
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
    [image: ] 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    “HC, hit the deck!” Ariette bellowed from her position on the red shingled roof of the ranch house.  
 
    I immediately tumbled to the ground, and I ducked to avoid the huge lightning bolt that arced out from her Hand and zipped past my position. The enormous giant behind me let out a soft grunt as the lightning bolt cracked against his chest, but he continued to barrel forward as if the attack was nothing more than a bee sting.  
 
    I dodged again right as a foot the size of a small car pounded the ground, inches from where my body had just been. I somersaulted forward, brought myself back to a standing position, and turned around to face the giant behind me. 
 
    The thing was absolutely massive and completely grotesque. He stood nearly a hundred and fifty feet tall, with torn up denim shorts wrapped around his waist and ratty shoes on his feet. The monster’s smashed-in face looked like a combination between a human and an ugly pug, complete with beady black eyes and bubbles of saliva that dripped from his huge, blubbery lips.  
 
    Our giant friend here was on a rampage, and we had to stop him before he trampled out further. Right now he was fairly contained, but once he got to the outlying farmhouses on the edge of Jefferson City, he was going to destroy crops, people’s livelihoods, and homes. 
 
    Even more importantly, if we didn’t stop him, people were gonna get hurt. 
 
    The people of Jefferson City weren’t really helping the situation, either. For some reason, the citizens had decided to stay in the general vicinity, not more than a half a mile from where the giant rampaged. They were lined up, watching the show as my team and I did our best to stop the gargantuan creature from destroying everything in its path.  
 
    All that was missing was the popcorn.  
 
    I never would have imagined this is how we’d be spending a Friday afternoon. Just as the team and I had been ready to call it a day, a frantic human woman had called the guild with a report of a giant headed toward the outlying farms and ranches at the west end of Jefferson City. Giants were peaceful and dumb, but they were also extremely destructive due to their sheer size. The creatures hardly ever ventured outside their village on Kaul Mountain, but today, apparently, this one made an exception.  
 
    “Look, we’re just trying to help you!” I hollered at the creature. “Right now, you’ve only destroyed some property, no biggie. Worst case scenario, you’ll just get picked up and relocated back to your home. But if you keep going, if you end up causing a famine or killing somebody … then it gets much, much worse for you, my friend.”  
 
    The giant paused and looked like he was taking in my words. These things were dumb as a box of rocks, but surely they’d understand simple concepts like “getting in trouble” or “punishment.” The dopey, stupid grin spread wider across the giant’s face, and he pointed over toward a small cluster of houses behind me.  
 
    “Home?” he asked through a mouthful of slobber.  
 
    “No, that’s not what I--” I started, but my words were cut off by the quaking of the Earth as he advanced forward with great, lumbering steps.  
 
    I let out a frustrated grunt and then backed up quickly as I called on my Hand of Blood. My hand vibrated intensely as the rush of the blood in the giant’s veins pounded against the cells in my palm.  
 
    However, I was in a bit of a dilemma, here.  
 
    There was so much blood in this giant, and he was going to be next to impossible to control. I easily could have just ripped it out of his body, foot-by-foot, but I really didn’t want to kill the big lug. He was just a gentle creature who was in the wrong place at the wrong time. He didn’t deserve to die. However, I felt the energy from my hand draining quite quickly, and my mind snapped back to finding a non-lethal solution before it was too late.  
 
    Another lightning bolt smacked the giant right in the back of his head, and Ariette let out a cackle of joy. That is, until she noticed she still hadn’t fazed the giant.  
 
    “Son of a bitch!” she growled.  
 
    The creature bounded toward me with an overly excited grin on his face. As his large, saliva-filled lips spread upward, he revealed two rows of rotted, half-decayed teeth. It was a face only a mother could love, and even that was stretching it.  
 
    “Come on, come on,” I muttered to my Hand as I threw a peek over my shoulder and looked for anything around us that could be useful. There was a massive boulder not too far behind me, set in the middle of the field, and it looked like it was larger than my entire body.  
 
    Then it hit me.  
 
    I could use the giant’s own clumsiness against him.  
 
