoticed. I know you have a journey to continue but you cannot deny what is rightfully yours. As Chief Elder, let it be known Clayton Brooks is the Overseer!” 
 
    Clayton smiled with satisfaction while more cheers surrounded him. He turned toward Kailani, who looked like she was trying not to roll her eyes. “Overseer BB… I guess it’s got a nice ring to it.” She stuck her tongue out and finally gave into the smile she was trying to fight off. 
 
    “It is a celebration!” Okari announced. “Today. Tonight. Let us enjoy ourselves as our people do!” 
 
    The festivities began quickly. The smell of fresh crops being cooked and meat roasted on an open fire filled the air. Villagers danced to the rhythm of the drums without a care in the world. Everybody was in good spirits without exception. 
 
    Clayton barely had the strength to stand, so he sat off to the side of the clearing where the celebration took place. Next to him, Kailani swallowed another gulp of lavawater. 
 
    “…What?” she said. “You gonna scold me for drinking at a time like this?” 
 
    “No, no,” Clayton said. “If there’s ever a time to drink, this is it. I’m just remembering the last time I saw you drink.” 
 
    “I wasn’t drunk because I remember it. I gave you a kiss. You were the one who chickened out.” 
 
    “It wasn’t the right time. I made up for it anyway.” 
 
    “Kinda. That night when I was drinking, I was about to suck your—” 
 
    “Offlander!” The booming voice made both of them turn their heads. Mentu approached slowly. His body was heavily bandaged and his limp was more than noticeable. He didn’t have a hammer but Clayton thought he was still just as imposing as he’d ever seen him. “Or should I say, Overseer… Well fought.” 
 
    He held his hand out and Clayton shook it. “It was a difficult battle. You would have won if I wasn’t a Ferrum.” 
 
    “Yes… I take some comfort in knowing I was only bested by a man who could die and still live to tell about it. But I won’t question the legitimacy of your victory. The will of the Gods can be strange at times.” 
 
    “No kidding…” 
 
    “I heard a rumor. Others are speaking of you leaving the islands.” 
 
    “I am. I was never intending on staying here. I have to find my friends.” 
 
    “If you must go, you must go. I suppose that makes the decision of the overseer simpler.” 
 
    “Decision?” 
 
    “The decision of your reward.” 
 
    “Reward?” Clayton slowly turned his head toward Kailani, raising an eyebrow. “You never told me about a reward.” 
 
    Kailani swallowed more lavawater and shrugged. “What does the reward matter? It’s not like you can do anything with it.” 
 
    “And what is this reward exactly?” 
 
    “You receive a plot of land,” Mentu said. “Every overseer is given the opportunity to have a place to call their own. Many retire after one victory in the Fire Fights because the land is suitable to live comfortably on.” 
 
    “Hmm… I see what you mean.” Clayton considered it for a moment but realized he didn’t have much of a choice. “No point in taking the land when I’m leaving. I guess you can save it for the next overseer—” 
 
    “Then you will enact Supreme Rights.” 
 
    “Supreme Rights? What’s that?” 
 
    “Supreme Rights?” Kailani exclaimed suddenly. “I don’t think there’s any record of anybody doing that! I forgot it even existed.” 
 
    “Hold on a second… What is it?” 
 
    Mentu chuckled softly before explaining. “The overseer is the greatest fighter on the islands. As such, he is given all of the fortune of a great fighter. You refuse to take the land. There is also a generous bounty of food and goods, which I don’t think you will make much use of. All that is left are the women.” 
 
    “The women?” Clayton didn’t even try hiding his curiosity. 
 
    “The overseer gets the opportunity to take any woman he wants, no questions asked. Most women do it willingly, since spending time with the overseer is a… unique opportunity. It is your Supreme Right.” 
 
    “Interesting…” Clayton stroked his chin at his sudden unique opportunity. “That sounds like a good deal.” 
 
    “What?” Kailani chimed in again. “Are you listening right? It’s one woman for one night. And it’s just sex. That’s it. Why would you—Wait a second. I forgot who I was talking to. There’s no mistaking that look.” Kailani rolled her eyes and drank more lavawater though Clayton wasn’t paying any attention to her. 
 
    “Just one night, huh?” Clayton said. “I think that’s all I need… Um, with your permission, of course.” He turned to Kailani, who was already glossy-eyed at this point. 
 
    “What do you need my permission for, overseer?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be jealous, would you?” 
 
    “Pfft!” Kailani burst into laughter loud enough for the others around them to take notice. Clayton sighed and waited for her to stop giggling but it kept going… and going… and going. Even Mentu found some amusement in how she was nearly falling out of her seat. 
 
    Eventually, she managed to compose herself. She leaned in close to Clayton and pressed a hand on his thigh, whispering softly into his ear. “Let’s get one thing straight, BB… I can have this whenever I want. That’s my Supreme… Right.” She moved away and poured herself another helping of lavawater. 
 
    With nothing holding him back, Clayton sighed. “It’ll be a few days until the ship I need is prepared. I think that’ll be enough time to make a decision.” 
 
    “Hmm… So Supreme Rights is a consideration,” Mentu commented. “You are a curious one, offlander.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Clayton held up the small piece of sliced fruit between his fingertips. It was white without much give. He squeezed some juice out of it onto his fingers. 
 
    “We call them occos.” 
 
    “Occos, huh?” He chewed on the crunchy fruit, gnawing on it with a growing satisfaction. “Not bad. It tastes like an apple. Or a coconut. Or both… Any reason you gave me one?” 
 
    “Occos are good for energy. Most of the villagers have them for breakfast. It’s not gonna give you superpowers like that fancy sword of yours but it’ll give you a nice little boost.” 
 
    “When you’re recovering from death, every little bit counts.” 
 
    A few days had gone by since the end of the Fire Fights. As dramatic as the festival and following ceremony were, life in Tamwa returned to the peaceful state Clayton had seen it in. 
 
    “My father has everything set. Leben and the other villages worked together to construct the boat you need. It should be enough to sail across the sea.” 
 
    Clayton munched on another slice of occo and nodded. The two of them sat inside of the comforts of a small tent the size of his apartment living room. He sat next to a small fire burning at the center of the floor.  Outside of the bearskin lining the floor off to one side and Clayton’s belongings, there wasn’t much else inside the tent. 
 
    The days recovering from his death were quiet. He knew he would eventually return to his full strength. But there was something else weighing on his mind. Something even Kailani could sense. 
 
    “Are you nervous?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m not nervous. Why would you say that?” 
 
    “I don’t know… You’re the first man ever to invoke Supreme Rights.” 
 
    “If I’m the first, that’s still no reason to be nervous. Like I told you before, this is about more than satisfying my needs. I can gain something from this—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I know. You already told me how your sword works. You do what you gotta do. Honestly, I’m a little curious myself.” 
 
    “You can stay and watch…” Clayton raised an eyebrow at her. He would’ve said he was joking if Kailani got offended. But all she did was scoff and giggle in the girlish way Clayton had gotten accustomed to. 
 
    “I’d bet you’d like that wouldn’t you—” 
 
    “I would.” Clayton spoke with a straight face, enough for even Kailani to know he was serious. 
 
    “I had my fun with you. I keep hearing from the others about the destiny in front of you. I won’t stand in front of it.” 
 
    “Yeah… My destiny…” Clayton’s words trailed off and silence filled the tent again. The sound of him chewing on another piece of occo was loud as he emptied his thoughts. 
 
    The entrance to the tent shuffled open. They both looked to see who’d entered. 
 
    “Her…” Kailani sighed. “Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    Iris stood at the entrance of the tent, her hands on her hips as she looked down at Clayton. The disdain he’d always seen was there but he didn’t care. 
 
    “I suppose this is where I go…” Kailani winked at Clayton and left the tent without saying another word. Iris remained silent as she stood there. 
 
    Clayton took a moment to admire her figure, chomping on another bite of occo. “Would you like a piece? They say these things are good for your energy.” 
 
    “I don’t anticipate I’ll need much energy.” 
 
    “Oh? That’s disappointing.” 
 
    Iris walked forward a step, Clayton noticing just how much her hips swayed when she did. She had slender legs that made them look longer than they were. They match the rest of her slim physique, though her breasts appeared to be weighing heavily on the top holding them. 
 
    “Supreme Rights… I can’t recall a time when an overseer has decided to enact it.” 
 
    “You were with Mentu. What’s the difference?” 
 
    “The difference is Mentu did not ask for my company. I gave it to him willingly.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    Iris narrowed her green eyes, her stare burning a hole right through Clayton. He remained nonchalant about the whole situation, cutting himself another piece of occo. 
 
    “If you don’t want to do anything, you can leave—” 
 
    “Ha!” she scoffed. “Just as I expected. What will you have me do, overseer? Shall I step on you and rub my feet in your face? Shall I command you to bark like a dog? Shall I humiliate you until you swell with pleasure?” 
 
    “Hmm… That’s not really my thing but the way you’re making it sound is kind of a turn-on.” 
 
    Iris sighed and crossed her arms, looking away from him. “I am willing. Supreme Rights did not have to be invoked for me to visit the overseer. Though I must say I’m a bit disappointed… I guess that’s my fault for thinking I could have some fun with you…” 
 
    Clayton grew more curious than he already was. The fiery-haired vixen seemed cold but at the same time, she appeared to have no intention of leaving. He set aside the remainder of his fruit and focused on satisfying his curiosity. 
 
    He got up from his feet and walked up to her. He noticed her flowery scent, pungent but pleasant, like the brush he’d smelt walking through the forest. 
 
    “Is there something you want?” he asked. 
 
    “It is not about what I want. You are the overseer. You are the strongest. You can take what you please.” 
 
    She shifted her eyes at him. Her gaze narrowed, the emerald green of her pupils shined from the flames burning next to them. 
 
    “That night you kicked me in the balls… It hurt.” 
 
    “I’m glad it did.” She gave him a devilish smirk. 
 
    “I intend to make you pay for that.” 
 
    “Oh… Is that right…” She moved closer to him. Her scent grew stronger, flooding his nostrils and stirring the desire within him. The fabric of his bottoms tightened. He had to swallow to clear his throat. 
 
    She placed a hand on his chest and whispered into his ear, her breath warm against his cheek. “And how do you intend to make me pay—Ahh!” 
 
    She gasped when Clayton took a handful of her hair in his. He squeezed tight, tilting her head back and forcing her to look at him. Despite the strength he was using, Clayton did not see her refusal. There was no confusion or anger. There was only a grin on her lips and desire in her eyes. A desire he felt inside of him. 
 
    He rushed his face to hers, shoving his tongue into her mouth like he was trying to make her choke on it. She moaned and gripped his shoulders to brace herself. His other hand moved to her throat and kept her in place. He squeezed, not hard enough to cut off her breathing but firm so she couldn’t break free from his grip. 
 
    He pulled away just enough to look her in the eyes. “I am the overseer of the Hilamau Islands… You will please me tonight.” 
 
    She bit her bottom lip but it did nothing to hide her impish smirk. “I will please you—” 
 
    He cut her off again with another deep kiss. His hand moved away from her throat and ripped at her top. She gasped as he tore the fabric away from her body, tossing it into the flames next to him. He ripped away her bikini bottoms just the same and exposed her. He didn’t care she would have to walk through the village bare. From the desire burning in her eyes, neither did she. 
 
    “You hurt me… Now you will have to heal me…” 
 
    His fingers still tangled on her hair, he moved her to her knees. Iris fell willingly and grabbed the sides of his loincloth. She looked up at him, licking her lips as she tugged his covering down. His swollen shaft revealed, Clayton sighed in ecstasy from the warmth in the tent. 
 
    He let go just enough to let Iris go to work. No teasing. No tempting. Her technique was messy. A woman starving and trying to satisfy her hunger. She took his length between her lips and swallowed him down until her full, pink lips pressed against his hilt. The feeling was so strong Clayton couldn’t help but shudder. 
 
    Back and forth… Back and forth… Iris pleasured every inch of him. She licked the underside of his shaft. She took him into her throat. She covered every inch of his rigid flesh with saliva until the sloppy sounds of her sucking filled the tent. 
 
    Clayton dug his heels into the ground and admired the view. Only a few days ago, she was looking down her nose at him. Now she was on her knees, willingly trying to do her best to please him. 
 
    Finally, understanding what she wanted, Clayton pushed her. 
 
    “You can do better than that,” he sighed. 
 
    She responded with a cold stare, wrapping her hand around his shaft while she sucked on his tip. 
 
    “You like it, don’t you?” 
 
    She swallowed but didn’t respond. Clayton moved his hand to the back of her head, grabbing another handful of hair. 
 
    “Answer my question.” 
 
    “Yes, overseer,” she gasped. “I like it…” 
 
    “Yes… I bet you’d like it even more if I took you, wouldn’t you?’ 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “I want to hear you say it.” 
 
    “Take me… Take me…” 
 
    “Say my name…” 
 
    “Take me, overseer. Take me… Clayton…” 
 
    He grabbed both of her arms and moved her to the bearskin where he’d recovered from his death. Despite how she was being manhandled, she giggled in delight. Clayton forcefully moved her onto all fours and grabbed her hips. She instinctively pointed herself in his direction. 
 
    He examined her body again. A pink slit, wet and inviting between the tan skin of her legs. Just like he’d taken Kailani, he wanted nothing more than to give it to Iris. 
 
    His hands moved to her hips and pulled her close. A hard slap against her cheeks made her squeal. Gone was the condescending woman who loathed him. Now she was just desperate. 
 
    Clayton moved his chest to her back and mounted her. The tip of his shaft searched for the warmth of her entrance. 
 
    “Take me…” 
 
    “Is this what you want? To take you like this?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s what I want… Please… Take me already, overseer—Hngh!” 
 
    A loud, unintelligible groan escaped her lips as he shoved his length inside of her. Clayton buried himself deep as if trying to split her in half. Iris cried out, her moans echoing against the tent walls. 
 
    He was already losing control. The wet warmth of Iris’s long, slender body built a heat inside of him that pushed him to the edge. His hands gripping her waist firm, he thumped his hilt against her cheeks. The chorus of his body slapping with hers joined the steadily growing chorus of their desires. 
 
    The fire next to them burned hotter, casting a shadow against the tent wall. Clayton looked in admiration of his position. Even though it was only their outlines, knowing it was Iris bent over for him while he took her was just as satisfying as the act itself. 
 
    “Oh… Overseer… Clayton… I can’t take it…” 
 
    “What’s that? Already begging for mercy?” 
 
    “The pleasure is too much… I’m at my end…” 
 
    Her tan body glistened with sweat underneath the firelight. He reached underneath her, grabbing her swaying breasts and squeezing them tight. He quickened his strokes and thumped harder into her. 
 
    “I’m gonna come… You’ll take all of it… You’ll take every drop of me…” 
 
    “Yes… I’ll take it… Invoke your supreme right, overseer… Do it…” 
 
    Iris’s tone had changed so completely Clayton thought she was someone else entirely. But he knew this was the real Iris. He could hear it in her voice. He could feel it in her body. He could smell it from her feminine scent, as refreshing as the saltwater air on the beach. 
 
    He pulled her up close and locked his lips with hers, holding his chest against her back. He squeezed her breasts tight in his grip and with a few more hard strokes, he lost himself. He groaned into her mouth as he throbbed. Thick spurt after thick spurt of his seed emptied from his rigid flesh. He stayed inside of her, making sure she took all of it. 
 
    Iris trembled in his grip, shaking so violently her sweaty body almost slipped away from him. But she wrapped her arms around his neck and held on as she reached her climax the same as him. 
 
    They stayed locked together until their pleasure reached its final end. Clayton’s thought slowly started to clear. His breath eased. His heart steadied. He just now realized how much his muscles ached. 
 
    He released Iris from his grip and pushed her back onto the skin underneath them. Iris giggled, hair messy, skin sweating, unable to move. 
 
    Clayton stared at her figure. The feeling of satisfaction he had wasn’t just from his orgasm but from knowing he’d taken a woman like Iris. It wasn’t sex. He had conquered her. 
 
    Iris rolled over onto her back, her devilish smirk tattooed on her pink lips. “Are you finished with me, overseer?” 
 
    Even though he was tired, the look Iris gave him was enough to stir his desires once again. 
 
    “Supreme Rights grant me the entire night with anybody I choose. The entire night.” 
 
    Iris pushed herself up to all fours and presented herself. “I will not object, overseer.” 
 
    Clayton wouldn’t be on the islands for much longer. He intended on enjoying them for as long as he could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Zeal Blade 
 
    Core Level 8 
 
    Passion of Consort Faith - Vigorous: The blade requires less stamina to swing 
 
    Passion of Jalise the Sage - Torrid: Flames can be channeled from the blade 
 
    Passion of Regent Magne - The Queen’s Touch: More essence is gathered from creatures defeated by the blade 
 
    Passion of Monarch Velour - Intoxicating Thirst: Dealing damage with the blade absorbs essence and heals minor injuries 
 
    Passion of Queen Ixia - Rigid Bark: At the cost of stamina, the blade creates a shield, blocking all incoming attacks 
 
    Passion of Rena Ordain - Brisk Rhythm: The blade grants the ability to quickly dash short distances 
 
    Passion of Kailani - Deep Thrust: Leap into the air and strike the blade into the ground with force 
 
    Passion of Iris - Heel Worship: A powerful kick that temporarily stuns 
 
      
 
    “How appropriate…” Clayton sheathed his weapon after learning what a long night with Iris strengthened him with. 
 
    He took in the view. He couldn’t imagine the weather changing in Hilamau. The day was just as sunny as when he first arrived. The seaside breeze was just as pleasant. The waters were calmer, with the waves crashing gently, though he imagined the Great Kraken lurking somewhere beneath the waves. 
 
    A small ship they’d provided for him rocked on the coast. It was larger than what he’d previously had, with enough space for five or six people on deck. Down below, it was stocked with enough supplies to last him for months out at sea, though he didn’t plan on being out there for long. 
 
    He looked forward to the journey ahead. But he didn’t leave without a reminder of how he’d ended up here in the first place. 
 
    “You were foolish enough to sail in front of the kraken?” Iris crossed her arms, half-angry and half-confused at the story Clayton had given. “Yet you managed to win the Fire Fights.” 
 
    “I know. Crazy, huh?” Seeing Iris’s disdain return was nice because it was the redhead he was more familiar with. 
 
    “I wonder how you made it here in the first place.” 
 
    “It’ll take more than a squid the size of an island to stop me. I know you’ll worry about me but you don’t have to. As long as I’ve got my sword and my wits, I’ll be all right.” 
 
    “Your sword is broken. I would say the same about your wits.” 
 
    “Don’t act like you won’t miss me, Iris.” 
 
    “Hmph…” She sneered to hide the growing smirk on her lips. 
 
    “Are you sure you’ll be okay?” 
 
    “I am not a child. The people on this island are strong. Mentu and many others can provide me with what I need. One night of passion and you assume I cannot live without you. That’s all it was, overseer. Don’t let it go to your head…” 
 
    “All right, all right…” 
 
    Iris began walking away before slowly turning around on the sand. “But perhaps our paths will cross again.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    She worked the tiniest smile onto her lips before narrowing her eyes at him and walking away. 
 
    A small crowd had gathered on the beach to wish Clayton well. Among them was Joakim. The former Chief Elder walked up to Clayton. Clayton still wasn’t sure what to think of the old man but he knew he had nothing to fear from him. 
 
    “You are only here a few days and you’ve already changed the course of these islands… I suppose it’s not surprising. We have many tales of offlanders. It was… interesting to finally meet one in the flesh.” 
 
    “Is it so bad Okari is in charge now? He will follow the will of the people. I don’t know him very well, but I know he is a man of honor.” 
 
    “And what am I? I have been trying to do everything I could for my people ever since I first wore the crown. The picture the other villages paint of me is a man who is obsessed with combat.” 
 
    “Is that not the case?” 
 
    Joakim shook his head. The way he stared made Clayton uneasy in a way he’d never felt before. There was something strange in the old man’s eyes. 
 
    “We have many stories on the islands. Legends to inspire us. Fables to teach us lessons. Myths to intrigue us. And there are prophecies.” 
 
    “I get that. All cultures have something like that.” 
 
    “All cultures indeed. Every civilization in Xeylon. We all have one thing in common. Ask around. Speak to those you encounter. They will tell you what I’m about to tell you now.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “…There is a great evil coming. A darkness on the horizon. Perhaps not today. Not tomorrow. Not even years from now. But this evil is inevitable.” 
 
    Clayton swallowed anxiously then chuckled when he realized he was holding his breath. 
 
    “For a second there, you had me worried—” 
 
    “The war I was preparing my people for was not from invaders on the other side of Xeylon. It was from invaders from somewhere else entirely.” 
 
    He would have written the old man off if he’d not experienced something similar for himself. The Maledict threat had been contained but the memory of it was still fresh in Clayton’s thoughts. 
 
    “Have you spoken to Okari about this?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “He knows. Every elder knows.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s smart to live your lives worrying about some vague threat based on an old legend.” 
 
    “Coming from a man who wields a sword unlike any in the world.” Joakim raised an eyebrow to emphasize his point. “I wish you luck on your journey, Clayton. Something tells me you will need it.” 
 
    Joakim walked away calmly, his hands behind his back. Clayton would’ve taken Joakim’s words as a threat if Kailani and Okari weren’t there. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Kailani asked. 
 
    “Nothing serious,” Clayton sighed. “Just telling me to be safe.” 
 
    “It appears Joakim has been humbled,” Okari said. “It only took the death of an offlander to do it.” 
 
    Okari moved closer, holding something out to Clayton. Clayton examined the small leather pouch and shrugged. “What’s this?” 
 
    “A gift for you. Something on your journey.” 
 
    Clayton reached inside the pouch and felt the gold coins. 
 
    “We have no need for such things. The skins and meat animals provide on our hunts are most pertinent. Perhaps this will be of some use to you.” 
 
    “You can never have too much gold.” Clayton flipped around a gold piece between his fingers. “I just hope I can run into a shopkeep willing to take these.” 
 
    “You will. Xeylon is a big world with many people out there. I have no doubt you will find what you’re looking for. Perhaps this will be of some use to you as well.” 
 
    The Chief Elder held his hands out again. Clayton wasn’t sure what he was looking at, squinting to make sure he was seeing it right. 
 
    “This…” He took it from Okari’s hands and held it up. “…This is a hilt… A spectral stone.” 
 
    It was a plain piece of metal, not much different from what Clayton had. The difference was the pommel. Instead of the heart-shaped jewel, it was orange and shaped into a small sphere. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “It is a relic,” Okari said. “Passed down from generation to generation. Nobody knows where it came from or how it ended up here. It’s quite old.” 
 
    “If it’s that old, I can’t take it from you—” 
 
    “I am an old man. I will live the rest of my days on this island. Perhaps you will find some use for it. If not, you can always return it.” 
 
    Clayton nodded then put the hilt into his pouch along with the coins he’d received. When silence came between them, he finally turned toward Kailani. She’d been quiet this entire time, twisting her lips like she was trying not to say anything. 
 
    Clayton looked at her and remembered the hardest decision he had to make. The agony of recovering from his death was made worse, trying to figure out a way to put it. It wasn’t until he looked at her at this moment when he realized there was only one way to put it. 
 
    “Thank you for everything, Kailani. I wouldn’t have gotten this far without you. I’m pretty sure the crabs would’ve killed me if you weren’t there.” 
 
    “You would’ve just come back. You can always come back, right?” 
 
    “Right… There’s just one favor I have to ask you before I come back.” 
 
    “What is it now, BB?” 
 
    “…Come with me.” 
 
    Kailani blinked a few times and stared right at him. He smiled at her, unable to hold back his chuckle. 
 
    “Come with me,” he repeated. 
 
    “Yeah… You said what I thought you did. You don’t really mean that, do you?” 
 
    “I just said I needed you to get through all of this. There is still so much more to do. My friends are out there. My sword is broken. I don’t know what’s waiting but—” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Oh… kay?” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go. You need someone to stab some squid and watch your back. I gotcha. No big deal, right? Besides, I can always sail back.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Clayton chuckled anxiously. “You can…” 
 
    “Listen, BB. If a man doesn’t have the guts to ask a woman for a little bit of help then he doesn’t have any guts at all. Your friends are out there. Let’s go find ‘em.” 
 
    They turned toward Okari. Clayton wasn’t sure how he’d react but judging from the soft smile he had, he was more than happy with it. Kailani walked over and squeezed her arms tight around him. 
 
    “The islands were always too small for a woman with your energy,” he sighed. “Clayton Brooks is drawn to something greater. Be there, Kailani. See the world and enjoy yourself.” 
 
    “I will, father.” Kailani pulled away and moved onto the ship. Clayton followed after her and took a seat on the stern. The sails flew up and the gentle breeze took them down the coastline. 
 
    Clayton watched as all of the villagers grew smaller in the distance. 
 
    “So… Where are we headed?” 
 
    Clayton pulled out his compass. With nothing but the open sea in front of him, there was no telling what to expect. It was a feeling he had not too long ago. 
 
    “I don’t know where we’re going. But I’ll find what I’m looking for. I know I will.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    The Hilamau Islands quickly disappeared in the distance. The horizon returned to nothing but the Great Sea in every direction. Clayton basked in the openness of it all, standing at the bow of the ship and inhaling the salty air. 
 
    Kailani appeared to enjoy it even more. She stretched her arms out to her sides. The wind blew against her and the sun shined down on her golden skin. Clayton was grateful he wasn’t as alone on his journey as he could have been. 
 
    “Do you miss it—” 
 
    “Don’t start with that.” She kept her eyes closed as she basked in the sea and air. “It’s only been a few hours. No point in getting sentimental. You already know how I feel about being stuck on an island, even if I was born there. We’ve got a great, big journey ahead of us. 
 
    “We sure do.” He laughed at her enthusiasm. “But it looks like we’re gonna be on this boat for a little bit. We might have to find something to occupy ourselves with.” 
 
    She peeked an eye open at him. “Boys,” she sighed. “Do you ever get your mind out of the gutter?” 
 
    “I’m just trying to pass the time.” 
 
    “It’s no wonder you ran into that kraken. You’ve got no eye for sailing.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    She pointed in the distance. “There’s something up ahead.” 
 
    He put his hand up to block the sun and squinted. He could just barely make out a small mass of land in the direction they sailed. “That thing is so tiny… How were you able to see it?” 
 
    “Try focusing, BB.” 
 
    The two worked together to sail toward the land. As it came into view, it didn’t appear as big as Clayton thought it was. The island was so small he could see all around it, even as they neared it. 
 
    “Hmm… White sandy beaches… Palm trees… It looks pretty inviting…” 
 
    “I leave the island for the first time in my life and end up in the exact same place. Just great.” 
 
    “It’s not the same place. It’s a different island. You know what that means?” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “All kinds of loot. Let’s just hope the locals are friendly.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like there are any locals at all.” 
 
    Clayton pulled the boat to shore and set anchor. His feet back on solid land, he surveyed the small island for any sign of danger. 
 
    “Welp… We’re on an island. Now what?” 
 
    “It’s not very big,” Clayton said. “I think I see something down there.” 
 
    He had no idea what was waiting for him but his heart pounded with excitement. He kept moving with Kailani trailing behind him. The two came upon a cavern entrance. 
 
    “It’s always a cave,” Clayton sighed. 
 
    “This isn’t just any cave… Look…” She moved close to the walls and ran her hand over the stone. “Something is carved into it.” 
 
    “Yeah… I see it…” Clayton squinted at the intricate carvings and shook his head. “Doesn’t look like anything to me. The whole entrance has carvings though.” 
 
    “And this isn’t any ordinary cavern. You see that? That’s not the natural face. Someone chiseled the walls. Like they wanted to make it more formal.” 
 
    “You ever hear about anything like this?” 
 
    “I’ve read a lot of stories about people who made caverns their homes. Sometimes they would carve the walls to signify who lived there. We had similar places back in Hilamau, before our people moved out into the villages. That was ancient history though.” 
 
    “Maybe this is part of your ancient history.” 
 
    “Or maybe someone’s down there and we’re trespassing.” 
 
    They stared at one another, considering their options. It only took a second for Clayton to smile. 
 
    “Even if my friends aren’t down there, I’ve gotta find some loot.” 
 
    “Who am I to stop you from gathering your precious trinkets?” 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” 
 
    Clayton ignited his sword and moved through the cavern. It wasn’t as dark as the caves on Hilamau, holes on the ceiling providing space for the sun to shine through. The ground was damp but surprisingly clean. 
 
    “I can hear water,” he said. “But I don’t know if it’s coming from outside or not.” 
 
    He moved forward, taking note of how polished the floor was. The more they descended, the more open the space became. More sunlight shined down as the ceiling opened up. He looked up to see the trees, the island rest of the island visible above them. 
 
    “It looks like there’s another way to come in here,” he said. “You can climb down from there.” 
 
    “Sure, if you’ve got a 40-foot rope. Nobody is dropping down from the ceiling to get down here.” 
 
    “You never know…” 
 
    Clayton stopped talking when he heard something. He put his hand up and looked at Kailani. She nodded, holding her breath to listen just the same as him. 
 
    He looked up and watched as spiders suddenly appeared. They spun their webs and descended down to the cavern ground. 
 
    “Great,” Clayton sighed. “Spiders the size of cows and I’ve got just the right armor for it.” 
 
    “Do you always have to say something clever before a fight?” 
 
    “No… But let’s rock.” 
 
    Kailani rolled her eyes as she pulled her bone daggers from her waist. Brown spiders, their legs and bodies hairy and their teeth bared, surrounded the two of them. Clayton lost count of them but didn’t care. He’d been through this before. 
 
    “Make sure you don’t get any of that venom on you,” he said as he charged forward and sliced a spider in half. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah…” Kailani leaped into the air and flipped over the spiders, landing on one of them with a vicious stab. There was nothing quite like the visceral squeal of a spider in pain. Clayton would’ve been unnerved if he wasn’t so busy fighting them off. 
 
    Clayton did his best to preserve his stamina. Precise slashes split their bodies in two before they could get on top of him. Even when he missed, he took out their legs, making it easier for Kailani to finish them off. 
 
    The cavern floor was littered with webs and the crimson of the arachnids. Wave after wave of spiders descended. Clayton continued fighting, the flames from even a broken sword being too much to match. 
 
    Dozens of spiders surrounded him yet still more came. Clayton looked up and sighed to regain his composure, sensing his exhaustion creeping up. 
 
    “Look out!” Kailani shouted and Clayton turned around just as a spider tried to sink its teeth into him. He quickly shot a fireball right into its mouth, engulfing its insides in flames. 
 
    Kailani grew accustomed to the fight, leaping and bouncing off the walls of the cavern with an athleticism the spiders weren’t able to match. A few throwing daggers planted them in their tracks before they had a chance to advance on her. 
 
    One last spider descended. It faced Clayton without caring its brethren had all been sliced and stabbed. Clayton gripped his hilt tight and pointed the Zeal Blade at it. The spider charged recklessly. Clayton thrust and dug his sword into the creature’s mouth. It closed its fangs on the broken blade but it was only a last, futile attack. 
 
    He pulled his weapon free and wiped the blood on the fur of one of the spiders. Kailani had worked up a sweat, her body giving Clayton inappropriate thoughts at an inappropriate moment. 
 
    “That was fun,” she sighed. 
 
    “Fun… Never met a girl who thought fighting spiders in dank cavern was fun…” 
 
    “You never met a girl like me.” Kailani winked as she skipped along the path down the cavern. Clayton laughed softly to himself before following. 
 
    Clayton noticed more of the intricate carvings on the walls as they descended. He couldn’t tell what they were, only that they matched the shapes near the entrance. 
 
    They kept walking down the path until it came to an end. 
 
    “What is that?” Clayton walked closer and saw the square of water in front of him. “A pool of water… This isn’t natural though. It’s a perfect square. Like a swimming pool.” 
 
    “And it’s got the same carvings on the entrance, too.” 
 
    He moved closer to the water. 
 
    “Careful, BB. There might be a giant squid waiting to pull you in. I don’t know if I’m gonna jump into some ink to help you out this time.” 
 
    “No… There’s no squid in there. The water’s too clean. It’s crystal clear. I can see my reflection.” 
 
    Clayton stood right on the entrance of the pool. As he peered down at his reflection, he noticed something behind it. 
 
    “What is that? It’s bright… Like there’s a light shining underneath…” 
 
    “Maybe there’s that loot you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Maybe… I can’t tell how far down it goes though…” He moved his face closer to the water until his nose was touching it. He squinted and suddenly saw a pair of eyes staring back at him. But they weren’t his reflection. “Oh, crap!” 
 
    He stumbled back just as something emerged from the water with a giant splash. Kailani quickly grabbed him and dragged him away. The creature crawled out of the water and moved toward them. 
 
    “What the…” Clayton still couldn’t believe what he was looking at. “Some sorta… sea spider.” 
 
    The beast was just like the creatures he’d killed in the previous room. But there was something strange about this spider. It wasn’t the fact that it was the size of a semi-truck. It wasn’t the menacing fangs dripping with venom. It wasn’t hairy or even brown. 
 
    “It has… scales?” The blue scales looked like something he’d find on a fish. Its scaly body shined from the light coming from the pool of water. 
 
    “Scales… Hair… Does it matter?” 
 
    “No…” Clayton reignited the Zeal Blade with flames. “It doesn’t.” 
 
    He shot a fireball at the spider. It curled up into a ball and the fire bounced off of it. 
 
    “Hmm… It looks like those scales are armor.” 
 
    “Just like a crab. You’ve beaten one of those before.” 
 
    “Right. But I don’t think this thing is gonna let me flip it over so easily.” 
 
    “Don’t give up on me now, BB.” 
 
    The spider unraveled from the ball it was in and shot a line of web forward. Kailani leaped into the air and ran across the walls to avoid getting hit. Clayton blink-dashed forward and brought his broken sword down on the spider’s body. There was some give but his swing wasn’t hard enough to cut through it. 
 
    “Piece by piece, BB! Not all at once!” 
 
    Clayton took her advice and moved around the creature. He cut at its legs, swinging into it like cutting down a tree. But with so many legs, he would have to keep his focus. 
 
    Kailani continued to leap into the air, throwing daggers from her hip to keep the beast distracted. The spider spit its webbing at her to slow her down though she narrowly avoided getting hit. 
 
    The dashes Clayton used to put himself in position to cut the spider down began to take their toll. His stamina was fading, even without having to look at it. 
 
    “You got this…” The spider advanced. Clayton dashed forward and swung hard. The Zeal Blade met some resistance against the blue scales but sliced through its leg. The spider fell on its side, its squeal of pain rumbling the entire cavern. 
 
    “Keep going! I’ll keep him distracted!” 
 
    Kailani threw her daggers to get the spider’s attention then leaped down on top of it, sinking both of her bone daggers into its massive body. It moved back and forth to try and rock her off. Clayton took the opportunity to cut down another one of its legs. 
 
    “Two down…” He reared back with another swing and sent another one of its legs flying. “Three down…” 
 
    Kailani was unable to hold on for much longer as the spider’s violent movement sent her flying off. She just managed to land on her feet but couldn’t recover quickly enough to avoid the line of web fired at her. It caught her right in the ankle and kept her in place. 
 
    “Kailani!” 
 
    Even with three legs gone, the giant spider moved with a terrifying quickness. It raced toward Kailani as she struggled to break free from the web. 
 
    Clayton quickly dashed in front of her and his instinct took over. He raised his leg up like a bullet flying from a chamber and slammed his foot into the spider’s face. The spider crumpled into a ball. 
 
    “Wow… Thanks, Iris…” Clayton took a second to admire his new ability before helping Kailani out of the webbing. 
 
    The stunned spider slowly uncoiled from its ball. Blood dripped from its missing limbs and the wounds Kailani punctured it with. But the creature’s eyes were no less menacing. 
 
    “How you feeling, BB?” 
 
    “I’ve gotta be honest… I’m a little tired.” 
 
    “Cut down that last leg and it’ll fall on its side. Then finish it off.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan… Let’s rock.” 
 
    “Please stop saying that.” Kailani sighed as she moved forward. She tossed a dagger right into the spider’s mouth. It still kept its fangs bared. Just before she ran into it, she moved to the ground, sliding underneath it. With all of her strength, she stabbed at the belly of the beast with both of her daggers. The spider let out another horrifying screech. 
 
    Kailani quickly made her way out from underneath the spider. 
 
    “My turn.” Clayton rushed forward and moved to the spider’s side. One swing cut through the last leg on its left side, knocking it over. 
 
    The spider tried to move with its other legs but it could no longer cover the distance it once did. It was disarmed and bleeding but still biting with its fangs. 
 
    Clayton moved back, tightening his grip on his hilt. He reared back then leaped into the air. He got as high as he could before the ground sucked him down like a vacuum. He crashed back down, the Zeal Blade piercing the spider’s scales. He gritted his teeth as he dug his sword in, getting deep enough to cut into the spider. The spider squirmed one last time before resting dead in a pool of its own dark blood. 
 
    Fatigue hit Clayton and he hunched over to catch his breath. Kailani tucked away her weapons and admired their teamwork. 
 
    “No problem,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah… No problem… It just took all of my stamina and every ability I have.” 
 
    “Stop exaggerating. I think we could probably take another one.” 
 
    “Please don’t say that—” 
 
    The light in the pool suddenly shined bright enough to blind the both of them. Clayton put his hands up to block it. The flash of light ended and he was able to open his eyes. 
 
    “What the…” 
 
    He looked around and saw the men and women surrounding. They were all wearing thick, brass armor. Each one brandished a javelin with two hands. But more interesting than that was their appearance. Their skin was light blue, like nothing he’d ever seen before. It wasn’t because of the light of the cave. He was sure of it. 
 
    “Kailani… Am I seeing this right—” 
 
    “Halt!” One of the pale blue men barked as he stepped forward. “Don’t move, trespassers!” 
 
    “Trespassers? We don’t even know—” 
 
    “Silence! You will speak when you are told to!” 
 
    He considered for a moment if he should put up a fight. He counted more than 20 fighters surrounding him. With a broken weapon and stamina only just beginning to recover, he knew his chances weren’t very good. The resigned look Kailani gave him only confirmed it. 
 
    “Come with us!” The man moved his javelin close enough to poke Clayton in the chest. “Do not try to resist!” 
 
    Clayton and Kailani put their hands up. 
 
    “You think they’re taking us to your loot?” Kailani asked Clayton. 
 
    Considering Clayton was still able to roll his eyes, he was hopeful this wasn’t as bad as it seemed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    “Seize them!” 
 
    The soldiers grabbed Clayton and Kailani. 
 
    “All right!” Kailani grumbled. “No need to be so rough!” 
 
    “We’re not looking for a fight.” Clayton’s pleas were ignored as he was taken by the arms. 
 
    He didn’t struggle as he was forced into the small square of water. The bright light at the base of the water grew brighter as he sank near it. He closed his eyes and suddenly the shining light disappeared. 
 
    He gulped in a deep gasp even though he’d been in the water for only a few seconds. But he was still at a loss of words when he realized his surroundings. 
 
    “What the…” Clayton turned his head around in disbelief. The room he was in wouldn’t have seemed much different from the keep in Nalore. The floors were marble and the walls were lined with what looked like gold. But the walls themselves weren’t made from brick or mortar or wood like usual. It appeared to be glass. Or something clear at least. 
 
    He blinked his eyes to make sure he was looking at it right. “It looks like there are fish flying around out there. Sharks… There’s an octopus… If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear we were underwater.” 
 
    “I think we are underwater,” Kailani said it under her breath to avoid irritating their captors any further. 
 
    “This way!” One of the soldiers poked Clayton with his javelin and forced him forward. 
 
    Kailani marveled at the sights in the water right next to them. 
 
    “It’s like being in a giant aquarium,” Clayton said. “If the aquarium is in the middle of the Great Sea…” 
 
    He took a better look at his escort. Both men and women, they were stone-faced as they marched forward. Their posture stiff and their heads held high, they could’ve passed for robots. Their skin was a pale blue with a slight sheen making them appear wet though Clayton didn’t have the guts to actually reach out and touch one of them. Along with their pale, smooth skin, their hair was a dark blue, something like the midnight sky. The contrast of their hair against their bodies made them even more striking. But their eyes… They were deep yellow pupils like nothing Clayton had seen before. 
 
    Their physiques were long and slim, defined and muscular like the soldiers they probably were. Clayton had so many questions but their demeanor was enough to make sure he kept his mouth shut. He’d pull his weapon out and fight only when he had no other option. 
 
    They eventually came upon a set of ornate, golden double doors. A pair of guards just as composed as the rest of his escort stood before him. 
 
    “Hmm…” Clayton narrowed his eyes, examining the carvings on the doors. He quickly realized they matched the markings on the entrance to the cavern and near the pool of water, though they weren’t any more intelligible. 
 
    The doors were pushed open and the long hallway led into a room as big as the great hall back in Nalore. The biggest difference was this was shaped more like a dome. A clear bubble surrounded by water made it even easier to see all of the sea life swimming around them. He looked up toward the ceiling. If they actually were in the sea, they weren’t deep enough that the sunlight could not reach these depths. 
 
    “Keep moving!” Another poke pushed Clayton forward toward the end of the room. A long, red carpet led up a few small steps to a throne. The throne itself was more luxurious than anything he’d ever seen at this point, carved into the shape of coral out of some kind of precious metal, gold he assumed as everything else was. 
 
    More interesting than that was who sat upon it. A woman with the same pale blue skin as the others. But instead of armor, she wore an elegant golden gown. The sleek outfit was tight against her body, showing off the curves of her breasts and hips. On her head, midnight blue locks were put up over her head, held up by an ornate crown covered in colorful jewels. 
 
    She pursed her dark blue lips as Clayton and Kailani approached, holding her head high so her neck looked long. 
 
    Next to her was another guard. A woman with long, flowing blue hair cascading down her back. She wore the same brass, scaled armor as the others, her physique fit and athletic just the same. But in one hand, she planted against the ground a three-pronged trident. On her head, a small tiara indicated she wasn’t just any citizen. 
 
    “Stop! Stand still!” 
 
    Clayton followed the orders. He didn’t mind having so many questions because he knew he’d get his answers, though the woman on the throne in front of him didn’t appear to be very friendly. 
 
    “You stand before Izumi,” the woman next to the one on the throne announced. Her voice was stern but still feminine. She spoke with enough authority that silenced the dome-shaped hall. “Queen of Azure. Ruler in the Great Sea.” 
 
    “Queen Izumi.” Clayton nodded. “Did you say Azure? Is that where we are?” 
 
    “You are in Azure,” Izumi replied with the voice of a parent about to scold a child. “Do not pretend to feign ignorance about your presence.” 
 
    “Trust me. I’m not feigning anything. I have no clue where the hell I am. Are we really underwater or is that just a projection outside? Because if it is, man it looks pretty damn realistic.” 
 
    Izumi raised an eyebrow at the woman next to her before turning back to Clayton. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Clayton Brooks. This here is my friend Kailani.” 
 
    “Hey.” Kailani gave a half-smirk as she waved. 
 
    “I’m from the island where Nalore is. I don’t know if you’ve heard of it—” 
 
    “I have heard of Nalore,” Izumi interrupted him. “You are a long way off. Either you have traveled a great distance or you continue to try and deceive me.” 
 
    “Uh, if I might say something.” Kailani put her hand up to get everybody’s attention. “BB here is a great fighter. A real stand-up guy, too. But look at him. He’s not exactly the type to try and pull one over on you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Clayton wasn’t sure whether or not Kailani was complimenting him. 
 
    Izumi leaned back in her seat, still looking down at Clayton like she didn’t know what to think. “What were you doing at the entrance to Azure?” 
 
    “The entrance to Azure?” Clayton said. “I didn’t know what that place was. I just thought it was another cavern. I was… exploring. The markings on the entrance are foreign to me.” 
 
    “You killed a sea spider. It is there to detract invaders.” 
 
    “I’d say a giant scaly spider is a good defense for scaring people away… But I didn’t know what it was there for in the first place.” 
 
    “Then you are not one of the pirates?” 
 
    “Pirates?” Clayton sighed to keep his composure. “I’ve told you nothing but the truth so far. I’m from Nalore. I’m a Ferrum, brought from the other world to do battle with the—” 
 
    “Maledict.” 
 
    Clayton didn’t hold back his surprise, his eyes widening when she finished his sentence. “You’ve heard of it?” 
 
    “I know of the Maledict. A blight isolated to the island where Nalore rests. The evil comes from another world only to be vanquished by Ironblood.” 
 
    “Yes…” Clayton nodded, still in slight disbelief she knew what he was talking about. “I am Ironblood. At least, that’s what they tell me. This sword—” 
 
    He pulled the Zeal Blade out and the guards surrounding him immediately pointed their javelins at him. Izumi raised a hand and they lowered their weapons. 
 
    “This sword is Zeal. It’s what I used to defeat the Maledict.” 
 
    “Interesting… The Maledict are a great evil. Perhaps not so much if they could be defeated by a broken sword.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not always broken. I kinda had a run-in with a crab…” 
 
    Izumi sighed softly through her nose, looking Clayton up and down. “I believe you are a Ferrum. But I have no reason to believe you’re not an invader.” 
 