    I ran straight at the giant gray rock until I was just about to smack straight into it, and then I veered hard to my left. My breath came out hot and heavy, and sweat dripped down the back of my neck as my Hand shook violently. I ducked back around behind the boulder as the loud pounds of the giant’s massive footsteps followed me with a child-like lumber. I peeked around the rock as the giant approached, and then I dove out of the way at the very last second as he bent down and reached clumsily toward me. 
 
    The toe of his foot collided with the large gray rock, but it didn’t trip him like I’d hoped. Instead, there was now a massive boulder arcing through the air, and it was headed straight for me. I threw my body to the side as the rock crashed down behind me and sent grass and dirt flying. The air was slammed out of my lungs as I hit the ground, and I gasped for oxygen as I rolled onto my back. Right as I was about to spring up and stand, an enormous, grimy hand came out of the sky like a hand from God.  
 
    “Oh, hell no,” I grunted and rolled to the side.  
 
    I used my momentum to catapult myself along the grassy field and out of the giant’s grasp. I fully expected to hear the thunderous footsteps come after me, but when they didn’t, I rolled to my feet and whipped around, my Hand at the ready. 
 
    I turned to see Ariette as she crouched on the roof, her eyes laser-focused as the monster took slow, bumbling steps toward her. One of the giant’s hands reached out slowly and tried to swipe at her, but the elf leapt deftly off the roof, landed on the ground, and took off toward me at a run. Another lightning bolt arced from her Hand and hit the giant square in the chest.  
 
    With a look of confusion on his face, he brought a slow hand up to touch his chest where the electricity had made contact. It seemed more like a nuisance to him than something actually painful.  
 
    “Ow,” he roared. “You try to hurt me?”  
 
    The giant’s expression turned from one of curiosity to one of anger, and his rotting teeth now snarled like a rabid dog. Then, the giant crossed his arms, pouted, and began to stamp his feet and scream.  
 
    “It’s like watching a hundred-foot-tall toddler,” Ariette’s voice muttered through our communicator.  
 
    “Yeah, a toddler than can crush our bones into dust with the flick of his wrist,” I grumbled and pressed the piece in my ear. “Maaren, are you getting that rope?”  
 
    I tried desperately to wrangle control over the giant’s thick blood, but the massive amount of liquid overloaded my Hand. Instead of bringing the massive creature down, my open palm just vibrated violently and began to smoke like an overused engine. I could feel myself connecting with the giant’s blood, but I couldn’t get enough of a grip on it to do anything.  
 
    “Two minutes away!” Maaren yelled back over the system.  
 
    The blue-skinned hunter had briefly stayed behind to get some enormous rope made out of Fae twine. We were under strict orders not to seriously injure or kill the giant, so I figured this would be the best way to go about a non-lethal takedown. Giants weren’t all that smart. We could use the Fae twine to trip the big lug and then tie up his ankles. According to Ariette, Fae twine was made from the fibers of the Rictonecturn plants taken from land beyond the Hills of the Seelie. It was the strongest fiber in existence, braided seven times over to form a rope that normally was used by construction workers to move large boulders or by zookeepers to wrangle in the larger beasts in their collection.  
 
    If anything was going to work on a giant, it was this.  
 
    This whole endeavor had become a game of cat and mouse as Ariette and I just tried to hold the creature off until the cavalry arrived.  
 
    “We’ve got to distract him!” the blonde elf yelled at me as the giant stepped forward again and crushed an entire garden full of vegetables in the process. The owners of the farm screamed from their vantage point about twenty feet away as they looked on with horrified expressions.  
 
    “What are you guys still doing here?” I yelled at them. “Run!” A pang of annoyance rose in my chest that they were even still this close, but Ariette and I had to stay focused on the giant, not the foolish human onlookers.  
 
    “He’ll chase after us,” Ariette said breathlessly as we broke out into a run and headed in the direction of Kaul Mountain. “Giants are like big dumb dogs. They like the chase. They think it’s fun. He probably has no concept he’s hurting anyone.”  
 
    “Probably?” I chuckled as adrenaline surged through my moving body. “I think Storm has more brain cells than this thing, and she’s only a few weeks old!”  
 