    “I’m an explorer. I only want to see what’s out there beyond Nalore, to see what’s in Xeylon. I’m looking for my friends. Maybe you’ve seen them. Jalise… She’s a sweet woman. Long, blond hair… Nice body. Rena’s an elf… A paladin. Bit of an attitude problem—” 
 
    “We have had no outside visitors.” 
 
    “Right… Thought maybe one of ‘em could’ve ended up here.” 
 
    Izumi stood up from her throne. Her feet were bare yet she still looked taller than most women Clayton knew. She put her hands behind her back as she looked down from the platform where her throne sat. 
 
    “If you want me to believe you truly mean no harm to me or the citizens of Azure, you must prove it.” 
 
    “And how would I do that?” 
 
    “There are pirates in the water. They have a vessel capable of traveling beneath the sea. They are poaching the wildlife you see around you, disrupting the balance. We have reason to believe they are also looking to come to attack Azure.” 
 
    “Sounds like some bad guys, all right…” 
 
    “We have located their vessel. I want you to board their vessel and deal with them.” 
 
    “You want me to kill them?” 
 
    “Kill them. Or bring them back here for trial where they will be executed. Prove to me you are not with the pirates.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” 
 
    “You can die.” 
 
    “Oh… That’s not much of a choice…” 
 
    Izumi turned to the woman next to her. “Mirella. Take them to a blacksmith and see they are fitted with more appropriate attire. Do not return until the pirates have been dealt with.” 
 
    “A blacksmith, huh?” Clayton said. “Maybe he can help me out with my sword…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Clayton and Kailani were led by the woman named Mirella. As he always did, Clayton admired the shape of her figure as she walked. Even with how stiff her posture was, her movement was hypnotic. 
 
    “You know, I don’t think it’s such a good idea to be pushing buttons so far under the sea like this,” Kailani said. “Maybe you should stop staring. At least until we get back on dry land. Izumi did say she’d kill us.” 
 
    “Fine, fine.” 
 
    Mirella led them through a passageway made up of the same walls that allowed them to see the sea life outside. They eventually came upon a room that wasn’t much different from the forges Clayton had seen before. A blacksmith hammered a piece of metal on an anvil, the steam rising up to the ceiling that was made of steel instead of the glass surrounding them. 
 
    The blacksmith looked up at his visitors, not caring Kailani and Clayton were different from him. 
 
    “Omar,” Mirella said. “Queen Izumi has ordered an assault on the pirate vessel. These outsiders will assist in the attack. I need them outfitted.” 
 
    Omar the blacksmith leaned back and examined Clayton. He was noticeably bigger than the others from Azure, his skin a bit darker shade of blue. He rubbed his chin and shook his head. 
 
    “Their physiology is different,” he said. “The armor I have would be loose and fall off or too tight to squeeze into. I would have to smith something new.” 
 
    “There is no time to wait for new armor.” Mirella sighed softly through her nose as she looked at Clayton. “What you have will do—” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” Clayton put his hand up to stop her from walking away. “Maybe you can help me with this at least.” He pulled out the two pieces of the Zeal Blade. 
 
    Omar took the sword in both hands and shrugged. “It should take a few minutes.” 
 
    The three watched as Omar placed the edge that broke off from the Zeal Blade into his kiln. As he waited for the blacksmith to finish, Clayton took a better look at Mirella. 
 
    She stood calmly, no emotion on her face as she stared at the blacksmith. Her skin was delicate, youthful and unblemished. He guessed she was around his age, though she could’ve been older from how composed she was. His eyes shifted down her face, over her neck and toward her chest. The armor she wore was tight against her body, squeezing her breasts and accentuating them. 
 
    “BB…” Kailani grumbled through her teeth. “You’re gonna get stabbed…” 
 
    “Why? You jealous?” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about me…” 
 
    His eyes shifted to the trident she held next to her head. The brass blades were polished to a razor’s edge with points fine enough to pierce thick armor. 
 
    “On second thought…” Clayton turned back to the blacksmith. 
 
    Omar pulled Zeal from his kiln and began hammering away at it. He took a few swings before stopping. “Hmm…” Another few swings resulted in confusion. “What kinda metal is this?” 
 
    Clayton shrugged. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “I’ve heated this up to the maximum temperature. It won’t bend. It won’t take any kind of shape. I… I can’t put this sword back together.” 
 
    “Great. A crab splits it in half but nobody can fix it…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, BB.” Kailani patted him on the shoulder. “I still believe in you.” 
 
    “Come,” Mirella said. “There is no more time to waste. The pirate vessel awaits.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    “There are  scoundrels and cutthroats who sail these seas. They follow ancient maps in search of buried treasure. They hunt the whales and sell just a portion of their carcasses at ports, leaving the rest of their bodies to rot in the water. They attack civilian ships to murder and rob innocents. The Great Sea is large. The perfect place for a pirate to get lost in, undetected.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t think they’d risk it with a giant kraken out there,” Clayton said. 
 
    “The kraken protects these seas from greater threats. It keeps order but it cannot police every vessel. Azure protects its part of the sea.” 
 
    Mirella spoke with a military-like conviction, which was surprising to Clayton, since she didn’t look so intimidating. The armor she donned was formidable and the weapon she wielded was lethal but the woman herself would have looked much less threatening if she were in simpler clothes. 
 
    “These pirates don’t sound like your usual run-of-the-mill thugs,” Clayton said. 
 
    “The intelligence we’ve gathered indicates these men are far more dangerous. They hunt and pillage just as other pirates but we’ve learned they have intentions of invading Azure directly.” 
 
    “Why would they wanna do that?” 
 
    “Azure possesses much those on land would consider quite valuable. Gems and jewels. Gold and other metals. Even our art would catch an exorbitant price simply because it is from Azure. You must understand, very few from the land visit Azure.” 
 
    “Considering you’ve got a giant sea spider blocking the way, I don’t blame them…” 
 
    “Azure is a peaceful city. We must not let that peace be disrupted. Those seeking Azure are not scholars looking to learn of a new city. Our doors would be open to them if they were. Now… Prepare yourself. We near the surface where their vessel is waiting.” 
 
    The transport vessel was only large enough for four people. Mirella sat quietly in her seat with the pilot right next to her. Kailani pinned her face against the glass of her window. 
 
    “This is neat,” she said. 
 
    “Like a tiny submarine,” Clayton replied. “Azure’s got some pretty cool technology. I wonder what the rest of the city is like…” 
 
    “Once we get through this, we should walk around. I mean, if Queen Izumi lets us.” 
 
    “Hopefully this’ll be enough to gain her trust.” 
 
    Kailani continued to amuse herself with the sights just outside her window as their vessel ascended through the water. It was only a short time later when the pilot breached the surface. 
 
    “We exit here,” Mirella said. “We will swim the rest of the way.” 
 
    The exit opened up on top and Mirella climbed up the ladder to leave. Clayton followed after, taking a look under the skirt of her armor only to find even more armor blocking the view of what he wanted to see. 
 
    “So much for focusing…” Kailani sighed. 
 
    “I’m focused. I’m focused.” Clayton climbed out and splashed into the water right next to Mirella. 
 
    “Do you see it?” Mirella pointed at the ship in the distance. Sure enough, it looked just like the pirate ship Clayton imagined in his head. About the size of a football field, it sat ominously in the water. “Its sails are down. Their men are in the sea. This is our opportunity to seize the vessel and disable it from doing any further damage. Make sure to stay beneath the water for as long as you can to avoid detection.” 
 
    Mirella swam forward without hesitation. 
 
    “Growing up on an island, I’ve learned how to hold my breath for a long time,” Kailani said. “Hope you can keep up.” She dunked her head in the water and followed after Mirella. 
 
    “Perfect… The only person who can’t breathe underwater…” He gasped a deep breath then plunged down. The water was clear enough he could see the two women swimming in front of him. It was a sight he would’ve appreciated more if he didn’t have to keep coming up for air. 
 
    The closer he got, the more Clayton realized just how massive the ship was. The hull was lined with solid steel. A large battering ram at the front of the ship made it more threatening. 
 
    Mirella popped out of the water when they got to the back of the ship. “We will enter through the rear. We must avoid detection until we can disable it.” She moved to the side of the ship and dug her weapon into it. Her muscles flexed as she pierced the metal. She strained hard but eventually the metal gave. 
 
    “Here… Use this to climb.” She stuck her trident into the side and stepped upon it. Then she reached up and grabbed through a small crevice. Kailani followed after then Clayton next. They climbed through the hole and tumbled into a small, dark room. 
 
    “Where are we?” Clayton ignited his sword to light the path and looked around. Hundreds of barrels lined the walls. “What is this? Oil?” 
 
    Kailani moved to one of the barrels and held her finger to it before tasting it. 
 
    “Kailani—” Clayton started before she put her hands up. 
 
    “It’s all right.” She smacked her lips and smiled. “It tastes like liquor.” 
 
    “A room this big just for alcohol. Maybe these guys really are scumbags…” 
 
    “This vessel uses unique technology to detect what’s deep in the sea,” Mirella said. “Deep enough to discover where Azure itself is. But even if they are unable to find my city, they’ll still be able to locate the sea life. We must deactivate this ship and deal with the invaders or they will continue to disrupt the natural order of the sea.” 
 
    “There must be some engine room or control room somewhere.” 
 
    “We will stay undetected for as long as we can. Confrontation is inevitable. Are you ready—” 
 
    Before Mirella could finish, the door to the storage room opened. Clayton quickly extinguished his sword. They all ducked down beneath the barrels as someone lumbered in. 
 
    “Keep your pants on, arse! I’m getting another barrel right now!” 
 
    Clayton thought about popping up and finishing the guy before he could expect it. But a wide-eyed stare from Kailani convinced him otherwise. 
 
    They stayed as quiet as possible, listening to the sound of the man lug a barrel of alcohol out of the room until the door was closed. 
 
    “I think the coast is clear,” Clayton said. 
 
    “Remember,” Mirella said. “We must get to the control room.” 
 
    Mirella led the way as she headed for the exit. The door opened slowly. 
 
    The lower decks of the ship were as unpleasant as they could be. The smell of dank, musty wood filled the air. Pools of water collected on the ground. The dim lights hanging from the candles on the walls were enough to show off the bite marks from the rodents undoubtedly present. 
 
    “Great,” Kailani whispered. “How the hell are we gonna find the control room on a ship this big?” 
 
    “Looks like we’ll just have to search every room.” Clayton wasn’t excited about facing however many men were on this ship but he was ready. 
 
    The trio sneaked down the hallway. In the distance, the growing sound of drunken chatter and laughter could be heard. They reached the end of the hall. The door open, Clayton peeked inside and saw a group of men gathered around a table. They looked just as drunk as they sounded. Their clothes were disheveled and dirty. It was hard to tell if the stench came from the ship or their lack of hygiene. Likely both. They yelled over a game of cards, spilling their beer all over the table and floor. 
 
    Clayton held his index finger to his lips and sneaked by the door. Mirella and Kailani followed through the exit of the hall. 
 
    They moved into the next section of the lower decks. It appeared to be some type of engine room, judging from all the machinery that surrounded them. It was a combination of new and old technology. Steam rose from a fire burning in a furnace on one side of the room while gears cranked on the other. A couple of men dressed in dirty linens and leathers tended to the machinery. 
 
    “What do we do?” Kailani asked. “I don’t think we can sneak past them.” 
 
    “I say we fight,” Clayton said. 
 
    Mirella gave him a nod. 
 
    He was eager to put his sword to use. He smiled as he gripped his weapon tight. He moved forward when Mirella grabbed him by the shoulder. 
 
    “You must end this quickly,” Mirella said. “Before they warn the others.” 
 
    “Got it.” Clayton moved forward with a dash right behind one of the men. He raised his hands up to swing but he savored the moment for too long. The man turned around like he sensed something. 
 
    “Hey! What are you—” Clayton shut him up with a violent slash against the chest. 
 
    The other man in the room turned around and charged at Clayton with his own sword. He met a quick end when one of Kailani’s daggers found his throat. 
 
    “Taking your sweet time, huh?” Kailani sighed as she picked up her dagger. 
 
    “He didn’t warn anybody,” Clayton said. “Piece of cake.” 
 
    “There is no time to waste. We have much more of the ship to cover.” 
 
    The group moved through the engine room and proceeded through the lower decks. More long, dirty hallways with the stink of drunken pirates nauseated all of them but it wasn’t enough to distract them from their goal. 
 
    They sneaked their way through, quickly cutting down and hiding the bodies of unsuspecting passengers. It wasn’t long before they’d moved from one side of the ship to the other. 
 
    Clayton looked up at the writing on the door. “It says ‘Control Room’ on it. This must be the control room.” He turned around and smiled in appreciation of his own joke. Mirella had no expression as did Kailani, the latter not even bothering to roll her eyes. “What? It’s funny—” 
 
    “Come on,” Mirella pushed her way by him and into the control room. “We must disable this ship then deal with the invaders.” 
 
    The control room was completely different from the rest of the ship they’d just walk through. It was large enough to house several mechanisms. Twisting and rotating gears were in every direction. Off to one side, there was a small control panel with steam rising in a chamber right in front of it. 
 
    “Over here,” Clayton said as he walked up to the panel. He looked down and examined all of the details. “There must be some way to shut this thing off—” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea.” Kailani pulled a dagger from her hip and threw it between some of the gears. The gears screeched to a noisy halt. The metal twisted and bent until eventually snapping. 
 
    “I suppose that works.” Clayton and Mirella got to work, slashing and stabbing at all of the machinery. With every piece of metal they destroyed, the more violently the ship began to shake. It shook so much they were unable to stand still. 
 
    “Keep going!” Mirella shouted. “We must cause irreparable damage or this will be for nothing.” 
 
    Clayton and Kailani were more than willing to keep going. Despite the massive trembling, they continued to destroy the machinery until the entire room was filled with steam. The gears fell off their assembly. Fires erupted and burned through the metal. Clayton added fuel to it, shooting several fireballs to ignite everything around him. 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll be able to repair any of this!” Kailani shouted over the noise around them. “We gotta get outta here!” 
 
    “Agreed!” Mirella nodded and quickly headed for the exit. The entire ship was beginning to crumble. The wooden walls splintered. The floors started to give and the ceilings started to sink. The sound of men shouting echoed through the entire ship. 
 
    The trio raced through the halls, trying to find a way to ascend. 
 
    “Hey!” They were spotted by a group of pirates who drew their swords on them. Fighting in a narrow hallway proved tricky for Clayton. Fortunately for him, the long thrusts of Mirella’s trident proved to be too much for the men to deal with. 
 
    As more water began to cover their feet, they climbed up and managed to make it to the deck of the ship. Clayton noticed how sideways the ship had become. Men lost their footing and tumbled over the side rails. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Kailani said. “This ship is definitely sinking.” 
 
    “These men are leaving,” Clayton said. “Aren’t we supposed to arrest them or something?” 
 
    “There is no escape from Azure for them,” Mirella said. “They will not escape justice.” 
 
    “You bastards!” 
 
    A sudden shout got their attention. Clayton turned toward the man standing on the other side of the deck. Dirty, disheveled clothes and boots like the others. A long, scruffy white beard. A wrinkled face, dirty like it hadn’t been washed in weeks and yellow teeth just as grimy. 
 
    He was an average-sized man but the crossbow he wielded was a lot bigger than average, Clayton thought. 
 
    He took a step forward and shook his head. “What have you done to my ship?” 
 
    “Your vessel is no more,” Mirella responded. “You are no longer allowed to sail these seas.” 
 
    “I think I will. These men are cowards but I’ve got enough fortune from these waters to buy a new army. I’ll build a new ship! I’ll strip the sea dry!” 
 
    “You will not.” 
 
    “Mirella, the ship is sinking…” Clayton said. 
 
    “His ship is sinking. But I must make sure a new one will not rise in its place.” 
 
    “Mirella—” 
 
    The man fired a bolt at them and they all moved out of the way. Clayton quickly ignited his sword and fired flames in his direction. The man moved with surprising quickness to avoid the fire. 
 
    “Any man who stays and fights with me will receive triple what I promised!” the man shouted. “All you’ve gotta do is kill these three!” 
 
    Kailani looked around and realized she was suddenly surrounded. “Well, that’s just great…” A couple of pirates rushed at her but she leaped out of the way. She ran up the side of a mast then came crashing down with her bone daggers into one of them. She flipped and twisted to avoid the blades of more attackers. 
 
    Clayton was too busy dealing with his own attackers to admire her. Half of his sword was enough to deal with all of them, though being surrounded by a bunch of bloodthirsty pirates certainly drained his energy. 
 
    Mirella stayed by his side, pushing them off and stabbing them with her trident. The end of her weapon proved to be just as lethal as it looked, piercing through the men without much resistance. 
 
    “Look out!” Clayton tackled Mirella and landed on top of her when another crossbow bolt came flying her way. 
 
    She looked up at him and smiled softly before regaining her composure. “Deal with him. I will assist Kailani.” 
 
    Clayton nodded and got back up to his feet. He chased after the man as he ran toward the other end of the ship. The deck continued to tilt. Along with the water splashing from the sea, Clayton had trouble keeping his footing. 
 
    “Come back here!” he shouted. He just managed to narrowly avoid a bolt headed right at him. The man quickly fired another one. Clayton moved but not fast enough, taking the bolt in the shoulder. He grimaced in pain but kept moving forward. 
 
    Eventually, the man had nowhere else to run. He kept his crossbow up, aiming it right at Clayton. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” the man asked. “I’m a man trying to make a living. Is that so wrong?” 
 
    “They say you are planning an invasion of Azure. Is that true?” 
 
    “An invasion? I merely wanted to pay them a visit.” 
 
    “A visit where you take all that’s precious to them.” 
 
    He smirked, his dirty yellow smile somehow darker underneath the sun. “They won’t miss it.” 
 
    “It’s over for you.” Clayton rushed forward just as the man fired again. He leaped just in time as the bolt went sailing past him. He gathered as much strength as he could then came crashing down on the man, sinking his blade down into the man’s chest and out through his back. 
 
    The crossbow fell from his hands. Blood trickled out of his mouth, staining his face even further. The man stared up angrily at Clayton before the life left his eyes. 
 
    He sighed as he pulled his weapon free. Clayton raced back to the other side of the deck as the ship began to capsize. Everybody was continuing to jump over the rails. He spotted Kailani and Mirella standing back to back with one another. 
 
    “I got him!” he shouted. “I think we should get off this thing before we get stuck underneath it.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Mirella said. 
 
    The trio moved to the railing and jumped into the water just as the ship turned over. The men abandoning ship swam in every direction, only to be met by Azurean soldiers rising from the water to detain them. 
 
    Kailani took some water into her mouth and spit it out like a spigot. “After walking through that stinkhole, I think I need a good soak.” 
 
    Clayton chuckled at her and sighed a deep breath. “Let’s go talk to Queen Izumi. I’m sure she’ll be willing to provide us some accommodations.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    “You know, BB, I’m beginning to think it was a great idea to come along with you.” 
 
    Kailani had her eyes closed. She sighed softly through her nose with her arms and legs splayed at her side. The green water bubbled up all around. Her face was the picture of blissful contentment. 
 
    Clayton chuckled at her before scrunching his face in confusion. “…Hold on a second. Are you telling me you didn’t think this was a good idea before?” 
 
    “Lemme see… You had me wandering through a damp cave fighting giant spiders. Then we were seized with spears pointed at our throats. Then we had to sneak through a dirty ship and fight pirates while that same ship nearly capsized on top of us.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted a little adventure.” 
 
    “I like the adventure, all right. That doesn’t mean I can’t question it while I’m dealing with it.” 
 
    “Remind me not to force you into anything more…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, BB. You keep a rejuvenation pool like this waiting for me and I’ll sink with you to the bottom of the sea.” 
 
    “How romantic…” 
 
    Kailani was too busy relaxing on the other side of the water to care about Clayton’s sarcasm. Not that he minded anyway. It felt like ages since he was able to relax like this. After so many fights, he wanted nothing more than to take a break. 
 
    The room was quiet and comfortable just like his quarters back in Nalore. The only difference was the view. The sea life was visible through the walls all around them. All species of fish and crustaceans floated by him peacefully. The sharks were somewhat unnerving and the giant whales got closer than Clayton wanted but he wouldn’t trade his position for anywhere else in the world. It helped that Kailani was naked in front of him. 
 
    “I wonder… Do you think the fish can see in here?” he asked. 
 
    “What’s it matter? You never one for modesty.” 
 
    “I was just thinking. What would happen if you and I did something here? You think the fish would mind?” 
 
    Kailani slowly peeked an eye open, an eyebrow raised. “I’d ask you what’s on your mind if it wasn’t so obvious.” 
 
    “Is it that bad?” Clayton floated toward the water close to her. He moved right next to her, admiring her youthful appearance. He’d gotten so used to the red marking on her cheek he didn’t even notice it. 
 
    She playfully pushed him away as he tried to wrap his arm around her. 
 
    “Why are you playing hard to get?” he asked. 
 
    “Hard to get? Maybe I’m just not in the mood.” 
 
    “Don’t gimme that!” He swam across the pool after her. She giggled as he took her in his embrace. She stopped resisting when he brought his lips to hers. His desire slowly began to stir. Hard swelling between his legs couldn’t be contained. 
 
    “Ahem. I’m sorry to interrupt.” 
 
    They pulled away from each other to see Mirella standing at the edge of the water. Despite what she’d just seen, she was calm, standing as stiff and poised as always with her hands behind her back. 
 
    “Don’t worry. You weren’t interrupting anything at all.” Kailani pushed Clayton away then swam to the other side of the small pool. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing is wrong. I wanted to check in on you. To make sure your accommodations are appropriate.” 
 
    “Honestly, I was just looking for a soft pillow to rest my head,” Clayton said. “I didn’t know you had rejuvenation pools in Azure. This is more than I need.” 
 
    “Queen Izumi has finished dealing with all of the invaders. She sends her limitless thanks, though she regrets to inform you she cannot do it in person.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem. I figure a queen gets pretty busy.” 
 
    “She also instructed me to introduce you to our home. Azure is a large place and I am to show you around. I can give you a tour of the city when you are ready.” 
 
    “I’m ready!” Kailani pushed herself up from the water. Her wet figure reminded Clayton of just what he’d missed out on. He sighed as he nodded to Mirella. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “Let’s go see Azure.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Azure stretches for more than 30 kilometers in every direction. It is not large but the thousands of Azureans who live here are comfortable. There is not a citizen who is not well-taught, well-fed or well-trained. We have advanced greatly over the centuries. Art. Philosophy. Science and technology. Mathematics. We are not unlike those on the land. I am proud to call Azure my home though, as you witnessed for yourself, there are those who seek Azure to find riches.” 
 
    The underwater city of Azure had no streets, as everybody got by on foot. That meant there was more than enough space for all of the buildings. Shops and markets. Blacksmith forges and armorers. Potion sellers moving exotic goods. 
 
    Kailani examined one of the smaller vendors and saw all of the fish hanging for sale. “I guess you don’t have to wonder if any of this is fresh.” 
 
    Azureans walked about like ordinary citizens, though they did little to cover themselves up outside of trinkets made of jewels and shells. Clayton could appreciate their willingness to bare their bodies. 
 
    But what made Azure more interesting was up above and all around them. Instead of the familiar blue sun and sky, Clayton saw nothing but the sea. A large dome stretched high above and covered everything as far as Clayton could see. 
 
    “This dome we’re in,” he said. “It covers all of Azure?” 
 
    “The dome stretches all around us. Even beneath us. It is the reason we do not sink to the bottom of the sea or float to the surface. The dome also serves as protection, not just from invaders but the dangerous sea life.” 
 
    “Like living in a giant fish bowl…” 
 
    “It is quite safe in Azure. Threats only come from the outside. Queen Izumi has inherited a peace from her predecessors and maintained it for more than a decade since her rule began.” 
 
    “I suppose you have a lot to do with that, pointing your trident there at dissenters.” 
 
    “My weapon is mostly symbolic. I am properly trained though there are few occasions in which I am forced to use it, as you witnessed for yourself.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I won’t get on your bad side.” He smiled at Mirella. The Azurean responded with a soft smile and bowed her head before turning to continue walking through the markets. 
 
    “Come… I will take you to the Central Square. You can partake in the view and enjoy the local delicacies.” 
 
    “Delicacies.” Kailani smacked her lips. “Now that’s why I’m here.” 
 
    They moved toward the center square, which was just like a park. The grass was greener and the trees seemed healthier. The Azurean children played with one another while their older counterparts relaxed. It was a peaceful existence in Azure. 
 
    Mirella led them to a table. “Sit here. I will get you something to satisfy your appetites. A sampling of what my home has to offer.” 
 
    After Mirella was gone, Clayton looked around. He’d gotten some of attention from the Azureans. 
 
    “I wonder what they’re thinking,” Kailani said. “Freaked out? Scared?” 
 
    “I think they’re just curious. You and I are the only ones without blue skin like them. I wonder if any of them have seen someone like us.” 
 
    “Well, be sure not to leave a bad impression on them, BB. Just because they’re naked doesn’t mean they’re willing.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Kailani. You’re the only one I plan on sleeping with at the moment.” 
 
    “Oh… You’re so sweet…” She stuck her tongue out and winked. “Now save your sweet talk.” 
 
    The Azurean returned with a large tray. She set it down on the table and Clayton saw all of the plates. The food wasn’t as strange as he expected it to be. Most of it resembled the fish and crustaceans it was made of. The smell alone filled his nostrils and made his stomach rumble. 
 
    “We filet and fry our fish,” Mirella pointed out. “Not unlike what you do on the surface. The shellfish are gutted and seasoned. Here is a raw sampling of oysters and clams. These fish are roasted over an open flame and prepared in the Azurean tradition. This soup is made from the broth of kelp, designed to give you maximum energy.” 
 
    “What about this?” Clayton asked as he held up a glass with a clear liquid. “This appears to be some sorta drink. It doesn’t smell like anything.” 
 
    “That is a glass of water.” 
 
    “Oh… Right.” 
 
    “Pfft!” Kailani laughed then grabbed one of the plates for herself. “I’m not waiting for ya, BB.” 
 
    Clayton picked at the fish between his fingers and chewed on it. The food was as fresh as it could be. Whether raw or cooked, the meat was tender and juicy. The flavors were succulent. Each bite was just as satisfying as the last. 
 
    Mirella sat up straight while she watched the two of them dive into their meal. 
 
    “Are you not eating?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “I have eaten. I have a strict schedule. As the Queen’s First Hand, it is my duty to be at her side when she requests.” 
 
    “Hmm… Sounds tough. Always having to be by her side.” 
 
    “Queen Izumi is not just my liege. She is also my friend. We grew up together. Neither one of us knew our parents. While I trained for combat, Izumi studied and learned the diplomacy of the people. I am honored I am able to stand by her side while she sits on her throne.” 
 
    Kailani looked around as she chomped on her fish with her mouth open. “It looks like she’s doing a pretty good job. You guys don’t have any problems here, huh?” 
 
    “What problems would there be?” Mirella asked. “There is shelter for everybody. We have all the resources to provide food. There is no need for clothes. If one wishes to study, they have the means. If one wishes for a life of leisure, that is available as well.” 
 
    “You hear that, BB? No need for loot around here.” 
 
    “Go figure,” Clayton sighed. “What about the shop keeps? And the blacksmiths? They don’t give their goods and services for free.” 
 
    “The blacksmiths perform their function out of hobby, not necessity. The merchants barter for other needed goods. The ones who farmed your food and prepared it did so because it is an honor to do their part for the kingdom.” 
 
    “Everybody always has a place,” Kailani said. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “It looks like Azure’s got everything figured out,” Clayton said. “Maybe if we can get the rest of the world to go along with this.” 
 
    “I’d be happy if they just copied the food. This stuff is amazing!” Kailani slobbered over another piece of fish, not caring how sloppy she was eating. 
 
    “It appears you are enjoying yourself,” Mirella said. “I will get you another sampling.” 
 
    Mirella excused herself while Clayton and Kailani continued to pick at their meal. 
 
    “Maybe we should just stick around here,” Kailani said. “Good food. Good people. Good atmosphere.” 
 
    “That’d be nice,” he sighed. “But my sword is still broken. My friends are still out there. Maybe when this is all over, we’ll come back.” 
 
    “Hopefully they won’t have another spider waiting for us at the entrance.” 
 
    Clayton was in the middle of another bite of food when someone approached him. A trio of men walked up to the table. It was obvious they weren’t ordinary citizens judging from the brass armor they wore. 
 
    The lead man had short blue hair, messy on top of his head. His build wasn’t any larger than any of the other soldiers Clayton had seen. But he knew something was off, judging from the scowl on the man’s face. 
 
    “Outsider,” the man said. “You are needed at Queen Izumi’s request. I will take you to her manor.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Kailani asked. 
 
    “It is a matter of great importance. I cannot discuss it further.” 
 
    “Okay…” Clayton said. “Lemme just tell Mirella—” 
 
    “It is urgent. Queen Izumi cannot wait. Don’t worry. Mirella will be informed.” 
 
    “What’s this all about now?” His eyes shifted toward Kailani, who was just as suspicious. But before he could say anything, all three men had drawn their spears. 
 
    “Come with us,” the lead man said. “There is no more time to waste.” 
 
    Clayton sighed as he reluctantly got out of his seat. Against his better judgment, he didn’t put up a fight. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the man said to the curious crowd. “There is nothing to fear. Queen Izumi only wishes to discuss an important matter with the outsiders.” 
 
    “All right,” Clayton said. “Lead the way. You know, you don’t have to keep pointing those weapons at me. I won’t try anything.” 
 
    The lead man smirked in a way that made Clayton uneasy. “Then you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    “What the hell is happening?” Clayton pressed his forehead against the bars of his cell, wondering how he’d ended up in his situation. 
 
    Kailani lay on the floor next to him, staring up at the ceiling. “At least I’ve got a good view of the sea life outside…” 
 
    “Why would Izumi take our weapons and lock us up in a cell? It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “It sure doesn’t. But I think we’re out of options now. Either we wait for something to happen or we bust through the walls into the ocean. And I don’t think we could do that, even if you did have that fancy sword of yours.” 
 
    “We need to get outta here. Can you pick the locks?” 
 
    “Pick the locks? Why would you think something like that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Your dad always said you were getting into trouble and I figured you’d do that sorta thing.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you noticed, but there weren’t any locks in Tamwa. Second of all, I wasn’t a thief. Is that what I look like to you, BB? I haven’t stolen a thing in my life.” 
 
    “Shh… I think I hear someone coming.” 
 
    Kailani popped up from the ground and leaned up against the bars. They stared down the hallway leading to their cell as footsteps approached. Mirella appeared, rushing up to the cell and fiddling with a set of keys. 
 
    “Mirella?” Clayton said. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “It’s Remus,” she said. “The man who took you. He’s holding Queen Izumi in the throne room. He’s trying to usurp her.” 
 
    “What? Why would he do something like that—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. We have to stop him. Here.” Mirella shoved Clayton’s sword into his hand and gave Kailani her weapons back. “Remus only has a small following but he’s locked inside of the throne room. If anything happens to Izumi, it could mean chaos for all of Azure. I need you to do this for me.” 
 
    Clayton didn’t have all the details but looking into Mirella’s eyes, he knew he could trust her. “We’re with you.” 
 
    “There is only one other way into the throne room.” 
 
    Clayton looked at Kailani, unsure if he wanted to hear where exactly they were going. 
 
    “There’s something I need to do first.” He held his blade up and focused his energy. 
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    He’d gained another 10th level and got another automatic HP boost. Six levels were a good amount of points. Not knowing what he was heading into, he was unsure of where to put them. 
 
    “We must not waste any more time,” Mirella urged him. “Please make haste.” 
 
    “Okay, okay… Let’s see…” Wielding the Zeal Blade meant he could never go wrong with strength. He used up two points then split the remaining four between agility and dexterity. The small boost in his attributes made his body feel lighter and stronger. It would have to be enough to deal with Remus. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Mirella took the lead as they walked down the passageway. Clayton stayed close behind her. He had trouble keeping focus with the awful smell flooding his nostrils. 
 
    “Where exactly does all of this go?” He tried not to focus on the line of sewage flooding down the dirty pathway next to him. 
 
    “It all leads down to the bottom of Azure. There is an exit where it is released into the depths of the sea. The creatures below naturally dispose of it.” 
 
    “A bunch of poop-eating fish,” Kailani said. “I don’t wanna imagine what those things look like.” 
 
    “Never thought I’d be learning about Azure’s waste management… Are you sure this leads to the throne room?” 
 
    “There is means to relieve oneself in every room in the queen’s manor. The throne room is not an exception.” 
 
    “Remus will never expect it,” Kailani said. “We’ll pop up right out of the toilet and catch him by surprise. Hopefully the stink distracts him.” 
 
    Clayton was too focused on trying to ignore the smell to laugh. Mirella held a torch that led down the dark sewer. Eventually, the sewer pathway opened up to provide some ventilation and relief. 
 
    The room now led to a sewer system that led in multiple directions. Each path looked the same as the others. 
 
    “Now which way do we go?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “The throne room is north from the cells,” Mirella said. “I just have to make sure we…” 
 
    “We what?” 
 
    Mirella put her hand up. Right when she did, Clayton heard something coming down one of the sewage paths. It grew louder. 
 
    “What is that?” He narrowed his eyes to where the noise was coming from then suddenly it came into view. “Oh, that’s just great.” 
 
    A flood of giant rats two-feet high and two-feet wide scurried toward them. Clayton instinctively ignited his sword and shot a fireball at them. The group of rats burst into flames but another group ran toward them. 
 
    “Keep moving forward!” Mirella shouted as she stabbed with her trident. Kailani moved next to her as the endless stream of rats advanced on them. Together, the two stabbed as they got close while Clayton used his fire. 
 
    More rats came from another sewer pathway. Clayton quickly turned and fired more flames in their direction. The smell of burning rats combined with the stench of the sewage made Clayton grimace in disgust. “I’m not sure I can keep this up…” 
 
    The rats continued to stream forward. The group fought before the beasts could get any closer but they appeared without end. 
 
    “We can’t stay down here forever!” he shouted as he fired another volley at the next group. “We gotta go, Mirella!” 
 
    The Azurean looked around and sighed in frustration before pointing down one of the sewage pathways. “This way! Follow me!” 
 
    They quickly moved down the path as more rats flooded into the room. Clayton stayed on the end, creating a wall of fire to keep the beasts at bay. They raced forward until finally reaching a dead end. Mirella climbed the ladder and Kailani followed after her. 
 
    “Come on, BB! We gotta go!” 
 
    “Just making sure…” Clayton focused as much of his energy as he could. Without much wisdom, the flames he generated had a limit. “I only need enough time to get up this ladder without getting swarmed…” He pointed his sword forward as the rats piled on one each other trying to get to him. A sudden burst of flames shot out from the tip of his blade and ignited the first rat. It caused a chain reaction, the fire spreading from the fur of one of the dirty beasts to the next. He stuck his tongue out in disgust at the smell as he climbed up the ladder to escape. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The trio hid behind the steel wall of the lavatory that separated them from the rest of the throne room. Mirella stuck her head around the wall just enough to see. 
 
    “Remus has his weapon at her throat. There are four others. It looks like Izumi is by herself.” 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “He cannot take the throne by force. He knows that. If Izumi were to relinquish it willingly, the people of Azure would follow him blindly. If he kills her, even he knows there will be chaos and he will have to fight to keep his position. This way, he will maintain order.” 
 
    “Then I guess we’d better do something about it. Any plans?” 
 
    “We cannot risk putting Izumi in danger. She is all that matters. More than anything else—” 
 
    “Mirella?” Remus’s voice suddenly boomed within the throne room. “Is that you? I’ve been waiting for you.” 
 
    The usually calm Mirella widened her eyes in surprise as she looked to Clayton. 
 
    “I know you’re there! You can come out now. If you don’t, I’m afraid something will happen to your friend.” 
 
    Mirella walked out of the lavatory and into the throne room without waiting another moment. Remus smirked with satisfaction as soon as he laid eyes on her. 
 
    “Ah… There you are. Did you not think I knew about the passage through the sewers? I’ve lived in Azure for as long as you have.” 
 
    “If you have, then you would know what you are doing is wrong. You disgrace yourself. You disgrace Azure. You disgrace the legacy and everything that will come after.” 
 
    “Disgrace,” he scoffed. “I think it is a disgrace for me to sit idly by while someone unworthy rules in my place.” 
 
    He poked his javelin against Izumi’s throat as she sat helplessly on her knees. The four guards stood with their weapons raised. Clayton eyeballed each of them, trying to figure out a way to get to them without putting the queen in danger. 
 
    “You will never be king,” Mirella said. “I will not allow it.” 
 
    “You’re not in any position to say such things,” Remus said. 
 
    “There is still a chance. Put your weapons down and walk away. Queen Izumi will grant you mercy. You will see she is a fair and just ruler.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in the mercy of someone who no longer has the position to grant it. I will take the throne.” 
 
    “If you hurt her, I will not allow you to walk out of this room alive.” 
 
    “I’ll walk out of here. The question you should be asking is whether or not you will be walking out of here.” 
 
    “Ahh!” Mirella let out a primal scream as she rushed forward. Two of the men met her as she thrust her trident trying to get to Remus. 
 
    “Come on!” Remus grabbed Izumi by the collar and pulled her back, his javelin still pointed at her throat. 
 
    Kailani and Clayton moved forward to engage the other two guards. 
 
    It was a tricky fight for Clayton. The long, pointed spear of the guard proved to make it difficult for him to get close to. His broken sword did him no favors. Every slash fell short. Every stab was parried easily. A sharp blade was useless with no reach. 
 
    “Crap…” He dodged out of the way and readied himself. “I just have to get one good hit in… I know I can cut him down… Just one opening.” 
 
    He squeezed his hands around his hilt as his opponent circled him. The guard smirked, his weapon considerably long enough to hit Clayton even at a distance. 
 
    “Just need to wait for an opening… Have to time it…” Clayton didn’t try swinging or moving forward. “Wait for it…” 
 
    Clayton blink dashed forward just as the guard thrust. He then quickly raised his foot up and caught the guard between the legs. The guard trembled in pain, too stunned to react. It was all the opportunity Clayton needed as he sunk the broken Zeal Blade into the guard’s neck. 
 
    He looked over and saw Kailani had littered the other guard with daggers and cut him down. The two moved forward to help Mirella, who had taken down one guard but was still dealing with the last. 
 
    “It is over,” Mirella said. “Lay down your weapon and Queen Izumi will grant you mercy. As the Queen’s First Hand, you have my vow.” 
 
    The guard didn’t take the opportunity he was given, thrusting wildly. Mirella easily parried the blow then raised her trident up. It pierced through the guard’s armor and impaled him completely. She dug it into his chest, crimson trailing down her blades. She kept it there until the life left his eyes. 
 
    His body slumped to the floor and the trio turned their attention to Remus. He had Izumi at his weapon’s tip this entire time. 
 
    “There’s nowhere to go,” Clayton said. “It’s just like Mirella said. Don’t make this any worse for yourself. It’s not worth it.” 
 
    Remus began to tremble. The worry on his face was obvious. 
 
    “I will grant you mercy. There has been too much bloodshed already. It must end now.” Izumi spoke calmly, looking at Mirella like nothing was wrong. 
 
    Remus shifted his eyes around then looked straight at Clayton. “It-It must end now,” he stuttered. 
 
    Clayton looked into his yellow eyes and saw fear. But something strange happened. A flash of blue. 
 
    “What the…” It was only there for a moment but Clayton was sure he’d seen it. 
 
    The Zeal Blade began to vibrate in his hands. A faint red aura formed around the blade before quickly disappearing. 
 
    Remus dropped his weapon and suddenly fainted to the ground. 
 
    “Izumi!” Mirella rushed up and grabbed the queen. 
 
    “I am fine,” Izumi said. “Instruct the guards to detain Remus.” 
 
    “Yes, Queen.” Mirella bowed her head and quickly opened the throne room to the guards who were waiting outside. Remus was seized and the bodies of the guards who’d fallen were taken. 
 
    But Clayton wasn’t paying attention to anything happening around him. His eyes were focused on his sword. 
 
    “You okay, BB?” 
 
    He looked up at Kailani and shook his head. 
 
    “Did you see that?” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “Zeal… It reacted… For a split-second.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Kailani shrugged. 
 
    He looked back at his sword, staring at it in disbelief. “I don’t know…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Clayton walked through the halls of the manor, escorted by several guards. He came to a door at the end of the hall where Mirella stood. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” she asked. “After what he did, he is capable of anything.” 
 
    “You know Remus better than I do. Before this happened, did you think he could do something like this?” 
 
    The question made her shift her eyes away. “Remus was as loyal as the others. It is strange behavior…” 
 
    “I have to get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    Mirella sighed a deep breath and nodded. She pushed the door open and Clayton stepped inside. The room was familiar to Clayton, the glass walls providing a view of the blue water and sea life outside. But he was on the other side of the bars now. 
 
    Clayton walked up to the cell and excused the two guards. 
 
    Remus crouched on the ground, his back turned. Clayton could barely tell he was awake judging from the way he ran his fingers over the marble floor. 
 
    “What is it?” Remus said. “Have you come to mock me during my imprisonment?” 
 
    “I just want answers to some questions.” 
 
    Remus turned his head slowly then got up. He walked toward the bars and held his hands out. “I don’t think I have the answers you’re looking for, outsider.” 
 
    “Why did you do it?” 
 
    Remus paused for a moment. The regret in his eyes was clear to Clayton. His mouth hung open with a moment of hesitation before finally answering. “You know why I did it. I wanted to be ruler of Azure.” 
 
    “Do you have a problem with Queen Izumi’s reign?” 
 
    “…No.” 
 
    “Then why would you want to usurp her?” 
 
    Remus shook his head softly. “I don’t know.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence between the two. Clayton almost felt sorry for the man. But he knew he had to keep pushing him. 
 
    “Tell me, Remus. Have you felt strange lately? Did you feel… different?” Remus stared at Clayton, eyes narrowing like he knew Clayton was up to something. “Please. Whatever you know, you have to tell me.” 
 
    “I… I don’t know why I did what I did. It was just a sudden feeling that came over me. Something compelling me to go through with it. I love and respect Queen Izumi. There was something inside of me though… I wanted what she had.” 
 
    “You were jealous?” 
 
    “Jealous… At the moment, it felt like I was. Not now though. Now I realize how foolish I was.” 
 
    “Have you done anything different lately? Have you encountered any foreign objects? Have you spoken to any strangers or heard voices in your head?” 
 
    “You are the only stranger in Azure, outsider. Are you suggesting your arrival coincides with my moment of lost sanity?” 
 
    “I don’t know… Maybe it does.” 
 
    “Not that it matters,” Remus sighed. “Izumi has granted me mercy but I will spend the rest of my days in confinement, lamenting my decision. There’s no point in contemplating the ifs now.” 
 
    Remus returned to the back of his cell and crouched down, his hand back on the marble floor. Clayton stared at him for a moment and wondered if there was anything else he could ask. But he had nothing. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
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    Clayton contemplated the two stat points he’d gained through combat in the sewers and throne room. He put them into wisdom, the fire he cast proving to be useful against the swarm of rats. 
 
    His essence numbers disappeared and he focused his eyes on the sword in his hands. 
 
    “There was a reaction. I know I saw it… I felt it…” 
 
    “But the sword is only active around the Maledict. The last time anything happened was right after I beat Thomas and sealed the biggest rift—” 
 
    A knock at the door made him turn his head up. It opened up and Queen Izumi stepped inside. She wore a long, slinky gown made out of dark blue silk. It hugged the curves of her body enough for Clayton to see just how slim she was underneath. 
 
    The queen stepped forward and bowed her head. “I apologize, Clayton. I did not mean to interrupt you.” 
 
    “You’re not interrupting. And you’ve got every right to come in here. It’s your manor.” 
 
    “How are you quarters treating you?” 
 
    He smiled at the sea life floating around him. “A comfortable bed and a bathroom are all I need. A rejuvenation pool in the next room is just a bonus. I don’t know if I could ever get used to living in a fish bowl but it’s nice.” 
 
    “You have nothing to fear from the creatures in the sea. It is only when their nature is disrupted by those on land do they react. The dome will protect Azure from all outside threats. The Great Kraken itself keeps the peace.” 
 
    “That’s one giant peacekeeper…” 
 
    Queen Izumi took another step forward, her fingers intertwined while Clayton turned his attention back to his sword. 
 
    “Did the traitor give you the answers you seek?” 
 
    Clayton shook his head. “I just have more questions.” 
 
    “I have many questions as well… I find it curious Remus’s attempt at seizing the throne coincides with your arrival.” 
 
    He slowly looked up at the queen, trying to hold back his surprise. She smiled softly and put her hand up. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to make an accusation. I’m merely pointing out the timing.” 
 
    “You’re right though. There’s a correlation between the two. I know there is. I just don’t know what it is.” 
 
    Queen Izumi moved right next to Clayton. Her scent was strange but not unpleasant. Something refreshing. Like breathing in the saltwater air only sweeter. 
 
    “The Zeal Blade…” She put her hand on top of his. He was so surprised, he nearly jerked back. “I have read the legends of Nalore. I have read about the blight of the Maledict. I have read about the heroic Ferrum who come to Xeylon to send it back into the darkness.” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe, ain’t it?” 
 
    “Perhaps. But I have seen you with my own eyes. You have risked your life. You are a Ferrum, Clayton. There is no doubt about that.” 
 
    She trailed her fingers up his hand and over his arm. He didn’t stop her though he was curious as her hand continued to move up his shoulder and around the back of his neck. She scratched his skin softly, making his eyelids flutter. 
 
    “I have heard the stories of what strengthens the weapon. A thirst for violence. A greed for power. A hunger for food itself. Even the willingness to do nothing at all.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of that… Maybe I should have read up on the other Ferrum when I was in Nalore…” 
 
    “Tell me. What powers the Zeal Blade?” 
 
    “It is…” Clayton suddenly became sheepish at his response. “How do I tell a woman it gets stronger by sleeping with them without making it seem like I’m hitting on them?” He chuckled softly, knowing there was no right way to put it. “It’s powered by spending time… with women…” 
 
    “Lust.” The corner of her lip twitched into a smile he’d never seen from the normally reserved queen. “I imagine most people take you for a mad man when you say it.” 
 
    “You’d be right. Even when they see it for themselves, they don’t believe it.” 
 
    “The stories of the Ferrum and the Maledict are as old as time itself. Azure has stood since those times, long enough to learn of those stories.” She continued to dig her fingertips into the back of Clayton’s neck. Her touch was soft, making his eyelids flutter as the pleasure moved from his shoulders and down the rest of his torso. “I wish to aid you on your journey, Clayton.” 
 
    “I… I can see what you’re getting at. But there are no Maledict for you to assist me with.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Then you will allow me to indulge myself just this once. It is not often we have outsiders. I am the queen, after all.” 
 
    His face drifted toward hers. He looked down at her, yellow eyes narrowed and midnight blue lips moving closer to him. Izumi was beautiful by any means but the exotic appeal of her pale blue skin made her more desirable. 
 
    He pressed his lips to hers, swirling his tongue in her mouth. Her kiss was wet and loud, filling the silence of his quarters. He pulled away for a moment to look into her eyes then nodded. 
 
    “You are the queen…” 
 
    She moved away just enough to stand before him. Her arms reached for the straps of her slinky dress. She kept her eyes locked on him as she let the straps fall. The rest of the fabric followed, collecting in a pile around her ankles. 
 
    Clayton’s eyes worked their way up, from her slender legs up toward her entrance, covered by a small tuft of blue hair above it. Her waist seemed slimmer as the shape of her breasts were more considerable than even her thin dress displayed. 
 
    “Come… Let us partake in this rare union… An Azurean… And a Ferrum…” Izumi took his hand and led him toward the bed. He worked the straps of his armor off, kicking his sandals away and climbing out of his loincloth until he was naked the same as her. 
 
    Izumi laid back on the bed. Clayton crawled between her legs and ran his hands along the insides of her thighs. There was a tinge of wetness on her body. Not like sweat but slick enough for him to slide his hand comfortably over her. 
 
    He eyed the center between her legs. The dark hair below her waist trailed just above a small slit. The pink was inviting, making Clayton’s mouth water to the point he couldn’t help himself. 
 
    “Come, Ferrum… Strengthen your weapon as the legends have told…” 
 
    Clayton moved forward and pressed his tongue against her. The taste was strong. Something sweet that made him crave more. He licked up her slit and swallowed the wetness dripping out of her. His tongue lashed out at the nub swelling just above her entrance. His hands moved underneath her, cupping the tensing muscles of her ass so he could dig his tongue even deeper into her. 
 
    The Azurean Queen trembled from his touch. Her hips bucked. Her gasps grew steadily louder. She was climbing, slowly running out of breath. 
 
    The sounds of her desire only made Clayton want even more of her. His tongue worked fervently as if dying of thirst and hunger. 
 
    “Clayton…” Izumi whispered his name between throaty moans as she lost herself. Clayton held her through her climax, enjoying the taste continuing to cascade out of her. 
 
    He set her back down on the mattress comfortably after she finished. She quaked softly in her position, breasts heaving as she filled her lungs with the breath she needed. Her eyes opened wide and a contented smile crossed her lips. 
 
    “Come… Complete our union…” 
 
    Clayton swallowed to wet his dry throat then crawled up the mattress on top of her. His mouth stopped briefly on her breasts, sucking on her nipples and enjoying the taste before eventually bringing his lips back to hers. 
 
    Her body was warm but wet. He pressed down on her and enjoyed the slick softness of her skin. Between his legs, Clayton’s length swelled with desire. It twitched in search of her entrance. His tip hit her folds and both of them gasped softly in unison. 
 
    Clayton clenched his jaw and looked into Izumi’s eyes as he plunged himself into her. The wet warmth of her body engulfed him. Her tightness seized him, swallowing him whole and making his whole body tremble. 
 
    “Show me your strength, Ferrum.” 
 
    He pressed both palms down on the mattress and rocked his hips. His strokes were hard and forceful though the queen begged for more. Every time he plunged into her, he pushed himself closer to the edge. 
 
    His shaft split her insides and throbbed with life. He could already sense his end, almost ashamed to give in so quickly but the feeling was overwhelming. His pace quickened. The bed shook in rhythm with his thrusts. The hard slapping of his hilt against her body grew louder. 
 
    Queen Izumi’s jaw dropped as the pleasure overwhelmed her. Her breasts heaved up and down. Her legs instinctively wrapped around him and her nails found the back of his neck. She dug into his skin and arched her back as if daring him to move deeper into her. 
 
    The pain from her nails only drove Clayton to push even harder. He gritted his teeth and grunted more and more. He kept his eyes open, staring into the beautiful queen’s yellow gaze in an attempt to push himself to the edge. 
 
    With a few more thrusts, he fell over. His length throbbed inside of the queen. Thick pulses of his seed pumped into Izumi. She tightened around him and groaned with him through his orgasm. 
 
    He came for as long as he could before his stamina was drained. One last kiss sealed their moment together and he rolled over onto his side. 
 
    Queen Izumi stepped up from the bed. Clayton admired her sweaty backside before she climbed back into her gown. 
 
    “The kingdom of Azure thanks you. I thank you, Clayton. Please enjoy my hospitality for as long as you like.” 
 
    Izumi left. The door clicked closed and Clayton let out a sigh of relief. As he watched the sea life float by him, he wondered if he could spend the rest of his days in Azure. 
 
    But even sleeping with the queen herself wasn’t enough to get his mind off what happened. He was already wondering if Jalise and Rena were still alive. The Zeal Blade was shattered. He had to find the answers, here in Azure or somewhere else. He would never be able to rest comfortably until then. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Clayton was overwhelmed as he walked through the markets of Azure. Most of the items on sale were just trinkets the Azureans wore to accentuate their bodies since they wore few clothes. Everything else was a food shop that emitted all kinds of exotic smells and aromas. 
 
    He paused in front of a blacksmith. “Why are their blacksmiths? From what I’ve seen, the Azureans don’t engage in combat outside of the guard for the queen.” 
 
    “It is mostly symbolic,” Mirella explained. “Just because you cannot wield a sword or don a piece of armor does not mean there is not a certain art to it. Azureans like to display such pieces in their homes.” 
 
    “You think a blacksmith would be offended if I told him to make me a piece of armor?” 
 
    “As you were already told, your physiology would have to be studied. It would take some time to craft it and even then, I would think there is better armor to suit your fighting style.” 
 
    “That’s a shame.” 
 
    “What do you need new armor for?” Kailani smacked her lips as she took a hunk out of the roasted fish in her hands. “You’re doing just fine with what you got. That sword of yours seems to heal all of your wounds, anyway.” 
 
    “Not the big ones…” 
 
    “Come.” Mirella marched forward through the markets toward the Central Square. “I will show you something.” 
 
    Clayton enjoyed the peace of the markets despite the thoughts running through his head. The Azureans gave him curious eyes but never bothered him. If anything, they were smiling, his heroic deeds in the throne room quickly spreading through the dome. 
 
    Kailani noisily munched on her fish and waved to her admirers. “Basking in the adoration of an entire kingdom… I think I could get used to this.” 
 
    “Have you decided how much longer you’ll be staying?” Mirella asked. 
 
    “Not long,” Clayton said. “We have much more to accomplish. What I’m looking for isn’t in Azure.” 
 
    “Then let me show you one last thing before you go.” 
 
    They headed into the Central Square where everybody was relaxing. The kids ran through the grass and played with one another. The men and women ate their food without a care in the world. 
 
    Mirella walked toward one of the larger trees in the square and stood next to a small monument. Clayton narrowed his eyes as he got closer to it. 
 
    “Is that… An essence tablet…” 
 
    “Queen Izumi told me to show it to you,” Mirella said. “She said perhaps it would be of some use to you, a Ferrum.” 
 
    Clayton ran his hand over the small slab. The energy coursed through his body then small, translucent flames appeared before him with his stats. “I should make a recording of my essence here. In case anything happens.” 
 
    “I have seen that thing all of my life. I never imagined it was used for something.” 
 
    “First Hilamau. Now Azure. I wonder why there are essence tablets so far away from Nalore. There’s no need for a Ferrum to venture so far.” 
 
    “The history of Xeylon is longer than anyone knows. To decipher the intentions of the ancients would be impossible.” 
 
    Clayton pulled his hand away and smiled at the Azurean. “Thank you, Mirella. I appreciate you showing me this.” 
 
    “It was no effort of mine. You have already done much for this kingdom and the queen. I appreciate your presence, Clayton.” 
 
    Despite Mirella’s serious demeanor, Clayton knew it was only because of her position. Underneath her exterior, she was just a young woman as kind as any he’d ever encountered. 
 
    Mirella began to smile back at him when Clayton suddenly felt something on his hip. 
 
    “What is that?” He wasn’t sure he was seeing it right. He instinctively drew the Zeal Blade from his sheath and saw the crimson aura glowing around it. “It’s reacting… You see this?” 
 
    “Whoa.” Kailani stopped mid-bite and raised an eyebrow. “I see it.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” Mirella asked. 
 
    “The blade only reacts when the Maledict are present.” Clayton shook his head but the aura continued to grow stronger. “It doesn’t make any sense—” 
 
    Crash. 
 
    A thundering boom like a bolt of lightning cracked the air. The Azureans in the Central Square all gasped in surprise. Clayton looked around then turned his head up. 
 
    The dome stretched up as far as the sky would on the surface. Underneath it, he could see something. A small black cloud formed, swirling and growing in size like a swelling storm. The black mist began to turn blue as it continued to fill the air. 
 
    The Azureans looked on in disbelief. Mirella widened her eyes. Kailani dropped her fish, her mouth open in disbelief. Clayton kept his hands tight around his hilt, the Zeal Blade continuing to glow with life. 
 
    “What is that?” Mirella said. 
 
    Clayton stared at the growing cloud, not wanting to acknowledge it. “It can’t be…” But as figures began to emerge from the mist, he knew there was no mistaking it. “Maledict.” 
 
    Several beasts leaped down from the cloud and stomped onto the grass in the Central Square. They had no exact shape or form. Like massive wolves made up of a black mist. Their eyes glowed a shining blue. They roared and bared their teeth, their terrifying cries echoing through the dome. 
 
    The Azureans screamed and ran as the beasts began to chase after them. 
 
    “We must save them!” Mirella drew her weapon and charged forward, stabbing one of the beasts with her trident. 
 
    Kailani followed her lead, pulling out her bone daggers and leaping into the air. She pounced on top of a creature with a stab and hopped over to another one. 
 
    Clayton focused his energy as more of the beasts continued to pour out of the mist. Fighting the Maledict was a feeling he hadn’t forgotten, though he wasn’t eager to get back into it so quickly. 
 
    His speed and strength had improved since the last encounter. It took less effort to cut through them, less effort to find his target, and less effort to dodge their vicious swipes. But these Maledict were different. They snarled and snatched at him with a ferociousness unlike their predecessors. 
 
    Clayton used his experience to stay on his feet. When one beast would come charging at him, he dashed out of the way and slashed it on its side. Another came to catch him off guard but he was ready. A hard swipe, as sloppy as it was, was enough to cut the rabid beast down. 
 
    More creatures continued to spill out. Mirella and Kailani fought by Clayton’s side. The Queen’s Guard emerged from her keep and joined the fight. They fought with the discipline Clayton expected from Azure’s finest. But the beasts continued to pour out. 
 
    “You have to hold them off!” Clayton shouted. “I’ll seal the rift! I need more time!” 
 
    “Go!” Mirella shouted. 
 
    “We got your back, BB!” Kailani twirled out of the way of a beast running toward her and cut it down with two quick swipes. 
 
    Clayton gripped his hilt and focused all of his energy into the blade. “Let’s hope this thing still works…” He closed his eyes for a moment and felt the Zeal Blade trembling in his grip. The energy coursed through his veins, moving from his body, down his arms and into his hands. 
 
    He opened his eyes just to see the glowing red energy around his sword. 
 
    “That’s it! That’s the Zeal Blade I was waiting to see!” 
 
    “That voice…” Clayton turned his head toward the voice and saw the black mist moving toward him. It came to a sudden halt and gathered in front of him. The darkness slowly began to take shape. 
 
    A set of steel armor covered the frame of a slim man from head to toe. If he were back in Nalore, Clayton would’ve assumed he was one of the knights in the army judging from how simple his armor was. But he was no man. His face was dark, black mist trailing along his features. His eyes shined blue. He had no pupils though, just a glow like blue fire burned in his eye sockets. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you, Clayton.” 
 
    Clayton narrowed his eyes. “You… Your voice… I heard it… When I died on Hilamau.” 
 
    “That’s right. In the void of death was the only time I could get through to you. A warning to let you know I’m coming. And now… I’m here. Belenoth.” 
 
    “Funny name for a man who’s about to die.” 
 
    “I’m not a man. And I’m not about to die.” 
 
    “What do you want? You know the Zeal Blade has the power to destroy you.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I can’t take it from you. You’ve gathered a lot of strength since the chasms. I will take it from you like my predecessor failed to do.” 
 
    Belenoth held his arm out and formed a long rapier from the black mist. One hand behind his back, he turned his head toward Clayton. “Show me your strength, Ferrum.” 
 
    Clayton roared as he charged toward the Maledict. Belenoth moved to the side and parried the swing from Clayton’s broken sword. Clayton stumbled to a knee and quickly got up to his feet to knock away Belenoth’s stab. The Maledict backed up and lowered his weapon. 
 
    “Interesting… Lots of strength but not much precision. I suppose it’s the expected way to level your essence.” 
 
    Belenoth’s smirk annoyed Clayton enough to get the Ferrum to attack again. He didn’t charge recklessly this time, swinging hard over and over in an attempt to slice off his opponent’s head. Belenoth met each swing with his rapier. What the Maledict’s sword lacked in strength he made up for with quickness. 
 
    Clayton grew tired as his stamina drained. He swung as much as he could before being forced to recover. Belenoth took a step back, both hands behind his back as he looked down his nose at his opponent. 
 
    “Yes… You’ve gotten stronger… You still don’t know how to properly swing a sword…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if I know how to swing it or not. All I need to do is this.” 
 
    Clayton squeezed his hands tight around the hilt. The energy formed around the blade. “Take down the rift…” He turned his attention away from Belenoth and focused on the black storm above him. 
 
    Belenoth didn’t stop him, instead just watching as Clayton aimed his sword. “Yes. Gather your strength. It will be more satisfying when I take it from you.” 
 
    Clayton continued ignoring the Ferrum as he fired the energy toward the mist. The blinding light crashed into the storm. 
 
    “This was just a sample. Your time is coming, Ferrum.” 
 
    Clayton kept his sword up until the light disappeared in a flash. The storm had disappeared completely. Belenoth was nowhere to be found. 
 
    The beasts that remained were quickly dispatched, fading into mist as soon as they fell. 
 
    “That was tiring.” Kailani walked up to Clayton. “You all right, BB?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    Mirella and the rest of the Azureans looked around to see if there were any more threats. When Clayton looked into Mirella’s eyes, he saw a concern he’d never seen before. He didn’t want to tell her she had every reason to be worried. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Queen Izumi sat stoic on her throne after listening to the details from Mirella next to her. She was silent, contemplating a big decision. Her eyes shifted toward Clayton in front of her. 
 
    “It is true,” she said. “Now we know for sure the arrival of the Maledict coincides directly with your presence.” 
 
    “The Maledict are deadly,” Clayton said. “But as long as I have the Zeal Blade, even with it broken, I can still defeat them. I will leave Azure. When I’m gone, the Maledict will no longer be a threat to your kingdom.” 
 
    “I appreciate your concern. But the Maledict are a threat to all of Xeylon, regardless of whether or not you are the focus of their aim. I pledge to you the assistance of the kingdom of Azure in your fight against the Maledict. We do not possess the great army of other kingdoms but my guard can hold its own.” 
 
    “Thank you. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. From the way things look, I can settle this by myself.” 
 
    “As you wish. But I insist on providing you assistance. A vessel has been prepared to bring you back to the surface. You can continue your journey.” 
 
    “Let’s hope our boat is still there,” Kailani said. 
 
    “I advise you to sail northeast from here. Search for the kingdom of Shara on the continent of Green Terra. You may find what you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Shara.” Clayton nodded. “That’s where I’ll head.” 
 
    Izumi turned toward Mirella and smiled. “Mirella. My First Hand. My friend. I ask you a great favor.” 
 
    “You do not need to ask me a favor,” Mirella said. “Simply say it and it will be done.” 
 
    “The Ferrum has a great task ahead of him. Accompany him on his journey. Assist him in any way you can. Represent Azure in the battle against the Maledict.” 
 
    “It is my duty to serve you, your majesty.” 
 
    Izumi stood up from her seat and cupped her hands around Mirella’s face. She pulled her in close, kissing her softly on the lips. Clayton didn’t say anything though he was surprised at the sight. 
 
    Izumi turned back toward Clayton and nodded. “Go. Head toward Shara. End the threat of the Maledict once again.” 
 
    The arrival of a new threat was another task Clayton had to deal with. His hands were already full but now the clock was ticking. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 59 
 
    Available Points 2 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 600 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 21 
 
    Constitution 17 
 
    Agility 15 
 
    Dexterity 13 
 
    Wisdom 13 
 
      
 
    The fight with Belenoth lingered in Clayton’s thoughts. The Maledict proved to be a different opponent from Thomas. Thomas relied on brute strength in an attempt to cut Clayton down. On the other hand, Belenoth seemed to emphasize countering Clayton’s wild swings. 
 
    Clayton placed the points in dexterity, though he doubted it would aid him in hitting his target. But just a single essence point filled with him with a sense of pride. All of the levels he’d gained and essence he’d gathered up to this point was noticeable. 
 
    “Now let’s see…” 
 
      
 
    Zeal Blade 
 
    Core Level 9 
 
    Passion of Consort Faith - Vigorous: The blade requires less stamina to swing 
 
    Passion of Jalise the Sage - Torrid: Flames can be channeled from the blade 
 
    Passion of Regent Magne - The Queen’s Touch: More essence is gathered from creatures defeated by the blade 
 
    Passion of Monarch Velour - Intoxicating Thirst: Dealing damage with the blade absorbs essence and heals minor injuries 
 
    Passion of Queen Ixia - Rigid Bark: At the cost of stamina, the blade creates a shield, blocking all incoming attacks 
 
    Passion of Rena Ordain - Brisk Rhythm: The blade grants the ability to quickly dash short distances 
 
    Passion of Kailani - Deep Thrust: Leap into the air and strike the blade into the ground with force 
 
    Passion of Iris - Heel Worship: A powerful kick that temporarily stuns 
 
    Passion of Queen Izumi - Breathless: Hold your breath underwater for extended periods of time 
 
      
 
    “Huh… That could be useful…” He sheathed the Zeal Blade then leaned over the side railing of the ship. 
 
    The sea was calm at night. The bright sun replaced by stars against a black backdrop steadied Clayton’s heart. He inhaled a deep breath of the saltwater air and cleared his lungs. The cool sea breeze against his skin made him even more relaxed. 
 
    He pulled out his compass to make sure he was headed in the right direction. He didn’t know how far northeast Shara was from Azure but at least he knew he was headed in the right direction. 
 
    “Nice compass.” Mirella appeared next to him. The pale-faced Azurean smiled softly. The moonlight gave her blue skin a glimmering shine that made her stand out in the darkness. 
 
    “It’s from a friend. Back in Nalore. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen him, now that I think about it.” 
 
    “Do you have many friends in Nalore?” 
 
    “Everybody in Nalore treated me like a hero. The Regent herself praised me. But they weren’t friends like Iolas was. The only other people close to me are Rena and Jalise and they’re… I don’t know where they are. I don’t even know if they’re alive. We were in the middle of the sea when the kraken breached the surface.” 
 
    “If your friends are as strong as you, I believe they survived.” 
 
    “Surviving is one thing. Finding them in a world as big as Xeylon seems like an impossible task.” Clayton sighed as he looked out toward the endless horizon. There was nothing but water in every direction he looked. But he didn’t want to let his mood ruin the moment for Mirella. “Have you traveled far from Azure before?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I have lived my entire life in Azure. There was no reason for me to leave.” 
 
    “You could come out here. Experience the world.” 
 
    “All of the experiences Xeylon has to offer eventually come to Azure. Food. Drink. Entertainment. Art. Science and technology. You have seen for yourself how great a kingdom it is.” 
 
    “I suppose I can’t argue with that. And I don’t blame you for not wanting to leave your friends behind. You had a lot of friends, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I had many acquaintances in the queen’s manor but Queen Izumi was my closest friend.” 
 
    “I know it was difficult for you to leave her behind—” 
 
    “It was not difficult to leave her behind. She asked this of me. Just because she is not here with me now does not mean she is gone. Azureans do not regret positive experiences. It is the past. The pleasant memories I have of Izumi will stay with me in here…” She placed her hand on her chest. “…And here.” Her hand moved to her head. “As long as I am alive, she is with me and I am with her.” 
 
    The sincerity in Mirella’s eyes was clear. For a moment, looking at her calmed him and made him forget about the burdens he’d have to deal with. He thought he was getting closer to her though he still hesitated to push. His curiosity got the best of him. 
 
    “You and Izumi… You shared a long kiss in the throne room.” 
 
    “Not as long as the kiss you shared with her earlier.” 
 
    Clayton bit his tongue, holding back his surprise. Mirella smirked, her body shaking like she was trying not to giggle. 
 
    “She is my friend. My closest confidante. It is nothing for her to share the details of an intimate moment.” 
 
    “She seems like more than a friend to you.” 
 
    “Izumi and I enjoy one another’s company. The pleasures of the flesh need to be satisfied.” 
 
    “Yeah… I get that. Humans are the same way.” 
 
    “And would you say that now your needs must be satisfied?” Mirella stepped back from him, her eyes locked on his. Clayton watched as she reached behind her back. The metal clasp of her armor undone, her top fell down and revealed the ample breasts she’d been hiding. 
 
    “Wow…” He held back his surprise as the Azurean continued. Her bracers. Her boots. Her bottoms down, she revealed the entrance between her legs. In contrast to Izumi, her mound was completely bare, just a narrow slit between her legs. She removed her tiara last and let her bangs fall down completely. 
 
    Clayton looked her up and down then sighed a deep breath through his nose in admiration. “Azureans are amazing creatures.” 
 
    Mirella leaned forward and kissed him softly. The sweet taste of her tongue flooded his thoughts and swelled the desire in his stomach. His length stretched between his legs and strained against the fabric. 
 
    She pulled away and smiled. “Kailani is sleeping. I would not want to interrupt her slumber.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. She’s a heavy sleeper.” 
 
    “Perhaps there is another way.” Mirella moved her back toward the side railing then flipped over into the water with a big splash. Clayton watched from the edge as she bobbed up and down, swimming along with the slow moving boat. “The water is refreshing.” 
 
    “I don’t know… Open sea… Nighttime… Looks kinda cold…” 
 
    “I have seen you accomplish many things. Strange to think water could turn a Ferrum into a coward.” 
 
    “A coward… Well, then… I guess I’ve got no choice.” 
 
    Clayton removed his armor until he was bare then dived into the water with a splash. He shuddered immediately, chilled to the bone. 
 
    “Jeez! It’s c-cold…” 
 
    “Then perhaps I should warm you up…” Mirella cupped his face and brought him close. Their lips tangled together as they slowly sank beneath the surface of the water. 
 
    Clayton pulled her into his embrace and continued to kiss her when he noticed something strange. He wasn’t struggling to breathe. The water around him was clear. It felt like he could float in the water forever. 
 
    Realizing he would not have to come up for air, he turned his focus entirely on the Azurean. He moved his mouth down and took her breast into his mouth. He sucked her nipple, running his tongue over the blue flesh until it swelled in his mouth. 
 
    Mirella gasped in ecstasy though it was lost in the water. She cradled Clayton’s head in her hands and stuck her chest out so he could continue devouring her. 
 
    Floating in the water meant it was easier for Clayton to get access to all of her body. He playfully grabbed her hips and pushed her up until her entrance was near his mouth. He licked at her slit. Though he was surrounded by water, he could still taste how sweet she was. 
 
    Mirella giggled in the water and flipped over until her feet were pointed toward the surface. Her mouth near his length, she wrapped her fingers and pumped his shaft. Clayton gasped when her mouth followed. She rocked her head back and forth gently. Her tongue licked all over him as he began to throb. He braced himself by pushing his mouth onto her with greater fervor. 
 
    The two stayed intertwined underneath the water. Mirella squeezed her legs around his head and moved her hips against his face. Despite the pleasure he felt around his shaft, Clayton still marveled at being able to float so effortlessly without needing to come up for air. 
 
    He began shifting his hips with greater intensity. He moved with so much energy he knew it wouldn’t be long until he reached his end. He forced himself to move away from her. 
 
    Mirella rotated back in front of him. Her dark blue hair flowed in every direction. Her body glistened. A wry smile on her lips said everything she wanted to say. Clayton could only hold back for so long. 
 
    “Take me.” Mirella mouthed the words loud enough to get through the water. 
 
    Clayton nodded and floated closer to her. She spread her legs and invited him between. His hand on his length, he positioned himself at her narrow slit. He pushed in and found the sudden warmth of her insides. 
 
    Their jaws dropped as the pleasure consumed both of them. She moved closer to him, wrapping her arms and legs around his body. His hands cupped her ass as he proceeded to thrust into her. 
 
    The sea life around them continued to swim peacefully. They ignored the scene of the two taking one another in a fit of passion. 
 
    Clayton didn’t worry about what might be lurking in the water. Any sharks or whales. Any dangerous creatures in the darkness. Not even the cold water itself was enough to stop him from taking Mirella with all of his strength. 
 
    The Azurean’s warmth continued to tighten around him. Clayton strained to keep up. His lungs burned not because he was drowning but because he pushed himself. The hard collision of their bodies slamming into each other reverberated through the water and rippled all the way to the surface. 
 
    Clayton looked at Mirella while he took her. Her yellow eyes narrowed. Her mouth hung open in orgasmic agony. Her breasts heaved with every hard thrust. 
 
    A hand moved up to her breast, squeezing the soft flesh to stimulate both of them even further. It made Mirella work even harder as she began grinding her hips against his hilt. 
 
    Her eyelids began to flutter. Her mouth opened even wider. She trembled suddenly before her body seized. Her warm entrance tightening against his shaft was enough to let Clayton know she was climaxing. He held her in his grip through her orgasm, pumping himself into her until he reached his own end. 
 
    His length throbbed hard inside of her. He wanted to give her every last drop of his seed. With how much she moved against him and impaled herself, he could tell Mirella wanted it just as bad as he did. 
 
    They came together until their desires left them completely. They stayed wrapped in one another’s arms, floating in the peaceful water. 
 
    Curious, Clayton stayed in his position for as long as he could before swimming back to the surface with Mirella in his embrace. 
 
    A deep gasp filled his burning lungs but he still smiled from the experience. “Wait a second… Did you know I could hold my breath for so long?” 
 
    “I assumed you could.” 
 
    “I could’ve drowned you know. Just for some sex…” 
 
    “Would you have regretted it?” 
 
    Mirella’s smirk was a side of the Azurean he’d never seen before. He grinned back at her and nodded. 
 
    “Don’t tempt me.” 
 
    “Come. We must rest. Shara awaits us.” 
 
    Clayton watched as Mirella climbed the side of the ship. Even though his desires were satisfied, the shape of her body was hard to ignore. He stayed in the water for as long as he could until the cold finally got to him. 
 
    “Shara,” he sighed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Zeal Blade 
 
    Core Level 10 
 
    Passion of Consort Faith - Vigorous: The blade requires less stamina to swing 
 
    Passion of Jalise the Sage - Torrid: Flames can be channeled from the blade 
 
    Passion of Regent Magne - The Queen’s Touch: More essence is gathered from creatures defeated by the blade 
 
    Passion of Monarch Velour - Intoxicating Thirst: Dealing damage with the blade absorbs essence and heals minor injuries 
 
    Passion of Queen Ixia - Rigid Bark: At the cost of stamina, the blade creates a shield, blocking all incoming attacks 
 
    Passion of Rena Ordain - Brisk Rhythm: The blade grants the ability to quickly dash short distances 
 
    Passion of Kailani - Deep Thrust: Leap into the air and strike the blade into the ground with force 
 
    Passion of Iris - Heel Worship: A powerful kick that temporarily stuns 
 
    Passion of Queen Izumi - Breathless: Hold your breath underwater for extended periods of time 
 
    Passion of Mirella - Wetness: Water can be channeled from the blade 
 
      
 
    “That should be useful.” Clayton sheathed his weapon then looked out toward his destination. Even though he’d never seen it before, he was sure the city of Shara laid before him. 
 
    Sitting right along the coast, the grand city appeared to be carved right into the mountainside. The buildings glistened white like pure ivory and lined with gold. The intricate medieval architecture was apparent, even from a distance. Massive walls seemed to stretch for miles around the city with giant ballistae to protect from even flying invaders. Above the town, there was an ivory castle that dwarfed the Regent’s Keep in Nalore. It didn’t matter how big the city was. Every square inch of Shara looked like it had been polished to a sparkling shine.  
 
    “Look at that,” Clayton sighed. “It looks like it took ages just to gather the materials to construct that place.” 
 
    “Fancy,” Kailani said. “I guess that’s why they call this place the Grand City of Shara.” 
 
    “What do you know about Shara, Mirella?” 
 
    “I only know it is home to high elves. Azure has gleaned much of its knowledge from the city. I have no doubt their advancements in science and technology compare to my kingdom.” 
 
    “If they’ve got all that fancy technology, maybe they can figure out how to fix my sword.” 
 
    The trio stood on the railing of their ship as it slowly floated into the port. The elves weren’t any different from the ones Clayton had seen in Nalore. Tall. Short. Fat. Skinny. Men, women, and children. Skin as pale as his own. Others tan like Kailani. Some pink, reminding Clayton of Rena. 
 
    He could feel the eyes on him and his shipmates even though they hadn’t set down anchor yet. They docked and there was a stubby elf waiting at the pier. The elf poked his glasses up over his nose, tapping his foot against the ground like he had better things to do. 
 
    Clayton and the others exited the ship. 
 
    “Hello—” 
 
    “Who are you? What the hell are you doing here?” The elf’s gruff voice caught Clayton off guard. 
 
    “Um… I’m Clayton Brooks. This is Kailani and that’s Mirella. I’m looking for some friends. And a blacksmith. And maybe some help against the Maledict—” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Slow down there. You’ve got a laundry list of demands. You can’t just sail into the city and start asking for all of that.” 
 
    “I’m not demanding anything. I was just looking for some information.” 
 
    “Likely story.” The elf was about two-feet shorter than Clayton. He tilted his head and looked down his nose at Clayton. Clayton scrunched his face in confusion then turned to Kailani and Mirella, who were just as puzzled. “We’re having some trouble with outsiders. Even peons like you… You’ll have to deal with King Luger himself.” 
 
    “Peons? You can’t call me a peon—” 
 
    “Guards! Take these people to the king!” 
 
    “What…” Clayton looked around just in time to see the elves flanking him. There were more than 10 of them, each one of them donning a full-suit of thick, pristine armor. 
 
    One of them pointed their sword at Clayton. “Come with us.” 
 
    Kailani sighed and shook her head. “Can we visit one place where they’re not pointing their weapons at us on arrival?” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The Great Hall of the castle standing high above the city of Shara was just as extravagant inside as its exterior indicated. White marble floors. Pure ivory walls. The intricate glass chandeliers alone were the size of entire rooms. 
 
    Clayton looked up at the light shining above him then toward the elven knights lining the room. They stood at attention, their swords at their hips and their shields in front of them. Not a single one of them looked like they were breathing underneath their pristine armor. 
 
    He trailed his eyes up the red carpet before him, up a few steps to where a pair of thrones sat, one of them empty. Next to the other, a wispy, gray-haired elf in expensive-looking white regalia cleared his throat. 
 
    “These three just docked into port. Clayton Brooks. Mirella. Kailani.” He spoke with the kind of haughtiness Clayton expected from him. 
 
    The elf in the throne seemed less arrogant and formal. He slouched in his seat, his belly stretching his red linen top. Even his matching silk pants looked like they were several sizes too small. If it weren’t for the crown on his head and the fact he was sitting on a throne, Clayton would have thought he was some homeless drunk or maybe the village oaf. The ornate golden throne seemed comfortably wide enough to house him. 
 
    The elf scratched his thick, bushy black beard and furrowed his just as bushy eyebrows as he examined Clayton. 
 
    “Would you like me to jail them, your highness?” 
 
    “No, no, Faulk…” The fat elf in the throne said, his voice ragged like he’d just woken up from a night of drinking. “These people are different. I can tell they are. Let them speak.” 
 
    “Very well…” Faulk turned back to Clayton. “You stand in the presence of King Vondo Luger, ruler of the Grand City of Shara, the greatest kingdom in all of Green Terra, commander of her armies and champion of the people. State your business.” 
 
    “Hey. My name’s Clayton. These are my companions. We’ve come to Shara looking for help.” 
 
    “Help,” King Luger scoffed. “Of course you have. How come nobody ever visits and brings me gifts? Just a nice little trinket or bauble. Something to eat. I appreciate food… Then again, I can’t expect much from a guy who shows up here in his underwear.” 
 
    Clayton looked down at his armor. He’d gotten so used to it he didn’t realize the difference between him and the elves surrounding him until now. 
 
    “We didn’t come here to cause any trouble,” Clayton said. “We don’t even need your help exactly. We just need information.” 
 
    “Information? And how am I supposed to know you aren’t spies from a foreign land?” 
 
    “Spies?” Kailani scoffed. “Do we look like spies?” 
 
    “It’s always the ones you least expect.” 
 
    “King Luger,” Clayton said. “We’re not trying to cause any trouble. I’m looking for someone and they might be in this city—” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what. I’ll let you look for whoever it is you’re looking for. You’ve just gotta do me a couple of favors. Deal?” 
 
    “I guess—” 
 
    “Deal! Faulk, take them to the kitchen. Let them deal with our little problem.” 
 
    “Yes, your highness.” Faulk stepped down from the throne and walked by the trio. “Come with me.” 
 
    “The kitchen?” Clayton said. “What kinda favor is this?” 
 
    Mirella and Kailani both shrugged with the same puzzlement they’d had on their faces since they arrived. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The white-haired Faulk stood next to a doorway inside the bustling castle’s kitchen. “One of the sous chefs got careless with a bag of mushrooms from Great Horn. As a result, we have a bit of an infestation. Take care of the infestation so we can end the quarantine in this room.” 
 
    Clayton squinted at the elf. “What kind of infestation are we talking about?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen it for myself but the guards instruct me they are water roaches.” 
 
    “Water roaches? You want me to go down there and kill some cockroaches?” 
 
    “If you refuse, you can get on your ship and sail to the next city. I can assure you, your journey would be quite long. The choice is yours.” 
 
    “Well… I’d say I’m above being an exterminator but if that’s what it takes…” 
 
    “Splendid.” Faulk pushed the door open and stepped aside. 
 
    Clayton pulled out the Zeal Blade and descended into the darkness of the pantry. Just a few steps and he could already smell something was wrong. 
 
    “I guess it’s not as bad as the sewers,” Kailani said. 
 
    “Let us complete this task quickly,” Mirella said. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not looking to spend any more time in this dank pantry than I have to.” Clayton moved forward through the pantry. It was larger than most, which wasn’t surprising given how large the castle was. He was looking over the stores of moldy bread on the shelves when he felt something near his foot. He quickly raised his leg and pushed it down on top of something crunchy and squishy. “Roaches…” He trailed his eyes on the floor and saw more of them skittering around the floor. “This will be a good chance for me to try this out…” 
 
    He raised the Zeal Blade up to his face and focused. The sound of splashing filled his ears as water began to surround the broken blade. He aimed the sword forward and a powerful stream blasted the roaches across the floor, splattering them against the wall. 
 
    “Hmm… That was stronger than I thought. I guess I’ll just hose ‘em down.” Clayton whistled gleefully as he continued to spray down all of the roaches. 
 
    “Uh… BB…” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Do you hear that?” 
 
    “Yeah. Roaches. I don’t know how many of them there are but I’ll drown ‘em all.” 
 
    “I don’t think you can drown ‘em all…” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    He lowered his weapon and saw the concern on both of their faces. Mirella lowered her trident and pointed into the darkness off to one side of the pantry. Kailani had both of her daggers raised. 
 
    Clayton replaced the water around his blade with fire and aimed it into the darkness. “This is always fun…” He stepped forward and the skittering of all the roaches stopped. He laughed then turned around. “You guys had me worried for nothing—” 
 
    “Look out!” Mirella quickly grabbed Clayton and pulled him away. He turned around and saw a roach the size of a cow come toward him. 
 
    Mirella rushed forward and impaled the face of the roach with her trident. Kailani had no room to leap but still managed to get on top of the roach to stab it. There was nothing quite like the scream of a giant roach. And Clayton was in a hurry to quiet it. 
 
    “Quickly!” Mirella said. “Cut it down!” 
 
    Clayton dashed to the roach and stabbed it in its side. Its shell was thick but eventually gave to the broken blade. Its dark blood gushed out and made Clayton grimace. “Ew…” He turned his head away and continued to dig his sword in. Then he slid it down the roach’s body, slicing its insides apart. He moved around the entire roach with his sword in it until the insect finally stopped moving. 
 
    “That was… gross.” He wiped the roach blood from his bare chest. “I really should get some new armor…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Ungh… Disgusting.” King Luger stuck his tongue out and shook his head. “Maybe I should put you back on your ship so you can bathe in the Great Sea.” 
 
    “We did what you asked,” Clayton said. “We exterminated the roaches in your pantry. Now can we—” 
 
    “Not so fast. That wasn’t the only favor I needed. There is something else you must do for me.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I have an important package coming from the city. It must arrive in perfect condition. I want you to ensure its safety.” 
 
    “Um, can’t you get some of your soldiers to do that? I mean, you’ve got an entire army at your disposal.” 
 
    “Beatrice would scold me if she learned I used knights for such a task.” 
 
    “This package… If it’s so important and you don’t trust me, why would you make me deliver it?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll have an escort making sure you don’t try to steal it.” 
 
    “But the escort can just deliver the package to you—” 
 
    “BB.” Kailani put a hand on Clayton’s arm. “He’s the king. Let’s just do it.” 
 
    “All right,” Clayton sighed. “One package in perfect condition.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “What do you suppose is inside?” Kailani asked. 
 
    “It does not matter,” Mirella replied. “It is the king’s. We will get it to him.” 
 
    “I think I smell something…” 
 
    “Don’t go near it.” Clayton balanced the small yellow box in his hands, firm enough for the contents not to shift inside. “We made it back to the castle. I’m not about to have you break this thing now.” 
 
    Delivering the package proved to be more worrisome than actually difficult. Clayton held the box in his hands as he walked through the city, though he didn’t have much time to appreciate the scenery. Along with the king’s personal escort, he was able to get back to the castle. 
 
    King Luger slouched in his throne but when he saw Clayton enter the Great Hall, he quickly sat up as much as his fat body could shift. 
 
    “Oh… You’ve arrived. Take the package, Faulk. Give it here.” 
 
    “Would you like me to deliver it to—” 
 
    “No, no. Bring it here. I need to make sure it’s what it is.” 
 
    “Very well, your highness.” Faulk took the box from Clayton and placed it into King Luger’s eager hands. Clayton and his companions all raised their eyebrows in curiosity as he lifted the lid. The look in King Luger’s eyes indicated it must’ve been some type of treasure. 
 
    “Ah,” the king sighed. “Nice and fresh.” Clayton squinted as Luger lifted the contents from the box. He watched as the king took a bite out of it, the metal pan now clear in Luger’s hands. 
 
    “Wait a second,” Clayton said. “You needed an entire escort to deliver you a cake?” 
 
    “It’s not a cake.” King Luger smacked his lips and took another bite. “It’s a pie. The starberries are fresh this season. You have to eat it while it’s still warm.” 
 
    Clayton turned to Kailani and Mirella. At this point, the two were so numb to the mundane tasks they didn’t even react. 
 
    “Okay,” Clayton said. “I’ve done what you asked—” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” Luger licked his thumbs clean then closed the box. “There’s something else I must ask you to do.” 
 
    “And what’s that? Dirty laundry? Paint your room? Or maybe a pig’s ass needs to be washed?” 
 
    “A pig’s ass always needs to be washed. But no… There is something else. Something dire.” 
 
    King Luger wiped the crumbs from his mustache and beard and gave Clayton a stern look. “I need you to go to the Yellow Tombs to the East. There you must acquire some drake herbs.” 
 
    “Drake herbs? You gonna use that to season your pie?” 
 
    “The herb can be ground into medicine. There is a sickness going around. They call it the Lunar Cough. The doctors tell me if it’s not contained, it will spread through the entire city. Production will fall as many will be unable to work.” 
 
    “This actually sounds important. Why me? Your army seems more suitable for this.” 
 
    “It is not a job for the army. The tombs are narrow and tight. Fitting only for a small group. Every expedition we have sent so far has not returned. I trust you will not fail me.” 
 
    Clayton turned to Mirella. “Even if this is not his last favor, we have an obligation to help if we can,” she said. 
 
    Kailani nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Okay,” Clayton said. “We’ll go to the tombs and get the drake herbs.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    The giant roach had granted Clayton a single level. Undecided on the stat point, he decided to save it for later at the risk of losing it if he perished. 
 
    “I can see why they call this continent Green Terra but why the Yellow Tombs? Is it just because of the paint job?” Clayton’s question was ignored by the king’s escort as they marched away from the city. The green valleys were lush with wide open spaces as in Nalore. He could see how far the land stretched in every direction. The Great Sea he just sailed on off to one side and ominous mountains in the other. There was a great forest that reminded him of his time with the dryads. 
 
    But the escort moved away from where he looked and led the trio toward a narrow ravine. 
 
    The lead elf in the escort came to a halt. “We will wait for you here. Descend into the tombs and acquire the drake herbs.” 
 
    “Um, I’ve never seen drake herbs before.” Clayton scratched his head at the stoic elf. “You mind giving me a little hint about what they look like?” 
 
    “The roots are green but the leaves are pink. They are distinct.” 
 
    “Okay… All we gotta do is go down there and get some herbs…” 
 
    “I warn you not to descend farther into the tombs than you need to. Adventurers seek riches but are unable to pay the price. The beasts lurking in the darkness of the depths are considered dangerous by even the bravest adventurers.” 
 
    “Hey. You don’t gotta worry about me doing anything crazy. A handful of drake herbs coming up.” 
 
    Clayton walked with Mirella and Kailani through the ravine until they came upon an entrance carved into the rocks. 
 
    “The stones are yellow,” Mirella said. “This has to be the place.” 
 
    Torches hanging from the walls lit the small pathway for them to walk through. The path led to an open room with a split. Two open doors stood in front of them, each one with a statue next to it. 
 
    “That’s great,” Clayton sighed. “We just walked in and we’re already at a fork in the road.” 
 
    “It says something here.” Mirella walked up to the small tablet resting between the entrances. “’Adventurers test your mettle. Use your strength or use your wits. The choice is yours.’ What do you think that means?” 
 
    Kailani pointed at the statues. “They’re different. This guy looks like some kinda knight…” 
 
    “…And this one appears to be a wizard.” 
 
    “All right.” Clayton dusted his hands off and put them on his hips. “Strength or wits… I’ll be honest with you. I’ve got plenty of both to spare. It’s a tough call…” 
 
    “It’s a shame there isn’t a path for overconfidence…” Kailani chuckled to herself, her joke making Mirella smile. 
 
    Clayton rolled his eyes and pointed toward the left entrance. “Strength. I’m a little too tired for thinking.” The other two were in agreement as they moved through the path with the statue of a knight. 
 
    The hallway was lit by more torches but the labyrinth was no more inviting. The yellow stones around them were covered in dust and cobwebs. The tombs looked like they had been around for ages though the faint smell of dried blood filled seemed fresh.  The path was just big enough for them to walk through. Clayton kept his composure, walking into the unknown with his broken sword raised before him. 
 
    The hall opened up into a small room that appeared to be a dead end. Clayton searched around for a place to keep moving but found nothing. “Gotta be something we can do…” Four yellow-stoned statues around his size stood at each wall. “It must have something to do with this.” He walked up to one of them and examined it. “A knight of some kind. Full armor.” 
 
    “This one appears to be some type of sorcerer or mage, judging from his garments.” Mirella walked over to one of the other statues. “And this one appears to be larger than the others. He’s not wearing any armor… A warrior perhaps.” 
 