    Just as Ariette had assumed, the giant let out a bubbly laugh, and I heard the stomp of his footsteps as he came after us. A rush of air blew past me, and I turned to see the giant look down at his empty hand, confused and annoyed that he hadn’t swept us up in his grip. A look of absolute dejection crossed his face, and I felt a pang of sorrow for him. He genuinely did not understand why he couldn’t destroy the ranch or why no one wanted to become his toy. 
 
    Their destructive nature wasn’t really their fault. The giants were massive creatures with a teeny tiny, apple-sized brain and no concept of anything other than their basic drives, one of which was to have fun. That was all this giant wanted to do.  
 
    Of course, I wasn’t about to let us become his next play-thing.  
 
    “Ariette, behind you!” I yelled out to the blonde warrior to my right.  
 
    She barreled forward in a roll just in the nick of time, and the giant’s fingers, as big as tree trunks, swiped through the air right above her back.  
 
    “Dolly!” he gargled out sadly when his fingers came up empty once again.  
 
    “You call me a dolly one more time, big guy … ” Ariette’s angry shout trailed off as she stopped and stepped toward the giant.  
 
    “Ariette, not a good idea!” I yelled as I yanked her into a run.  
 
    The giant’s enormous hand reached toward us again, but he missed and accidentally swept up a tree instead. The entire elm came up from the ground with a loud crack as the roots popped out of the ground. Ariette and I charged forward across the green grass of the field behind the ranch house as the giant tossed the tree to the side with a loud crash.  
 
    At that exact moment, the jingle of an ice cream truck bounced across the field from the street on the other side of the houses, and the giant stopped immediately. His eyes lit up as he heard the catchy tune, and he swiveled his massive body around in the direction of the street.  
 
    “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I groaned. “Does the driver not see the massive giant over here?” 
 
    Ariette shrugged. “Times are tough,” she joked. “People gotta pay the bills somehow. Giant or not.”  
 
    “That should totally be added to the post office’s motto,” I chuckled as I halted my momentum and turned back to the giant. “Nor rain nor sleet nor giant.”  
 
    The song of the ice cream truck was like a magnet to the big oaf, and the giant turned away from Ariette and me and started to pound toward the farmhouses once more.  
 
    “We’ve got to stop him before he hits those houses!” I shouted to Ariette.  
 
    She nodded in agreement, and we both took off in a mad dash toward the houses. I sped myself up and managed to race ahead of the giant right as he approached a pretty green fence that surrounded one of the backyards. He didn’t even seem to notice me, though, and took another dangerous step toward the houses.  
 
    “The cavalry has arrived!” Maaren’s voice sounded in my ears, and I heard the giant squawk of Jake, her pet griffin, in the air above me.  
 
    I breathed a huge sigh of relief as the griffin and the hunter flew into view, and another sigh when the jingle of the ice cream truck disappeared completely.  
 
    “The driver must have realized he was attracting unwanted attention,” Ariette observed.  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know what gave it away,” I said sarcastically. “The lack of people coming out into the streets, or the giant lumbering monster heading his way?”  
 
    The giant stopped his momentum and looked around the landscape. His eyes grew wide with desperation as they filled with tears. Then the giant threw his head back, shrieked like a toddler, and started to stamp his feet angrily.  
 
    “It’s about damn time you got here, Maaren,” Ariette muttered.  
 
    “A piece this thick was hard to find!” the hunter chuckled. “Those plants don’t grow on trees, ya know.”  
 
    “Guys,” I whistled at my bickering teammates. “Capture now, bicker later.”  
 
    I put both of my index fingers into my mouth and whistled to get the giant’s attention. He looked up at us, still sniveling, and then began to smile as he wiped his tears away.  
 
    “D-Dolly?” he asked happily.  
 
    “That’s right!” I called out and began to back away slowly. “Come get your dollies, big guy.”  
 
    Ariette and I began to backward run across the grass of the field. The giant barreled after us, each one of his steps like a hundred of ours. Thankfully, our Fae speed was still just enough to keep us ahead of him, even with his unfair height advantage.  
 