    “What about this one?” Kailani pointed at the statue next to her. “This guy looks like a real jerk… Some sorta scoundrel or thief. Reminds me of those pirates trying to invade Azure…” 
 
    “Hmm… A knight, a warrior, a mage, and a scoundrel…” Clayton scratched his chin then noticed a small stone plaque hanging from the wall. He walked over to it and narrowed his eyes. “’The combatants have arrived. Duel to open the path. The fire burns within them and it must be satisfied.’ You know, it’d be real nice if the people who built these things just said what they wanted in plain language.” 
 
    “Look.” Mirella pointed to the floor. “The markings. A sword. A staff. An axe. A bow.” 
 
    “The weapons of the combatants,” Kailani said. 
 
    “We’re getting somewhere,” Clayton sighed. “Now how do we give them their weapons.” He squinted at the statue of the scoundrel then put his hands on it. It took her some effort but it shifted on the spot. “I think we can move these things…” 
 
    The two women stared at him without moving. “Wait a second… You really want me to move these things by myself?” 
 
    “You did say you wished to test your strength,” Mirella said. 
 
    Clayton grumbled before moving to one of the statues. As he dragged one of the statues to its spot, he watched the other two smile at him. “You know, it’s just a stereotype that women are weak. I know you two are stronger than you let on. You can help me out if you want.” 
 
    “And take away your chance to flex your muscles?” Kailani said. “Not a chance.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes as he set the first statue down on the marker. He sighed a deep breath as he moved the next one. He did his best to hide his fatigue from straining his legs and arms. Eventually, he managed to set all four of the statues in their spots. Right after he did, the statues slowly began to sink into the ground. He looked around waiting for an opening to appear when he noticed one of the statues themselves beginning to crumble. 
 
    “What is that?” He narrowed his eyes in confusion as the yellow-stoned statues broke. But in their place, bones in the form of the figures appeared, each wielding the weapons they were placed upon. “I guess this is what they meant by duel… 
 
    Clayton shot a burst of flames at the warrior skeleton and engulfed it. It struggled from the fire, making it easier for him to cut down. 
 
    The scoundrel fired an arrow at Kailani. She just managed to dodge out of the way and throw a knife at it in return. She continued to twirl around the room, acrobatically avoiding the volley of arrows while chopping at the skeleton when she had the chance. 
 
    Mirella held her trident up and dealt with the skeleton mage. Bolts of lightning and balls of fire were deflected by her weapon. She quickly took the opportunity to thrust when her opponent had to recover. 
 
    “Crap…” Clayton looked for a chance to help his companions but the yellow knight he had to fight marched forward with no fear. “I guess when you’ve got a full set of armor you’re not worried about a broken sword… Try this on for size!” 
 
    He focused his energy and shot a blast of water at the knight, making it stumble back. He dashed up quickly and kicked it right in the sternum. The skeleton fell to a knee in a stunned daze. “Gotcha…” 
 
    Clayton swung with all of his might but only managed to knock its helmet off, revealing the decaying skull underneath it. He tried to dodge the massive swing from the knight but got caught on his arm, a streak of red appearing on his skin. 
 
    “Just gotta knock its head off…” He took a deep breath as the knight got back up to its feet. He quickly dashed forward and slammed his sword against its chestplate. The blow did no damage but bought him the split second he needed to leap into the air and drive his sword onto the skeleton. The skull exploded into dust from the thunderous blow and its body fell lifeless. 
 
    Kailani and Mirella were sweating and breathing hard but managed to deal with the other two. 
 
    “Making me give them their weapons so they could fight me,” Clayton muttered. “Talk about unfair…” 
 
    “The path is opening.” Mirella pointed toward the side of the room. The stone wall began to rise, revealing a lit pathway that descended down farther into the depths. 
 
    Clayton walked forward through the narrow hall, noticing how much dustier it was getting. He didn’t let whatever uncertainty he had growing in his stomach deter him as he came upon another open room. 
 
    “Look! That’s it!” Kailani rushed up to the ground and picked some of the plants growing in the crevices. “Green roots. Pink leaves.” 
 
    “All right,” Clayton sighed. “Gather as much as you can. I don’t want that crazy king sending me back here because I didn’t get enough.” 
 
    Mirella and Kailani got to work gathering the drake herbs while Clayton stood guard. He looked up and saw there was no ceiling, just darkness extending into nothingness. The uneasy feeling he already had grew even more. 
 
    “Something up there… I wonder…” He ignited his sword and shot a fireball up to the ceiling. The flames exploded into the darkness followed by a loud screech. 
 
    “BB! What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “I was just curious… Probably just some harmless bats. You’ve seen how I handle bats—” 
 
    Screee! 
 
    The loud scream from the darkness filled his ears and made him grimace in pain. He just managed to keep his eyes open long enough to see the giant bat that had swooped down in front of him. 
 
    “Nice going, BB—” 
 
    “Just hurry up and gather the herbs! I’ll deal with this!” 
 
    The bat flapped its wings and charged at Clayton. He stuck his sword out, hoping the blade was long enough to reach. He just managed to pierce the bat’s body but not before its claws raked him across his open shoulder. The bat ascended before he could land another blow. 
 
    Mirella and Kailani worked quickly to pick more of the herbs and fill their pouches. “That is enough!” Mirella said. “We can leave now! Quickly!” 
 
    “Hold on a second…” Clayton eyeballed the bat as it circled above him in the darkness. “I can beat this thing…” 
 
    “BB…” 
 
    “Calm down, Kailani. I just have to time it…” 
 
    The bat emerged and swooped down. 
 
    “Concentrate… Right before it gets to you… Don’t give it a chance… Now!” Clayton thrust his blade up toward the bat. The bat was moving so quickly it impaled itself all the way to his hilt. Blood gushed on his fingertips. The bat screeched and clawed, bearing its fangs and flapping violently. But Clayton stood his ground until the life left its body. He unsheathed his sword from the bat and smirked at Kailani. 
 
    “Impressed?” 
 
    “Yes. Impressive.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Mirella added. “But I think it would be in our best interests not to spend any further time within these depths.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right… We should…” His words trailed off when he saw the pathway off to the side. “Hold on a second. The tombs keep going down.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Kailani shrugged. “So?” 
 
    “So, there’s something down there. You heard what the escort said. People come here searching for treasure.” 
 
    “Searching for treasure. They usually die looking for it.” 
 
    “That’s because they don’t have the Zeal Blade.” Clayton held up his broken sword. “We’re not in Hilamau or Azure. I’ll find gold down there and I’ll actually be able to use it.” 
 
    “…I guess since we’re already down here…” 
 
    “You are confident in your abilities,” Mirella added. “Let us test our limits.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talkin’ about!” Clayton didn’t bother waiting as he moved down the next hall. A set of steps led down into the darkness, the torches on the walls growing even dimmer. Mirella and Kailani kept their weapons at the ready even though the hall was narrow. The steps came to an end and the hall shortly after. But there was no darkness waiting for them. Instead, they were back out in the open, standing on a platform in the shape of a circle several meters wide. 
 
    The yellow-stoned platform stood high above the ground, so far up they were parallel with the mountaintops. Clayton could see for miles in every direction. 
 
    Kailani moved toward the edge of the platform and looked down, the surface below too deep to see beneath the clouds. “I wonder how far it goes…” 
 
    “This was built by the ancients,” Mirella said. “There is no other way to reach this platform than through the tombs. I do not see the purpose of it other than frightening someone with a fear of heights.” 
 
    “I see the purpose.” Clayton looked at the edge of the platform and saw something shining. “That looks like gold to me.” 
 
    “Careful now, BB.” 
 
    Clayton rubbed his hands together as he jogged toward the gold. “Don’t worry. I’ve got a good sense of balance. It’s not windy either, so—” 
 
    SCREEEEEEEE! 
 
    A screech filled the air. It was so loud it sent him flying onto his back and knocked the wind out of him. Clayton groaned and turned his head up at the creature slowly floating up in front of the platform. “That’s not good…” 
 
    It flapped its wings until it hovered right in front of him. Its wings were so large they caused a gust of wind. The rest of its black body was covered in scales. Its head with a razor-sharp beak and eyes white and full of evil intent. 
 
    “What is that—” 
 
    “A cockatrice!” Mirella shouted. “Stay away from its claws!” 
 
    “Good advice…” Clayton rolled out of the way just as the cockatrice landed on the platform. It dug its pointed claws into the platform deep enough to crumble some of the stone away. “All right… Flying creatures… Nothing I haven’t handled before…” 
 
    He shot a fireball at the cockatrice and it flew into the air to avoid it. Kailani aimed a throwing knife at it but the creature was able to deftly avoid it despite its size. 
 
    “That thing is pretty quick,” Clayton said. 
 
    “We must wait for it to land,” Mirella said. “I can pin it down with my weapon while you two finish it off.” 
 
    “Teamwork. I like it. Now we just have to wait for it to come back down—crap!” 
 
    The three of them moved out of the way just as the cockatrice dived at them. It landed back on the platform with a thud and made the ground shake. 
 
    Kailani kept her footing enough to leap into the air and land on the beast’s back. She dug her daggers into the back of its neck and made it squeal something terrible. It shook violently to break free from her, sending her flying off and onto the platform hard. 
 
    “Kailani!” Clayton rushed up to her and saw the blow had knocked her unconscious. He wrapped his arms around her and dashed out of the way just as the creature tried to stab him with its beak. 
 
    Mirella rushed forward and stabbed the cockatrice in its side. All three prongs of her trident dug into it, spraying warm crimson blood all over the platform. But the beast caught her off guard, knocking her away with his wing. Mirella tumbled toward the edge of the platform and her weapon slipped from her hands. 
 
    “I got you!” Clayton dashed twice to get to her, grabbing her wrist and pulling her away from the edge before she plummeted. 
 
    The cockatrice ascended back into the sky, circling for another attack. 
 
    “We should leave,” Mirella gasped. “Kailani is injured. It took my best shot. We have what we need.” 
 
    “Look… It’s bleeding. It’s not flying as fast. We can do this.” 
 
    Mirella took a deep breath and nodded. She rushed up to her trident and readied herself with Clayton next to her. The cockatrice came down again at lightning speed. Mirella held her weapon up, bracing it against the ground and skewering the cockatrice in the chest. It yelled and screamed something terrible, more of its blood gushing out. 
 
    “You got it!” 
 
    But the beast was so large, even as it bled, it still managed to reach Mirella with its claw and swipe her. The blow sent her tumbling back on the platform, her arm now dripping with blood. She grimaced in pain as she stayed on her knee. “It’s weakened!” she shouted. “You must finish it, Clayton! It cannot stand much longer!” 
 
    The cockatrice turned its attention to Clayton. He held his weapon up high as it stomped slowly toward him. Blood leaked from every spot on its body but it showed no signs of retreating. 
 
    “Come on, you bastard… Come and get me…” The cockatrice roared as it galloped toward him. Clayton charged and raised his sword up to meet the beast. Just as he swung, he felt the warmth of flames around him. He watched as a fireball engulfed the creature’s head. 
 
    Clayton jerked his head around in confusion, squinting in disbelief at the woman who’d appeared. “Jalise?” 
 
    The golden-haired mage twirled her hands together, fire spinning in her palms. “Go, Clayton!” 
 
    He nodded and she fired another ball of fire to stun it again. With all of his strength, Clayton swung and caught the cockatrice in the neck. Even broken, Zeal was sharp enough to sever the beast’s flesh and send its head flying off of the platform. Its body stumbled around for a moment before plummeting off the side. 
 
    Clayton caught his breath, gasping in disbelief at the mage who helped him back up to his feet. 
 
    “It’s you.” He laughed deliriously at her. “It’s really you. How did you know?” 
 
    “You were always one to test your limits, Clayton. I heard some foreigners were heading for the tombs. I knew it had to be you. Now… Let us return to Shara. There is much to discuss.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    “This is interesting…” Clayton turned his head sideways, examining the essence tablet in the inn lobby. “There’s one here… There’s no need for this except for Ferrum. So, why is it here?” 
 
    Jalise was the wisest person Clayton knew but she shook her head. “I don’t have answers. The ancients work in mysterious ways.” 
 
    “No kidding. A cockatrice on a platform to bait people into going for the loot. Real scummy if you ask me…” He walked away from the tablet and took a seat. He swirled his cup around and watched the reaction from the bubbling green liquid. “I would’ve thought this was strange to me just a few weeks ago and now it’s normal. Nothing like a nice helping of fuzz to get me back to what I’m used to. And speaking of what I’m used to…” 
 
    He eyeballed the sage he hadn’t seen in so long. Jalise looked just as attractive as he remembered her. The outfit she wore was gone, replaced by a dark red top and a long, flowing skirt that matched. The rest of her body was on full display. It brought back memories of the time he’d spent with her. 
 
    “Your companions,” she said. “How are they?” 
 
    “Kailani is resting. She took a tough hit but she’s a strong woman. Mirella won’t let a few scratches keep her down. After everything we’ve been through so far, they deserve a chance to relax a bit.” 
 
    The comforts of the Inn were a welcome respite for Clayton from all of the sailing he’d done. The lobby was nothing remarkable but certainly cozy. A few of the elves eyeballed him as they walked by but nobody paid him any serious attention. He’d acquired the drake herbs and King Luger gave him the freedom to finally explore the city, though he wanted nothing more than to sit down. 
 
    “It looks like you’ve had quite a journey,” she said. “New companions. New armor. And the Zeal Blade is broken…” 
 
    “It’s busted, all right. Got snapped like a twig by a giant crab.” 
 
    “A giant crab?” 
 
    “After the kraken destroyed our ship, I swam onto the shores of the Hilamau Islands. Kailani took me in and made sure I didn’t get myself killed.” 
 
    Jalise shook her head in confusion. “Even if you died, your essence would return to the blade or an essence tablet where you recorded your being.” 
 
    “Funny you should mention that… I found an essence tablet in Hilamau. And I found one in Azure after. I didn’t think the Ferrum would have any need for them if they handle all of their business on the island where Nalore is.” 
 
    “Interesting…” Jalise eyed Clayton curiously. It was obvious she had so many things running through her head. “You still had another option. You could have returned to your home.” 
 
    “If I did that, the only way to get me back would be with Shen’s assistance. I’d have to count on you getting all the way back to Nalore.” 
 
    “That’s what I was planning on doing.” 
 
    He took another sip of his drink and leaned back in his seat. He had so many questions but he started with the most obvious. “What happened?” 
 
    “When our ship was tossed into the sea, I did my best to remain afloat. As violent as the kraken made the waters, he could never aim for me directly. I managed to find a piece of debris and float until a passing ship found me. They took me right here to Shara.” 
 
    “Have you heard anything from Rena?” 
 
    The sage shook her head, obvious sadness in her eyes. He sighed in disappointment and drowned his sorrows in more fuzz. 
 
    “That’s not my only problem,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I died on Hilamau. Normally I wake up without a memory of what happens after my death. This time was different. I heard a voice.” 
 
    “What kind of a voice?” 
 
    “The Maledict. Telling me to get stronger so they could take it from me.” 
 
    “How do you know it was a Maledict?” 
 
    “Because I encountered them in Azure.” 
 
    Jalise’s eyes widened. She sat up in her seat, leaning forward and whispering to make sure nobody else in the Inn lobby could hear. “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Ask Mirella and Kailani for yourself. The mist appeared in Azure. Beasts more feral than I’d ever seen. And a Maledict who called himself Belenoth.” 
 
    “Belenoth…” 
 
    “It was strange… I remember the green storm Thomas came from. This time it was blue—” 
 
    “Envy.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Blue essence represents envy.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what color he was. He was stronger than anybody I’d ever fought, even Thomas. I know. I’ve gained levels since then but I still had trouble just staying even with him. If he’s back, that means we have to return to Nalore to seal the Maledict away again.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you can do that.” 
 
    Clayton scrunched his face in confusion. “The Chasms. We go there and we put him away like last time.” 
 
    “I’ve been doing some reading since I arrived in Shara. Their libraries are as grand as any I’d ever seen. I found some old texts that pertained to Nalore and the Maledict. Old knowledge from scholars I’ve never heard before.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment. “It says the Maledict only appear when they have enough strength to open a gateway to Xeylon. It takes years, decades to gather the strength they need to.” 
 
    “That’s the reason they only show up every so often.” 
 
    “That’s right. They’re in a forced hibernation, so to speak.” 
 
    Clayton shrugged. “I sealed the Maledict away. I beat Thomas. I saw it for myself. How could Belenoth open another gateway when it hasn’t even been a week?” 
 
    “The texts say the strength of the Maledict is tied to the strength of the Ferrum who wields the Zeal Blade… You.” 
 
    Jalise was never the kind of woman to make jokes. Clayton had every reason to believe her though he didn’t want to. 
 
    “Let me get this straight. The Maledict are getting stronger because I decided to venture out in Xeylon? And now Belenoth is able to open a gateway that much faster? Why hasn’t this ever happened before?” 
 
    “Because the Ferrum usually retire after vanquishing the Maledict, even the one who wields Zeal. Most of them live a life of luxury in Nalore or return to their homes on Earth. There’s no reason for them to travel when they’re already treated like a hero.” 
 
    “Right,” he sighed. “I decided to try and get the platinum achievement and then they go and up the difficulty on me…” 
 
    “The situation is not as dire as it might seem. As long as you have the Zeal Blade, you have the power to conquer the Maledict. It is their weakness, regardless of how strong they get.” 
 
    “You’re right. But I don’t know if I’m comfortable with someone like Belenoth out there. There’s no telling when he’ll just pop in and send a few beasts running around. Last time it happened in Azure, a lot of innocent lives were at risk.” 
 
    “We must deal with him.” 
 
    “I know all I need is Zeal but it’d be nice if this thing was put back together. You think any of the blacksmiths in this great kingdom can help me out?” 
 
    Jalise smiled softly and nodded. “Let’s go find out while your companions are still recovering.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Clayton stared at the blacksmith as he examined the piece of the Zeal Blade that had broken off. 
 
    “Look,” Clayton said to Jalise. “He’s able to hold it in his hands.” 
 
    “Others are able to hold the blade itself. That is how it is transported to the summit during the trials.” 
 
    “But Kailani was able to pick up the hilt, too.” 
 
    “Hmm… Perhaps the properties of the weapon changed as soon as you took it away from Nalore. It’s no longer active, as well.” 
 
    Clayton sighed as more questions lingered in the back of his mind. His attention turned back to the blacksmith, who continued to examine it with a close eye. 
 
    “You know, I’ve never seen an elf with a beard before,” Clayton said. 
 
    The blacksmith slowly shifted his eyes toward Clayton. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It just means I’ve never seen an elf with a beard before. I didn’t think you could grow them.” 
 
    “And why not?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen an elf with a beard.” 
 
    “And you know many elves outside of Shara?” 
 
    “I’m close to one… But she doesn’t have a beard.” 
 
    The blacksmith narrowed his eyes at Clayton before shifting his gaze back to the Zeal Blade. 
 
    “What do you think?” Jalise asked. “Clayton says he tried having it tempered in Azure but it didn’t give.” 
 
    “You know what the hell this thing is made of? It looks like ordinary steel but it’s a lot heavier… It’s flimsy enough I can bend it with my own hands but a few whacks of my hammer won’t even leave a dent. I’ve never seen anything like this before.” 
 
    “Can you put my sword back together again or not?” 
 
    “If I can’t melt it, I can’t weld it. Your best bet would be to find some magic adhesive and seal it back together.” 
 
    “That’s great… I’m gonna face the Maledict with a sword that was super glued together.” 
 
    “There must be something you can do,” Jalise said. 
 
    The blacksmith sighed then shrugged as he plopped the blade onto his workbench. “I can’t help you but maybe there’s someone who can. You can pay a visit to the smith in the Great Horn Mountains.” 
 
    “What’s so special about him?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “I don’t know the man personally. Don’t know if it’s even a man. But they say the smith up in Great Horn specializes in fancy mumbo jumbo like this. Been practicing it for most of his life. It’s mostly just a rumor though.” 
 
    “That’s it then!” Clayton didn’t hide his enthusiasm. “All of this crap and finally some good news—” 
 
    “Good luck getting there.” 
 
    “Wait… What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Great Horn is a nice, long walk from here. And that’s assuming King Luger even lets you through the blockaded territory. And even after that, you still have to climb the mountain…. You don’t look like much of a climber.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Clayton rolled his eyes then turned to Jalise. “What do you think?” 
 
    “If there’s a possibility to repair the blade, we must try. We must speak with King Luger to let us pass.” 
 
    “King Luger… And here I thought I was done dealing with him…” Clayton caught some of the armor hanging from the walls and another idea crossed his mind. “Say… While I’m here, you think you can hook me up with some of this armor?” 
 
    “The armor is molded for elven physiology. No offense, but you’re a bit scrawny. Nothing personal.” 
 
    “But you can craft something for me. Surely an armorer like you could put together something for me. Some nice, iron plate mail.” 
 
    “It’ll cost you.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    The grin formed behind the blacksmith’s beard. Clayton knew what he was going to say before he even opened his mouth. “How much do you have?” 
 
    Clayton sighed and looked at Jalise. “I hope they don’t get mad when they realize we fought a cockatrice just for some armor…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Ah! Foreigners!” King Luger leaned back on his throne, brushing the crumbs out of his beard. “You’ve come to ask me another favor, no doubt.” 
 
    “Your highness, we have an urgent mission,” Jalise said. “We need to travel to the Great Horn Mountains. It’s imperative we get there as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Ha! You really expect me to believe that? Perhaps you are the spies I thought you were. Strange the two outsiders who arrived at different times just happened to know each other…” 
 
    “Please, your highness. We must get to the mountains before it is too late.” 
 
    “What’s the big deal anyway?” Clayton shrugged. “I mean, I did all those favors for you just so I could walk around the city and now you won’t let me leave?” 
 
    “That’s precisely it. I’m grateful to you for acquiring the drake herbs and I allow you to enjoy my city in peace. Leaving my city was not part of the deal.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    King Luger leaned forward in his seat. It was the first time Clayton had ever seen the fat elf look so serious. “There is a war out there. Savages. The poor. The rich. Bloodthirsty beings who want nothing more than to tear down Green Terra. I will not allow my kingdom to get involved in a war between borders I care nothing about.” 
 
    “How does letting us leave get you involved in the war?” 
 
    “Because I have set a blockade to protect all of the citizens of Shara, even foreign visitors. It is for your own safety to protect you. I will not let you march into the wild lands of Green Terra only to be slaughtered, even if it is at your own discretion. Shara is the grandest city in all of Green Terra. We must set an example for everyone else so peace will return. Then you may explore the countryside.” 
 
    “He won’t let us leave for our own safety… And I can’t convince him I’m willing to risk it…” Clayton looked at Jalise but she didn’t have any answers. “There must be something I can do. Another favor maybe.” 
 
    King Luger grumbled and sank back into his seat. He didn’t say anything immediately. He just stared at Clayton. 
 
    “Perhaps there is… I’m holding a great banquet tonight. The elite always like to speak with foreigners. There’s something romantic about speaking to a lesser life form. Attend the banquet and let them humor you then I will allow you the freedom to head for the Great Horn Mountains.” 
 
    “Okay… Go to a party. That sounds easy—” 
 
    “It’s not a party. There will be foreign diplomats present to witness the peace of my kingdom. Everybody here is to set an example. I expect you to be on your best behavior.” 
 
    “Best behavior. Got it.” 
 
    “Good. Faulk will provide you with linens. Even a man should have the decency not to have his nipples on display for so long.” 
 
    Clayton turned to Jalise and shrugged. “It’s just a banquet. It can’t be that bad, can it?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    “The last time I had to dress like this was back during the homecoming dance?” 
 
    “Homecoming?” 
 
    “A gathering of a bunch of young, horny teenagers where we drank fuzz and danced to popular music.” 
 
    “Your world sounds… interesting.” 
 
    “Maybe when we’re through with all of this, you could pay a visit.” Clayton raised his eyebrows at Mirella. The Azurean smiled softly, revealing her pearly white teeth. He wondered if they were able to blush but there was no indication of pink on her pale blue cheeks. Not that he didn’t admire her anyway. 
 
    “Perhaps. There are other things we must deal with until then. One of these diplomats in particular, seems to be quite fascinated with my skin.” 
 
    “Don’t take it personally.” 
 
    “I understand it is what we need to do to get to the Great Horn Mountains. If you will excuse me.” Mirella bowed her head and walked away. Mirella was a soldier, so her body looked even more amazing in the modest white gown she wore. He watched her walk over to a group of older-looking elves, each one of them greeting her with a big smile. 
 
    Clayton stood off to the side of the ballroom, plopping exotic fruits and nuts and cheeses into his mouth. The scene was a spectacle like nothing else. He’d never been to fancy gatherings before. Even though he had the money back home to associate with the social elite, champagne, caviar and fancy decor were never his thing. 
 
    But the grand ballroom in King Luger’s castle was special. A massive chandelier hanging high above the ceiling. A white marble dance floor that had been polished to a blinding shine. Even the utensils at the dinner tables were pure gold. 
 
    The elves themselves had a haughty attitude, their noses in the air as they spoke to one another. The females were dressed in gowns that were designed to draw attention from the ornate jewelry to the revealing slits on their skirts. The males wore suits to accentuate their long, slim physiques. King Luger was the only elf Clayton could see in the room who had any sort of a belly hanging around his belt. 
 
    “What are you up to? Planning on getting into any trouble?” Kailani walked up to Clayton, a white dress similar to Mirella’s covering her up. 
 
    “I should be asking you the same thing. What do you think?” 
 
    Kailani helped herself to a plate of fruit and shrugged. “I’ll never understand these people. Looks like an excuse to get fancy and nothing else. If you ask me, all I need is some good food and some good drink. Have you tried some of this sweet berry juice? It doesn’t have the kick lavawater does but you feel something…” 
 
    “Try not to get crazy tonight, eh?” 
 
    “Me? Crazy? I’ll keep my wits about me. Some of these elves seem to be eying me something funny. It’s like they’ve never seen a girl from the islands before…” 
 
    “Some of them haven’t.” 
 
    “All the reason for me to be packing.” Kailani raised the slip of her dress and revealed a few throwing knives tucked around her thigh. “A girl always has to carry protection.” 
 
    “Kailani…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, BB. I only hurt people who deserve it.” She pinched him on the cheeks then walked away with a cup in each hand. He didn’t know if she was already stumbling or she simply had trouble moving around in the flats she was forced to wear. 
 
    He sighed a deep breath and counted the seconds until the night was over. “At least the food is good…” 
 
    He turned around to the food table and searched for something interesting to eat. “Let’s see… What haven’t I tried yet?” 
 
    “Try these.” Jalise appeared next to him and pick a piece of fruit up from the table. He stared at her as she pushed it between his teeth. “What do you think?” 
 
    He chewed on it then slowly nodded in approval. “Not bad. What is it?” 
 
    “They’re called bat figs. They were one of the first things I tried when I arrived in Shara. They’re quite plentiful but even the ruling elite seem to enjoy them.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how much money you have, sometimes it’s the simple things in life that you gotta enjoy.” 
 
    Clayton washed his food down with another gulp of fuzz. He watched Mirella entertain some elves who were clearly enthralled with her. On the other side of the ballroom, Kailani twirled around to the amusement of some perverted-looking elves. 
 
    “I can never get used to this,” Clayton said. “All of these people, laughing, drinking, having a good time in so much excess while there’s so much going on out there in Xeylon.” 
 
    “Xeylon is a big world. You can’t expect them to worry about everything.” 
 
    “You’re right. But the Maledict threat is serious. It’s bigger than Nalore now. I don’t know why… It’s just a feeling I have. It’s in my blood and in my bones. It twists my stomach when I think about it. We have to do this, Jalise. We can’t fail. Not even the people in this room.” 
 
    “If it comes down to it, King Luger will do what is necessary to make sure not just his kingdom but all of Green Terra is safe.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right…” 
 
    “Diplomacy is something you must learn if you’re going to explore Xeylon, Clayton. Not everybody will welcome you with open arms like Nalore just because you are a Ferrum. Even a man from another world cannot handle every negotiation with a sword.” 
 
    “It’d be nice if I could. I haven’t figured out a way to level up my diplomacy.” 
 
    Jalise giggled softly and nodded. “Perhaps you haven’t acquired the means yet. You are Ironblood. One day you might.” 
 
    Clayton chewed on another piece of cheese as he stared at her. The demure sage smiled tenderly at him. She looked no different from the last time he saw her outside of the striking red outfit she’d switched to. Not having seen her for so long made her look as beautiful as ever. 
 
    He looked around the ballroom to see if anybody was looking. “Jalise… There’s something I wanna talk to you about.” 
 
    “Oh? What is it?” 
 
    “Not here. Maybe we can go somewhere more… private.” He didn’t wait for her response, taking her hand and heading for the ballroom exit. He walked through the king’s castle, searching the halls until eventually stumbling upon a hallway that was dark and unoccupied. 
 
    “What is it, Clayton—” 
 
    He quieted her, pressing his lips on her mouth and pushing his tongue between her teeth. She fell against the wall, not resisting as he ran his hands over her top. 
 
    “Clayton…” 
 
    “It’s been too long. Perhaps we should catch up on old times.” 
 
    The sage bit her bottom lip and nodded. “The library had more information on the Ferrum. They said it’s possible the core of your weapon can be strengthened further, even by bonds already established.” 
 
    “Wait… You’re saying I can learn another ability from you?” 
 
    “Another ability or perhaps a stronger one…” Jalise pressed her hand on his chest and pushed him away. Her other hand pushed her skirt to the side. The hallway was dark but not enough to mask the slit that made Clayton ache for her. “Would you like to see if we can strengthen our bond?” 
 
    He didn’t say anything. He just quickly unzipped his trousers and freed his throbbing length. Jalise gasped and looked to the side, worried that someone would catch them. But even then, she didn’t stop Clayton from picking her up and pressing her against the wall. 
 
    He stared into her eyes as he searched for her with his shaft. Her wet warmth hit his tip. He lowered her down, plunging himself into her. Her jaw dropped in ecstasy as every inch of him disappeared within her. 
 
    “I didn’t… I didn’t realize how much I missed this,” she gasped. 
 
    Clayton thumped against her. He was grateful he’d increased his strength, which made carrying the sage even easier. His mouth moved forward and his tongue searched for hers. His hands found their way on her chest. He reached underneath her top and squeezed her breasts as his hips continued pumping in and out of her. 
 
    Jalise kissed Clayton, stuck between wanting to enjoy him and looking to make sure they weren’t caught. “If they catch us,” she whispered, “King Luger may rescind his promise.” 
 
    “Then I guess we better make sure he doesn’t catch us.” 
 
    His hands moved down to her ass, squeezing the soft flesh to position her just right. She wrapped her arms and legs around him. She stopped paying attention to see if someone was coming. She’d lost herself to her desires. 
 
    Clayton could sense her reaching her end and began grinding his hips even harder. His hilt slammed against her folds with greater intensity as if he wanted to nail her directly to the wall. 
 
    He pulled away just long enough to look into the sage’s green eyes as he lost himself. His entire body seized and his length trembled within her. His thoughts emptied as his seed left him in thick throbs. 
 
    Jalise gasped softly and squeezed around Clayton. She shook in his embrace, letting the spasms of her orgasm take control. Her climax made Clayton’s own end that much more satisfying. 
 
    He set her back down on her feet and quickly pulled his trousers back on. Jalise straightened her skirt and fixed her hair. Just as Clayton finished buckling his belt, he heard footsteps approaching. One of the royal knights appeared at the end of the hall. 
 
    “You! Foreigners! What are you doing in this hallway? The rest of the castle is closed!” 
 
    “Oh…” Clayton sighed. “We were just looking to explore. King Luger’s castle is impressive.” 
 
    “Likely story. Get back in the ballroom! Don’t leave or I’ll report you as spies!” 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay.” 
 
    Clayton put his hands up and Jalise giggled as they were escorted back into the ballroom. As soon as they arrived, King Luger lumbered over to them. A heavy-set woman at his side in a fancy gown stood by his side. 
 
    “Ah, there you are!” he said. “The foreigners. I’d like you to meet my lovely queen, Beatrice. Say hello Beatrice.” 
 
    The queen bowed her head. 
 
    “This man is the Ferrum I was telling you about?” 
 
    “Ferrum?” Beatrice’s eyes widened in surprise. “And I thought that was just a myth.” 
 
    “No, I’m quite real.” Clayton gave her a shrug. 
 
    “I read the legend about the Maledict. That can’t be true, can it?” 
 
    “As a matter of act… I’m attempting to deal with them now. I’ve asked the king’s permission for passage to the Great Horn Mountains. It’s urgent.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. My husband isn’t foolish enough to stop you from leaving because of that foolish war occurring on the rest of the continent. Write them a letter, Vondo.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” King Luger grumbled underneath his breath. “I’ll write the letter. After the banquet is over. The guests are not finished gawking at the foreigners.” 
 
    “We don’t have to leave immediately.” Clayton looked at Jalise and smiled. “We were just getting comfortable in Shara.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 67 
 
    Available Points 8 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 700 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 21 
 
    Constitution 17 
 
    Agility 15 
 
    Dexterity 15 
 
    Wisdom 13 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about…” 
 
    Clayton hadn’t had the chance to view his essence until now. Eight levels gave him flexibility but left him with big decisions to make. He decided to balance everything out, putting two points into every stat except strength, which he felt sufficed for the moment. 
 
    “Now let’s see if Jalise knows what she’s talking about…” Clayton was skeptical anything would change, having been intimate with the sage more than once already. But he examined his abilities anyway to make sure. 
 
      
 
    Zeal Blade 
 
    Core Level 11 
 
    Passion of Consort Faith - Vigorous: The blade requires less stamina to swing 
 
    Passion of Jalise the Sage - Torrid II: Flames can be channeled from the blade and aimed at two targets 
 
    Passion of Regent Magne - The Queen’s Touch: More essence is gathered from creatures defeated by the blade 
 
    Passion of Monarch Velour - Intoxicating Thirst: Dealing damage with the blade absorbs essence and heals minor injuries 
 
    Passion of Queen Ixia - Rigid Bark: At the cost of stamina, the blade creates a shield, blocking all incoming attacks 
 
    Passion of Rena Ordain - Brisk Rhythm: The blade grants the ability to quickly dash short distances 
 
    Passion of Kailani - Deep Thrust: Leap into the air and strike the blade into the ground with force 
 
    Passion of Iris - Heel Worship: A powerful kick that temporarily stuns 
 
    Passion of Queen Izumi - Breathless: Hold your breath underwater for extended periods of time 
 
    Passion of Mirella - Wetness: Water can be channeled from the blade 
 
      
 
    “How about that? I should think about hooking up with Kailani and Mirella again to see if anything happens…” He spoke their names, not realizing the two of them were standing right next to him. 
 
    “Is that what it is, huh?” Kailani said. “Hooking up with us just for that weapon of yours.” 
 
    “I do not take it personally but I am a bit disappointed,” Mirella said. 
 
    “Hold on a second! That’s not what it’s like! You know I had a good time with you! You can’t fake that!” 
 
    Kailani and Mirella looked at one another then turned back to Clayton, each with a blank stare. He sighed, knowing there was nothing he could say to make up for his temporary lapse of judgment. “It was real… You’ll see…” 
 
    Jalise stepped into the inn lobby to save Clayton from saying anything more to incriminate himself. “I have the letter from King Luger,” she said. “It allows us access through the blockade. We’ll be able to move freely through Green Terra and head for the Great Horn Mountains. I suggest we head for the mountains as soon as we can. Is everybody prepared?” 
 
    “I have everything I need,” Mirella said. 
 
    “It’d be nice if we could explore this fancy city a little longer but I’m ready,” Kailani added. 
 
    “There’s just one more thing I have to do,” Clayton said. “I’m not taking any chances with this.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “I made it for someone scrawny. It should fit just perfectly.” 
 
    Clayton lowered the iron chestplate over his head. The armor was thick and the weight of it was clear but it wasn’t so bulky he couldn’t move around. The steel armor was crafted so it stuck right to his body. He turned toward the mirror next to him and couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “Finally… Some real armor…” He showed off his full-plate mail to the women next to him. “What do you think? Do I look like a real knight or what?” 
 
    “I don’t know what a real knight is supposed to look like but I guess you look pretty cool, BB.” Kailani shrugged, a look of indifference on her face. “You can’t see your muscles though…” 
 
    “Is that what armor is for?” Mirella asked. “I thought its purpose was to protect.” 
 
    “Don’t you two start with me again. I’ve been waiting for this moment. I was scrawny when I arrived to Xeylon and—” 
 
    “So you are new to Xeylon?” the blacksmith interrupted. “Another world? Strange…” He raised his eyebrows in curiosity but Clayton ignored him, gritting his teeth and looking away. 
 
    “Everybody’s a joker…” he muttered. 
 
    Jalise walked up to him and put a hand on his chest. “You look like the proud Ferrum you are. I have no doubt you will drive back the Maledict again.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jalise. Now…” Clayton marched forward out of the forge and into the streets of Shara. “…Let’s head for the mountains.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Outside in the wilderness of Shara, a massive wall stood as tall as any skyscraper Clayton had seen back home. On top of it, the ballistae and catapults were aimed to devastate even the largest approaching armies. Armed guards stood at their posts along the grass behind barricades even though there was no immediate threat. 
 
    Clayton approached the gate along the outer perimeter when one of the elves put his hand up. “Halt! You’re not allowed to pass the blockade.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’ve got the king’s approval.” He handed the letter to the elf. “It’s got King Luger’s seal right there. He’s letting us head out into the wilderness. You can’t shoot us down for leaving on his authority.” 
 
    The elf nodded. “You understand the risks you’re taking by leaving?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Do you? Most people come into Shara port because they’re looking for a time of leisure and luxury. But they never leave. There’s a reason for that.” 
 
    “I keep hearing about this war… What is it?” 
 
    “You don’t need to know the specifics. Just understand when you’re out there, you will have to engage in combat not just with the wildlife but other hostiles as well. You will not be able to negotiate. Diplomacy will certainly result in failure.” 
 
    “I was never one for diplomacy anyway.” He looked at Jalise and smirked. “Look… Me and my friends need to get to the Great Horn Mountains. That’s it. Once we’re done, we’ll come back. Any trouble we get into, we’ll handle.” 
 
    The elf looked at Clayton and his party members one by one then took a step back. He moved to the gate where some other guards stood. They worked together to rotate the pulley to raise the wooden gate. 
 
    Clayton stood next to it, anxiously waiting for the chance to finally walk through. When the gate was raised high enough, the elf guard returned to him. “You’re the Ferrum?” 
 
    “That’s right, I am.” 
 
    “I don’t know what a Ferrum is doing so far from Nalore but I wish you good luck on your journey. The gate will be open when you return though I doubt that will happen.” 
 
    Clayton wanted to laugh but the elf was so serious, he didn’t want to test him. It’d taken him this long just to get the chance to leave. He wasn’t waiting any longer. 
 
    He stepped out into the wilderness with his party right behind him. The wooden gate fell down with a thud. Out in front of them, Clayton saw the scenery he didn’t get to appreciate when he was escorted to the Yellow Tombs. The miles of green grass. The mountains in the distance and the forest between them. Just the walk alone was long but Clayton knew it wouldn’t be so simple as just traveling. 
 
    He turned around to make sure his party was as confident as he was. Mirella kept her head held high. Kailani was as nonchalant as ever. Jalise was focused on the path ahead. 
 
    “Okay.” Clayton nodded then turned toward the path in front of him. “No turning back now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    “There is a great conflict on Green Terra. The major ruling houses are engaged in a struggle over dominion. This continent is said to be the largest land area in all of Xeylon. King Luger remains neutral, abstaining from the war and declaring Shara its own peaceful kingdom. The city itself has thrived though the rest of the land is at war.” 
 
    “Okay,” Clayton said. “It looks like Luger has the right idea.” 
 
    “He has good reason to forbid us from leaving. Despite how it may seem, he is protective of us, of everyone who comes to Shara.” 
 
    “I’m looking around right now and I don’t see any great conflict.” Clayton shrugged at Jalise as he looked around. The grasslands stretched for miles in every direction. The animals roamed around peacefully. At least, from this distance, Clayton thought. “All I see is an open field. I don’t see a war.” 
 
    “We are in the Central Savanna,” Jalise explained. “The heart of Green Terra. The kingdoms wouldn’t engage in a war so far from their homelands unless they managed to stretch their territory. To the north and south, you would find what King Luger is so eager to avoid.” 
 
    “I don’t care what these people are fighting over. Politics and foreign diplomacy was never my thing. My only business is finding this blacksmith and repairing the Zeal Blade before Belenoth gets the strength to come back.” 
 
    “It is not only the war we must worry about. The conflict has resulted in an increase of bandits. Roaming thieves and savages looking to prey upon weary soldiers. We must be on our guard.” 
 
    “You know how long this is gonna take?” Kailani asked. “The mountains look pretty far away from here.” 
 
    “We head east through the Central Savanna then into Fortune Forest. We’ll find our way through there and get to the base of the Great Horn Mountains. Then we must scale the mountains.” 
 
    “That’s assuming this blacksmith we’re looking for even exists.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to go back to Hilamau.” Clayton smirked at Kailani, who stuck her tongue out at him. 
 
    “What? And miss out on all of this? I think you need me, BB.” 
 
    Clayton walked next to Mirella. She kept her head held high as she marched through the grass. “And how are you doing?” he asked. “It’s pretty different from Azure out here.” 
 
    “The atmosphere is different. I can feel it against my skin, how dry the air is. But it is not so unbearable it would bother me.” 
 
    “Right. You know… I do kinda miss looking at the sea life. Something about watching them float by was so peaceful…” 
 
    Clayton trailed off as he heard the earth rumble beneath his feet. They all looked to the side as they saw something charging toward them. 
 
    “What is that?” He narrowed his eyes to get a better look. “I think that’s a rhino…” 
 
    The gray beast lumbered toward them quickly despite its size, every step shaking the ground like an earthquake. It grew larger the closer it got. Its thick hide was dirty from the savanna. Stains on its horns indicated something was unfortunate enough to be standing in its path. 
 
    “Hey… This’ll be a good time for me to test this out.” Clayton pushed them aside and stood in the rhino’s path. 
 
    “Clayton… What are you doing?” Jalise’s voice trembled softly with worry. 
 
    “I just got this armor. Maybe I should test it out.” 
 
    “I would not advise you to take a gore from a rhino,” Mirella said. 
 
    “They’ve got the finest blacksmiths in Shara. If it can’t handle a rhino horn, then it can’t handle an attack from the Maledict.” 
 
    “Oh, BB…” Kailani sighed as she took a step back. Mirella watched with a curious eye. Jalise turned her head away slightly, not wanting to watch what could happen. 
 
    The rhino gained speed as it headed for Clayton. He dug his heels into the ground as if it would make a difference. “I’ve got armor… I’ve got the constitution… I’ve got this…” 
 
    The beast bellowed as it slammed its horns right into Clayton’s chest. He tumbled back violently, rolling over on the grass as the rhino zoomed by him, his thoughts dizzy in his head. “That was a lot harder than I thought it’d be…” 
 
    “Clayton!” Jalise rushed up to him and cast a healing spell as quickly as she could. “Are you all right?” 
 
    He wasn’t mortally injured though the wind had been knocked out of him. The spell soothed him, replacing the bruising pain in his chest. He turned his head down and smiled. “Look. Not a scratch on the armor. That blacksmith was amazing! And Rena was telling me not to wear plated armor—” 
 
    “Look out!” Mirella quickly pushed Jalise away as the rhino just narrowly missed charging into them again. 
 
    “Can we stop messing around now?” Kailani sighed. 
 
    Clayton and Jalise got back up to their feet. The sage readied a fireball in her palms and Clayton readied his broken sword. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Jalise asked. 
 
    “Mirella, take out its legs. Kailani, I don’t know if your daggers can break through its hide. Find a soft spot. Jalise, fire should deter it from trying to trample us.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “I’ll find a nice place for my sword in its belly.” 
 
    The four spread out as the rhino circled back for another charge. It pounded its hooves on the ground before aiming at Clayton. He smiled knowing his armor could take it, though he wasn’t eager to get knocked back so violently. 
 
    “Hold on… Hold on…” 
 
    The rhino neared, kicking up dirt and pounding holes into the grass as it gained speed. 
 
    “Hold on…” 
 
    It lowered its head, its horn aimed right at Clayton’s sternum. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    Mirella reared back and heaved her trident hard enough to pierce the rhino’s leg. It stumbled to a halt like a car with a flat tire. 
 
    Kailani whistled as she leaped into the air and landed on the rhino’s back. It flailed wildly despite its wounded leg. 
 
    “Where is it?” Kailani stayed on just long enough to sink her daggers into its neck. The beast let out another roar as warm blood squirted down both sides of its head. Just as she was about to lose her balance, she flipped away from it. 
 
    “Jalise!” The sage followed Clayton’s instructions and fired flames at the rhino’s body. The beast rolled over onto its back in an attempt to put it out. 
 
    “My turn.” Clayton dashed forward in a blink. Even half of his sword was enough to pierce the soft skin of its belly. He sank his blade down as deep as he could, slicing its insides until the creature laid lifeless. 
 