    Behind the giant’s massive head, we could clearly see Jake’s form as he swooped down lower with another loud squawk. The white-haired hunter was astride him with a giant grin on her face and a massive coil of Fae twine in her hands. For a moment, I wondered why Maaren hadn’t just used her Hand of Air to fly without the griffin, but I quickly realized that would have been much too slow. Besides, riding a griffin would have been much more fun.  
 
    “You guys weren’t too bored while you waited for me, right?” the hunter yelled.  
 
    “We were just getting there, actually,” I yelled back at her. “This was an absolute breeze.” 
 
    “Maybe I should get out of here, then, if you guys have it handled?” She smirked down at us as Jake circled overhead.  
 
    “No!” Ariette and I both exclaimed a little too quickly.  
 
    The hunter tossed us another grin that was accompanied by a loud laugh. 
 
    “So, what do you want to do with this, Milton?” Maaren asked.  
 
    “We gotta get him away from the houses first,” I called back, and Maaren nodded as she tossed me the huge coil of Fae twine. I caught it in my arms, surprised at how light it was. It was almost like I caught air. The twine was smoother than the smoothest silk, almost like butter in my hands. It had a soft golden glow to it, like somebody had caught up sunshine and compressed and condensed the light until it turned into this twine.  
 
    And, if Ariette was correct, it was as strong as an iron chain.  
 
    Jake swooped down in front of the giant’s face, and his coal black eyes landed on the griffin instantaneously.  
 
    “Horse?” he questioned, slightly confused as he came out of his daze.  
 
    Fortunately, the sight of Jake intrigued the giant enough to turn away from his current target and toward the flying animal. He began to chase Jake across the field, but Maaren and the griffin stayed just out of his reach the whole time.  
 
    “Here,” I called to Ariette as I threw the blonde one end of the rope. “Spread out. We’re going to trip this guy.” 
 
    “Now that’s what I’m talking about!” the blonde exclaimed and shot off in the opposite direction at top speed. “But how will we get any sort of leverage around his legs?”  
 
    “What do you--” I began, but the Fae cut me off with a sigh.  
 
    “Simple physics, HC,” she laughed. “Even if the two of us are able to hit him in the ankle, we don’t have enough mass to hold him down and trip him. The second he hits the rope, the two of us are going for a ride.”  
 
    “I’ve seen this movie before,” I chuckled as I began to understand what she was getting at. “We’ll have to wrap him up, and then his own weight will bring him down.”  
 
    Ariette grinned at me coyly. “Exactly,” she confirmed.  
 
    We got out into the center of the field to pull the thick Fae twine tight between us. Out here in the open, the massive being wouldn’t damage anything other than the plants when it fell. As soon as the rope was stretched completely taut, I turned to watch the giant as it chased after Maaren and Jake about a hundred yards away from us.  
 
    “Get ready, Ari,” I called in my comms unit. “This is going to be hard. Okay, Maaren, bring him back around here.”  
 
    “My pleasure,” the hunter answered, and Jake swung around majestically in the bright summer sky. He made a beeline for Ariette and me, and the giant lumbered around slowly to follow his “horsey.”  
 
    As he got closer, I clenched my hands so tightly around the twine I felt the burn as it cut into my palms. I prayed to whatever divine being there was that Ariette and I weren’t about to be squashed or thrown around like ragdolls.  
 
    That’s when the giant stepped right in front of the rope with his grimy feet. Ariette and I dashed forward until the rope was against his ankle.  
 
    I held out my Hand of Blood and focused all my energy into my open palm. At such a close range, with all of the energy surging through my body, I was finally able to get a hold on the creature’s feet. I grunted in agony as the giant fought back against my magic, but I wasn’t going to let this bumbling behemoth go anywhere.  
 
    At the same time, Ariette dashed in a circle around the giant’s planted ankles and began to tie him up with the Fae twine. Every fiber of my being ached as the creature angrily tried to break the grip of my magic, but I held the course. Ariette’s Fae agility made it so that the creature was wrapped up in a matter of seconds, and then she released her grip on the rope, dashed forward, and began to jump up and down to get the creature’s attention.  
 
    “Hey, big boy!” she said as she tried to turn the giant’s attention away from me and Maaren. “Over here!”  
 