    He bent down to pick up the gold coins appearing next to it, flipping one in his hand and putting it away. “Piece of cake. Is this all the Central Savanna has to offer? How about a challenge—” 
 
    Before he could finish, he felt the ground rumbling underneath him. The four looked off and saw a stampede heading in their direction, kicking up so much dust it was difficult to see them clearly. 
 
    “You and your big mouth,” Kailani said. “You got all his friends to come after us.” 
 
    “I don’t think those are rhinos…” Clayton squinted to get a better look at the group charging at them. “People on horseback.” 
 
    The horses rode up to them. Eight of them circling the four, all of them with arrows pointed right at them. They stood ready with their weapons up before the horses finally came to a halt. 
 
    One of the men hopped off his horse and walked toward Clayton. He looked like a bandit he’d dealt with before. His brown hooded cloak wasn’t enough to hide how dirty his face was. His shirt. His trousers. The rusty sword on his hip. Everything he owned looked like a mish-mash of things he’d stolen. 
 
    The man smiled at Clayton and revealed his dirty teeth. “Would you look at that… What do we got here?” His accent was like nothing Clayton had ever heard before, like his teeth were rotting and he was trying to keep them in. “You don’t see this too often. Travelers in the Central Savanna. Who you with? The Lovets? The Garolds?” 
 
    “We’re not with anybody,” Clayton said. “We’re just travelers by ourselves on a long journey.” 
 
    “Hmm… Is that right? Where you headed? Maybe I can give you some directions.” 
 
    “No thanks. We’re fine on our own.” 
 
    Clayton squeezed his hands tight around his hilt. The stranger hadn’t drawn his weapon but tapped his fingers against the pommel at his hip. He narrowed his eyes at Clayton. 
 
    “You’ve gotta pay the tribute,” the man said. 
 
    “Tribute?” 
 
    “There’s a price if you wanna go through the savanna. All the gold you’ve got on you.” 
 
    “All the gold I’ve got on me is from this rhino I just killed.” 
 
    “Is that so? Then I guess everything else you have will do. I can melt down that broken sword of yours and sell the scrap. I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you let me have some fun with that one over there? She looks like a real party.” 
 
    “In your dreams!” Kailani gagged in disgust. 
 
    “We’re not giving you anything.” Clayton took a step forward. When he did, the others on their horses pulled the arrows back on their bows. 
 
    “That’s not your decision to make.” The stranger locked his eyes on Clayton as if daring him to make a move. 
 
    “Let’s see…” Clayton shifted his eyes around. “Eight… Eight of these jerks. But they’ve all got arrows pointed right at us. I could block them all but I’d be out of stamina after that… Take the chance the girls could handle it? No… There’s another way…” 
 
    Clayton looked at Jalise. He didn’t say anything. Just a long stare in hopes he’d gotten his point across. He did the same with Mirella and Kailani before turning back to the stranger. 
 
    “What’s it gonna be, pal? Your life… or that broken sword of yours?” 
 
    “…Your life.” 
 
    Clayton quickly raised his weapon up and sliced the man across the throat. His broken sword was just long enough to reach. The man stumbled back with his hand on his neck, the blood gushing through his fingers. 
 
    The men circling them fired their arrows. Mirella quickly parried the arrows aimed at her then charged forward. Jalise cast flames large enough to incinerate the other arrows while Kailani leaped into the air to dodge. Clayton turned his back, taking the brunt of the arrows aimed for him with his armor. “Oh, man… This armor is sweet!” 
 
    “Clayton!” Jalise shouted as she knocked off two of the horsemen. 
 
    “Right, right… I’m on it!” 
 
    Clayton channeled his energy and shot forward a gust of water to knock the bows away from the men. They quickly unsheathed their swords and hopped off, surrounding Clayton. He turned back and forth between them. “These guys don’t look like they know how to fight. Better not take any chances.” 
 
    “Let’s rock.” Clayton moved forward and swung at one of the bandits. He caught the man in the arm then quickly spun around to swing at the man he sensed behind him. The bandits did everything they could to try and hit Clayton but he deftly dashed away from their blows. Clayton was never able to get a good swing because of his shortened Zeal Blade but his attacks added up. He covered the men with slices and bleeding cuts on their arms and legs to slow them down. 
 
    Clayton sensed their weariness. One of the men charged recklessly toward him. Clayton met him with a hard kick to the groin, stunning the bandit more than long enough to let him sink his blade into his stomach. 
 
    The other bandit, sensing the battle was lost, quickly got on his horse. He tried galloping away but Clayton dashed forward then leaped into the air. His thrust came down like lightning from the sky, knocking the man off and nailing him to the ground. 
 
    Clayton looked up and saw the mess the rest of his party left behind. Nothing was left of the bandits except for a mess of blood and ashes. 
 
    He sighed as he walked back up to them. “Say… You think we could use these horses to get to Fortune Forest faster?” 
 
    “I have never ridden a land horse before,” Mirella said. “We do not have them in Azure.” 
 
    “I prefer walking,” Kailani said. 
 
    “Fine, fine! I get the idea. Let’s just loot these guys. Gold. Items. We got a long walk to the mountains. We’ll need all the supplies we can get.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    The journey through the Central Savanna proved more tiresome because of the distance than the threats. The wild beasts were tamed with skill and teamwork, in part to the women’s willingness to let Clayton lead them. With a pleasant breeze to cool them and the soft grass underneath their feet, they neared the edge of the savanna and closed in on Fortune Forest. 
 
    “Looks like we got lucky not to run into any bandits,” Clayton said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t count our blessings just yet,” Jalise said. “There could be bandits lurking in the forest just as well.” 
 
    “Figures. Scumbags like that are everywhere looking for a chance to ambush people. Well… I’m more than willing to put an end to them. Maybe they’ll have some sweet loot for us.” 
 
    “Loot, loot, loot,” Kailani sighed. “Is that all you can talk about?” 
 
    “If it’s not about the levels, it’s all about the loot,” Clayton said. “Most of these guys are just fodder. Check me out.” 
 
    Clayton walked next to Kailani and flexed his muscle. She shrugged and kept on walking toward the forest. “I can’t see your muscles through the armor, BB.” 
 
    He looked down and sighed. “Maybe I should tell the next blacksmith to make me something that accentuates my physique. I’ve worked hard on this body. Gotta let the bandits know who they’re messing with.” 
 
    “You should be proud of what you have gained so far.” Mirella walked next to Clayton and trailed behind Jalise and Kailani. “In Azure, the knights of the queen’s manor are not shy about their bodies.” 
 
    “From what I saw, nobody was shy about their bodies.” 
 
    “Azurean knights harden their bodies through combat. When we are not training with one another, we are in the sea, hunting the most dangerous predators to test our skills.” 
 
    “Is that right? You’re pretty handy with that trident of yours. Probably speared a few sharks in your day. What’s the strongest thing you’ve ever taken down?” 
 
    Mirella smiled softly as she thought about it. “I remember the day when my brethren and I fell an Azurean whale.” 
 
    “An Azurean whale… Sounds big.” 
 
    “It is not as large as the Great Kraken. Nothing is. But a whale stretches more than a kilometer long from one end to the next, so far you cannot see its head and tail simultaneously.” 
 
    Clayton couldn’t hide his disbelief. “Are you telling me you killed something that big?” 
 
    “It was a grueling effort. Getting close to its mouth, it could have swallowed us whole with little effort. But our tridents are sharp and our stabs were true that day.” 
 
    His eyes shifted toward the trident she carried. The tips were stained with the blood of all they’d killed on the savanna. “Good to have you on my side… Let’s hope there’s nothing we can’t handle in the forest.” 
 
    As Fortune Forest neared, the trees seemed to stretch higher and higher to the sky. The massive elms were as thick as they were tall. They were so big the path became dark as if it were night already. 
 
    “We keep heading east,” Jalise said. “I don’t know how far it will be but we’re headed in the right direction.” 
 
    “I can handle a little frolic through the forest.” Clayton inhaled some of the fresh pine air and sighed. “Nothing like some shade from the sun.” 
 
    “Just don’t get too comfortable,” Kailani said. “I think I hear something out there.” 
 
    “The creatures in the forest don’t seem any more threatening than the ones on the savanna.” 
 
    “I did some reading in Shara,” Jalise said. “They mentioned some of the beasts lurking in these woods. Bears. Wild boars. Violent owls in the treetops.” 
 
    “Owls,” Clayton scoffed. “That’s a new one.” 
 
    “Coyotes…” 
 
    “What?” Clayton nearly jumped out of his armor. The three women stopped and looked at him in confusion as he stopped walking forward. “Coyotes? Are you serious?” He eyeballed and watched the smirk slowly form on Jalise’s lips. 
 
    “Coyotes?” Mirella said. 
 
    “Never mind.” Clayton grumbled to himself and kept marching forward. “Let’s keep going.” 
 
    The walk through the trees was pleasant. The party was quiet, listening for any sound of danger and preserving their energy as best they could. It was only a short while after leaving the savanna when Clayton heard something in the distance. 
 
    “Hold on.” He put his hand up. “I think I see …” He moved through the brush slowly and saw the light from between the trees. A log cabin stood by itself in the clearing. The wood looked old and splintery like it had been sitting there for ages. “Hmm… Smoke coming from the chimney… Somebody’s inside. What do you guys think?” 
 
    “Perhaps it would be appropriate for a brief respite,” Jalise said. 
 
    “I could take a load off,” Kailani said. 
 
    “If they turn us away, we could simply continue our journey,” Mirella added. 
 
    “Looks like we’re all in agreement. Hope there aren’t bandits living in there.” 
 
    Clayton stepped into the clearing and noticed the small garden out front. The soil looked fresh compared to the rest of the dirt he’d seen in the forest so far. “I wonder how they do that…” He walked right up to the door, one hand on his pommel, then knocked. “Hello? Anybody home?” 
 
    A few seconds passed when the door creaked open. Clayton looked through the crack but only saw darkness. “Yes?” The voice was old and strained. 
 
    “Hey. I’m Clayton. My party and I were wondering if we could stop by for a rest. Maybe stock up on some food, if you have it to spare. I’ve got some gold.” 
 
    The door opened even wider. Clayton had to turn his head down at the old man who stood in front of him, his back hunched over with age. The wrinkled skin on his face sagged with blemishes. His head was plucked bald except for a few white strands. 
 
    The old man peered over the glasses on the tip of his nose and grinned with his broken teeth. “Ah, yes… Travelers?” 
 
    “Travelers.” Clayton smiled to assure the old man. “Not bandits.” 
 
    The old man looked at the three women standing behind Clayton then nodded. “Come. Come. There is always room for the weary. My name is Banyer. Please…” 
 
    “Hmm… That’s suspicious…” Against his better judgment, Clayton stepped inside the log cabin. 
 
    The place was a lot neater than he expected it to be. The tables were clean. The seats looked comfortable. An inviting bearskin rug stretched out in front of the fireplace where a cauldron brewed. 
 
    “We’re only here for a bit,” Clayton said. “We’d like to make our way through the forest before the sun goes down—” 
 
    “You look weary. Perhaps a moment in the rejuvenation pools would do you good.” 
 
    “Rejuvenation pool? You have one here?” 
 
    “Yes… Yes, I do. This way…” 
 
    Clayton’s suspicions only grew. He looked toward his companions but none of them seemed eager to leave. 
 
    They walked through the log cabin and to a set of doors. He pushed them open and they led outside. To Clayton’s surprise, there was a pool just like the others he’d seen before. 
 
    “I am an old man, always looking to help those in need,” Banyer said. “I have no use for it. Perhaps you could use it.” 
 
    “Hmm… Maybe we will…” Clayton tried to hide his enthusiasm. The thought of seeing Jalise, Mirella, and Kailani all undressing turned him on like nothing else. But he didn’t hide his enthusiasm well enough, their empty stares locked right on him. 
 
    “What’s with that smile?” Kailani said. 
 
    “What? Was I smiling? I… Never mind.” 
 
    “You.” The old man grabbed Clayton by the arm. “You can use the other pool. This one is for females only.” 
 
    “W-what? But I—” 
 
    “You heard him, Clayton.” Jalise couldn’t fight her smile. “Don’t worry. I’m sure the other pool will be just as relaxing.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    Clayton watched his party members beginning to undress as  Banyer dragged him away and closed the door. He led him to another door that led outside to another pool, a tall wooden wall separating him from the others. 
 
    “Thanks,” Clayton sighed. “I don’t have a lot of gold but you can have it—” 
 
    “I have no need for gold out here. I enjoy serving the travelers of the forest. You aren’t bandits, are you?” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that from us.” 
 
    “Then feel free to make yourself comfortable. I will return to my stew. Perhaps you’d like to try some when you’re finished.” 
 
    “Stew, huh? Maybe I will.” 
 
    Clayton removed his armor and the linens underneath before stepping into the rejuvenation pool. A few stones made the water bubble green and steam around him. He sighed in relief, his eyes closed and the stress leaving his body. 
 
    “Never realized how heavy that armor was…” The sound of giggling on the other side of the wall made him perk his ears. “Just ignore ‘em, Clay… You could have your own fun…” 
 
    He sank into the water, letting it cover him just up to his shoulders. He was just beginning to drift off when he heard something moving next to him. 
 
    “What…” He turned his head up and looked at the forest next to him. One of the trees began to shake. The bark on it shifted until a small opening appeared. A figure emerged from the tree and walked toward Clayton. “Ixia…” 
 
    The dryad queen looked just as he remembered. Skin a light shade of green and eyes glowing yellow. Her body was bare, showing off all the curves he’d enjoyed once before. 
 
    “It is good to see you again, Ferrum.” Her voice echoed softly in his ears as she stood next to the pool. He was about to step out of the water but she put her hand up. “Rest. I sense you are weary. You must gather your strength.” 
 
    “You’re not just saying that, are you?” 
 
    “Ferrums possess great strength. I have no doubt you are on a great journey.” Her eyes narrowed. A frown came across her lips. 
 
    “Something’s wrong… What’s wrong, Ixia?” 
 
    “That, I can’t tell you. But I am connected to all of the forests throughout Xeylon. I sense something troubling. A darkness.” 
 
    “Does it feel like the anomaly from before? Does it feel like… Maledict?” 
 
    Ixia looked at Clayton like she was hesitant to say it but slowly nodded. “I did not visit you during your rest to alarm you.” 
 
    “It’s okay. You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know. My party and I are heading for the mountains. We have to repair Zeal. If we do that, I know we can stop the Maledict.” 
 
    “The dryads and I will do what I can to assist you, Ferrum, though my power is limited in the mountains.” 
 
    “That’s all right. I haven’t come across anything I can’t handle. It’s always good to see you. Say… Since you’re already here…” 
 
    Ixia smiled and shook her head softly. 
 
    “Perhaps another time, Ferrum.” 
 
    “Of course,” he sighed. 
 
    “I wish you well, Clayton Brooks.” 
 
    “Take it easy, Ixia.” He watched the dryad queen step back into the tree and the bark close up. 
 
    “Even she can sense it… Belenoth must be close…” 
 
    Clayton’s thoughts were interrupted when he heard more giggling on the other side of the wall. “Hmm… I wonder… They’ll probably kill me if I get caught…” More giggling and splashing made him jump out of the pool. “That’s it.” 
 
    He walked naked back into the log cabin, searching for the door to the other rejuvenation pool when he noticed Banyer was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “Strange… Hey, Banyer!” His voice echoed through the cabin. “Hey, Banyer! You still here?” He headed into the living room and noticed the unattended cauldron over the fire. 
 
    “Hmm…” He tip-toed toward the cauldron as the smoke continued to rise from it. As he got closer, the pungent aroma from it burned his nostrils. “Ew… Gross… What is that?” 
 
    Clayton moved right up to the cauldron until he could look inside. The liquids within were black and noxious, bubbling like crude oil. He narrowed his eyes as he stirred the mixture with the ladle. “What is—” He hit something hard and scooped it up. The oil-like stew dripped down from it and revealed the upper-half of a cracked skull. 
 
    “What are you doing?” The voice boomed from behind him as he jerked his head around, expecting to see Banyer standing there. But the old man was gone, replaced by a figured in a hooded black cloak. The voice matched Banyer but the man was significantly taller, even if Clayton couldn’t see his face. “I said what are you doing?” 
 
    As the man got closer, Clayton still couldn’t see his face. “What the hell?” There was no face to look at all. Just two glowing white eyes sitting in darkness. 
 
    “I’m getting the hell outta here—” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere.” The hooded figure raised his hands up and fired a spell at Clayton that knocked him onto his back. He gasped as he tried to catch his breath. 
 
    “Listen, Banyer… Thanks for your hospitality, but I think I’ve had enough.” 
 
    Banyer yelled as he fired another spell at Clayton. Clayton just managed to move out of the way, the energy instead slamming into the wall behind him. 
 
    “Gotta get to Zeal…” Clayton stumbled on his feet back to the pool. He unsheathed his sword and turned around just in time to deflect another spell Banyer fired at him. More giggling from the other side of the wall almost distracted him from the man moving forward. 
 
    Banyer raised his hands up to cast another spell. Clayton seized the opportunity to dash forward and slam his sword into his chest. There was no resistance. Banyer groaned in pain before suddenly vanishing completely like a spirit fading into mist. Nothing but his black cloak remained as it fell to the floor. 
 
    “Thanks for the hospitality…” 
 
    Clayton quickly ran through the cabin and kicked open the door to the other pool. The women yelled in surprise as they sat in the pool, shielding their bodies from Clayton’s stare. 
 
    “Oh, real impressive, BB. Standing there naked with just your sword.” 
 
    “I do not think that is appropriate,” Mirella said. 
 
    “You really should use the other pool, Clayton—” 
 
    Clayton grumbled in frustration. “Okay, first of all, I’ve already seen all of you naked, so you’re not hiding anything new from me. Second of all, we’re getting the hell outta here.” 
 
    “Banyer would think we’re ungrateful,” Jalise said. 
 
    “Banyer isn’t thinking anything right now. Trust me. We’ll find another place to recover.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    “Warlocks. They’re always causing mischief. When they’re not taking advantage of innocent villagers, they’re taking advantage of unsuspecting travelers.” 
 
    “I should’ve known something was up, Jalise.” Clayton sighed and shook his head. “I should’ve warned you.” 
 
    “We are all to blame. When someone opens their doors, you want to assume the best in them. Now we know for sure he won’t cause any more trouble.” 
 
    Clayton looked back. Even though the group had traveled a few miles, the smoke from the smoldering ash Jalise turned Banyer’s cabin into was still visible. 
 
    “Next time, I’ll check his pots before we decide to get naked and hop in his pool,” he said. 
 
    The party kept their guard up as they wandered through the forest. Even though he didn’t know what was lurking out there, Clayton felt some peace as he wandered through the brush. The air was fresh. The grass was soft. The shade cooled the sweat dripping from his brow. He laughed knowing he’d never do anything close to this living at home. Just simple moments traveling the terrain reminded him of how wondrous his journey was. 
 
    The sun was at its apex when Clayton heard a noise in the distance. “Hold on… There’s something up ahead.” He took the lead and moved forward. More of the light through the darkness appeared. Clayton kept his hand on his pommel as he walked into the clearing. Relief came over him as he saw a family sitting in the grass and having a picnic. He looked around and saw more buildings. 
 
    “Hmm… Looks like a town,” he said. 
 
    “Looks like a town,” Kailani said. “A town in the middle of the forest? Kinda suspicious.” 
 
    “I’m with you. But we’ll be ready if something is up. These people seem ordinary enough.” 
 
    The party walked into the town. The buildings were old, wooden structures. From what Clayton could tell, there were several shops selling food, small weapons and other provisions. Children ran through the streets, chasing after one another without a care in the world. The adults were hard at work at their trade. Woodworkers. Blacksmiths. Seamstresses. There were all sorts of craftsmen, their clothes as ordinary as their appearance. 
 
    “Hmm… Who would’ve thought there’d be a bustling village in the middle of the forest?” Clayton said. 
 
    “The forest provides a lot of resources,” Mirella said. “It is no wonder how they are able to thrive.” 
 
    “The trees are a natural defense from invaders,” Jalise said. “It’s a good way to stay out of the conflict. These people look like they want to mind their own business.” 
 
    “I think this is a safe place to relax for a bit.” Clayton noticed an inn off to the side. “I don’t know how much farther we are from the mountains. We should think about staying the night.” 
 
    Clayton stepped into the inn where the manager at the front desk was sleeping in his seat. 
 
    “Ahem.” A loud clear of this throat was enough to get the mustached man to wake up. 
 
    He blinked his eyes open wide, looking at the party one by one. “Ah! Travelers! Welcome to Lancaster! You’re here to collect the bounty?” 
 
    “The bounty?” Clayton raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Wait… You mean you’re not here for the bounty?” The manager hopped up from his seat and moved over to the side. He pointed at the parchment hanging from the wall. 
 
      
 
    WANTED: The Assassin of Lancaster. Wanted for robbery, murder, and abduction. See Mayor Morrison for Reward. 
 
      
 
    Underneath the writing was the image of a hooded figure. “Can’t tell much from that drawing. Just a shaded face with two eyes. I just killed a warlock who looked like that.” 
 
    “Maybe you killed the Lancaster Assassin already,” the manager said. “People around here aren’t crossing their fingers though. Nobody’s got a clean look at the bastard but they’ve seen him. He’s been through here. Breaking windows. Taking kids. Killing people. The whole town’s on edge but you wouldn’t know it. You really aren’t hunters?” 
 
    “We’re traveling to the mountains. We just happened to stop by.” 
 
    “Damn shame. You look like you people know how to handle yourself. People from all over Green Terra have come to see if they can take care of the ‘Lancaster Assassin.’ Mayor Morrison isn’t saying what he’s offering but it’s something big.” The manager moved back behind the counter. 
 
    Clayton looked around the inn lobby and noticed a bunch of men who didn’t look like the other townsfolk. Knights in full suits of armor. Archers with lethal crossbows. Sorcerers who looked capable of casting dangerous spells. 
 
    “I’ve only got one room left. Fully-booked, otherwise. Then again, three ladies and one man in a single room… You’re a lucky devil.” 
 
    “Thanks…” Clayton was too distracted by the hunters. The hunters themselves took notice of Clayton and eyeballed him right back. “The Lancaster Assassin… It’s a serious problem, is it?” 
 
    “Sure is. Everybody’s got a smile on their face. Things seem normal but I know they’re worried. Mayor enacted a curfew because of the abductions. Old man is as desperate as anybody to catch ‘em. But if you’re just passing through, that ain’t any of your business. So… You want the room or not?” 
 
    “We’ll take the room. But I’d like to talk to the mayor first. Where’s he at?” 
 
    “Just head north a bit, around the tavern. Big mansion on the hill. You shouldn’t have too much trouble finding it.” 
 
    Clayton stepped out of the inn and looked around. The town appeared as calm as when he first saw it. But ‘WANTED’ parchments posted on all of the buildings were easy to spot now that he was aware of them. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Clayton?” Jalise walked up and put a hand on his shoulder. “Something is troubling you…” 
 
    “I don’t know… I’ve just a bad feeling about this. I’m thinking… Do you think the Maledict have something to do with this?” 
 
    “That’s a possibility. Perhaps Belenoth himself has come to this town knowing you’d be heading toward it. Maybe he’s prepared a trap for you.” 
 
    “If it is Belenoth or not, we must do what we can for these people,” Mirella said. “We cannot simply ignore their request for aid.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Clayton sighed. “Let’s go talk to the mayor. Maybe he’ll be able to give us more information.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “That’s the mayor’s mansion?” Kailani shook her head in disbelief. “How come his house is so much bigger than everybody else’s?” 
 
    “Because he’s the mayor,” Clayton said. “That’s how it works. Doesn’t Okari get a bigger place now that he’s Chief Elder?” 
 
    “No. He’s stuck in the same ol’ hut he’s always lived in. Maybe he should take a hint from this guy…” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, it is pretty big.” Clayton and his party walked up to the sprawling mansion. It was twice the size of every building in Lancaster. The two-storied structure appeared to be made out of finely crafted stone like a piece of art. Even the windows shined with a glean like it was polished constantly. 
 
    The door opened up as soon as Clayton stepped to it, a thin man in perfectly-tailored linens answering. “Welcome,” the man said. “Can I be of assistance?” 
 
    “I’m Clayton Brooks. I’m here to speak to the mayor.” 
 
    “And what is this in regards to?” 
 
    “I have questions about the Lancaster Assassin. We’re here for the bounty. Just trying to get some details.” 
 
    “Of course… Right this way.” Clayton followed the man into the mansion. It was as luxurious as any building he’d seen in even Nalore and Shara. The walls were decorated with fine art. The candelabra on the walls were crafted out of pure gold. The dark  polished stone floor squeaked with every step of Clayton’s armor. 
 
    “Fancy…” 
 
    They headed into a small den where a man sat comfortably in his seat, his head buried inside of a book. 
 
    “Mayor Morrison… Travelers have arrived… They have questions about the assassin.” 
 
    The man slowly raised his head up. Clayton was too distracted by the men standing next to him to notice him. 
 
    His guards didn’t look like any knights he’d ever seen. Their armor was gold. Their swords were gold. If Clayton didn’t know better, he swore even the linens underneath their plate mail was gold. 
 
    “Don’t mind them,” the man said. “You only have to worry if you try something. You’re not gonna try anything, are you?” 
 
    “I just had some questions,” Clayton said. 
 
    “All right. I’m Mayor Morrison. Probably asking about how much I’m gonna pay you. If you bring me the assassin’s head, I’ll give you a big reward. If you bring him to me alive, I’ll give you a bigger reward.” 
 
    “You plan on torturing them?” 
 
    “The assassin has been torturing this entire town! Lancaster demands justice. I’m responsible for giving the people what they want.” 
 
    Mayor Morrison was noticeably chubby. His white shirt stretched out from his belly despite the amount of textiles put into it. His entire body wobbled as he paced back and forth, scratching his thick, dark mustache. Just a simple movement made a few beads of sweat drip down from his bald head. 
 
    But what made Clayton curious was how upset Morrison seemed to be. He couldn’t blame him, considering the situation he was in. There was something else though. He could see it in Morrison’s eyes. An obvious frustration from the way he grumbled to himself. 
 
    “This assassin… How long has he been a problem for you?’ 
 
    “Up until recently, Lancaster’s been just fine. We’ve had a few kids missing before then but that’s what happens in Fortune Forest. Parents let their kids go roaming around and the beasts take them. If not them, it’s the bandits. With that damn war going on between those snooty snobs, who knows what else is out there.” 
 
    “Right… The drawing doesn’t seem to tell me much. Just a hooded figure and some eyes. How am I supposed to know what the assassin looks like? He could just be wandering through the streets during broad daylight and nobody would know.” 
 
    “The people would know. We’re a small town. Everybody knows each other. Some stranger shows up and makes themselves at home, they’re bound to get found out. But he’s here. I know he is. I seen ‘em with my own two eyes. Bastard killed one of my own guards.” 
 
    “Wait a second. The assassin killed one of your guards? These men in this fancy armor?” 
 
    “That’s right!” Morrison raised his voice loud enough to make him sweat even more. “He butchered a few hunters who came to stop him, too. That’s why we call him the Lancaster Assassin.” 
 
    “Any reason why someone would come to your town and start doing all of this?” 
 
    “How the hell am I supposed to know? I’ll tell you one thing though. This man is evil. You’d have to be to pick on an innocent town like this in the middle of the forest. Just honest townsfolk trying to make an honest living.” He walked up to Clayton and pointed his index finger at him. “I don’t care what you do or how you do it. If you save this town, I’ll give you enough gold to build a house just like this.” 
 
    “Hmm… Tempting.” 
 
    “Anything else? Because I think you should get out there and do something about my problem. My town needs you.” 
 
    Clayton looked to his companions but they all stayed silent. “Thanks, Mayor Morrison.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” he grumbled as he returned to the book he was reading. 
 
    The group stepped outside of the mansion and headed back toward town. 
 
    “Charming fella,” Kailani said. “Wonder how he got elected.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t hold it against him,” Jalise replied. “If the allegations are true, he has every reason to be agitated.” 
 
    Clayton stopped and put his hands on his hips. He looked out into the peaceful town. “Look,” he said. “All these kids running around. Everybody going about their business. The town seems… normal.” 
 
    “I admire their courage,” Mirella said. “We must deal with this assassin.” 
 
    Clayton didn’t know how much time he had until Belenoth came through the mist and attacked again. 
 
    “If Belenoth comes to Lancaster, there’s no telling how much destruction he can cause.” Clayton pulled out Zeal and looked down at it. “We’ll talk to the rest of the townsfolk. Somebody has to know something.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    The Lancaster tavern was filled that night. The conversation wasn’t raucous, which surprised Clayton, considering the amount of mead filling his nostrils. The waitresses served ale to all of the citizens inside of the small but comfortable setting. 
 
    Clayton sat at his table and watched as an entire mug of ale disappeared inside of Kailani’s mouth. Her cheeks bulged for a moment before she swallowed everything down with a gulp. 
 
    “Doesn’t have the same kick as lavawater… But it’s giving me a nice little buzz.” 
 
    “Try not to get wasted tonight, eh?” 
 
    “I’m not planning on getting wasted. We had a long walk from Shara though. Even when we were relaxing, some warlock ended up attacking us. Besides, somebody has to have a good time.” Kailani looked around and shook her head. “It’s depressing in here.” 
 
    There was a dour mood in the tavern despite the conversation. Nobody was smiling. The minstrels played half-hearted music. Half-empty glasses looked like they weren’t going to be finished. 
 
    “You can’t blame these people,” Clayton said. “There’s a killer stealing kids out there. Can’t really celebrate when they might be next.” 
 
    “I’m here to help, BB. It seems like we’re chasing a ghost though.” 
 
    Mirella and Jalise arrived at the table. 
 
    “I’ve spoken to some of the townsfolk,” Jalise said. “They said what we already know. Some hooded figure running through the streets when the moon is out. None of them got a clear look but it was obviously a man who had something to hide.” 
 
    “I have learned the same,” Mirella said. “They say they have had some of their belongings taken. Clothes and weapons. Others have said they witnessed someone breaking into this tavern itself. But they cannot add any further details.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Clayton sighed and got up from his seat. “We’ll keep talking to everybody. Maybe Kailani has the right idea. I’ll get you three a round to relax for a bit.” 
 
    Clayton walked by himself to the bar and waited for the barmaid to address him. “What are ya having, traveler?” 
 
    “Three mugs of ale. And one fuzz.” 
 
    “Fuzz? Ya know only children drink that.” 
 
    “Hey! I like it.” The barmaid shrugged with a smirk as she poured the drinks. “I heard the Lancaster Assassin paid you a visit.” 
 
    “Ya got that right! Bastard knocked out one of my back windows. Had to have the thing replaced. Wasted hours sweeping up the glass.” 
 
    “What did they take?” 
 
    “Took a few mugs. And a knife for my bread from the backroom. It’s hard to find a good bread knife these days. If I get my hands on the man, I’ll show ‘em to use it, I will.” 
 
    Clayton bit his tongue and held back a laugh. “Sorry about your loss.” He reached forward for the drinks when somebody pushed up next to him, knocking some of the liquor out onto the counter. 
 
    “Well, look who it is… The man who’s gotta be protected by three women.” 
 
    Clayton looked at the man next to him. It didn’t take him long to realize it was a sorcerer he’d seen at the inn lobby. Underneath his hood, there were a couple of beady brown eyes staring right at him. Clayton turned to the other side and saw an archer. Long, dirty white hair. He had a condescending sneer on his face, looking down at Clayton over his pointed nose. 
 
    “Lemme guess,” Clayton sighed. “A man in armor is standing behind me.” He only had to tilt his head just a bit to see he was right. The armored knight had his face covered with his helmet but Clayton could still see his eyes reddening and his brow furrowing. 
 
    “Listen, friend,” the mage said. “I know you’re here for the bounty. Me and my party already have things under control. We’ll be the ones to take care of the assassin.” 
 
    “Is that right? The town seems to be on edge. It doesn’t sound like you’ve handled the situation very well.” 
 
    “It won’t be long until we get our hands on our target. I suggest you and your whores be on your way. Or you’ll regret it.” 
 
    “Ha…” Clayton bit his tongue and straightened up. “You know, I would’ve let everything slip. But then you had to go and say that word. Well… Now I have to do something.” 
 
    “Try it.” 
 
    “Hey!” The barmaid shouted and slapped her palm against the counter. “Ya fools wanna do something, do it outside! I have trouble enough cleaning yer mess when ya aren’t fighting.” 
 
    “What do you say, friend?” Clayton said as he eyed the hooded mage in front of him. “Why don’t we settle this bounty right now?” 
 
    “Sounds like a grand idea.” The mage marched out with his brethren. 
 
    Clayton took a sip of fuzz and sighed as he walked back to his table with the drinks. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jalise asked. 
 
    “A problem I gotta deal with. You ladies can stay here.” He said it even though he knew they would follow him out anyway. 
 
    The party stepped out of the tavern. The trees from the surrounding forest swayed softly from the night breeze. The moonlight cast a shadow and illuminated the small village. 
 
    The sorcerer held his hands out and laughed. “Just what I thought. The man can’t fight without his whores by his side.” 
 
    Clayton unsheathed his weapon and pointed it forward. “All right. I’ll make this quick. You can apologize right now and we’ll all go back and have our drinks. Or I can make sure you don’t get your bounty.” 
 
    “With half a sword? Ha! You must pay your whores well. I don’t even know why they’d stand by your side.” 
 
    “Fine. Suit yourself.” Clayton focused his energy and fired a blast of water right at the mage. The sorcerer responded by raising his hands up and blocking it with a water spell of his own. 
 
    The archer quickly nocked four arrows and fired them. Mirella rushed in front of the group and knocked them away with a swing of her trident. 
 
    “Go!” the sorcerer shouted. “Show these fools who they’re dealing with!” 
 
    The knight stomped forward, metal clanking against the dirt as he charged at Kailani. He swung his massive greatsword but she was too quick, leaping into the air as it slammed into the ground. She pounced on his shoulders but a blast of water from the sorcerer knocked her off before she could attack. 
 
    Jalise rushed to Kailani and cast a healing spell. A bolt of fire slowed the archer down enough that he had to retreat before nocking another volley of arrows. 
 
    “Is that all you got?” Clayton twirled his sword around and stepped to the mage. “I’ve seen worse.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen my best!” The sorcerer clapped his hands together and sent a shard of ice sharp enough to pierce through Clayton’s head. Clayton just managed to slash the ice away. He dashed up and swiped at the mage, slicing through his garments and drawing blood. 
 
    “Gotcha—” 
 
    “BB!” 
 
    Kailani’s warning was just in time as Clayton ducked down to avoid the arrow heading his way. 
 
    The knight didn’t stop his pursuit. He stalked Jalise and Kailani, swinging his greatsword hard enough to split them in two. Mirella stabbed at the archer but his deft movements made him hard to hit. He responded with a piercing arrow that Mirella was able to easily knock away. 
 
    “Dammit… Can’t keep fighting like this…” Clayton gritted his teeth and looked back up at the mage. 
 
    “Are you ready to walk away now?” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” Clayton roared as he dashed up to the mage. He used all of his strength to swing at the mage but missed. The mage had vanished completely, appearing behind him. 
 
    “Who taught you how to fight?” The sorcerer blasted Clayton in the back and sent him tumbling forward. If not for his armor, he would have surely been scorched. 
 
    “Starting to get on my nerves…” Clayton grumbled as he dug his sword in the ground to push himself back up. He turned around and the cocky smile of the mage just made him angrier. 
 
    “One last chance,” the mage said. “Leave Lancaster. The bounty is mine.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere. You want me to leave, you’ll have to kill me.” 
 
    “What makes you think I’m not capable of that?” 
 
    “Hey!” The booming voice stopped everybody from moving. Armored men on horseback galloped between all of them. “I’ll have no more of this! Keep this up, I’ll lock all of you into a cell and throw away the key!” 
 
    Lancaster’s patrolling guards arrived to bring the fighting to an abrupt halt. 
 
    “Come on,” the sorcerer said. “I think the man and his whores has learned his lesson. If he hasn’t, I’ll teach it to him another time.” 
 
    The mage walked away with his two companions. 
 
    “How about you?” The man on horseback gave Clayton a stern look. “You still feel like causing trouble?” 
 
    “No,” Clayton sighed. “I just wanna have my fuzz.” 
 
    The four of them headed back into the bar and collapsed in their seats. 
 
    Kailani was the first to gulp her drink down. “And I thought there wasn’t gonna be any excitement our first night here…” 
 
    “We are already in a predicament,” Mirella said. “Why would they fight needlessly? Foolishness.” 
 
    “With the amount of money the mayor’s offering, I’m not surprised.” Clayton swirled his drink around like he always did and watched the bubbles rise. “We’ll get to the bottom of this, one way or another.” 
 
    The table was silent while the rest of the bar was full of quiet chatter. Clayton was grateful for his moment of peace but it was interrupted when he noticed someone staring at him. He turned and looked at the man. He was old and frail, so Clayton knew he likely wasn’t gonna cause any trouble. 
 
    “You’re here for the bounty?” the old man’s voice trembled. “The Lancaster Assassin?” 
 
    “Not here for the bounty,” Clayton said. “But we’re here to help.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured.” The old man pulled a chair up to the table. “You all seem different. Not like Nym and his friends.” 
 
    “Nym?” 
 
    “That mage you just got into it with. Yokic is the big bloke in the armor. Sheril’s the smarmy fella with the bow and arrow. They’ve been pushing people around ever since they got here, squeezing everybody for information like milking a cow.” 
 
    “It looks like this whole situation has got everybody on edge.” 
 
    “I say Nym is causing almost as much trouble as the assassin himself.” The old man sighed deeply, a frown on his lips. “You four seem different though.” 
 
    “If there’s any way we can help, you can tell us.” 
 
    “Name’s Josef. I’m just a farmer here. I don’t make much. Enough to feed my wife and kid, Ralph. He’s the sweetest boy you’d ever met. Doesn’t do anything except study and help me out in the fields. Leanne and I’ve been blessed.” 
 
    He forced a smile onto his lips before it left as fast as it’d appeared. “A few days ago, I was working in the fields. Ralph was helping me out like I usually did. I head inside of the barn to get some tools then I hear him scream. I run out but he’s gone. Vanished. No trail or nothing.” 
 
    “The assassin took your son?” Jalise said. “Why would somebody do such a thing?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Ralph’s an innocent kid. But lately, lots of kids have been missing. A kid every now and then goes wandering out in the woods too far. It happens. But that’s only once every few years. It’s been happening an awful lot these days…” 
 
    “Damn…” Clayton looked around the table but nobody had the answers he was looking for. “I’m sorry, Josef. We’ll do everything we can to find Ralph but we have no idea how we’re gonna get our hands on the assassin.” 
 
    “That’s just it. I’ve been keeping something from the guards and the hunters. Figured you’re the people I’ve been waiting for.” He leaned in closer to the table and whispered. “A few days ago, somebody broke into the barn. Took some grain. Then a few days later, it happened again. I figured I’d stay up and watch. Just like clockwork, I saw him.” 
 
    “You saw the assassin?” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm.” He nodded. “Clear as day. Couldn’t see his face cause of the hood but it was him. Didn’t do anything though. I’m just an old man and the guy was fast. Probably why nobody’s been able to catch him.” 
 
    “Hmm… If they’re stealing grain from you at night, they’ll probably steal it again. When exactly are they scheduled to take your grain?” 
 
    “Tonight. Usually after the tavern closes and everybody’s asleep.” 
 
    Clayton raised his eyebrows. He didn’t have to say anything for the others to know what he was thinking. 
 
    “It looks like we have a meeting with the Lancaster Assassin tonight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    Only now did Clayton take the time to view his stats since leaving Shara. 
 
      
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 74 
 
    Available Points 7 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 800 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 21 
 
    Constitution 19 
 
    Agility 17 
 
    Dexterity 17 
 
    Wisdom 15 
 
      
 
    Seven more levels meant an automatic boost in his hit points. At this point, he could take more damage without falling than he could before. “If we’re gonna catch this guy, I’ve gotta be light on my feet… He might put up a fight though… This is tough…” 
 
    He decided agility was what he needed but prepared for combat. 
 
    Two points in strength. 
 
    Two points in constitution. 
 
    Three points in agility. 
 
    He felt a rush of energy surge through his body. His muscles swelled slightly and there was a bounce in his step. 
 
    “Hopefully this jerk won’t make me regret underleveling my wisdom…” 
 
    The group had gathered at Josef’s farm beneath the cover of nightfall. Together, they sat behind the shade of the barn, just across from the mill where the grain had been stolen. 
 
    Mirella kept her eyes wide, diligently observing the scenery for any movement. “There is a lot of open space. There is no telling which direction of the forest he will come from.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” Kailani shrugged. “This whole thing sounds kinda fishy to me. Maybe the old man is in on it and he’s setting us up. You did hear about the assassin taking out some people already hunting for him.” 
 
    Jalise breathed softly to stay as quiet as possible. “I don’t sense any betrayal from him. I believe he’s sincere when he says his child is missing.” 
 
    “Besides,” Clayton added. “We don’t have any other leads. If this turns out he mistook the assassin for some bear, at least we found out who took his grain.” 
 
    “I suggest we remain patient. The assassin could strike at any moment.” The group took heed of Mirella’s advice and stayed patient against the barn. 
 
    Clayton sighed and inhaled some of the clean forest air. The entire town was silent, the empty streets illuminated only by the moonlight. 
 
    Minutes passed. Minutes turned into hours. Clayton had lost track of time, leaning against the barn while he kept his eyes focused. “Either the assassin’s not showing up or they’re late… They keep this up and the sun will be up by the time they get here…” 
 
    “Maybe we should all hit the hay,” Kailani said. “I’m not too comfortable about going back to the inn with those jerks back there though…” 
 
    “We can always find a comfortable place to sleep. There’s a lot of forest clearings where you can just lie on the grass.” 
 
    “That sounds like something. Back on the islands, when the weather was just right, I used to lay underneath the moon and sleep out in the open. Nothing but the tides rolling in the distance to help me drift off. I don’t know if the woods could compare to something like that—” 
 
    “I hear something.” Mirella motioned with her hand and pointed at the forest off to the side. “Over there.” 
 
    The entire group narrowed their eyes into the darkness between the trees. The brush moved and a black-hooded figure appeared, quickly disappearing into the barn. 
 
    “There!” Clayton raced forward and unsheathed his sword. He had only started running when the man was already leaving the barn. 
 
    Clayton chased after him through the streets. Despite the agility he’d invested in, he labored to keep up with the man sprinting away. “Damn this armor’s heavy…” 
 
    He focused his energy as best he could, trying to maintain his stamina. The metal of his armor clanked with every step he took. The rest of the group followed in tow. 
 
    “He’s going through the town!” Jalise shouted. “Be careful! He might take a hostage!” 
 
    Clayton didn’t care if everybody in Lancaster was sleeping. He couldn’t take the chance and let him get away. 
 
    The distance between them increased as the hooded-figure sped through the town. 
 
    “This guy’s running like he has four legs,” Clayton muttered to himself as he struggled to keep up. “Can’t let him get away…” He gritted his teeth and moved as fast as he possibly could. His heart raced and his lungs burned as he pumped his legs. 
 
    “Not so fast!” The armored guards of the village galloped in front of Clayton and blocked his path. 
 
    “Oh, great…” he muttered. 
 
    “What are you doing? You’re not allowed to be out. There is a curfew—” 
 
    “The assassin! I’m chasing after the assassin, you idiot! He’s getting away!” 
 
    “What did you just call me?” The man stepped off of his horse and walked toward Clayton. “I don’t know where you’re from but in Lancaster, we have laws. Mayor Morrison decreed there is a curfew—” 
 
    “Jalise.” He turned to the sage and she nodded in response. 
 
    “Go, Clayton,” she said. “I will speak to them. ” 
 
    “All right, BB. Let’s get this guy!” Kailani and Mirella ran around the horse blockade with Clayton leading the way. 
 
    “Hey! Stop! Come back here!” The guard attempted to get back on his horse but Jalise stopped him. 
 
    “You must let them do this. Please.” Jalise ignited a ring of flames around the horses. The guards pulled their weapons out and beat the flames to try and extinguish them. 
 
    Clayton raced into the forest without giving the guards a chance to catch up. “Can’t bring a horse into the woods, you jerks…” He searched the brush for any sign of movement. It was his only hope of keeping the assassin’s trail. 
 
    He ignited his weapon and raced through the trees just in time to see movement in the darkness. “Over there! This way!” He ran forward through the trees, ignoring all of the sticks and twigs smacking him across the face. Kailani climbed the trees and ran through the treetops in an attempt to gain ground. 
 
    “I think we got him.” Just as Clayton said it, they ran into an empty forest clearing. At least, it was empty until a brown grizzly bear lumbered out. Its steps trembled the ground and its roar echoed through the trees. “This is just great—” 
 
    “Go!” Mirella put a hand on his shoulder. “We will hold it off. Get the assassin.” 
 
    “Ahh!” Kailani screamed from the treetops as she plunged down onto the bear. The bear wrestled her off and another roar shook the entire woods. 
 
    Clayton only had a chance to see the two of them engaging the bear before he ran through the woods. 
 
    “Where is he?” He narrowed his eyes, peering into the darkness for any sign of movement. He’d been running so hard and so fast. His stamina was gone. Despite his efforts, he was forced to slow to a walk. 
 
    “Dammit…” He gasped deeply as he inched forward. “Now where do I go?” He looked around then spotted some moonlight between the trees in one direction. The light grew brighter as he approached it. He pushed away the brush and branches and stumbled upon a small shack hidden among the trees. 
 
    “Hmm… I wonder.” He put out the flames on his sword and inched closer to the shack. He steadied his breath as much as he could as he moved up next to it. 
 
    “Don’t hear anybody inside…” The silence only made him more concerned. 
 
    He walked around the hut and found the doorway. His weapon raised, he stood before it and kicked it in, turning it into splinters. 
 
    The moonlight shined inside. He could barely make out the table with scraps of parchment on it. 
 
    “Here goes nothing—” 
 
    “Ahh!” He’d barely taken a step inside when he heard the scream, accompanied by a blade clanging against the metal of his arm. He quickly spun around and swung his sword at nothing. The attacker responded by slicing at him against his breastplate. Another swift strike knocked the Zeal Blade out of his hands. 
 
    “Crap…” He dodged out of the way to avoid another stab from the assassin. He couldn’t keep up. Not without his weapon. He decided he had no other choice, just as his attacker reached out again, Clayton grabbed their arms and moved them back. To his surprise, there wasn’t much resistance. He easily overpowered them until knocking them against the wall. 
 
    “Drop the weapon or I’ll choke you out right now.” He moved his hand to the assassin’s throat and watch him raised his head. The darkness underneath the hood slowly went away and he saw purple lips. More of the pink-skinned face was revealed when the hood fell off completely. 
 
    Clayton stared at her, blinking his eyes in disbelief. “…Rena?” 
 
    She was in just as must shock as he was, breathing hard and her eyes wide. “Clayton.” 
 
    They looked hard into one another’s eyes before coming together in a tight embrace. Rena grabbed the back of his head and put her face to his, locking their lips together. Their tongues intertwined. 
 
    Clayton gasped in a combination of surprise and fatigue, still trying to kiss Rena as hard as he could. 
 
    “It has been too long…” She reached underneath his breastplate, raising his faulds, and lowering his trousers. Her soft hands gripped his shaft and it swelled with only a few strokes. 
 
    He gasped into her mouth as he fumbled with her linen bottoms. He peeled them down her thighs, just enough to reveal the mound he desired. 
 
    All reason had left him. He knew what he was doing but didn’t care. 
 
    Clayton’s arms wrapped around her as he carried her over to the table and set her down. Her legs spread, Rena wrapped them around his back and pulled him close. Clayton didn’t hesitate, thrusting himself into her. The amount of ecstasy pulsing through his veins as he felt her warmth made him tremble. 
 
    “Too long…” she gasped. “It has been too long…” 
 
    “It has…” 
 
    He thumped his hilt against her as if he wanted to split her apart. The table shook unsteadily beneath her. His armor clanked in rhythm with his hips. 
 
    Overcome by his sudden passion, Clayton could already feel himself reaching his end. He held Rena close and moved his tongue between her teeth, groaning into her mouth. 
 
    “I can’t hold it…” 
 
    “Release yourself, Brooks… I have waited too long for this…” 
 
    He clenched his jaw and looked into her violet eyes as he lost himself. Thick throbs of his seed spilled from his tip and filled the elf. He grunted with every thrust, making sure not a single drop fell out of her. 
 
    Rena stared back at him, mouth open and a moan stuck in her throat as she reached her climax. She squeezed around him, milking even more out of him until they were both completely spent. 
 
    They stayed in one another’s arms as they recovered. The shack was silent except for their deep breaths. Clayton’s brow was dripping with sweat, his entire body underneath his armor even worse. 
 
    He gently pulled away from her and looked into her eyes. She smiled softly, barely noticeable. Her cheeks blushed red, a few strands of her violet hair hanging over her face. 
 
    Clayton shook his head, still in disbelief. “I thought you were gone…” 
 
    “I thought the same of you. Your essence somewhere at the bottom of the sea or returned to the comforts of your world. I would not blame you for doing so.” 
 
    “No. There’s still more for me to accomplish in Xeylon. A bigger threat than the Maledict in Nalore.” 
 
    Rena’s smile left her like Clayton was so used to seeing. 
 
    “I will do what I can—” 
 
    “Yo, BB! You in here? Where you at—” 
 
    Kailani stood at the entrance of the shack. Clayton remained in his position, standing between Rena’s open legs as she sat on the table. Rena’s face turned a striking red as Kailani raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I tell you to go after the assassin and you shack up with some elf. Wow, BB. Can’t even keep your eyes on the prize.” 
 
    “It’s not what you think,” Clayton replied. 
 
    “I can’t imagine what your excuse is for this.” 
 
    “It’s not—” 
 
    “What is going on?” Mirella walked to the doorway next to Kailani with her trident raised. 
 
    “No…” Rena closed her eyes, her cheeks undeniably red with embarrassment. 
 
    Mirella had the same puzzled look as Kailani. 
 
    “It’s not what it looks like,” Clayton said. “Really! I can explain—” 
 
    “Get off of me!” Rena shoved him hard and hopped off the table. She quickly put herself back together and straightened her robe. 
 
    “Wait a second…” Kailani narrowed her eyes at her. “You’re the assassin.” 
 
    “Yes,” Rena sighed. “I am the Lancaster Assassin. I suppose now I can explain it to you.” 
 
    Clayton nodded and crossed his arms. “Yeah, that’d be nice. You’d better have a good explanation on why you’re killing people.” 
 
    “I assure you, my reasons are just.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    “I steadied myself in the water surrounded by the debris of our ship. The waves were violent as I dove into the sea to search for you. My fatigue eventually got the best of me and I was forced to swim north to find shore.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have been so tired if you took off that armor like I told you to.” Clayton’s quip was met with a cold glare. “Ah, I missed you, Rena—” 
 
    “I was able to procure a ship at a small fishing village. They told me of Shara to the northeast, so I sailed in hopes I would find the means to get back to Nalore and get back to you.” 
 
    “Shara… Why didn’t you stay there? You’d fit in a little better, being an elf and all.” 
 
    “Watch your tongue, Brooks. I would rather dive back into the sea than sit in the comforts of a kingdom ruled by that pompous fat elf.” 
 
    “What about the conflict on Green Terra? How were you able to get out of Shara?” 
 
    “It is a simple manner for one person to leave the city. All I needed was to wait for the gate to rise and escape under the cover of nightfall.” 
 
    “All right… And what was your plan after that?” 
 
    “I planned on searching one of the neighboring cities. There is always work for a paladin. Along with the beasts in the wild, I could gain enough gold to earn a proper ship that could make the journey back to Nalore or perhaps return to the sea where we were shipwrecked, in hopes of finding you or Jalise.” 
 
    Despite how long it had been since he saw Rena, Clayton didn’t think she looked any worse for wear. Her armor was rusted but her blades were still as sharp as ever. The dirty black hood she wore did more than enough to cover her face. 
 
    “You ended up near Lancaster,” Jalise said. “You are a wanted criminal. The guards are already upset with me for simply allowing Clayton to break curfew. I can’t imagine what you’ve done.” 
 
    “Is it true?” Clayton asked. “Have you really killed and abducted innocent townsfolk, including children?” 
 
    The elf leaned up against the wall and crossed her arms. Clayton. Jalise. Mirella. Kailani. Everybody waited patiently for her response. 
 
    “Killed people? Yes. Have I stolen goods? I have. Abducted children? The person responsible for that is the one I am hunting.” 
 
    “And I don’t suppose you know who that is,” Clayton said. 
 
    “Mayor Morrison.” 
 
    “…What? Are you telling me the mayor himself is responsible for the abductions?” 
 
    Rena sighed and looked down at the ground as she spoke. “I remember when I first arrived in Lancaster. It was a peaceful town in the middle of the forest. You would not have known there is a great conflict on this continent if you saw the people here. 
 
    “Late one night after spending time at the tavern, I saw two children playing in the street. A stranger took them. Lifted them from their feet. I gave chase without thinking and managed to fell the stranger. But someone else arrived and knocked me down from behind. The children were taken on horseback before I had a chance to recover. The guards arrived and found the body and heard the children screaming. They would not listen to reason, so I was forced to flee. 
 
    “I returned to the village, staying late at night to see what was happening. Mayor Morrison must have ordered more security because as soon I was spotted, the guards in the village chased after me. After that, Morrison put a bounty on my head. Hunters from all over have come to collect it.” 
 
    Clayton nodded in understanding. “That still doesn’t explain how Morrison is responsible for the abductions.” 
 
    “The guards are not so shrewd they would catch me if I returned. I came to the town at night, a hood over my face, and lurked in the shadows. I watched. I listened. I discovered Mayor Morrison had only become mayor recently. The rumors around Lancaster indicated he murdered his predecessor to seize the position.” 
 
    “Wow… Is a man like Morrison truly capable of something like that?” Mirella said. 
 
    “You have seen his dwelling. You have seen the decadence he lives in compared to the townsfolk. There is a reason for that.” Rena moved away from the wall and paced back and forth. “I followed one of his guards. There is an underground cavern not too far from here. A gold mine. The children who have been abducted have been forced into labor.” 
 
    “That’s where he’s getting all his fortune from,” Kailani said. “He’s making children do it for him? Sick bastard…” 
 
    “Wait a second.” Clayton put his hands up. “Are you telling me Morrison is running a secret gold mine where he’s putting young children to work?” 
 
    “I tried to confront him and one of his guards attacked me,” Rena explained. “And I have seen it for myself. The mine is guarded. Too much for one person to deal with alone.” 
 
    Rena stared at Clayton. He raised his eyebrows, turning to the others to see if they agreed with what he was obviously thinking. 
 
    “You’re not alone anymore.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Rena led the way through the forest in the darkness of the night. It wasn’t long before she brought them to a halt. She moved behind a tree as she stared forward. 
 
    “Up ahead. There is a mine shaft patrolled by several of Morrison’s men. The children who have been abducted are toiling in that cavern, even at this hour.” 
 
    “Do you know how many guards there are?” Mirella asked. 
 
    “There are already countless men patrolling but undoubtedly, there are even more within the mine itself. I would suggest we deal with the guards outside first before proceeding.” 
 
    “Rescuing the kids and fighting the guards at the same time will be pretty tricky.” Kailani pulled one of her daggers out and twirled it in her hand. “If they’re putting children to work, I don’t think they’d have any qualms about killing them, too.” 
 
    “We can attack directly or we can keep our presence undetected as much as possible,” Jalise said. “The decision is yours, Clayton.” 
 
    “Hmm… Kick in the door or sneak in?” Clayton watched two guards standing at the entrance to the mine. Another pair paced along the perimeter with still more outside of his line of sight. They wore the same gold armor he saw at the mayor’s dwelling. “It’ll be a tough fight if we go after them directly. But there’s too many of us to sneak in… Maybe.” 
 
    He unsheathed the Zeal Blade and squeezed his hands tight around the hilt. “Jalise. Cause a big enough distraction to draw their attention. Kailani will step in to finish them off. Mirella, Rena and I will go into the mines and get to the children while you two hold off the reinforcements.” 
 
    “Hopefully the contingent within the mines will not be so formidable,” Mirella said. 
 
    “We’re formidable enough to deal with them. We’ll save these kids and take down these scumbags for good. Everybody set?” 
 
    Jalise nodded and walked forward. Kailani climbed the trees and crouched on the edge of a branch, ready to pounce. Clayton and the others circled around the edge of the clearing where the mine was located. Clayton looked around in search of more guards hiding in the darkness. 
 
    The sage stepped into the clearing, both hands raised, then cast a fireball on the ground large enough to get the guards’ attention. The flames sparked against the ground and engulfed one of the guards. 
 
    “Help! Help! We’re under attack—” The guard was quieted when Kailani leaped down on his shoulder. Two bone daggers underneath his helmet pierced through the chain mail on his neck. 
 
    “Intruders! Intruders!” Guards spilled out of the forest, wielding their golden swords as Kailani and Jalise turned to face them. 
 
    “Now!” Clayton charged forward with Mirella and Rena behind him. The five of them were outnumbered more than three to one by the guards continuing to emerge. “Keep them back!” 
 
    Jalise ignited a wall of flames that made several guards step back. Mirella rushed forward and pierced one of them through the fire with her trident. Kailani tossed her throwing knives to take down another one. 
 
    “Help! Help!” The guards shouted and more emerged. One with a crossbow aimed right at Clayton. 
 
    “Brooks!” Rena twirled in front of him, parrying the bolt before it hit him. He would’ve thanked her if another attacking guard didn’t force him to swing. 
 
    Clayton held his own. Even with a broken sword, he managed to dodge their blows and respond with his own. His growing strength put considerable weight behind his swings. Even without getting through their armor, it was enough to knock them back for one of the others to go for the finish. 
 
    “Stay calm… Control your stamina…” A part of Clayton wanted to panic at the growing number of guards continuing to emerge. He dodged and sliced. He parried and stabbed. He dashed around the field, assisting his party when they needed it. The group fought valiantly, only sustaining minor cuts and wounds from the glancing blows of the guards. 
 
    “Quickly!” Rena shouted. “Morrison has a contingent that will overwhelm us! We must proceed!” 
 
    Clayton looked to Jalise and Kailani, who both nodded to give him the okay. 
 
    “Let’s go!” he shouted as he raced inside. Clayton, Rena, and Mirella descended into the mine. The large pathway was lit by the torches on the wall, bright enough for Clayton to see how large it was underneath. “Whoa…” He couldn’t hold back his surprise when he saw just how large the mine was. 
 
    The sprawling cavern was the size of a football field. All around it, children with shackles around their ankles swung their pickaxes at the wall. Others pushed carts loaded with stones along tracks. The kids were dirty and weary, some crying as they were forced to move. 
 
    “Keep moving!” One of the guards shouted. “If you stop now, I’ll make you feel even worse! Get to it—” 
 
    “I think you’re about done here.” Clayton got the guard’s attention just long enough to dash up and kick him hard in the groin. The guard fell to his knees in a daze, more than long enough for Clayton to sink his broken sword into his neck. 
 
    “Intruders! Get ‘em!” Another armored knight shouted and guards emerged within the mine. They converged on the trio, surrounding them completely. Mirella kept them at bay with her trident. 
 
    “Keep them at a distance…” Rena said it under her breath. “Then find your opening!” She twirled forward like a flash of light, dodging all of the swings and cutting down two of the guards with her sword and dagger. Another guard attempted to take her down from behind but Mirella rushed up and sank her trident into his chest. The two exchanged polite nods before defending another attack. 
 
    Clayton drew the attention of three guards. “All right… This should be interesting…” They all converged on him at once. He quickly leaped into the air then came down hard on one of them. His sword sank through the knight, piercing him onto the ground with a thud. He popped back up to his feet and managed to parry the blows of the other men relentlessly attacking him. 
 
    “Clayton!” Rena shouted. “You must free all of the children! We will hold them off!” 
 
    “Right.” Clayton blink-dashed around the mine as fast as he could, slamming his sword against the chains that bound them. “Run away… Run away… Run away… Run away…” Each child followed his instructions, racing for the exit. 
 
    Clayton arrived at the last child and cut through his chains. The little brown-haired kid was curled up into a ball. He hacked a violent cough. He was so frail, like he hadn’t eaten in days. 
 
    Clayton gently put a hand on his shoulder. “Hey, kid…” 
 
    The kid looked up, face dirty with soot except for the streaks where his tears fell. “I miss mom and dad.” 
 
    “Mom and dad are waiting for you outside. We gotta be fast though, okay?” 
 
    The child nodded and got up to his feet. 
 
    “Not so fast!” Clayton turned around and saw the guard standing there. He wore the same obnoxiously gold armor like the others, a wrinkled scowl on his chubby face. “You’re not going anywhere!” 
 
    He roared, charging at Clayton with his sword raised. Clayton had drained most of his stamina but had enough to roll out of the way. He focused a concentrated blast of water at the man. It knocked him so hard he want flying back against the cavern wall and dazed him. Clayton used the last of his stamina and ran up as quickly as he could to silence him with a swift swing across his throat. 
 
    “Come on.” Clayton turned back to the child and scooped him up in his arms. “Rena! Mirella! Let’s go!” 
 
    The duo had sustained cuts and bruises but held their own long enough. They ran with Clayton trailing behind them, the child in his arms. 
 
    When he got outside, Clayton found Kailani kneeling down on the ground, her body covered with sweat, some blood trickling on her arms. Jalise tended to some of the children who’d collapsed with exhaustion. Her healing spells appeared to provide them some relief. 
 
    Clayton set the child down and took a deep breath to collect himself. 
 
    “It looks like you did it, BB.” Kailani smiled but Clayton shook his head. 
 
    “No. It’s not over yet. It’s time to have a talk with the mayor.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    Clayton and the others led the children back to the outskirts of Lancaster under the cover of nightfall. They were broken and weary but as soon as they saw their homes, the children raced through the streets with energy. The patrolling guards on horseback tried to rein them in. 
 
    “Hey! What’s going on here? The curfew is in order—” 
 
    “Relax.” Clayton stepped out of the forest. “Those are the children who’ve been abducted. We rescued them.” 
 
    “You rescued them?” 
 
    “Hmm… I should be offended you’re so surprised but yeah, I saved ‘em.” The guards gave the children a closer look. “Look at how dirty and malnourished they are. They just wanna go home. Let them go.” 
 
    The lead guard sighed then reluctantly nodded. “I suppose you’ll tell me who abducted these children. Have you found the whereabouts of the assassin?” 
 
    Rena had her hood down, which was more than enough to fool the guards into thinking she wasn’t the one they were looking for. 
 
    “I know who was responsible for all of the crime in this city.” Clayton walked by the guards with his party in tow. “I plan on dealing with them right now.” 
 
    He didn’t waste any time in getting to the mayor’s mansion. The two knights standing guard were dispatched with little effort. Clayton kicked the door into splinters and was greeted with another set of guards. 
 
    “Where is he?” Clayton shouted. “You can’t save him!” 
 
    He fought with an energy like he never had before. The image of the children working, broken and beaten, stayed burned within his thoughts as he cut down the guards. They managed to slam their swords into him, even slashing through his armor, but Clayton fought alongside his party until a path of defeated guards littered the lavish mansion toward the quiet room where he knew Morrison was waiting. 
 
    Clayton stepped into the room to find the mayor sitting in front of a fireplace. The chubby old man had his head down, his eyes focused on his book. Given how loud and violent the scene was just outside, Clayton was surprised to see how calm the mayor was. 
 
    “Mayor Morrison…” 
 
    “Ah… I’ve been expecting you.” Morrison peeked his head up from his book then closed it. He got up from his seat and paced back and forth slowly. “Do you know what this is? It’s Dober’s records.” 
 
    “Dober?” 
 
    “The previous mayor,” Rena said. “The one he murdered.” 
 
    “I didn’t murder Dober,” Morrison barked. “He and I simply had a disagreement on how to go about things.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Clayton brandished his sword, eager to hear an answer but counting the seconds until he was going to strike. 
 
    “Mayor Dober and I discovered the mines not too long ago. It takes a lot of work to prepare a mine for excavation. Dober was so worried of invaders, he didn’t tell many people about it. The process was long and arduous but eventually, he managed to get things rolling. Things weren’t rolling quite fast enough though.” 
 
    “So you decided to kill him and take everything. Now you’re using children for what? So you can outfit your guards in golden armor and weapons they don’t even need?” 
 
    “I did what I had to do for Lancaster! I’m trying to help these people! As soon as I get my share, the rest of the town will benefit from it!” 
 
    “And what exactly is your share? How big of a house will you build? How many children will be taken from their homes so you can live in the lap of luxury?” 
 
    “You’re in no position to question me. And I don’t have to answer to you.” 
 
    “It’s over, Morrison. I’ve freed all the children from the mines. Your guards have been defeated. Those still alive will see you for what you are. You’re all alone.” 
 
    “Not quite.” He snapped his fingers, a smug smirk coming across his face. 
 
    The party turned around to see Nym standing there. The archer Sheril stood by his side and the menacing knight Yokic held his greatsword over his shoulder. 
 
    “You,” Morrison said. “Take care of this man and these women and I will give you as big a bounty as you’re able to carry.” 
 
    “It looks like our time together has come to an end.” The sorcerer raised a hand up and readied a spell inside of it. “I gave you a chance to leave. You should’ve taken it.” 
 
    “I’ll leave.” Clayton took a step forward. “I’ll leave right after I take care of you!” Clayton charged, trying to catch the sorcerer off guard but a blast of energy knocked him back. Clayton went flying through the window of the mansion and tumbled over the grass. 
 
    “Clayton!” Jalise rushed out after him but was forced to block another spell from the sorcerer. 
 
    “Kill them!” Morrison shouted. 
 
    Kailani, Rena and Mirella rushed forward at the imposing knight. He swept his sword at them, forcing them to back off. 
 
    “There’s not much room to maneuver in here…” Kailani looked around then leaped up to the chandelier above. She hopped off and aimed her bone daggers down at the knight but a spell from Nym knocked her off balance, sending her out the window next to Clayton. 
 
    Mirella and Rena continued their assault, stabbing and dancing around Yokic. The knight’s armor was sturdy enough to deflect their glancing blows but he was too slow to hit either one of them. 
 
    Jalise avoided another arrow and was finally able to make it outside of the mansion. A healing spell helped Kailani back to her feet. She quickly gave Clayton the same assistance, grabbing his arm and helping him up. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    Clayton shook his head and watched as Sheril and Nym stepped out of the mansion. “I’m fine. I’ll deal with the spellcaster. You two handle the archer.” 
 
    Sheril nocked four more arrows and aimed them right at Kailani. She leaped out of the way. 
 
    “Look out!” Clayton saw the sorcerer getting ready to cast another spell and knock her out of the air. He quickly dashed forward, swinging his sword into Nym’s gut and knocking the sorcerer back. “How does it feel, buddy?” 
 
    Nym shook off his daze and gave the Ferrum a smirk. “I’m glad you’re putting up a fight. That will only make it more satisfying when I end you.” 
 
    Clayton held his sword in front of him and focused his energy, water cascading around the blade. “Let’s rock.” He fired a blast of water right at Nym. The mage fired back with white energy, knocking the water away. 
 
    “Don’t fight fire with fire… Fight your own fight…” Clayton dashed forward and aimed for Nym’s midsection. The mage vanished from where he stood then reappeared behind Clayton. Another hard blast of white energy caught Clayton on the back and sent him tumbling forward. 
 
    “And here I thought you would be a worthy challenge.” 
 
    “Ungh…” Clayton got back to his feet and shook his head. “I hate when assholes like you talk trash before the fight is over.” 
 
    “But it is over. You just haven’t realized it yet.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” Clayton dodged another blast then leaped into the air. He gathered all of his strength, crashing down toward Nym. The mage just managed to get out of the way but the leaping thrust was so powerful, the ground shook and knocked him off balance. 
 
    “Now!” Clayton kicked the mage as hard as he could. He caught him between the legs and made him crumple to his knees. The agony on Nym’s face made Clayton smirk with satisfaction. “No magic for that.” He swung his sword hard and low, catching the mage in the midsection. But just as he felt the sorcerer’s body beginning to give, he vanished, leaving nothing but the dark robes he wore in tatters on the ground. 
 
    Clayton looked around frantically but there was no trace of Nym. “What the hell?” He shook off the moment of disbelief to find Kailani and Jalise still engaged with the archer. 
 
    Sheril moved with a swiftness that rivaled any fighter he’d ever seen. Kailani’s throwing knives. Jalise’s fireballs. Sheril tumbled out of the way of everything aimed at him and responded with arrows. Clayton moved to join them, slashing his sword but his lack of dexterity resulted in flailing whiffs. 
 
    “Yokic!” Sheril barked. “Nym has left! It’s time to retreat! This bounty is not worth it!” 
 
    The massive knight knocked Rena and Mirella away then lumbered out of the mayor’s mansion. Sheril held his fingers to his mouth and whistled. Two horses approached and the men galloped away. 
 
    “We have to go after them!” Kailani said. “We can’t let them get away!” 
 
    “No.” Clayton put his hand up. “Let them go. We’ve done what we needed to for Lancaster. The truth is out. There’s no place for them here.” 
 
    Clayton looked at his companions. They breathed hard, sweating, bruised and somewhat bloodied. But they were all on their feet. 
 
    “Let’s put an end to this.” Clayton walked back into the mansion where Morrison was waiting. 
 
    The mayor leaned against the wall, his face red with anger and a crossbow in his hands. “Everything was perfect until you came along. I was the best thing this town had ever seen. Then you had to ruin it.” 
 
    “You only have yourself to blame for this, Morrison.” 
 
    “I only blame myself for not killing you when I first saw you. I think I’ll make up for it now.” 
 
    Clayton’s eyes widened as he saw the mayor’s finger twitch. Clayton dashed forward as fast as he could and sank his sword into Morrison’s heart. The old man’s jaw dropped, a gasp of pain stuck in his throat. 
 
    “You’ve paid for your crimes…” Clayton stared into the mayor’s eyes and watched the life disappear. 
 
    As he felt Morrison’s life fading, something else happened. The Zeal Blade pulsed in his palm. He looked down and saw the energy radiating around the blade and inside of Morrison. 
 
    “What…” Clayton looked into Morrison’s eyes and saw they were empty except a flashing bright blue. The blue slowly faded as Morrison took his last breaths. 
 
    Clayton pulled his sword out and the body slumped to the floor. He didn’t get a chance to recover, as a black mist began forming off to the side of the room. The mist took shape into a figure. Steel armor. A blackened face. A sinister smile. And eyes as blue as the ones he’d just seen. 
 
    “Belenoth.” 
 
    “Some people just have it in them.” Belenoth looked down at Morrison’s dead body and shook his head. “It makes them so much easier to corrupt.” 
 
    “You… You’re responsible for all of this.” 
 
    “I’m not responsible for anything. I only allowed him to harness what was already inside of him.” 
 
    “You can’t get away with this. I won’t allow it.” 
 
    “You’ve grown significantly since our last encounter. I approve. Gather your strength. Gather your strength so that I may take it from you, Ferrum.” 
 
    “The only thing you’re taking from me is this!” Clayton swung as hard as he could. But his sword hit nothing. Belenoth had vanished completely, returning to the mist from where he came. 
 
    Clayton looked around the room and sighed in disappointment. “What is it with people disappearing in front of me?” 
 
    Jalise put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s all right. Let’s focus on putting things back to normal here. Our time with the Maledict will come.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Josef smile beamed underneath the sun as his son sat peacefully in the grass. 
 
    “Thank you. I can’t thank you enough. I didn’t think I would ever see him again.” 
 
    “You can’t lose hope,” Clayton said. “Sometimes that’s all it takes.” 
 
    “You’re right. Those nights my wife and I stayed up… I’m glad they’re over. I’ll never take my eyes off Ralph again.” 
 
    “Will the town be all right?” 
 
    “If the villagers take your word for it, they will. And they should, seeing as how you brought every child back. To think that Morrison would be so greedy to use children to hoard all of the gold for himself.” 
 
    “What will happen? You have no mayor—” 
 
    “Lancaster’s an old town. It’s been around longer than me and I’m as old as dirt. The town will be just fine. The curfew’s over. The guards you didn’t kill aren’t on the mayor’s payroll. We can mine the gold correctly. And we don’t have to worry about an assassin out there.” He eyeballed Rena and winked at her. 
 
    The elf walked up to him and bowed her head. “I apologize for taking your grain. When everything was over, I intended on paying you back.” 
 
    “Nonsense! What good is grain if you’re not gonna eat it? I’m glad someone was making good use of it.” He looked at the rest of the party. “You all seem to have a good heart. It’s nice to have folks like you around. Though I imagine you won’t be sticking around here much longer.” 
 
    “We’re headed for the Great Horn Mountains,” Clayton said. “I have business to take care of.” 
 
    “The Great Horn Mountains. The base isn’t too far from here. But if you’re thinking about scaling those things…” 
 
    “Tough?” 
 
    “Weather. Vicious animals. Not to mention whatever else you might find up there. All of that talk about ancients and mumbo jumbo. It’s not exactly a walk in the park.” 
 
    “I’ll have to take my chances.” Clayton chuckled, already knowing how hard of a time it would be. 
 
    “I can’t be of much help to you but maybe I can do something.” Josef walked over to a chest next to the side of his barn. “Take these with you. Never had much use for ‘em myself.” 
 
    Clayton looked at the two green vials in his palm and smiled. “The last time someone gave me some potions, they saved my life.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that again.” Josef held his head high and nodded. “You’re destined for something amazing. I don’t know what it is but I can sense it. I hope you find what you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Thank you, Josef.” Clayton shook the old man’s hand then stepped back to where the others were waiting for him. 
 
    “It looks like things are back to normal,” Kailani said. “Nice little village here.” 
 
    “It is a shame they had to endure what they did,” Mirella said. 
 
    “These people will be fine.” Clayton looked around and felt a sense of pride knowing what he’d done to help. “We should stock up on as many provisions as we can.” He looked in the distance and could see his destination even over the trees. “It’s time to head for the Great Horn Mountains.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    Clayton Brooks 
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    Available Points 3 
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    “Jalise?” 
 
    “I did some reading to understand the landscape of Green Terra. But most of it covered the terrain disputed by warring factions. I cannot tell you much about the mountains, only that they are treacherous.” 
 
    Clayton stood at the foot of the Great Horn Mountains. They stretched for miles in both directions. The peaks were so high at some points, they poked through the clouds above. A cool breeze blew against his face as if warning him of what was to come. 
 
    “Three points doesn’t seem like it’ll make a difference. I should save them until I’m sure I know what to do. It’s not like I’ll die and lose them.” 
 
    He smiled confidently at Jalise and the sage was in agreement. “I will be by your side. None of us have any intention of watching you fall.” 
 
    “With all of you, I know I won’t.” He sheathed the Zeal Blade and took the first few steps up the mountain path. “At least it’s sunny…” 
 
    After the long night in Lancaster, the group said goodbye to Josef and the other townsfolk early in the morning. The trek through what remained of Fortune Forest was short and they arrived at the mountains with the sun not yet at its apex. 
 
    Clayton kept his weapon sheathed as he climbed up the mountain. 
 
    “I remember the first time I had to scale a mountain when I had to get the Zeal Blade. The hills weren’t as big as this but I remember getting winded. I’m not struggling as much as before, even with all this armor. Then again, I didn’t really need any armor back then… What kinda beasts you think roam these mountains?” 
 
    “I’m sure there are a wide variety of wild creatures,” Jalise said. “Bears. Lions. Boars and tigers. Hawks and eagles. Perhaps even some bandits make their home on the plateaus.” 
 
    “No problem. As long as there aren’t any coyotes?” 
 
    “Coyotes?” Mirella said. “That is not the first time you mentioned them. Would they cause us much trouble?” 
 
    “Ha!” Kailani didn’t bother holding back her snicker. “I think BB here has a little problem with coyotes and—” 
 
    “Hey!” Clayton raised his voice and aimed his finger at her. “Save your breath for when we need it.” Jalise covered her mouth to hide her smile while Kailani grinned as wide as she could. Even Rena looked like she was having trouble keeping a straight face. Mirella raised an eyebrow at Clayton. “Haven’t even walked for a minute and you’re already giving me a hard time.” 
 
    The party regained their focus as they traversed up the mountain. The rocky trail ascended higher and the forest below grew farther in the distance. Clayton felt a chill despite how bright the sun was shining. He rested his hand on his pommel, ready to draw his weapon at the sight or sound of any danger. 
 
    They turned the corner on the mountain and found the path led to a small plateau. “Sweet,” Clayton sighed. “Finally some level land to walk on. Climbing uphill can be a real pain—” 
 
    He cut himself off, stopping in his tracks when he saw a group of vultures huddled around one another. They pecked and poked with their sharp beaks, undoubtedly gnawing on their latest kill. 
 
    “Vultures,” Clayton whispered. “The trick with them is to get ‘em before they’re flying.” 
 
    “You don’t have to remind me,” Kailani said. “I remember you with the bats.” 
 
    Clayton held back his retort and instead unsheathed the Zeal Blade. He looked at Jalise and nodded. The two of them readied fire spells and shot at the birds. Clayton’s improved abilities allowed him to engulf two of the vultures in flames while Jalise turned another to ash. There were still several more remaining, each of them flapping their wings wildly as they ascended. 
 
    “All right,” Kailani said. “You took ‘em down when they’re on the ground… I’ll take ‘em down from the sky!” She pulled a throwing knife from her hip and tossed it at the vulture, catching it right on its neck and sending it spiraling back to the ground in a heap. 
 
    “Impressive. Let me give it a try.” Mirella raised her trident up near her head and aimed it at the circling buzzards. 
 
    “This should be interesting…” Clayton raised his eyebrows curiously. The Azurean proved deadly enough with the trident in her hands. Seeing her heave it made her seem even more lethal. 
 
    Mirella launched the javelin into the air. The metal sailed through the sky and pierced a vulture. A mess of blood, guts, and feathers fluttered around like an explosion. She rushed up to retrieve her weapon when the remaining vultures descended upon her. 
 
    “Finish ‘em off!” Clayton and Rena charged forward with their weapons raised. They swiped and slashed the birds as they tried to peck at them. Clayton wasn’t nearly as swift as his elf counterpart, but his armor was enough to protect him. 
 
    “Look out!” Jalise cast a fireball as another group of buzzards descended from the clouds. The flames were big enough to engulf half of the group. 
 
    Kailani ran forward and leaped into the air, slashing at the birds before they could dive down on them. 
 
    A few vultures remained. Mirella walked toward them, calmly raising her trident. Just as the bird zoomed toward her, she held her weapon up and used its own speed to impale it. 
 
    The party fought until they killed the last vulture. It took some effort but they walked away with no injuries. Clayton looked at the women and nodded in approval. “All right. Great teamwork. We keep this up, we’ll beat anything. Easy—” 
 
    “That was merely the first encounter,” Rena interrupted him. “Do not get overconfident. Thinking this journey will be easy only puts you in danger.” 
 
    “You always gotta be the one to rain on my parade…” He sighed before continuing up the trail. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The party encountered groups of wild animals but nothing Clayton couldn’t handle. Wild boars. Ferocious lions. Bloodthirsty bats. Jalise made sure to heal the minor injuries they sustained, so nobody was in any serious danger. 
 
    But the fatigue of climbing a mountain eventually began to take its toll. The air grew thin. The base of the mountain was so distant, it could barely be seen. 
 
    “I was just thinking… Do we even know what we’re looking for?” Kailani asked. 
 
    “You know why we’re here. I have to fix my sword. The only blacksmith who can do that is in the mountains.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you noticed this but the mountains are pretty big. Are we really gonna roam the entire mountainside looking for this blacksmith? The same blacksmith we’re not even sure exists?” 
 
    “He’s here. I know he is. We’ll find him.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because I can feel it. I don’t know how to explain it. It’s just a feeling I have. I know we’re headed in the right direction.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it, BB. Maybe you could head us in the direction of some nice springs so we can take a break for a second.” 
 
    “I think I’ve had my fill of springs and rejuvenation pools for the time being. Last time I was naked in some water, some creep tried to cook me for dinner—” 
 
    “Help! Please! Somebody!” 
 
    Clayton rushed forward as soon as he heard the voice in the distance. He ran around the corner and found himself standing at the edge of a plateau. 
 
    “Careful.” Mirella grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “The descent would be long and painful.” 
 
    “The voice though… It came from here—” 
 
    “Help! Someone!” 
 
    Clayton moved back to the plateau and looked down. There he saw a man hanging on the edge, his hands clinging to the rocks and his feet dangling below him. 
 
    “Crap…” 
 
    “Please!” The man looked up pleadingly at Clayton. “Help me!” 
 
    “We have to help him… But how do we reach him?” They all looked around at one another. The man was hanging more than three meters down, too low for anybody to extend their arms and grab him. 
 
    Clayton looked at Mirella’s weapon and an idea came to him. “The trident. Kailani. I’ll lower you down and let him grab onto it. Once he’s got a hold of it, the rest of us will pull you up.” 
 
    “That sounds like an idea… Just warning you, if you drop me, I’ll be sure to come back and haunt you, BB.” 
 
    “You haunting me means I’m definitely not letting you go.” 
 
    Kailani took the trident and crawled to the edge of rocks. Clayton gripped her ankles tight and lowered her down, the other three holding onto Clayton just the same. 
 
    “Grab it! Hurry!” Kailani pointed the weapon at the man. He hesitated for a moment before reaching out and snatching it. 
 
    “Pull!” Clayton tugged on the weight of Kailani and the stranger as hard as he could, the other three straining just as hard as him. Their combined strength was more than enough to pull the two of them up. When all of them were safe, they all sat on the ground and caught their breath. 
 
    Outside of the worry on his face, the man looked harmless. His linens were ordinary and he wasn’t carrying any weapons. Clayton was still suspicious though, wondering why a middle-aged man was up on the mountain so high. 
 
    “I was picking herbs,” the man said. “They’re used for our medicine. I got careless and reached out too far.” 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    “I would have surely died if you were not passing by. I owe you my life.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me anything. Just try not to get into trouble—” 
 
    “No. I owe you.” The man stood up and shook Clayton’s hand profusely. “My name is Owen. I will take you to meet the others in Taius.” 
 
    “Taius?” 
 
    “My village.” 
 
    “Your village? In the mountains?” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The sun began to go down. Howls. Roars. Even the way the wind picked up from the winged beasts flapping above. The creatures of the mountain made their presence known. 
 
    But Clayton was more wary of Owen than anything else. It was strange to see a man by himself in the mountains, Clayton thought. He gave Owen the benefit of the doubt, assuming the stranger’s cheery attitude was because he just escaped death. 
 
    Clayton’s concerns left him when they came upon a plateau just a mile from where they saved him. Sure enough, Owen appeared to be telling the truth. 
 
    “Wow… There really is a village in the mountains.” 
 
    The people went about their day as they would in any other town. Smoke rose from the fires where food was cooked. Leatherworkers cobbled together clothing. There even seemed to be a blacksmith fashioning tools on his hammer. 
 
    “These huts remind me of back home,” Kailani said. “I guess when you’re out here, you can’t build a nice, fancy shack.” 
 
    “I can have a hut built for you all,” Owen said. “It is the least I can do for what you did for me.” 
 
    “Thanks, Owen.” Clayton couldn’t help but laugh at the man’s gratefulness. “But we won’t be staying long. We’re on a journey. We’re looking for someone.” 
 
    “Is that right? Then maybe I can help you.” 
 
    “We’re looking for a blacksmith.” 
 
    “We have a blacksmith.” 
 
    “Not just any blacksmith. A… How do I put this? A special blacksmith. A fabled blacksmith. One who works in unique weapons and items.” 
 
    Owen’s eyes widened in surprise. “You seek the Outcast?” 
 
    “The Outcast?” 
 
    “Come. I will bring to the old man. He will give you more information.” 
 
    Owen led the group through the village to a man sitting peacefully next to a small bonfire. The man wasn’t just old. He was older than anyone else in the village by a large margin. Hair long and white. His beard the same. He was draped in several layers of linens but just his bony arms were enough to show how thin he was. His eyes were closed, his wrinkled, pale face calm. 
 
    “Grady. There are travelers here. They need your help.” 
 
    The elderly man slowly opened his eyes. He looked right at Clayton, staring at him without blinking. Clayton smiled politely out of nervousness. The old man continued to stare back at him. Clayton shifted his eyes left and right, waiting for the old man to say something. 
 
    “Okay… This is getting awkward—” 
 
    “You are a Ferrum.” The old man’s voice was clear and slow but Clayton still wasn’t sure he’d heard him right. 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “You are a Ferrum. Ironblood.” 
 
    “How do you know—” 
 
    “I knew this time would come. When someone would seek the Outcast. The day has arrived.” The man stood up from his seat and put his hands on Clayton’s arms. “I will tell you where the Outcast is and you will find him. But it will be a long journey. Stop. Rest. Please enjoy the hospitality of our village.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    Jalise enjoyed the company of some villagers, showing off the fire in her palm. Others marveled at Mirella’s unique appearance as she told them about the wonders of Azure. Rena spoke to the blacksmith in hopes she could sharpen her weapons. Kailani sampled some treats and ate to recover from their long trek. 
 
    “You want to keep going. Always pushing yourself. Wanting to test your limits. There is nothing so urgent it can’t wait until the morning. I would advise you not to continue your ascent during the night.” 
 
    “Wild animals out there, huh?” 
 
    “Animals and other things. You seem capable but why risk it?” The older man smiled at Clayton from across the bonfire between them. 
 
    “Sounds like good advice…” Clayton took the opportunity to stretch and lay out next to the comforting flames. A deep yawn escaped his mouth as he nestled himself against a log. “Everybody else looks like they’re enjoying themselves. None of them need to be here with me, so I can’t force them to keep going.” 
 
    “None of them need to be here with you but they came anyway. Ferrums do have a certain charisma about them. Some more than others.” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about Ferrums for an old man in a small mountain village.” 
 
    “I know so much because I am old. Nalore isn’t so small that the myths and legends couldn’t cross the sea. You overestimate the size of Xeylon.” 
 
    “And just how big is it?” 
 
    Clayton didn’t know just how big the world he was exploring was. There were no maps in Nalore, only mentions of other lands. 
 
    “Nalore is a small island west of the Great Sea. To the East, there are smaller islands. North of them is the largest landmass in the world.” 
 
    “Green Terra…” 
 
    “Green Terra stretches for countless miles. Forests. Mountains. Deserts and valleys. Keep going and you will eventually reach the sea again and find the island where Nalore resides.” 
 
    “All right.” Clayton sat up, giving all of his attention to Grady. “You know about Nalore. You know about the Ferrum. What can you tell me about the Outcast? Why do they call him that?” 
 
    “Because he is a lone blacksmith living in the mountains. Don’t you think that’s a fitting name?” 
 
    “I guess you have a point.” Clayton chuckled and the old man gave a toothy smile in return. 
 
    “Why is it you seek the Outcast?” 
 
    “I suppose it won’t hurt to tell you.” He unsheathed the Zeal Blade and held it up. The sword was ordinary enough when it wasn’t active. The broken blade only made it more ordinary. “Can’t find a blacksmith who can fix this thing. They heat it up. They hammer it. The thing got snapped in two by a crab but it can’t be welded back together.” 
 
    Clayton had fought so long with the broken sword he couldn’t help but chuckle. Then he noticed Grady looking at the sword. The old man stared solemnly at it. Clayton thought it was strange but didn’t say anything, letting him stare until he finally blinked his eyes. 
 
    “Zeal… I heard of the legends. I didn’t think I would actually see it for myself.” 
 
    “It’s much more impressive when it’s active. That’s only when there are Maledict around though. Hopefully they don’t come around…” 
 
    “The Maledict are around?” Grady raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s the reason I need the sword repaired. The Maledict are gathering their strength. The more time they have, the greater rift they can create to enter Xeylon. A Maledict named Belenoth is gunning for me. I… I need to be at my strongest if I’m gonna beat him and send the Maledict back again.” 
 
    “Again?” 
 
    “I sealed them away once before. Now they’ve returned. I must’ve done something. I was told my power was tied to them. Maybe that’s true. Maybe not. All I know is that there are more of them and I’ll do anything to put a stop to them.” 
 
    Grady scratched the side of his chin with his thumb. He stayed silent, closing his eyes and pontificating like a wise sage. Clayton remained quiet and waited for the old man’s response. 
 
    “Wonder what he’s thinking…” 
 
    Grady kept his eyes closed as he began to speak. “I will tell you the location of the Outcast. You will be able to take your weapon to him and he will repair it. I know he can.” 
 
    “How… How do you know this?” 
 
    “Because he passed by Taius before ascending into the mountains. I remember the tools he carried, glowing with a sheen like nothing else. He said he was preparing for something. A great evil that threatened all of Xeylon. He told me the time would come when someone would need his services. I didn’t think it would actually happen but if what you’re saying is true and nobody is able to fix your sword… I believe that was what the Outcast was preparing for.” 
 
    “Okay then… If you know how serious this is then you’ll help me. You’ll tell me where this guy is so I can get to him.” 
 
    “I will… If you do something for me.” 
 
    Clayton chuckled then nodded. “It’s never so simple, is it?” 
 
    “I ask a favor not just for me but for the entire village. I need you to acquire something for me. Lourinth.” 
 
    “Lourinth?” 
 
    “It is a rock that can be used for starting fires. Just a single stone would be enough to serve the entire village for years. Acquire  a Lourinth Stone and I will tell you where the outcast is.” 
 
    “What if I don’t do this for you? What if I decide to just keep climbing and hope that I run into him? I’ll eventually find him.” 
 
    “You may… Eventually. But do you have that much time to spare?” 
 
    “Hmm…” Clayton considered the old man’s proposal. He’d already made his decision about helping but he still had more questions. “I’m guessing this won’t be easy. I’ll put myself in danger trying to get a Lourinth Stone.” 
 
    “The stones are located in a cavern around the hillside. An ancient temple built by our predecessors. Villagers don’t dare venture there and with good reason. But if you are not able to survive the threats of the temple, I can assure you, you would not survive the journey to where the Outcast resides. Though, you are not inclined to help—”’ 
 
    “I will help you. Even if I wasn’t searching for the Outcast, if there’s something I can do, I’ll do it.” 
 