    I finally released my magic, and the creature grinned like a buffoon as he tried to walk toward Ariette. The Fae twine tightened around his ankles, and the giant let out a grunt of confusion as he fell forward helplessly.  
 
    With a giant crash that shook the earth, the giant hit the ground.  
 
    I managed to bend my knees and roll with the shockwave that erupted from the fall, and I was able to keep my feet under me. As the literal dust settled, it became clear that, while the giant had smashed a few rows of corn with his massive bulk, no one got hurt.  
 
    I’d say that was a giant success.  
 
    “Whaaa?” he cried out as his massive form thrashed around on the grass. Chunks of dirt and plants spewed up from underneath him.  
 
    Maaren swooped down and used her Hand of Air to pull the end of the rope up and around the giant’s legs, further entrapping him in our makeshift snare.  
 
    Thankfully, giants are pretty slow creatures, and he didn’t even seem to notice what had happened until he struggled to stand. He couldn’t get up all the way with the rope around him and crashed back down to the ground with a heavy sob. 
 
    “Take that!” Maaren cried out as an expression of complete bewilderment broke out over the giant’s face. The griffin flapped his wings a few times and brought him and Maaren high above the giant before they hovered in the air to watch the creature. 
 
    “What?” the giant cried out. His voice bordered on teary, and I felt bad for the poor guy again. He really didn’t get it.  
 
    “And that is how you take down a giant,” Maaren laughed as Jake landed on the ground with a cry and a gallop. 
 
    The hunter slid from Jake’s back as the griffin slowed to a halt, and then she dashed up to admire her handiwork. Even flat on his stomach, the giant’s side was still at least twice as tall as Maaren as he lay there on the ground. The big lug had a teary-eyed expression, and he looked like he was about to burst out into a sob at any moment. It was almost pitiful.  
 
    “Hey, big guy, it’s okay,” Ariette called up to him soothingly. “We’re going to just get you home.” 
 
    “Uh, about that,” I started, “how do we get him home?”  
 
    “Don’t worry crew, Kal’s on the job!” Kalista’s high pitched voice cried out in my ear. “I’ve already called into the guild for a couple of cargo haulers to come out here and fly him off to giant land, where he’ll be snug as a bug in a rug.” 
 
    “I never did understand that saying,” Ariette laughed back. “I would never want bugs anywhere near my rug, and if they were inside it certainly wouldn’t be ‘snug.’”  
 
    “I second that,” I agreed with a shudder. “You’d be looking at hundreds of dollars worth of creams alone!”  
 
    “It’s just an expression, guys,” Kal shot back. “Sheesh. And by the way, you’re welcome for swooping in and saving the day once again. All I expect in return is to be named as the sole beneficiary in your will.” 
 
    “I’m afraid my sister’s got that spot, Kal,” Ariette answered playfully. “Though sometimes I think you’ve been more of a sister to me than she’s ever been.”  
 
    “Aww, shucks,” the dwarf answered through the comm unit. “You can’t see it right now, but I’m totally blushing.”  
 
    Maaren nuzzled into Jake’s beak and patted his head as she whispered something to the griffin. It must have been something that made him happy, because the beast made a joyous chirping sound and kneaded his claws into the ground like a cat.  
 
    “Goodbye, Mr. Giant,” I said as I walked up to our former target’s gigantic face.  
 
    His beady black eyes stared back at me woefully, and his enormous upper lip quivered with barely pent up emotion. “Play?” he said sadly.  
 
    “Yeahhhh, you can’t do that here,” I said calmly and slowly as I motioned toward the fields and houses. “You play up there.” I pointed back toward Kaul Mountain, where his home was nestled in its dips and crags.  
 
    The giant didn’t say anything more but nodded his head in affirmation. He created a mini-dust storm as he pulled up dirt and then huffed out a breath, and I had to cover my face before I was blinded by dirt.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you can go back home, where there’s a big farm that all the giants can run free and frolic in the meadows,” Kalista giggled into our comms unit. “And all of your grandparents and former pets will be there, too!”  
 
    “We’re seriously sending him home, Kal,” I reminded the blonde dwarf. “This isn’t a code for giving him the axe.”  
 
    “Whatever, my dude,” Kalista snorted through her comm link. “The drones are here. Let’s get back to the guild so we can get some rest and some fantabulous food!”  
 
    “Did you make that word up?” Maaren asked suspiciously.  
 
    “I would never do such a thing!” the dwarf cried back. “My eighth grade arch-nemesis made it up. I reclaim it now as a form of revenge against Jenny Spiker, that annoying little blonde. She was anything but fantabulous.”  
 
    “That’s not how reclaiming something works,” Maaren pointed out, but I could already hear the purr of the Van of Death’s engine in the background. 
 
    “I’m en route,” Kalista responded, completely ignoring the hunter’s words. “Be ready for pickup, or I’m gonna head back to base and empty the entire dining hall without you.”  
 
    “I’ll see you back at the guild,” Maaren said to Ariette and me before she mounted Jake and took off into the sky.  
 
    On the way through the air, Maaren passed three plane-like cargo haulers, one of the few human tools the guild kept around. They each had giant claws that hung down from their bellies like those ancient claw machines humans used to use back in the day. The carriers flew through the air and descended over the giant. Each claw hooked onto a section of Fae twine, and together, they rose back up into the air and carried the giant with them. I watched for a moment as they hauled the creature off toward Kaul Mountain and quickly disappeared into its depths.  
 
    “Guys, let’s go!” Kalista hollered out of the van window as she screeched to a halt in front of us. “I’m dying of starvation over here!”  
 
    I rolled my eyes and hopped into the back of the van, which was colored a bright, neon orange today.  
 
    “It’s really hard to die of starvation when you ate three hours ago,” Ariette pointed out as she plopped into a desk chair.  
 
    “Um, ‘really hard’ is what I’m good at, hello,” Kal replied quickly, and the Van of Death lurched abruptly forward as it raced back across the fields.  
 
    We heard a loud honk as the dwarf spun us back onto the smooth blacktop, but she completely ignored it as she sped forward and swerved hard to avoid a collision.  
 
    That was why I called it the Van of Death. Thankfully, I hadn’t died in it yet.  
 
    As I settled in for the ride back to the guild, I folded my hands behind my head and sighed. We’d captured a giant and gotten a pretty good distraction from the major issue at hand: the Phobos and they’re growing power. But now, it was time to return to the world of the Racmoth and terrorists.  
 
    “Ugh!” Kalista sighed exasperatedly. “Can you believe less than an hour ago we were planning our takedown of the Phobos in the nether realm? It was damn good to get my mind off those psychotic Unseelie elves for a minute. That was our first break in a week! A week, I tell ya!”  
 
    “Kal, take it down a notch, my eardrums are getting blown up here,” Ariette chuckled as she braced her feet to keep from pitching over in the back of the van. “We needed that week after they kidnapped all those baby animals and Cirsen spilled his guts to us about their home base. You can’t just wander into the nether realm with no plan.” 
 
    “Says you,” Kal shot back playfully. “I like to live my life on the edge.”  
 
    The dwarf violently jerked the steering wheel to the left, and the entire van lurched. Ariette and I stumbled, but by now we were pros at staying upright in the Van of Death.  
 
    “Ugh, don’t remind me about that elf and those nasty tunnels,” I groaned and wrinkled my nose as I remembered the awful smell of the sewers under Jefferson City.  
 
    “The nether realm doesn’t stink like that, at least,” Ariette assured me.  
 
    “But how do you know?” I squinted at her playfully. “You’ve never been there.” 
 
    “Touché,” she chuckled. “For all I know, it could smell like the sewers of Jefferson City mixed with the griffin pen, with a dash of my morning breath tossed in.  
 
    “You don’t have morning breath,” I teased. “I’ve spent enough nights with you to know you’re just as lovely in the morning as you are the day before.”  
 
    “Easy there, HC,” Ariette said with narrowed eyes. “Don’t make me take you right here in the back of Kal’s van.”  
 
    “Yeah, Milton,” Kal added with a slight panic in her voice. “I just cleaned this thing.”  
 