    A smile slowly formed on the old man’s lips. The way Grady looked at him was strange, Clayton thought. But he didn’t think anything more of it, his attention focused on trying to acquire the Lourinth. 
 
    “Just one more question… What exactly does Lourinth look like?” 
 
    The old man pondered the question for a moment. “Venture into the temples. Search for it. You will find it when you see it.” Grady got up from his seat and patted Clayton on the shoulder. “There is one more thing I want to show you.” 
 
    “This should be good.” They walked by the makeshift huts of the village. It didn’t take Clayton to see it. Along the hillside, an essence tablet stood by itself. “I could make good use of it.” 
 
    “I assumed you could. The tablet is nothing more than a relic to everybody else but to you…” 
 
    Clayton put his hand over it. The energy formed like fire in front of him and he saw the levels he’d gained on their ascent. Combined with the levels before their journey, he had enough to make significant changes in himself. “Seven points… Do you have any idea what I’ll be facing in the temples?” 
 
    “It will take strength. Speed. Wisdom and intelligence. I don’t recall a person venturing deep within and returning.” 
 
    “Of course not. There’s a reason why nobody goes there in the first place…” With seven points to spare, Clayton decided to even himself out as much as he could. Two points in wisdom. Two points in dexterity. Then a point each in strength, constitution and agility. A small surge pulsed through his body. 
 
      
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 81 
 
    Available Points 0 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 900 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 24 
 
    Constitution 22 
 
    Agility 21 
 
    Dexterity 19 
 
    Wisdom 17 
 
      
 
    “Better make a recording of my essence while I’m here.” He kept his palm flat on the tablet and watched his energy transfer to the stone before pulling it away. 
 
    Grady put a hand on his shoulder. “Now rest. You will need your strength for the temples.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    “I wonder… How come all these ancients are always building temples and labyrinths and dungeons? You think they enjoyed torturing people?” 
 
    Clayton chuckled at Kailani’s observation because he thought the same way. 
 
    “These temples were not always as dangerous and decrepit as they are now,” Jalise said. “Nobody knows why the ancients built them but they did serve a purpose back then. Over time, they became abandoned and occupied by creatures that would make them dangerous. There is no reason for anybody to use them now.” 
 
    “Yet here we are, heading into another dangerous dungeon,” Kailani sighed. “Let’s make this snappy, BB. They’ve got this bread back in Taius that’s so sweet. It’ll knock your socks off.” 
 
    “I’m not planning on spending any more time in the temples than I have to.” Clayton unsheathed his weapon as he walked down the path, knowing danger was inevitable. 
 
    The party had woken up early and headed to the temples. The sun was barely up when they reached the entrance. 
 
    Concrete stones were stacked high on each side of the entrance, moss growing between them. At the top of the entrance was a carving in the shape of a face. On the ground, smooth rocks paved an entrance deeper inside. 
 
    “No point in wasting any time.” Clayton stepped inside and saw eight statues, four on each side, lining the walls. The monuments were several meters high, stretched toward the ceiling. “I wonder who these guys are.” 
 
    “Usually when there is a statue of someone, it is because they are revered.” Mirella said. “These individuals do not appear to be an exception.” 
 
    Clayton looked at the statues. Each one of them was of a man standing tall and brave. They all wielded a sword in their hands, holding it near their chests or above their heads. 
 
    “Great warriors,” Rena said. “This temple is a shrine to them.” 
 
    “Or maybe it’s a warning of what’s inside,” Clayton sighed. “I’m just glad I don’t have to lug these statues around.” 
 
    He pointed at the path in front of them. Jalise ignited her palm with a fireball and took the lead. 
 
    The temples were old but not completely uninviting. The air was musty but breathable. The insects crawling between the cracks were harmless. The ground didn’t give as if the construction would break. The party moved down the path until they came upon a room with three more ways to move forward. 
 
    “All right,” Kailani said. “A fork in the road. Which way do we go?” 
 
    “We could divide ourselves.” Mirella pointed down one of the paths. “I am confident I can make it through on my own.” 
 
    Clayton looked above the pathways and saw strange markings above them. “Jalise… Does that look like anything to you?” 
 
    The sage examined the carvings and shook her head. “It is ancient script I’m not familiar with. I’m afraid I can’t offer you any insight.” 
 
    “Damn…” Clayton looked down each of the hallways, wondering if he should split the party up or proceed together. “Grady said we should recognize the Lourinth Stone as soon as we see it. It could be down any of these paths. The sooner we find it, the sooner we can leave. We’ll split up.” 
 
    “Hold on a second!” Kailani said. “You don’t really expect a girl like me to go wandering down a dungeon by myself?” 
 
    “I will go with you.” Rena stepped up and put a comforting hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Jalise,” Clayton said. “Take Mirella. I will go down the center by myself.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” the sage asked. 
 
    Clayton gave her a nod, though he couldn’t deny there was a bit of uncertainty in his gut. The two groups of women moved down their paths while Clayton moved forward on his own. 
 
    “I should be all right…” Cracks in the ceiling let some of the sunlight shine in, making it easier for him to see his way down. He walked through the corridors and noticed some of the skeletons of past travelers on the ground, their clothes dusty and cobwebbed. “Poor bastards… Wonder how they died here—” 
 
    A burst of flames shot at him from the wall without warning. 
 
    “Crap!” he dashed forward down the corridor and fire came at him from the other wall. He kept moving, narrowly missing the flames until he stumbled into the next room. 
 
    “Lousy traps…” He wiped the sweat from his brow and took a moment to recover his stamina. He only had a second when he heard some of the rocks on the walls shifting around him. It was a small room, no bigger than the one where he gamed back home. But that only meant there was more room for whatever it was shaking the walls. 
 
    He held the Zeal Blade in front of him and put his head on a swivel. Slowly, white smoke began to emerge from between the rocks. The mist filled the room and took the shape of skeletons, their long limbs holding scythes. But even though they were only smoke, Clayton knew they were quite lethal. 
 
    “Wraiths. Perfect—” 
 
    He dashed out of the way of the swipe of a scythe then ignited his sword. He shot a fireball at one of the spirits and knocked it back. A quick dash and he was able to cut it down with his emblazoned sword. 
 
    “Can’t let my guard down.” He quickly spun around then ducked to avoid another wraith seeking to take his head off. Clayton responded with a stab of his own, reaching as far as he could with his shortened sword. The wraith stumbled back and vanished into the mist it came from. 
 
    Three more wraiths circled him, floating around the room just above him. “Oh, do I miss the vultures.” They descended upon him simultaneously. Just as they swung, he leaped into the air as high as he could then came crashing down on one of them with a thrust so violent it shook the entire room. 
 
    He didn’t get much of a chance to admire his work as the wraiths screamed and swung at him again. He felt the scythe brush against his armor, slicing through the metal on his back. It provided just the protection he needed though. 
 
    He dashed to the other side of the room and raised his weapon up. “Focus…” He channeled all of his energy into the sword. Flames danced around it as the wraiths charged at him. He waited until the last moment before firing. Two fireballs shot forward, larger than he’d ever shot before. The wraiths were consumed entirely and vanished into a puff of smoke. 
 
    He took one last look around to make sure he didn’t miss anything then finally smiled to admire his handiwork. “Piece of cake.” 
 
    He kept his weapon raised as he descended farther into the temples. More traps fired arrows at him that he was just quick enough to dodge. He decided to use as much stamina as he could until he stumbled into a room larger than the previous ones, more than three times their size. 
 
    There were two more pathways next to where he’d come from. In front of him, there was nothing but a brick wall with a small pool of water in front of it. 
 
    “Damn! We almost beat you here!” Kailani and Rena appeared from one of the pathways. 
 
    Clayton sighed a breath of relief to see they were all right. “Did you find the Lourinth?” 
 
    “We did not see anything of note,” Rena said. “Only reanimated skeletons that wished to kill us.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured…” Clayton looked toward the other path just as Mirella and Jalise appeared. “Any luck?” 
 
    “There were only bats that were a minor nuisance,” Mirella said. 
 
    Clayton looked around the temple room. The stones that made up the walls didn’t look any different from the previous rooms. He searched for some text carved into the stones but there was nothing. 
 
    “There’s nothing here,” he said. “Nothing but this pool of water…” 
 
    “You think it’s another portal to Azure?” Kailani said. 
 
    “There is only one portal to Azure and it is in the Great Sea,” Mirella responded. 
 
    “No… This is something different…” Clayton walked up to the pool of water and peered into it. It was unassuming, as clear as the water he’d seen elsewhere in Xeylon. He couldn’t tell how shallow it was. “I think I see something—” 
 
    The ground rumbled underneath him, nearly knocking him off balance. The rest of the party struggled to remain standing on their feet. 
 
    “What is that?” Kailani shouted. 
 
    “I hear something!” Rena walked over to the wall. “There is something on the other side—” 
 
    The wall crumbled and the stones burst in every direction. 
 
    “Rena!” Clayton quickly dashed forward and protected her from the debris. 
 
    They moved away from the wall, turning their faces away from it. Clayton looked back but couldn’t see anything within the dust and soot. There was something there though. He couldn’t see it but he could hear it. 
 
    “I’ve got a bad feeling of this…” The dust began to settle and the figure emerged in Clayton’s vision. “Is that….” 
 
    Jalise finished his thought. “A minotaur.” 
 
    The beast towered in the hole it had made, its body thick with wide muscles. Its skin was a dark red as were its eyes. The two old ivory horns on its head looked as sharp as the points on Mirella’s trident, though they were considerably larger. 
 
    Clayton had never seen a creature like this before. Its sheer size made it even more formidable. 
 
    It stomped its hooves on the ground and the chamber rumbled again. Smoke blew from its snout as it roared toward the ceiling, its red eyes filled with undeniable rage. Its fist slammed against the floor as it crouched down and charged at Clayton and Rena. 
 
    Again, Clayton was forced to wrap his arms around her and move her out of the way. 
 
    “This is gonna be tricky…” 
 
    Rena freed herself from Clayton’s grip and unsheathed her sword and dagger. She charged recklessly at the beast as it moved toward her. 
 
    Just as they were about to collide, Rena spun out of the way and sliced the beast on the side, black blood dripping from it like bile. 
 
    “Surround it! Go! Go! Go!” 
 
    The group followed Clayton’s orders as the beast stood in the center of the room. Mirella brandished her trident. Kailani readied her swords. Jalise held her hands together to summon a great fireball. 
 
    “I’ll draw its attention!” Clayton shouted. “I’ll lead it into the wall! Once it stops, hit it with everything you got—” 
 
    Clayton didn’t have a moment to finish as the minotaur charged toward him. He just managed to dash out of the way. The minotaur dug its horns into the wall and crumbled it. The room began to shake even more. 
 
    The party followed Clayton’s lead. Mirella rushed forward and thrust her trident into its side. Rena sliced at it on the other. Kailani pounced on top of it, stabbing it with her daggers then jumping off just as Jalise’s fireball engulfed it. 
 
    The minotaur didn’t slow down. Black blood spilled from its wounds. Its hair and fur singed. Its horns damaged from the wall. But they were like scratches on the creature that stood more than a dozen feet tall. Its injuries only seemed to make it more furious, as it charged toward Clayton again. Clayton moved out of the way, slicing it with his sword before it crashed into the wall. 
 
    The chamber rumbled even more. The ceiling began to crumble as dust fell. 
 
    “Uh, guys…” Kailani looked up and shook her head. “I don’t think we should be hanging around in this room for much longer.” 
 
    “Tell that to this thing.” Clayton just barely dodged another charge, the beast’s horns nicking his armor. Just a graze was enough for him to feel, so he knew getting gored would mean certain death regardless of his armor. 
 
    “The beast is relentless!” Rena shouted. “We must keep attacking!” 
 
    The party used the full brunt of their arsenal but the minotaur remained standing. The room began to shake out of control so much Clayton couldn’t keep his footing. Even the walls had disappeared. 
 
    “We can’t keep this up!” Jalise shouted. “If we stay in here, the roof will collapse on top of us.” 
 
    “Dammit… There has to be a way…” Clayton looked around then noticed a small beam of light from one side where the wall used to be. He rushed up to it and saw nothing but the clouds on the other side. “Maybe if…” 
 
    “Everybody! Get out of the room! Head back!” 
 
    “Brooks!” Rena shouted. “What are you thinking—” 
 
    “Just do it, Rena! Trust me!” He stared at the elf and she nodded. 
 
    The four women all quickly headed back up the paths they came. 
 
    Clayton turned around and faced the minotaur. The black beast stomped its hooves on the ground and did the same with its fists. Bloodied and burned, it showed no signs of relenting. 
 
    “Come on, buddy… I’m right here…” 
 
    It blew steam from its snout before charging at Clayton in a flash with its horns ready to spear right through him. 
 
    “Wait until the last second…” Clayton stood in place for as long as he could before moving out of the way. The beast slammed into the wall behind him. Clayton quickly followed up on its rear, kicking it with all of his strength. 
 
    The wall crumbled from the weight of the beast and sent it flying out of the room, off the mountain, and into the clouds below. 
 
    Clayton didn’t have any time to celebrate as the room continued to collapse around him. 
 
    “Lourinth… Where the hell is the Lourinth?” 
 
    His eyes caught a glimmer of the pool of water. He rushed over to it then looked down. 
 
    “Crap… What am I doing?” He leaped into the water with a splash then swam down as deep as he could. Even though he could breathe for longer than normal, there was no telling if he would find what he was looking for. 
 
    He kept swimming deeper until he found a pathway. As he moved down the path, a shimmering light grew brighter and brighter. He swam down the tunnel until reaching the end where the light was. 
 
    He raised his head up above the water and saw that he was outside, the morning sun bright above him. He used the rest of his stamina to pull himself out of the water and onto the grass. 
 
    The precipice hung over the edge of a mountain, so high there were clouds below him. 
 
    “Careful now… This thing is so small I might fall off…” 
 
     He looked around when something else caught his eye. A shining light different from the sun above. He squinted as he moved toward it. Sitting there on the grass was a rock, shimmering like nothing he’d ever seen before. 
 
    The stone was large but not so heavy he couldn’t pick it up. He squeezed it around the palm of his hand, mesmerized by the light. 
 
    “Strange… It’s… changing…” The light of the stone began to change colors right before his eyes. Green. Red. Blue. “So many different colors…” 
 
    The Zeal Blade began to pulse in his other hand. The crimson aura he’d seen before resonated on the blade before quickly disappearing. 
 
    Clayton held the stone up in the sun and examined it. 
 
    “Lourinth, huh?” 
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    Clayton swam back into the temples and managed to climb through the rubble. He kept his hand tight upon the Lourinth as they began the journey back to Taius. His curiosity grew the more he looked at it, an inexplicable energy continuing to resonate from it. 
 
    It was just past noon when they made it back to the mountain town. The villagers were already in the middle of their day, crafting their wares and cooking the food they’d hunted. 
 
    Clayton returned to the spot where he spoke with Grady from the night before but he was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “Now where is he…” 
 
    “Traveler!” Owen walked up to him. “You’re looking for Old Man Grady.” 
 
    “That’s right. Is he in his hut?” 
 
    “He took his things and left for his quiet place.” 
 
    “His quiet place? And where is that?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s up around the hill. Just a short walk. There shouldn’t be any danger.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be any danger…” 
 
    “We have already traversed so far,” Rena said. “It will not be a burden to travel a little farther if we are to get what we need.” 
 
    “Right, right… Let’s go.” Clayton sighed as he headed out of the village. 
 
    The small path from Taius led up a green hillside with grass as bright as the Serene Valley. The ascended above the village until there was nothing but clear open sky all around them. They came to a plateau on the side of the mountain, looking down on the clouds. 
 
    “He should be around here somewhere…” 
 
    Off to the side was a small cavern carved into the mountainside. Clayton narrowed his eyes when he saw something within. 
 
    “Wait a second…” He walked closer and saw a workbench off to one side. Across from it was a furnace that looked like it hadn’t been used in ages. An anvil sat next to it. “Why does this look like a blacksmith’s forge?” 
 
    “Because it is a blacksmith’s forge.” He turned around and Grady appeared from around the corner, walking forward from the edge of the plateau. The old man had his eyes behind his back. “It hasn’t been used in some time but everything is still functional… You’ve acquired the Lourinth.” 
 
    Clayton held it up and it shimmered underneath the sunlight. “I don’t know. You said I’d know it when I saw it. I’m guessing this is it.” 
 
    Grady eyed the stone. A curious smile came across his lips as he sighed. 
 
    “You look relieved,” Clayton said. “Any reason for that?” 
 
    “From your appearance, you were in a great battle against a formidable opponent. I’m glad you escaped the danger, though I imagine it’s not the first time you’ve ever had to fight your way out of a predicament.” 
 
    “You got that right…” 
 
    Clayton continued to eye the old man curiously. Grady took the stone, still smiling in a way Clayton had never seen from him before. 
 
    “In all my years… I never thought someone would think to acquire this. I didn’t think this day would actually come.” 
 
    “What?” Clayton looked at his companions but they were just as confused as he was. “What’s he talking about?” 
 
    Grady paced back and forth, running his palm over the stone. “There was no reason for anybody to acquire this. As fancy as it looks, it’s not desired by anybody. There are jewels and gold that would provide more value to the people of Xeylon.” 
 
    “So the Lourinth isn’t gonna save this village? I’m hoping you didn’t just risk all of our lives for nothing…” 
 
    “On its surface, it has no value to the people of Xeylon. But this stone is truly more valuable than anything else they could possibly possess.” 
 
    “That valuable, huh? Maybe you should give it back to me…” Clayton smiled as he motioned with his hand. 
 
    Grady laughed softly, his eyes still locked on the stone. “You would not be able to do anything with this… This precious stone…” 
 
    “So, I know it’s not Lourinth. What is it exactly?” 
 
    Grady paced back and forth, his hands tight around it. “I didn’t always live in Taius. When I was a child, I was raised on the other side of the Great Sea. I lived an ordinary life. Son of a mother who was a baker and a father who smithed. I grew up in the forge. I remember the times when my mother would scold my father for letting me inhale the fumes from the metal. But they never bothered me. The smell was more satisfying than anything. 
 
    “It was a simple life but I couldn’t ask for anything more. One day, everything changed. The ruler of my city made a Royal Decree… An announcement that something was coming. Something that always comes. My father was conscripted. He gave me his hammer before he left. Told me not to hurt myself with it.” 
 
    Grady stood in place, his eyes lost in whatever memory was running through his head. Everybody stayed silent as they waited for him to say the words on the tip of his tongue. 
 
    “It was the last thing he ever said to me. From that day forward, I vowed I would do everything I could so that no son would ever have to suffer a loss like I did. I worked hard. I studied. I read countless tomes. I spoke to the wisest scholars. I found every piece of literature I could, even if it was only a rumor with no truth to it. All of that led me here, to Taius… waiting for someone to acquire this…” He held the stone up underneath the sunlight. “Waiting for you, Ferrum.” 
 
    Clayton squinted at the old man. He stared until it finally dawned on him. “You… You’re the Outcast. You’re the blacksmith I’m looking for.” 
 
    Grady nodded softly. “When my father died in the war with the Maledict, it pained me to know the peace would only be temporary. I did everything I could to find a way to seal the Maledict away for good.” 
 
    “Are you saying there’s a way to end the Maledict threat once and for all?” Jalise said, just as surprised as Clayton. She shook her head in disbelief. “I’ve never read of such a thing.” 
 
    “I’m considerably older than you. Old enough to have lived through two Maledict invasions, it seems. I hoped the next Ferrum who came to save Nalore would want to push further. It has been many years but honestly… I didn’t think it would happen. I was planning on passing my knowledge to Owen or someone else in Taius, so they would wait for the next Ferrum to come.” 
 
    “The stone,” Rena said. “If it is not Lourinth, what is it?” 
 
    “The ancients had to construct a weapon with something beyond ordinary steel and iron to beat the Maledict. It needed special properties. They infused it with this… They called it Zealinite.” 
 
    “Zealinite…” Clayton held his weapon up. “That’s what the Zeal Blade is made from.” 
 
    “I’ve studied. I’ve trained. I’ve practiced for a lifetime to learn how to process it. With this, not only can I repair your weapon but I can make it strong enough to end the Maledict threat once and for all.” 
 
    “…Just like you’ve always wanted.” 
 
    Grady nodded again, unable to hold back his smile. Clayton smiled just the same, though he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You can fix Zeal then. I can beat Belenoth with it.” 
 
    “Is that what you want me to do, Clayton?” 
 
    “Hell yeah! Uh, I mean… If it’s not too much trouble.” 
 
    “It is not a simple matter. Extracting the necessary ore from the Zealinite will take time. Days. If you wish this, you should know you will be without your weapon.” 
 
    Clayton looked at his sword and nodded. “If that’s what it takes.” 
 
    He set the two pieces of his sword down on the workbench and Grady set the Zealinite next to it. 
 
    “What was it that happened again?” 
 
    “A crab… A big crab… I don’t understand how a crab could do this yet nobody can weld it back together…” 
 
    “Its effectiveness is maximized against the Maledict but limited otherwise. The metal will not yield regardless of how hard the blacksmith hammer is swung. It will take a special touch to reassemble it.” 
 
    “There’s something else.” Clayton reached into his pouch. “I got this hilt from someone. Can you do something with this?” 
 
    Grady examined the hilt Clayton acquired from Okari. It was dirty with the orange stone on the pommel dull. 
 
    “You gain the most power from your own spectral stone,” Grady said. “But I might be able to shape this into something to make Zeal stronger.” 
 
    “Okay…” Clayton couldn’t contain his excitement, smiling at his companions. “A few days from now my sword will be repaired and it will be stronger than ever.” 
 
    “I have only one question for you, Clayton.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Do you have a preference on the state of your weapon?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Are you comfortable with Zeal in combat?” 
 
    “Ha!” Kailani laughed. “You should see him fight bats. BB here is flailing around like he’s trying to knock away flies. Maybe you should fix that thing so it teaches him some proper technique—” 
 
    “Ahem!” Clayton cleared his throat. “Just make Zeal as powerful as you can to the best of your abilities.” 
 
    “You have my word, Clayton. You will wield a weapon stronger than any Ferrum has ever held.” 
 
    “That’s… music to my ears.” 
 
    “I regret to remind you, it will take some time.” 
 
    “That’s just fine. I’m sure we can find something to do in Taius to avoid restlessness.” 
 
    Grady moved to his kiln and fired it up. The stones inside burned red hot and the smoke began to rise. He sighed with a satisfied smile on his face as he picked up his hammer. “It’s time for me to get back to work.” 
 
    “Come.” Mirella put a hand on Clayton’s shoulder. “Let us give the blacksmith the time he needs.” 
 
    The group moved away from the forge and stood at the edge of the plateau. 
 
    “I guess we’re gonna be hanging around Taius for awhile.” Kailani scratched the side of her head. “Not that I mind. It’ll give me more time to taste their desserts.” 
 
    “I would advise you not to do too much of the same,” Rena said to Clayton. “Perhaps you could sharpen your skills and continue you to train while your weapon is repaired. The blacksmith in Taius could provide you with a suitable replacement for the time being.” 
 
    Clayton nodded in agreement. “Gain a few levels and train. Sounds like a good idea.” 
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    “It’s been awhile since I’ve had to use this.” Clayton pressed his palm against the tablet and watch his stats form in front of him. 
 
    The party spent the day in combat with all of the dangerous monsters of the mountains, though the five of them proved to be too formidable for any beast in the area. 
 
    They returned to Taius later that night to relax and unwind. 
 
    Rena stood next to Clayton as he examined his stats. 
 
    “Just three levels…” 
 
    “Gaining three levels is nothing to scoff at.” 
 
    “I’m not scoffing. It’s just… I’ve leveled so much since I first started. It’s amazing to think about how much progress I’ve made. I can’t believe I’m actually doing it. I can… I can feel how much stronger I am. I can see it, too.” 
 
    Clayton flexed his bicep to his own amusement. And it was to his own amusement, considering the elf’s only emotion was to try and not roll her eyes. 
 
    “Tell me that’s not impressive, Rena.” 
 
    “Will you be distributing your stats or not?” 
 
    “Right, right… Since we don’t know how much longer it’ll be until Grady is finished, I figure there’s time to gain more stats. This is all for you, Rena.” On a whim, he put all of his points into agility then observed his new stats. 
 
      
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 84 
 
    Available Points 0 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 900 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 24 
 
    Constitution 22 
 
    Agility 24 
 
    Dexterity 19 
 
    Wisdom 17 
 
      
 
    “Look at that. I should be as fast as I am strong now. But I’m not as fast as you.” 
 
    “No one will hold that against you, Brooks.” 
 
    Clayton had gotten used to the elf’s icy demeanor a long time ago, so everything she did at this point just made him smile. In his mind, he had every reason to be in a good mood. 
 
    “When the kraken busted up our ship, I ended up in the Hilamau Islands with nothing but the Zeal Blade and the compass Iolas gave me. Then the Zeal Blade got snapped like a twig. I had a broken weapon and slim hopes of finding you or Jalise. I found her. I found you. And now my sword is being repaired. You gotta let me enjoy this, Rena.” 
 
    The elf looked down her nose at him then sighed a deep breath. “You are right. You have been on a long journey. You have accomplished something no Ferrum has ever done. You should be proud.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He leaned forward and put his face to hers but she pulled away. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I just felt like giving you a kiss, that’s all. You were pretty damn excited when we found each other in that shack…” 
 
    “It was merely an outburst of emotions after thinking I would never see you again—” 
 
    “A-ha! So you missed me a lot! Don’t try to deny it—” 
 
    “The others in the village are waiting. I suggest we join them to enjoy the festivities.” The elf spun on her heel and walked back to the village before Clayton could say anything more. 
 
    Bonfires were scattered around Taius as the townsfolk enjoyed the peace of the evening. Kailani continued to indulge in the liquor and sweets foreign to her. Mirella regaled more tales of Azure to fascinated townsfolk. Jalise assisted Owen in crafting medicines in case of sickness. 
 
    “How is your weapon?” Rena asked. 
 
    Clayton unsheathed the small sword he’d acquired from the blacksmith. “Not bad. It’s a lot lighter than the Zeal Blade even though it’s not that much smaller. Doesn’t have the same weight to it but you saw how I did out there. It got the job done.” 
 
    “Getting the job done is appropriate when you are dealing with the beasts in the wild. But there is some credence to what the girl from the islands spoke of.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You do not have proper training with a weapon. You are only mimicking the swordplay you have observed but you still do not know how to fight with precision.” 
 
    “Hey! I take offense to that! I’d say I’m swinging this thing pretty damn well. And when my stats go up, I’ll only swing harder and faster. Who needs technique?” 
 
    Rena sighed and rolled her eyes. “We have the time. I would like to train you properly. When your weapon is prepared and with your increased levels, it will only maximize your abilities.” 
 
    “Fine, fine. We’ll practice a bit. I’m a lot better than when you first brought me over. At least admit that.” 
 
    Rena paused for a moment to consider her response. Clayton was already stifling a laugh, knowing the elf was preparing some stinging barb. “You have improved.” He stopped laughing, her compliment catching him by surprise. 
 
    “Well, then… I’m glad you’re finally able to be honest with yourself. You see—” 
 
    “What is that?” A loud voice interrupted him. He and Rena turned to the side where all of the other villagers were now looking. 
 
    Clayton narrowed his eyes for a moment before he quickly realized what everybody was staring at. “No… Not now…” 
 
    The black mist formed in the sky at the edge of the village. It swirled in the air, dark blue glowing at the center of it. He rushed forward with Rena just as Maledict Beasts emerged from it. 
 
    “Run!” he shouted. “Take shelter!” 
 
    Kailani and Mirella charged forward with Jalise behind them to engage the beasts. 
 
    “Gotta make this work…” Clayton didn’t have Zeal but he fought valiantly. His strength and improved agility made it easier for him to maneuver around as the vicious beasts clawed and snatched at him. It took more effort to cut through them but the wolf-like creatures met their end. 
 
    The others fought with the same vigor as him. Kailani threw her knives and leaped into the air to pounce on top of the galloping beasts. Mirella kept them at bay and stabbed with her trident. Jalise used her flames to engulf them while Rena twirled around the battlefield to finish them off. 
 
    More Maledict spilled through the opening. There were so many of them, the party was not able to stop all of them from entering Taius. “Protect them! Don’t let them get near the villagers!” Their efforts fell short as the creatures brought havoc on their homes. 
 
    But the villagers would not cower in their homes. 
 
    “Come on! Fight back!” Owen raised a sword up and yelled as the other townsfolk joined him in battle. 
 
    A war had interrupted in the village with everybody forced to fight. 
 
    Clayton felt his stamina depleting. He cut down as many of the Maledict as he could while trying to prevent more of them from entering the village. He dashed forward and sliced through a beast, moving closer to the rift. 
 
    “Dammit… I can’t close it without Zeal…” He stared helplessly at the mist, waiting for more beasts to appear. But instead of more Maledict, black and blue smoke blew in front of him, taking the shape of the armored knight he didn’t want to see. 
 
    “All the way in the mountains.” Belenoth smirked as he looked around, his eyes a glowing blue smoke. “I can sense your power. You cannot run away from me.” 
 
    “I’m not running from you. I’m right here.” He slammed his sword into the ground and motioned for the Maledict to come forward. 
 
    Belenoth’s eyes widened as he peered at Clayton’s weapon. “And do you intend on fighting me off with that?” 
 
    “I think it’ll make it a little more challenging.” 
 
    “Oh… This shall be fun.” The Maledict held his hand out and the rapier formed in his palm. He moved his other hand behind his back and pointed his sword at Clayton. “Let me see just how strong you’ve become.” 
 
    Clayton yelled and charged forward, slashing as hard and fast as he could with his short sword. Belenoth parried the blows, knocking each one back with little effort. Quick stabs forced Clayton to back off but he tried again. 
 
    “Gotta get close…” Clayton dashed forward then behind the Maledict, hoping to catch him off guard. But as soon as he swung, the Maledict was gone. “Crap…” Sensing Belenoth was behind him, Clayton rolled forward to avoid getting stabbed. He turned around to see his instincts were correct. 
 
    “Well done.” Belenoth’s satisfied smirk looked as sinister as ever. “You’ve improved. I haven’t been able to hit you. But that weapon is inferior. Your levels are inferior. I grow tired of spending time in Xeylon. Let me give you a taste.” 
 
    Belenoth held his sword up to his face. An energy began to form around him, a blue aura moving from around his body then to his sword. 
 
    “What the hell—” 
 
    “Let me show you the true power of envy, Ferrum.” Belenoth disappeared in a flash and reappeared in front of Clayton. Clayton didn’t even have a chance to raise his sword before he felt the Maledict’s weapon pierce his chest. 
 
    “Oh… Dammit…” Clayton groaned. But the pain he felt wasn’t what he expected. He didn’t feel his insides bleeding. He didn’t feel a wound opening up. He didn’t even feel like he was dying. He just felt himself getting weaker. 
 
    Belenoth moved his face closer to Clayton and looked him in the eyes before pulling his sword away. The two of them fell to their knees, gasping as they tried to recover. 
 
    Belenoth grinned as he struggled to breathe. “Yes… Yes, that was lovely… Though a bit draining… I suppose I will have to take the rest of you when I’ve had a chance to recover.” 
 
    Clayton reached down for his stomach but there was nothing. His armor was intact. There was no wound underneath it. He could not taste the copper in his mouth like he had so many times before. 
 
    “What did you… What did you do—” 
 
    “It is simple, Ferrum.” Belenoth got back up to his feet. “You have two nights. Meet me at the summit of the Great Horn Mountains. There, we will settle this.” 
 
    “Ha… You really expect me to fall for an obvious trap?” 
 
    “I don’t. But you have no choice. You… or this village.” 
 
    “I know how it works… You don’t… You don’t have the strength to open up another rift.” 
 
    “For a full Maledict attack? Perhaps. But even you, Ferrum, will fall under a relentless attack. I will destroy this town and everyone living here.” 
 
    “No…” Clayton didn’t have to look at the Maledict to know he was serious. He had no choice. 
 
    “Two nights. I will be waiting.” 
 
    Belenoth returned to the mist from where he came. The Maledict beasts vanished and the storm ended abruptly. 
 
    “Clayton!” Jalise rushed up and cast a healing spell on him. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I…” He looked down, still confused that Belenoth’s attack had left no wound. “I don’t feel… I don’t feel right.” 
 
    Jalise cast another spell but it did nothing. 
 
    “Something’s wrong…” 
 
    “What? What is it, Clayton?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I… I just feel… tired.” 
 
    Clayton fell back, laying on the ground and looking up at the stars. The last thing he saw was the sage looking down at him as the worst fatigue he’d ever felt consumed him. 
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    Clayton blinked his eyes open, the morning sun blindingly bright. 
 
    “I must be dreaming… or dead… maybe both.” 
 
    He breathed in a gasp of clear, mountain air. The grass beneath him was soft, something he could tell even through the weight of his armor. The scenery was tranquil but in his heart, there was panic. 
 
    “Clayton…” He looked up at Jalise. Rena, Mirella and Kailani all stood beside her. 
 
    “…Did I die?” 
 
    “You did not.” She helped him sit up straight. 
 
    Clayton immediately took in his surroundings. He wished it were a dream but the devastation of the Maledict attack on the small village was clear. Their homes had been destroyed. Their belongings scattered in every direction. The townsfolk wept as they tended to their lost loved ones. 
 
    He pushed himself up to his feet. “Strange… Why does my armor feel so heavy? Something… Something happened to me. I can feel it.” 
 
    He moved as fast as he could to the essence tablet and placed his hand upon it. Nervous anticipation twisted his stomach as he saw his stats appear in front of him. He blinked to make sure he was reading everything correctly. 
 
      
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 59 
 
    Available Points 0 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 600 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 19 
 
    Constitution 17 
 
    Agility 19 
 
    Dexterity 14 
 
    Wisdom 12 
 
      
 
    “What is this? This thing broken or something?” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Jalise’s worry was clear on her face. 
 
    “I lost 25 levels. My stats are… My stats are gone. It’s like…” The realization dawned on him. “It’s like he took something from me.” 
 
    “He took your levels,” Rena said. “You simply have to earn them again.” 
 
    “There’s not enough time to gain that many levels…” He made a beeline up the hill and headed for Grady’s forge. The blacksmith was locked in the cavern. His entire body was covered in sweat and soot, working with the Zeal Blade the whole time since Clayton gave him the order. He kept his head down as Clayton approached him, holding the stone inside of the kiln. 
 
    “Grady… the Maledict attacked Taius last night.” 
 
    The old man didn’t respond, his attention taken by his task. 
 
    “Grady, did you hear me—” 
 
    “I heard you. I’m afraid I would have been no use to you or the village. Without the Zeal Blade, you could never really beat them for good. I must do what I have to do.” 
 
    “Maledict Belenoth attacked me. He hit me with his sword but it didn’t wound me. It… It took something from me. Do you know what that means?” 
 
    “What color?” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “What color are his eyes?” 
 
    “They’re blue.” 
 
    “Blue… I’ve studied the Maledict as much as anybody over the years. Ever since I lost my father. Blue is the color of envy.” 
 
    “Jalise… You mentioned that before.” 
 
    “That’s right,” the sage sighed, shaking her head and trying to put the pieces together. “Belenoth is envious of you.” 
 
    “That’s what I assume.” Grady continued heating his kiln, keeping a close eye on the stone that didn’t seem to be changing. “The Maledict have… abilities unlike anything else in this world. They can influence people. They can hurt people. They can take things from someone.” 
 
    “In Belenoth’s case, he took some of your essence. He used it to make himself stronger.” 
 
    “…Crap.” Clayton put his hands on his hips. “Belenoth said I have two nights. Meet him on the summit of the Great Horn Mountains or he’ll return with another attack. He’ll surely try to take something from me again.” 
 
    “Belenoth can’t come through again so quickly,” Jalise said. “It takes the Maledict years, decades, to launch an assault.” 
 
    “He doesn’t need years to devastate a small village like Taius.” 
 
    “Two nights… I’m sure taking your essence from you drained him. That is the time he needs to gather his strength and take the rest of your essence from you.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t need to be a full assault. He’d only have to get close to me to steal more of my essence. I would have a harder time.” 
 
    “We can defend Taius.” Mirella said. “No matter how many times he comes through, we will fight him.” 
 
    The party remained confident despite Clayton’s strange predicament. Grady kept his head down, continuing his task despite the fatigue on his face. 
 
    “No… I can’t take that chance…” Clayton had made up his mind. “I have to face him. I have to accept his challenge.” 
 
    “Clayton.” Jalise moved closer and put a hand on his chest. “You can’t face him. You know he’s only deceiving you to get what he wants. He’s going to take everything from you. There would be none of your essence to recover. You would be… gone.” 
 
    “I know what he’s trying to do. But I can’t keep you at risk. I can’t keep Taius at risk.” 
 
    “The situation is dire,” Rena said. “You do not have the time to recover the essence you have lost. You must make an ascent through the more treacherous part of the mountains. And even if you best him in combat, you do not have the weapon to destroy him. He will continue to live unless he is vanquished by Zeal.” 
 
    “Grady… How much time do you need? Can you finish strengthening Zeal in two nights?” 
 
    Grady had been listening the entire time, his attention turned to melting down the two spectral stone hilts Clayton had given to him. “It will take considerable effort. I would need some assistance. But it could be done.” 
 
    “We’ll do whatever it takes to help you finish.” 
 
    “I have another proposal for you.” Grady straightened up, finally looking at Clayton. “Do you intend on facing the Maledict at the summit?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “It will take some time to make the ascent. The distance is not long but the terrain is treacherous. Foul creatures await you. It will be a difficult task just to reach the summit.” 
 
    “Nothing will stop me.” 
 
    “I can see that. I need as much time as I can get to make your weapon as strong as possible. When the night comes to face the Maledict, you may begin your ascent before I finish. But the weapon will get to you. I will make sure of it.” 
 
    Clayton nodded in understanding. “We’ll clear the path up the mountain. I’ll face Belenoth and hold him off until Zeal is ready.” 
 
    “Are you sure this is the best option?” Jalise asked. 
 
    “We don’t have very many options right now. I’ll have to face him eventually. At least at the summit, the village won’t be in danger.” 
 
    “If you’re making the climb, then I will be there with you.” 
 
    “I am with you, as well.” Rena put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “You will make it to the summit and you will end his threat.” Mirella smiled softly, making Clayton do the same. 
 
    “Welp… I’ve gone this far. You can’t get rid of me now, BB.” Kailani slapped him on the arm. 
 
    “We’ll do everything we can to help Grady until the night comes.” Clayton walked closer to the kiln and observed the Zealinite smoldering inside of it. “I will face Belenoth. And I will beat him once and for all.” 
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    The party worked tirelessly to help Grady in his forge. They stoked the fires of his kiln. They took turns hammering the Zealinite under Grady’s direction. They carried the molds, forging and reforging the spectral stones. The sun rose and fell then rose again but they continued to work with little rest. 
 
    The night of the showdown with Belenoth approached. 
 
    Clayton stood at the base of the hill, looking up at the summit in the distance. The clouds had gathered, darkening the sky despite the full moon shining. 
 
    “Just my luck…” Clayton held his palm out and felt the raindrops. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Rena stood by his side. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like I’ve got a choice… It’s now or never.” 
 
    The party began their journey while Grady continued working tirelessly in his forge. 
 
    Just a few steps were enough to tell Clayton how much harder the climb would be. The dirt was soft from the rain, the mud slick against his heels. 
 
    “We do not know what lurks,” Rena said. “Be on your guard.” 
 
    They continued their climb until coming upon a cavern. Jalise took the lead and ignited her palm to light the path. The storm continuing to rage outside grew distant. But Clayton kept his eyes peeled, peering into the darkness. 
 
    “Wait.” He put his hand up and brought everybody to a stop. “Careful now.” 
 
    The party held their breath and listened. The silence in the cavern grew more unnerving with every passing second. Clayton looked to his left and right but saw nothing. Just when he was about to step forward, he stopped himself. 
 
    “Jalise… Above us.” 
 
    The sage nodded and raised her flames up. The light illuminated the cavern ceiling just as the creatures above descended upon them. 
 
    “Bats!” Rena slashed her weapons up at the winged beasts, dozens of them clawing and snatching at them. Their flapping wings echoed the same as their screeches. “Don’t let them overwhelm you!” 
 
    The group stayed together despite the flood of bats continuing to storm around them. Mirella stabbed at them with her trident while Kailani tossed her daggers with lethal precision. 
 
    Jalise’s flames proved to be the greatest threat to the creatures. When one was engulfed, it collided with another. It spread like wildfire, the bats’ fiery bodies lighting up the cavern. 
 
    “Keep moving!” Clayton shouted as he moved forward down the pathway. He fought off the creatures and headed for the light at the end of the tunnel. The group made their way out of the cavern and the bats ended their attack, fluttering back within the confines of the darkness. “Everybody all right?” 
 
    Clayton was scratched and clawed. Without the Zeal Blade’s abilities, his minor wounds weren’t healed. The rest of the party had only worked up a sweat from the encounter. 
 
    “We must make the path safe for Grady,” Jalise said. “I will remain here to make sure the bats bring him no harm. Continue forward.” The sage walked up to Clayton and cupped his face, leaving a tender kiss on his lips. He wanted to enjoy it for as long as he could but eventually gave her a nod. 
 
    The group proceeded with the storm gathering strength above them. The muddy path was difficult to slog through as the incline continued to increase. 
 
    Clayton stopped when he saw how the pathway narrowed. There was no way to proceed forward, as the rest of the path had been destroyed. He peered over the edge but saw only the rest of the way down the mountain. 
 
    “There has to be another way… This gap is too big to get across.” 
 
    “There is no other way,” Rena said. 
 
    “Figures…” Clayton looked around for a solution but only found trees and rocks. 
 
    He took another look at the distance then at the tree on the other side of the gap. “Maybe if… Kailani. You can make the leap.” 
 
    She moved to the edge then nodded. “I think I can make the leap. Barely. But what does it matter if I can get across if you’re the one who has to get to the summit?” 
 
    “Take my sword. Cut down that tree and lay it down so that we can cross.” 
 
    “Wait… Are you serious?” He pointed the hilt at her. “You’re serious… Well, if there’s no other way…” 
 
    “There’s no other way.” 
 
    Kailani wiped the smile from her face and gave him a confident nod. “Gimme some space.” She grabbed his sword and stepped back from the edge to gather speed. Even though he was confident she could make the jump, Clayton couldn’t deny the anxiety churning the fluids in his stomach. 
 
    Kailani ran toward the edge, digging her feet into the mud. Just before she fell, she pushed off and leaped into the air. She glided across the gap and landed with a tumble on the other side. The group breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    The rain continued to pour down as she got to work hacking away at the tree. 
 
    “Make sure it falls in our direction!” Clayton shouted. 
 
    “What do you think I’m trying to do?” She swung Clayton’s small sword over and over until the tree began to give. A few more swings and she let it fall toward them. “Watch out!” It fell with a thud across the gap, a precarious bridge for them to cross. 
 
    Clayton balanced himself as he made the short but slow walk across the log. “Steady… Steady… Steady…” He stayed as calm as he could before falling forward on the other side of the gap. Mirella and Rena followed after him. 
 
    Kailani had her hands on her hips as she looked down the pathway they’d just crossed. “Make the path safe for Grady,” she said. “I don’t think that old man can make it across by himself. I’ll stay behind.” She grabbed Clayton by the collar of his armor and kissed him, sticking her tongue between his teeth as forcefully as she ever had before pulling away. “I’ll see you soon, BB.” 
 
    He smiled at the way she winked before turning and continuing down the pathway. 
 
    The air grew thinner. The rain continued to slicken their path. Soon after thunder filled his ears and lightning flashed in the sky. Just walking became a burden. But Clayton could see the summit in sight. 
 
    “Can’t stop now… Too close… Too close…” 
 
    He clenched his jaw as he pushed up a small hillside. As soon as he reached the next plateau, he saw the eyes of beasts lurking in the darkness of a nearby cavern. They didn’t hesitate to reveal themselves. 
 
    Wild boars charged at him, their roars as loud as the thunder. Clayton yelled just the same and raced forward to meet them. The three engaged with the boars, cutting, stabbing, and hacking away at them. The beasts seemed to have no end as more emerged from the darkness of the cavern next to them. 
 
    “Can’t keep fighting like this…” Clayton muttered to himself. He looked to the side and saw the dark clouds next to him. An idea came to him. “If it worked before…” 
 
    A boar stomped its hooves and charged at him. Just as it was about to gore him, he rolled out of the way. The beast went flying from the plateau and plummeted to an assured death. 
 
    He did his best to conserve his stamina. When he couldn’t stab and swipe at the boars, he dodged them and used their own aggression against them. 
 
    The boars were relentless. Though they didn’t put up much of a fight, their numbers were unending. 
 
    “Go!” Rena shouted. “I will hold them off! Finish the ascent!” 
 
    “You don’t really expect me to leave you—” 
 
    The elf twirled in his direction, cutting down two boars in the process, then pressed her lips to his. He would’ve enjoyed the taste of her tongue a lot more if it weren’t for the cold steel pressed against his throat. 
 
    “They are nothing more than common beasts,” she whispered. “Practice for a greater fight. Continue up the path or I will show you how sharp my dagger is.” 
 
    “You already proved that to me a long time ago.” 
 
    He grinned at her. The elf smirked as much as she could before the steely resolve returned to her eyes. 
 
    “Come on!” Clayton shouted to Mirella. “We’re almost there!” 
 
    Only two of them remained but the path to the summit was coming to an end. Clayton was so close he could almost see the top of the mountain. The storm raged even harder with harsh winds blowing against them. They put their heads down and pushed forward. 
 
    They came upon another cavern pathway. 
 
    “Damn… Could really use a light right about now…” He stepped inside, his weapon ready for anything that might appear around him. To his surprise, he saw a small light at the end of the path. He moved forward to it and saw water blocking his descent into the cavern. 
 
    “The rains must have flooded this cavern,” Mirella said. “This is the way. But you will have to swim through.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem. It shouldn’t be a problem for you either. But Grady…” 
 
    Clayton could barely see her face from the moonlight shining into the cavern. But the pale-blue Azurean looked as beautiful as she always did to him. He moved close and kissed her, letting his tongue linger for as long as he could because there was no immediate threat. It was a few seconds before he slowly pulled away. 
 
    “I have to keep going,” he said. “You have to swim Grady through.” 
 
    “On the honor of Azure, Zeal will make it to you. I swear it.” 
 
    Even though he was asking a great deal from Mirella and everybody else in his party, he’d never been so filled with confidence that the task would be done. 
 
    He held his hand in hers before turning and leaping into the water. He swam forward through the flooded caverns, following the moonlight shining in the distance. The light grew brighter until he was able to rise above the surface and exit the cavern. 
 
    Clayton was alone now. His armor wet and muddy. He had nothing but his weapon, a compass, and some potions in his pouch. It would have to be enough because the summit was right in front of him. 
 
    He climbed the last few steps until he was on the plateau. He was so high up he felt like the storm was right on him. Through the wind and rain beating down upon him, he kept his focus. 
 
    A black mist formed like another storm before his eyes. Shimmering blue light appeared at the center. The dark smoke spilled out and took form. 
 
    “Ferrum… It’s time to meet your destiny.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
    The rain crashed down on the summit and muddied the soil beneath Clayton’s heel. The thunder roared so loud it shook his bones. The lightning was close enough to blind him. At the center of the storm above, a blue smoke swirled in the dark mist. 
 
    “Oh, man…” 
 
    Facing his biggest threat with the world crashing down around him. Nothing on him except his armor and an ordinary sword. Clayton had dreamed of moments like this. The problem was, this was no longer any of the games he was so comfortable playing. This might have been another world but this was real. 
 
    Belenoth held his hands out and paced back and forth. “I have to admire your courage, Ferrum. I took your strength but you still decided to show up.” 
 
    “You took some of it but you didn’t take all of it. I don’t need it to beat you.” 
 
    “You don’t really believe that, do you? Do you have any idea what you’re dealing with? Do you know how much stronger you are making me?” 
 
    “I know how it works. I strengthen my essence. The more levels I gain, the stronger the Maledict become wherever the hell you are. But I know you don’t have the strength to open a gate large enough for an entire army.” 
 
    Belenoth smirked, his face more sinister in the moonlight. “So… You do know how it works. Yet you still wish to increase your strength so that I may take it from you.” 
 
    “You’re wrong. You’re trying to threaten me by saying I’m only making the Maledict stronger by leveling. But I know if I become strong enough, I can end you and the world you come from. You’re not trying to take my strength. You’re afraid of what I can do to you.” 
 
    “…You can’t do anything to me. Not with that weapon!” He snapped his fingers and black and blue smoke blew onto the summit from the mist. It took the shape of a ferocious black lion. It was twice the size of a normal one, its fangs just as deadly and its paws capable of pinning Clayton down. 
 
    It moved forward and stalked Clayton, blue eyes focused on its prey. 
 
    “Stay calm… No abilities… Just swordwork.” 
 
    The lion lunged at him and he ducked out of the way, slicing at the lion in the process. The beast was so large, it was an easy target to hit. But even the deepest cut wasn’t enough to slow it down. 
 
    “Crap!” Clayton rolled out of the way again as the lion tried to pounce. He just narrowly avoided it then backed away to steady himself, his lower stats making him noticeably slower. 
 
    Belenoth cackled to himself, laughing hard with his hand on his stomach. “You amuse me, Ferrum. Perhaps I shall keep you around after I take your essence.” 
 
    “Keep me around and I’ll kill you.” Clayton charged recklessly at the lion. The beast lunged forward and swiped, catching the Ferrum against his cheek. Clayton gritted his teeth from the pain and cut the lion in its side again. 
 
    The lion staggered but stayed on its feet, slowly turning around to size up its prey. 
 
    The rain washed away the blood steadily dripping just below Clayton’s eye. 
 
    “You can do this… Predictable attacks. It’s a cycle… Just time it…” 
 
    He squeezed his hands tight around his hilt. The lion reared back, ready to charge with a final, lethal pounce. Just as the massive beast leaped into the air, Clayton dodged to the side and thrust up into the air as hard as he could. He stabbed the lion in its heart and impaled it. Its roar sounded like the thunder booming right next to the summit. 
 
    Clayton held on for as long as he could until the weight of the lion disappeared. The creature faded into the mist, returning to where it came from. 
 
    Clayton let out a satisfied sigh and turned to Belenoth with a smirk. “You’ll have to do better than that to beat me.” 
 
    “I merely wanted to see what you’re capable of. Strengthen your essence, Clayton. All the more satisfying when I take it from you.” The Maledict held his palm out and the long, thin black rapier formed in his hand. He placed his other hand behind his back and pointed at Clayton with his weapon. “Are you prepared to feel the power of envy?” 
 
    Clayton clenched his jaw. The rain wet his grip on his sword. The grass was slick beneath his feet. But he ignored everything. The rain. The lightning and the thunder. The assured death that awaited him if he were to fall. 
 
    “I don’t need Zeal. I don’t need my levels.” He pointed his sword back at Belenoth. “Let’s rock.” 
 
    Belenoth paced forward with his weapon raised. Clayton circled him, waiting for an opening. He feinted his thrusts to mimic how he’d seen other fighters do. To his surprise, Belenoth reacted to his faked attacks. He took advantage, faking another one. Belenoth responded by moving back then returning in place. 
 
    But Clayton was waiting. He stabbed his short sword and caught the Maledict in the stomach. The blow wasn’t deep but was strong enough to cut through Belenoth’s breastplate. The frustration in Belenoth’s eyes only made Clayton smirk. 
 
    “What good are levels if you don’t know how to use them?” 
 
    “That’s good advice, Ferrum. Maybe I will use your levels now… Ahh!” Belenoth moved faster than Clayton had ever seen. So fast Clayton was unable to react. The rapier caught him in the shoulder, piercing his armor. 
 
    “Oh… That hurts… Definitely bleeding now…” Clayton held back his groan but his grimace couldn’t mask his pain. 
 
    “You see that?” Belenoth said. “You are fighting a losing battle. No matter how strong you get, the Maledict will always be stronger than the Ferrum. You have no chance! Ahh!” Another lightning quick stab caught Clayton in the leg. 
 
    Clayton swung back in pain and frustration, just managing to catch Belenoth on the arm. Even with his depleted strength, Clayton was still able to knock the Maledict back. 
 
    Belenoth pointed his blade at Clayton and thrust forward. The blow was slower this time and Clayton was able to avoid it, though his roll on the ground wasn’t very graceful. He grimaced from the pain in his leg. 
 
    “Can’t take any chances…” He reached for the potions in his pouch and swallowed them. The wounds on his shoulder and leg began to close, though the holes in his armor remained. 
 
    Belenoth turned his back to Clayton as he looked out toward the sky. “Interesting… Very interesting…” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Belenoth? You afraid you can’t beat me without all of your advantages?” 
 
    “No… I’m merely surprised you’re able to put up a fight. I suppose that’s my fault for attempting to humor you.” He slowly turned around. “I’ll make this simple for you Ferrum. Lay down your weapon. I will take your essence from you and you can return to the world I know you came from. You will be able to live a full, normal life.” 
 
    Clayton chuckled and shook his head. “Not a chance.” 
 
    “Was your life so miserable you’re willing to throw it away?” 
 
    “I have no complaints about my life. But nothing would make it more satisfying than ending you.” 
 
    “Hmm… So be it.” 
 
    Belenoth held his rapier to his face. A blue aura began to appear around it. 
 
    “Can’t let him get this off.” As Belenoth charged his energy, Clayton moved forward and swiped at him. Belenoth was forced to lower his weapon and parry his attacks. 
 
    Clayton kept swinging. He flailed wildly and missed. The times he didn’t miss, Belenoth was able to knock his sword away. Clayton didn’t stop. He continued his relentless assault knowing he lacked the dexterity to land a telegraphed blow. 
 
    “Slow him down. Don’t let him charge his weapon.” 
 
    His efforts began to take their toll. His stamina was slowly depleting. His arms ached, growing heavier with every swing. His legs felt like they were sinking into the ground. “At least the rain is wiping away the sweat.” 
 
    Belenoth grew more frustrated, forced to block Clayton’s reckless swings. “Enough of this!” He scowled at Clayton and parried his swing so hard, Clayton was forced to a knee. 
 
    “Come on… Come on!” Clayton had to will himself up back to his feet, his stamina completely drained. 
 
    “There it is… You’re all out. Now it’s time to end this.” Belenoth held his sword back up to his face. “I will enjoy taking your essence, Ferrum. With it, I will become the strongest Maledict Xeylon has ever seen. You can rest peacefully knowing you tried… though your efforts ended in failure.” 
 
    The Maledict focused his energy. The shining blue aura began to form around the blade. Clayton did everything he could to try and stop him but he could not muster the stamina. 
 
    “Is there anything else you’d like to say before you feel the power of envy?” 
 
    Clayton gasped deep breaths, trying to stay focused. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” he said. “I tried… but I didn’t fail.” 
 
    “There’s no need for such bravado now. You couldn’t touch me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to touch you… I was only trying to slow you down.” 
 
    Clayton looked up at the Maledict and smirked. Belenoth gritted his teeth, anger growing in his glowing blue eyes. 
 
    “Clayton!” 
 
    They both turned their heads to the voice that boomed at the edge of the summit. Grady stood there with the weapon in his hand, a crimson aura around it as it shined in the darkness of the storm. 
 
    “Catch!” 
 
    Grady tossed the weapon through the air. 
 
    “Don’t screw this up now…” Clayton watched the weapon rotate through the air. Just as it got to him, he reached up and grabbed the hilt. The weight of it nearly knocked him on his back but two hands around it steadied him. 
 
    He looked down for a second at his new weapon. A long, steel hilt, the pommel the ruby heart he’d always used. Above it sat the orange sphere from the other hilt he’d acquired. The long handle extended all the way up. But it was no longer a simple longsword. Two cleavers extended in both directions, each one large enough to cut through a man’s torso. 
 
    Clayton rose to his feet with the double-pitted axe and held it up in the air. “Wow… This thing is impressive—” 
 
    Clayton’s admiration for his new axe was interrupted when he felt a familiar, stinging pain in the center of his chest. Belenoth moved his face close to Clayton’s as he sunk his rapier deeper. 
 
    “I don’t care if you have Zeal,” the Maledict grumbled through gritted teeth. “I will take your essence from you and I will destroy Xeylon!” 
 
    Clayton groaned. “I don’t need all my essence… I only need enough to… swing…” 
 
    Clayton felt his essence draining from him as Belenoth pulled it from him. The axe grew heavier in his hands. 
 
    “Come on…” 
 
    He gritted his teeth as he raised it into the air above his head. The weight of it was like the entire world over his shoulders. 
 
    “It’s too late, Ferrum!” 
 
    “It’s too late… for you…” 
 
    Clayton slammed his leg hard into Belenoth’s gut. He didn’t know if it would work but the Maledict stumbled back to give Clayton the space he needed. 
 
    “Not much time left… Gotta go now…” 
 
    Clayton kept the axe up with the strength he had left. Gravity pulled the weight of the axe down onto Belenoth’s shoulder. The weapon shattered his pauldron and kept going, down his breastplate and severing his arm off completely. The Maledict fell and his rapier fell out of Clayton. 
 
    Clayton braced himself from falling from his fatigue by digging the axe into the ground. Belenoth laid on the ground, his arm separated from him. 
 
    It was over. They both knew it. And with that knowledge, Belenoth looked up at the Ferrum who would end him with a scowl sinister enough to give someone nightmares. 
 
    “You’ll never beat the Maledict… Your strength… will always be bested… It doesn’t matter how much essence you have…” 
 
    “Maybe you’re a better fighter and all I have is brute strength. That doesn’t matter now… Because I’m taking my essence back!” Clayton leaped into the air with his last bit of stamina. Ignoring the thunder and lightning crashing around him, he raised the axe up and slammed it into Belenoth’s head. The blade crushed his skull and silenced him completely, returning him to the mist from which he formed. 
 
    “Clayton!” Grady rushed up to him. “Seal the rift! Use Zeal!” 
 
    “Right…” Clayton groaned as he turned toward the opening in the sky. His weapon was heavier than before. But he could slowly feel his essence returning to him and with it, the strength he needed to wield the axe. 
 
    He raised it to the sky and watched the crimson aura glow white hot. It grew so bright that Clayton was forced to close his eyes. The energy pulsed from the axe and fired toward the mist. Clayton held on for as long as he could until the light vanished. 
 
    He opened his eyes. The aura around his weapon had disappeared. The storm on top of the summit continued to rage but the black and blue mist in the sky was gone.  
 
    Clayton sighed a deep breath, his stamina only just beginning to return to him. It was more than enough for him to smile up at the blacksmith. 
 
    “I think I’ve had enough of this weather,” Clayton sighed. “The rain is starting to get inside of my armor.” 
 
    The old man put a hand on his shoulder and smiled back at him. “Well done, Ferrum.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
    The storm passed. The morning sun rose. Dew dripped from the leaves on the trees and bushes. The smell of wet grass and dirt filled the air like the world was born anew. Clayton appreciated every bit of it. Even though this high in the mountains, the air was thin, it was refreshing in its own unique way. 
 
    He took in a lungful and sighed. His shirt off, he examined his shoulder. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” 
 
    He shook his head as he trailed his fingers along the scar. “I don’t feel a thing. There’s a scar though…” 
 
    “Potions and spells can heal your injuries but there will always be evidence of what they’ve done.” 
 
    “As long as it’s healed. Besides, it’s kinda cool. Chicks dig scars.” He raised an eyebrow at Jalise. The sage bit her tongue to hide her smile, demure as she always was. 
 
    “Your wounds are healed. How is your…” 
 
    He flexed his arm. The bicep bulged considerably, a satisfying vein running along the muscle. “I feel as strong as ever. I think I gained a few levels on the trip to the summit. I should stop by the essence tablet.” 
 
    “Take as much time as you need. After everything you’ve been through, I think you’ve earned it. We’re in no hurry to return.” 
 
    Jalise excused herself and helped one of the villagers begin the reconstruction of Taius. Mirella. Kailani. Rena. All of their help was still needed after the ravages of the Maledict attack and the following rainstorm. 
 
    Clayton ran his hand along his arm, enjoying the peace of his surroundings. 
 
    “Clayton.” 
 
    He looked up and saw Owen approaching. 
 
    “It’s good to see you’re all right. Jalise told me what you were planning on doing. It sounded quite dangerous. To take down the man responsible for the attack on our village. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “The Maledict are vicious and cruel but I can defeat them.” 
 
    “I… I wanted to thank you.” 
 
    “You already thanked me for saving your life. I know you’re grateful.” 
 
    “No, it’s not that.” He swallowed, his eyes shifting like he was uncomfortable with what he wanted to say. “My neighbor… during the attack… He was killed.” 
 
    “…I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I… I was frightened. I was angry. I was frustrated. I wanted to do something but I couldn’t. I didn’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Nobody would blame you for feeling that way. Losing someone hurts. That feeling of helplessness…” 
 
    “That’s why I wanted to thank you. You took care of the one responsible for the attack. You avenged everybody in Taius.” 
 
    Clayton sighed. “If it wasn’t for me, he wouldn’t have attacked this town.” 
 
    “You had to come here. You had to see the Outcast.” Owen put a hand on Clayton’s shoulder and smiled. “You are different. I don’t know what it is but I can feel it. There is something about you… Something special. I felt the same way when I first met Grady.” 
 
    “I guess he and I are strange in a way…” 
 
    “I don’t know what your destiny holds for you. But I am in your debt. The same goes for everybody in Taius.” 
 
    “Thank you, Owen.” 
 
    “I… I should probably go back to helping everybody. You must be tired. I’ll let you rest.” Owen left to join the others. 
 
    Clayton watched the village for a moment before getting up to his feet. He walked up the hillside to the plateau where Grady’s forge was. There he found the blacksmith standing on the precipice, enjoying the view with his hands behind his back. 
 
    “It’s incredible,” he said as Clayton approached. “We’re so high up but we still can’t see all of Green Terra. Only the edges of the kingdoms to the north and south are visible.” 
 
    “Have you ever been to the other kingdoms?” 
 
    “Just a short visit when I was much younger. I searched for every piece of literature I could on the Maledict and the Zeal Blade. I took an apprenticeship with a blacksmith to hone my craft. I wanted to learn everything.” 
 
    “It looks like it paid off.” 
 
    Clayton shifted his eyes toward the Zeal Axe. It stood in the grass, one of the massive blades sunken into the dirt. 
 
    “That’s not what I was expecting. You think you went a little overboard?” 
 
    Grady chuckled softly and nodded, his eyes still focused on the sprawling view. “I used all of the Zealinite I could. You can’t take any chances with the Maledict. It seemed appropriate.” 
 
    “I was just beginning to feel comfortable with the Zeal Blade. I suppose it won’t hurt to gain more strength to properly wield this.” Clayton walked over to the axe and lifted it from the ground. He slung it over his shoulder to help with the weight. “I feel sorry for any Maledict who’s on the other side of this. They should be terrified.” 
 
    “Since the dawn of time, it is the citizens of Nalore who felt the same way.” 
 
    “…Is it true? From what you know, does my strength correspond with the strength of the Maledict?” 
 
    “That is what has been said. Every generation, when the Maledict gather enough strength to open a rift, it coincides with the time the Ferrum are ready to wield the weapon and strengthen their essence. It is the reason every generation is sent to your world, so they may live in comfort before an inevitable battle.” 
 
    “Me leaving Nalore and leveling must have changed all that. That’s why Belenoth was able to open a portal to Xeylon so quickly.” 
 
    “He did not have the full strength of a Maledict army but it was considerable.” 
 
    “I wonder…” Clayton sighed as he looked out into the distance. “…Maybe I should stop. If I don’t level my essence, the Maledict will take longer to get what they need.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I? The next generation of Ferrum will come to seal the Maledict away just like the one who came before me.” 
 
    Grady slowly turned his head, finally looking at Clayton. The old man was shorter but the wisdom in his eyes made him seem bigger, Clayton thought. 
 
    “What does it matter how strong the Maledict get if you are stronger? You have a chance to do something no other Ferrum has done. You can end the cycle of the Maledict. It will be an achievement like no other.” 
 
    “An achievement…” Clayton looked down, smiling at the thought of it. He came to Xeylon and stayed out of a need to satisfy his own need for accomplishment. Now he was looking at a man who suffered. And there were countless others across the world just like him, some who had yet to be born. 
 
    “If what you’re saying is true, I wonder… How strong could I possibly grow?” 
 
    “You are a Ferrum. Ironblood. There is no limit to what you are capable of.” 
 
    “And Zeal itself. Could you temper it to make it a greater weapon?” 
 
    “I came to Taius because I knew there was Zealinite in the mountains. Perhaps you would be able to find more. Perhaps not. The weapon appears powerful enough.” 
 
    Clayton looked at his hilt. He noticed the orange jewel inside of it, the spectral stone of another Ferrum. 
 
    “I wonder if this did anything…” 
 
    “Your stone is red. It represents what beats in your heart. It is your lust that strengthens you.” 
 
    “Right… And what about orange?” 
 
    “Wrath. The previous owner of the hilt was strengthened by his innate rage and anger.” 
 
    “Hmm… Glad I never ran into him.” 
 
    “It is not your stone, so it will not strengthen you as your own but there is a benefit.” 
 
    Grady raised an eyebrow at him. It took a moment for Clayton to realize what he was getting at. He held the axe up and focused his thoughts. The energy formed in front of him and he saw all of his stats. 
 
      
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 90 
 
    Available Points 6 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 1000 
 
    Stamina 200 
 
    Strength 24 
 
    Constitution 22 
 
    Agility 24 
 
    Dexterity 19 
 
    Wisdom 17 
 
      
 
    In addition to the levels he’d gained from defeating Belenoth, his abilities had changed along with some new ones. 
 
      
 
    Zeal Axe 
 
    Core Level 11 
 
    Passion of Consort Faith - Vigorous: The weapon requires less stamina to swing 
 
    Passion of Jalise the Sage - Torrid II: Flames can be channeled from the weapon and aimed at two targets 
 
    Passion of Regent Magne - The Queen’s Touch: More essence is gathered from creatures defeated by the weapon 
 
    Passion of Monarch Velour - Intoxicating Thirst: Dealing damage with the weapon absorbs essence and heals minor injuries 
 
    Passion of Queen Ixia - Rigid Bark: At the cost of stamina, the weapon creates a shield, blocking all incoming attacks 
 
    Passion of Rena Ordain - Brisk Rhythm: The weapon grants the ability to quickly dash short distances 
 
    Passion of Kailani - Deep Thrust: Leap into the air and strike the weapon into the ground with force 
 
    Passion of Iris - Heel Worship: A powerful kick that temporarily stuns 
 
    Passion of Queen Izumi - Breathless: Hold your breath underwater for extended periods of time 
 
    Passion of Mirella - Wetness: Water can be channeled from the weapon 
 
      
 
    Wrath Stone 
 
    Receive +50 Stamina for every Great Maledict defeated 
 
    Great Maledict Defeated 
 
    Maledict Thomas 
 
    Maledict Belenoth 
 
      
 
    Clayton smirked. “Passives. Not bad. I wonder just how strong the Ferrum was who originally owned this stone, since he benefited more from it than me…” 
 
    “Though his benefits were different from yours, I can say with certainty his essence was not as strong as yours.” 
 
    Clayton lowered the axe down, running his palm over the pommel. “There’s just one more thing I’m curious about, Grady… When I was in Nalore, they said the only ones who could hold Zeal were Ferrum. From what I saw, that was true. Then Kailani grabbed it from me. I assumed she could hold it because it wasn’t active. But last night… I saw the aura around it. The Maledict rift was right before us. And you wielded the Zeal Axe…” 
 
    The blacksmith turned his head back toward the horizon, a calm look on his face as he stared into the distance. 
 
    “Is it true? The story of losing your father in the last Maledict invasion? Or are you someone else?” 
 
    “…It’s true… Not all Ferrum are destined to pull the Zeal Blade from its stone and defeat the Maledict. There are some who live in Nalore, as ordinary as anybody else. That doesn’t mean I can’t do my part.” 
 
    Clayton considered what he heard for a moment before putting a hand on the blacksmith’s shoulder. “Thank you, Grady. For everything.” 
 
    “I did nothing. It is you who is responsible for all of this by simply following your destiny. I’m merely grateful to be a part of it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
    Clayton relaxed on the grass with his hands behind his back, soaking up the sun in nothing but his trousers. He’d picked a quiet spot away from Taius village to relax and get away. 
 
    His injuries were healed. His levels were recovered. But the greatest distances he’d traveled had taken their toll. There was an undeniable weariness in his bones. He’d completed his journey. Now he could finally exhale and acknowledge his overwhelming fatigue. 
 
    The party had spent several days in Taius and the village had returned to what it once was. Clayton had gotten used to the whistling of the birds above and the wind howling softly as it blew by. 
 
    “So tired…” He let out another sigh and closed his eyes. His fatigue was undeniable. The peace of the grassy plateau on the mountaintop took its toll and he slowly started to drift off to sleep. He was so tired he ignored the footsteps in the grass approaching him. 
 
    “Clayton…” 
 
    He knew the sage’s voice immediately. He smiled softly, enjoying the feeling of her palm suddenly running along his bare chest. 
 
    “…How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Tired. I guess spending so much time in this thin air kinda drains you…” 
 
    “I hope you’re not too tired.” 
 
    He peeked an eye open and saw the smirk on Jalise’s face. The demure sage would never hide anything from him. He knew the innocence he saw belied something else and it stirred his curiosity. 
 
    “What is it?” He sat up straight then turned to see Rena, Mirella and Kailani approaching. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing is wrong,” Rena said. “It is just the opposite.” 
 
    They all narrowed their eyes at him, each one smiling. Their smiles did little to ease the concern growing in his stomach. 
 
    “I don’t know… It seems like something’s up…” 
 
    “Nothing is up, I can assure you.” Jalise giggled and put a hand on his shoulder as if to comfort him. “We all know where your strength comes from. Your passion… Your lust… You must continue to satisfy that lust…” 
 
    “I would never make any of you do anything you didn’t wanna do.” 
 
    “You can trust us when we say that this is something we want to do.” Mirella crouched down and kissed Clayton softly, her lips noticeably wet. He tugged on her gently as she pulled away. “You are the Ferrum. It is an honor for all of us to lay with you. You fulfill our desires.” 
 
    He looked up at Kailani. The blonde reached behind her back and removed her top, letting it fall to the ground. The golden tan of her breasts had never seemed so appealing. “I guess I can’t call you, BB anymore… But I’m sure I can still have some fun with you… Clayton.” 
 
    Kailani moved down to join Mirella, kissing Clayton the same. He didn’t hold back. His hand moved to her chest and squeezed her breast, forcing a sigh from her mouth. 
 
    While he kissed her, he listened to the sound of Rena removing her armor. Mirella had joined her and the two worked together until their mail had scattered across the grass. 
 
    “Perhaps you should join them.” Clayton listened to Jalise’s voice while he continued to kiss Kailani. The sage reached for his trousers and tugged them down. His length strained against the fabric and when it was freed, he realized just how rigid he’d become. 
 
    Rena and Mirella moved down next to Clayton. His desire had overcome him. He didn’t want to move away from Kailani but his curiosity forced him to view Mirella and Rena suddenly engaging one another. They locked their mouths together, wet kisses joined by their soft groans. The contrast between the pink elf and the pale blue Azurean was like nothing he’d ever seen before. Seeing them hold one another, the curves of their bodies pressed together, made him swell even harder. 
 
    “That is why you succeed.” Jalise stood next to him, running her delicate hands along his shoulders. “You must lose yourself to the lust inside of you. That is the power of the Ferrum.” 
 
    Jalise began removing her clothes, starting with the scarlet top that covered her breasts then the almost sheer bottoms that did just enough to hide her body. 
 
    “Lose yourself, Clayton. Lose yourself to your desires…” 
 
    She crouched down next to him and kissed him. 
 
    Kailani took the opportunity to trail her lips down his chest and abdomen. He twitched when the warmth of her breath hit his rigid shaft. She took his tip between her lips and lowered her mouth down, swallowing him whole. 
 
    “God…” Clayton could only think it. He gasped into Jalise’s mouth while she continued to run her hands along his chest. 
 
    While Kailani proceeded to move her mouth up and down upon his flesh, the sounds of Mirella and Rena working up their own ecstasy grew louder. 
 
    “I can’t take it,” Clayton gasped. “I… I have to…” 
 
    Kailani smacked her lips off of him, her hands squeezing gently around the base of his shaft. “I think he’s ready.” 
 
    “I will take the lead.” Mirella moved close and straddled him. She rested a hand on his chest, her legs spread just above him. Kailani held onto his length and guided him into the pink silk of the Azurean. A wave of ecstasy surged through Clayton as her warmth engulfed him. 
 
    He couldn’t help himself, reaching his hands up and squeezing her pale blue breasts as she proceeded to grind against him. The others watched with the same desire in their eyes and ran their hands along his body. 
 
    “This is… This is crazy…” Clayton lay on the mountain top in another world. An Azurean riding him while three other women did their best to make him comfortable. He would have laughed at how fortunate he was but the overwhelming pleasure burning in his stomach was too hard to ignore. 
 
    “I cannot… I must…” Mirella crouched forward, low enough for Clayton to take her breasts into his mouth. She worked her hips even harder. Clayton met her body with his, thrusting up into her. The sounds of their bodies grew louder. Mirella squeezed her hands around his shoulders before suddenly seizing up. Her body trembled with an orgasm she couldn’t deny. 
 
    Clayton held her in his arms, her sweaty skin soft underneath his palms. The Azurean stayed on top of him for as long as she could before she collapsed. One last kiss sealed their moment together before Clayton gently lay her on her stomach. 
 
    “Your desire still burns inside of you…” Jalise said. 
 
    “I will attempt to satisfy it.” Rena took the place Mirella had left behind. “Show me the strength you have inside of you, Brooks.” 
 
    The way she smirked turned Clayton on in a way that somehow made him even harder. 
 
    Kailani grabbed his shaft like she had once before and guided him into the elf. Rena gritted her teeth as Clayton stretched her apart. He took pleasure in knowing she enjoyed it despite how much she tried to deny it. 
 
    “You like it…” he said as he began thrusting into her. “You like it a lot.” 
 
    “You do not… have to… say it in such a way…” 
 
    “I wanna hear you say it, Rena.” 
 
    “Must I?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    Rena’s breath grew short as she began rocking even harder upon him. She narrowed her gaze, violet pupils locked on his. 
 
    “Say it, Rena… Say you want me…” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Say it.” Kailani giggled as she became curious to hear it herself. 
 
    “I want you… I want you, Brooks—Ahh!” She gasped in surprised as he suddenly moved forward and put her on her back. 
 
    He thrust hard into her, slamming his hilt against her folds as if he were trying to dig her into the grass. 
 
    “I will take you… the same way… I took you the night we fought the Maledict… in Nalore…” 
 
    “Ahh…” Rena whimpered helplessly, a strange sound to come out of the stubborn elf. 
 
    Clayton raised up so he could see her writhing from the pleasure of his strokes. 
 
    “Brooks… Brooks…” Her mouth hung open as the words stuck in her throat. Her hands reached up and her nails found their way into his muscled arms. Feeling the elf’s ecstasy reach its peak only made him drive even harder into her. “Brooks…” 
 
    One last gasp and her muscles tensed. The elf writhed underneath him, forced to rock from the spasms pulsing through her body. Her orgasm left her contorted in ecstasy. Clayton couldn’t help but smirk with satisfaction in knowing he’d given Rena the pleasure she always tried to deny. 
 
    The elf moved to the side and joined Mirella in her peaceful orgasmic bliss. Before Clayton could enjoy the sight any further, Kailani took his attention by cupping his face and kissing him. 
 
    “My turn…” She smirked as she climbed into his lap. 
 
    Kailani wasn’t shy about hiding her desires. She planted herself down on his length before he could even say anything. His hands found their way on her ass, squeezing her flesh as he began rocking into her. 
 
    “Yes… That is good, Clayton… I can see how much stronger your essence is. Lose yourself…” Jalise moved closer, whispering into his ear. The warm breath of the sage on his cheek only made him take Kailani with even greater fervor. 
 
    The island woman wrapped her hands around his neck and pulled him close.  She bounced up and down upon him with the acrobatic rhythm her flexible body always displayed. 
 
    “Oh… BB…” 
 
    “I’m not BB… anymore…” 
 
    “Right… Sorry… Clayton…” She giggled as she tried to maintain her breathing. “You’re gonna make me…” 
 
    She pushed her hips against his. Their bodies slammed together in a loud, sweaty union. He sensed she was near her end and pushed until she stopped suddenly. Her hands squeezed around the back of his neck. Her mouth hung open for a moment before her cries of ecstasy escaped her. 
 
    Clayton held her in his arms through her climax. Feeling her soft, slender body against his was just as enjoyable as being inside of her. He kissed her and set her down on the grass so she could recover. 
 
    “Man… Didn’t think I’d work up such a sweat doing that…” He wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. His entire body glistened. His muscles were tense. His heart raced inside of his chest as he tried to catch his breath. 
 
    Jalise crouched next to him, taking her length in his hands as she kissed him. “You have still not found your end,” she whispered. “Let us find it…” 
 
    The sage had green eyes Clayton was always mesmerized by. Feeling her so close, staring at her while she held him gave him the strength he needed to keep going. Despite his exhaustion, he could not stop now. 
 
    Jalise sat in his lap. Her mound slid up and down the length of his shaft before he was able to plunge into her. She gasped, holding him close as she rode him. 
 
    The two stayed in one another’s arms. A slow, sensual rhythm guided their bodies. Even though he’d already taken the others, his desire still burned hot within him. 
 
    He cupped the sage’s breasts in his hands and took them in his mouth. She rocked her head back, letting him switch between the two. 
 
    “Clayton…” 
 
    The deep gasps of his name only made him want even more of her. 
 
    “Lose yourself… Find your strength… Satisfy your lust…” 
 
    Clayton felt the strength inside of him. There was no denying his bonds with the women made him stronger. There was a fire burning in his gut he couldn’t quite describe. But he knew being with them made him feel stronger. With Jalise more than willing to accommodate, he took advantage. 
 
    He thrust up into her, impaling the sage until she was forced to rock back on to him. 
 
    They stared into one another’s eyes as the union of their sweating bodies colliding grew louder. He gritted his teeth and pushed himself closer to the edge. 
 
    “Jalise… I’m—” 
 
    “Don’t tell me… Just do it… You are the Ferrum… I’m honored to share this moment with you… Always…” 
 
    He kept thrusting until he could no longer hold back. He held his breath and his muscles tightened up as his orgasm crashed into him. His length throbbed. Thick spurts of his seed splashed against her walls. 
 
    The sensations in her body triggered her own climax. She seized the same as him and the two lost themselves to their ends together. 
 
    Clayton held on for as long as he could before his body was spent. The flames of his desire still burned within him but were no longer an inferno. 
 
    He gave the sage a kiss before setting her back down gently on the grass. 
 
    The five of them laid together as they stared up at the sky. Clayton couldn’t help but smile at how beautiful the view was. He wondered if it could get any better than this. 
 
    He looked to the side to see the women all resting next to him. All of them from different parts of Xeylon. All of them just as beautiful. All of them more than willing to satisfy his desires. 
 
    He smiled and closed his eyes. “No… It doesn’t get any better than this…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 46 
 
    “Clayton Brooks… Overseer of the Hilamau Islands. Protector of Queen Izumi and the underwater kingdom of Azure. Justice bringer to Lancaster. Savior of Taius Village. Vanquisher of the Great Maledict Belenoth. Sole wielder of the Zeal Axe. Have I missed anything?” 
 
    The old scholar raised an eyebrow at Clayton after reading from the parchment. As old as the man was, Clayton assumed he’d seen everything. 
 
    Clayton scratched his chin in thought before responding. “I did do some stuff in Shara. I’ll save that for later… I think that’s everything… for now. You seem skeptical though.” 
 
    “I am not skeptical.” 
 
    “You seem like you’re skeptical.” 
 
    “I can assure you, Ferrum. I am not.” 
 
    “Okay… Because I get why you’d be skeptical. It sounds like I’m making it all up.” 
 
    “I am not skeptical. I am merely… impressed.” The old scholar got up from his seat and sighed as he tucked the parchment into an old and worn booklet. “If there is nothing else, I will excuse myself.” 
 
    “That’s it.” 
 
    The old man walked out of the small library and left Clayton alone. Clayton sighed as he looked around. 
 
    A few moments later, the door opened. A woman with short white hair around her chin and an elegant green gown that hugged her figure stepped inside. 
 
    “Regent Magne. It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    The Regent walked with such poise and grace, it never failed to leave Clayton impressed. 
 
    She bowed her head, a sincere smile on her lips. “It is a pleasure to see you, Lord Clayton Brooks. How was your journey?” 
 
    “My party and I procured enough gold to secure a ship sturdy enough to make the trip back here across the Great Sea as uneventful as it could be.” 
 
    “I’m glad…” She looked at him curiously. “You look… different.” 
 
    “I suppose I haven’t shaved in a bit…” He ran his hands along his chin. “I could use a haircut, maybe. Then again, it’s kinda nice having longer hair…” 
 
    “It is not just your face. You seem to have grown in strength. Your armor is new. And…” Her eyes shifted toward his glistening axe. Even though it was on his back, the thing was so massive it could be seen from the front. “I did not think Zeal could take the form of anything else but the blade itself.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so either. Apparently, the Ferrum who came before me learned enough to change its properties.” 
 
    “It appears that way.” 
 
    Clayton walked over to one of the bookshelves and ran his finger along the old books resting inside of them. “This library is small but incredible when you really think about it. The history of every Ferrum who wielded Zeal is in here.” 
 
    “Considering the accomplishments of those recorded, I would say it is the greatest treasure Nalore possesses. It is a monument to our success.” 
 
    “Yeah… It’ll be an honor when I achieve everything I can and stand among the other Ferrum.” 
 
    “You possess the Zeal Axe. You conquered two Great Maledict. You traveled across Xeylon and made the deeds of the Ferrum known on the other side of the world. I would say you have achieved something greater than the others.” 
 
    “Maybe…” Clayton ran his fingers along the spines of one of the books. “But I think there’s still more out there left for me to achieve.” 
 
    “What else would there be? You are already a hero and a champion.” 
 
    “I read the story of the last Ferrum to wield Zeal before me. They say he was a great hero and sealed the Maledict away with minimal casualties. After that, he retired to a peaceful life. In Xeylon or back in my world, he didn’t say. His last deeds were finding lovers to do his part to breed the next generation of Ferrum destined to defeat the Maledict.” 
 
    “I would say you earned the right to retire to that same peace.” 
 
    “It’s tempting… When I first came to Xeylon, I thought it was just something to do. A chance to live the life of a hero like I did when I was sitting in my apartment at home.” He turned to the Regent, who was listening attentively. “But now it’s more than just living the life of a hero. The people of Xeylon are real. If I’m gonna go for a platinum achievement, I’ve gotta go all the way.” 
 
    He pulled the Zeal Axe off of his back and looked at it. “There was a time when I would have looked at this thing and be satisfied with just being able to wield it. I could retire and let the next Ferrum deal with the Maledict when they gather the strength to launch another assault. But as long as I have this weapon, I plan on using it.” 
 
    “The Maledict take decades, sometimes more than a century, to come through. There is no chance they will come in your lifetime.” 
 
    “There’s a chance of that. But that still doesn’t mean I can’t use this weapon to achieve something greater. I have to be more than a champion to Nalore. This world… It’s my world. Maledict or not, I have the strength to do a lot of good. That is my destiny and I intend on fulfilling it.” 
 
    Regent Magne bowed her head, her reserved smile growing even wider. “It is an honor to have you as the Ferrum during my reign. I wish you nothing but good fortune. Is there anything I can do to assist you?” 
 
    “I can get the supplies I need myself. If I have one thing to ask of you…” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “Be strong. Be kind. Rule this kingdom with a kind heart but an iron shield to protect them.” 
 
    “You have my word, Lord Brooks. As long as I am Regent, no harm will ever come to Nalore or her people.” 
 
    They stood quietly in the library for a moment. Clayton knew Nalore was in good hands. He’d made sure of that even after traveling miles and miles away. 
 
    “What will you do now?” she asked. 
 
    “Nalore is safe but there are others who are not. I don’t know who they are. I don’t know where they are. But I must do what I can to help.” 
 
    “Go. Fulfill the destiny you have chosen for yourself, Ferrum.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47 
 
    Clayton stood on the pier and enjoyed the wind blowing against his face. He ran a hand through his hair and noticed how shaggy it had gotten. 
 
    “We should leave as soon as possible to get as much aid from the sun as we can.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Rena. If the sun goes down, you’ll see just how romantic it is to be sailing at night.” 
 
    “I am not interested in romance. I am more interested in getting to our destination as soon as possible.” 
 
    “You gotta learn to relax a little. We’ll get to where we’re going eventually.” He smiled at the elf. Though Rena had no disdain for him, she wasn’t as enthusiastic as he was. 
 
    Her lips twitched into a smile, almost reluctantly, before it went away. “The others are waiting.” The elf boarded the ship and got to work raising the sails. 
 
    Clayton was holding his compass tight in his hands when he felt a meaty hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “That’s a fine barge you have there. Should be able to handle even the rockiest waves.” 
 
    Clayton creaked his head up at the large man. Iolas was one of the biggest men he’d ever met even though he was a simple fisherman. Clayton thought he was an odd combination of friendly and imposing, and that hadn’t change since the few weeks he’d last seen him. 
 
    “It’s enough to get the job done,” Clayton sighed. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to being on the sea, especially after what happened.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’ve had quite the adventure.” 
 
    “It’s something remarkable, that’s for sure…” Clayton looked down at the compass in his hand. “I suppose I should thank you.” 
 
    “Thank me? What could I have possibly done for you?” 
 
    “When I was lost, this compass and Zeal were the only thing I had. There was a time when I thought about giving up and returning to my world. But I didn’t. I found myself out there. I owe that to you.” 
 
    Iolas squeezed his paw around Clayton’s shoulder and shook him gently. “It was an honor to bring the Ferrum who wielded the Zeal Blade back to Xeylon. It was an honor to help you defeat the Maledict. But more than that, it is an honor to be your friend.” 
 
    “The honor is mine.” 
 
    “I can see it in you. Your body. Your eyes. Even your weapon. You are greater than what you were first brought here for. Go out there. Continue to do what you want to do. And come back so that I may tell the people the story of the greatest Ferrum who ever lived.” 
 
    Clayton smirked at the thought then stepped onto his ship. Rena was already waiting, raising the anchor as soon as he was aboard. As the ship moved away from the pier, Clayton watched as Iolas waved in the distance. 
 
    “The others would like to speak to you,” she said. “I will take a moment to set our course.” 
 
    Mirella stood along the railing of the ship, staring out into the crystal blue waters rocking back and forth gently in front of her. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “I feel well. Strong.” 
 
    “Do you know what your plans are?” 
 
    “I will go to Azure. I will speak with Izumi. Perhaps there is something she can do to assist us.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Rest assured, in Azure or on this ship, I will always be by your side, Clayton.” 
 
    The Azurean turned toward him. He never failed to be amazed at how striking she was. Just standing next to her was enough for him to be grateful. 
 
    “Thank you, Mirella.” 
 
    “Yo, BB! Check me out!” 
 
    He turned toward Kailani, who was balancing on the railing on the other side of the ship. “You keep that up and you’re gonna fall in the ocean.” 
 
    “Eh, no big deal. You act like I’ve never gotten wet before.” 
 
    “Getting wet is one thing. Dealing with whatever’s in that water is another. I won’t jump in the water to save you, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, I think you will.” She hopped off the railing in front of him. 
 
    “Have you made your decision?” he asked. 
 
    It wasn’t often Kailani looked sheepish. She shifted her eyes to the side and looked out into the distance. “My father is Great Elder in the islands. Right now, I’m sure all of Hilamau is living a joyful peace they’ve never had before. No more surpluses to meet. No more worrying about going to war. Just some real relaxation.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good time.” 
 
    “Maybe. But I’m pretty comfortable by your side, BB.” 
 
    “BB… I thought you said you were gonna stop calling me that.” 
 
    “It was the heat of the moment.” 
 
    “Still, it doesn’t make much sense these days.” 
 
    “Hmm… Gotta call you something though.” 
 
    “How about Clayton?” 
 
    “How about… CB?” 
 
    “…Close enough,” he sighed. 
 
    She hopped back up on the railing and balanced while he moved to the front of the ship where Jalise and Rena were waiting. 
 
    “Everything is set,” Rena said. “Our equipment and supplies are stocked. Our rooms are comfortable. We can sail on the Great Sea for as long as we need to.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll be sailing for very long.” 
 
    “Did you have a destination set?” 
 
    Clayton looked out toward the open sea. “Grady said Green Terra was the largest landmass in all of Xeylon. I’m sure there are tons of people we haven’t met we can still help.” 
 
    “That’s one option,” Jalise said. “Might I suggest another? There are other locations that could prove beneficial in improving your essence.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “The ancients speak in riddles. But if power is what you seek, perhaps we should explore.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea either. We’ll do one then the other. Maybe something completely different. We’ll have time for it all.” 
 
    Clayton moved toward the edge of the ship. Jalise and Rena stood by his side as he looked out toward the endless blue sea. Mirella and Kailani joined them. 
 
    “If I were back home, I would be going on an adventure… but I’d be looking at it through a monitor. I always finished the games I started. It seems like I’ve finished this already. But I know there’s something more out there. I can feel it.” 
 
    “What if there’s nothing to find?” Jalise asked. “What if what you’re looking for is to simply lay your head down and retire after a job well done?” 
 
    “What if there’s nothing more for me out there?” Clayton considered her question. He’d accomplished a lot already. More than any Ferrum ever had. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that he hadn’t achieved everything. 
 
    “There is something out there. If not, I’ll still have a great time exploring. War or peace, I know what I’m looking for is in Xeylon.” 
 
     Perhaps there was nothing left for him. Another Maledict was defeated and they were sealed away once again. The journey ahead could prove to be uneventful. But even if this were the end, he smiled knowing he’d accomplished something no one ever has before. 
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