    “Relax, Kal,” I reassured the dwarf. “I would never soil your prized possession like that. Unless you wanted me to, of course.”  
 
    “Don’t distract me while I’m driving!” the dwarf exclaimed. “Kal is not responsible for accidents that happen while horny.”  
 
    “So what do we do about the Phobos?” Ariette tried to change the subject. “Before we left, you’d mentioned you have a new plan?”  
 
    I confirmed the Fae’s question with a nod. “Yep,” I explained. “It involves our good friend, Professor Limmer. I want to--”  
 
    “We’re here!” Kal cut me off as the Van of Death screeched to a halt. “We can keep talking when we’re inside, preferably over lunch.”  
 
    “Hold your griffins, Kal.” I smiled at the dwarf. “We need to give our report first. Then, we can eat.”  
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for?” Kalista laughed as she threw open her door and zipped out. “Let’s go!”  
 
    Ariette and I stepped out of the van and headed toward the guild, our minds racing with the adventure that awaited us next.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    We got back to the guild and headed straight for the control room. Ekador, the old wizard who served as the guild’s bounty collector, was already inside with four brown sacks full of coins in front of him.  
 
    “Ah, the conquering heroes return!” he called out as Ariette, Kal, and I walked into the room.  
 
    I saw Ilias, the captain of a rival special ops team, at a table against the right wall of the room. He grumbled and turned away from us when we strode through the door. Ilias was very hard to figure out. Last week, I thought we’d formed a sort of kinship between the teams when he and his crew had helped us stake out the Phobos, but it seemed that kinship didn’t extend to regular old missions.  
 
    I guessed it made sense. This sort of a mission put money directly in our pockets, but not his. No wonder he was a tad bitter.  
 
    “Thanks, Ekie!” Kalista exclaimed as she swiped up one of the brown sacks that sat on the round table in the center of the room.  
 
    Every time we completed a mission, we were rewarded, usually with a sack full of pretty coins. I eagerly opened mine up to see how many I could add to my savings. I had my eye on a shiny black sports car I was ready to buy as soon as I had the coins for it.  
 
    “Uh-uh, nope, vetoed.” The wizard shook his head in disgust at Kalista’s nickname for him. He leaned casually against the table where the computers were.  
 
    “What?” she drew out in protest. “You don’t like Ekie?”  
 
    “Not even a bit,” he answered ruefully. “It sounds like you’re calling me ‘icky.’”  
 
    “Man, you haven’t liked a single nickname we’ve tried out,” she wailed as she flopped her neck backward. “Not Ekie, not Dorie, not E.K.”  
 
    “How about Ekador?” he asked playfully.  
 
    “Dude,” the dwarf said seriously as she looked straight at him, “a nickname can’t be your real, actual name. That defeats the whole purpose.” 
 
    “But I like my real, actual name,” he shot back. “I don’t need a nickname.” 
 
    “Every badass needs a nickname,” she pointed out. “I’ve got Kal, Ariette’s got Ari, Milton’s got HC. Nicknames make a team.” 
 
    “I don’t have a nickname, and I’m part of the team,” Maaren called out as she strode through the doorway.  
 
    Kalista’s expression quickly turned into one of shock as she realized the hunter was right.  
 
    “Oh no, we have to remedy this problem right away,” the dwarf said seriously.  
 
    “Uh, no we don’t.” Maaren shook her head as she picked up her own reward. “Thanks, Ekador.”  
 
    The wizard chuckled at the hunter, but Kal didn’t even notice. She was too busy in her thoughts as she tried to come up with a good nickname for Maaren.  
 
    At that moment, my stomach chose to growl loudly in protest. I hadn’t eaten in a few hours, and my Fae metabolism was not happy.  
 
    “Well, I’m going to the dining hall,” I told my team. “Thanks for the bounty, Eks.” I shot a charming grin at the wizard and dashed away before he had the chance to throw something at me.  
 
    “That’s a no, Milton!” he called after me, and I felt a pen smack squarely into the middle of my back.  
 
    “How about Air?” the dwarf asked Maaren as they all followed me out. “You know, because you’ve got the Hand of Air, and your name has an ‘air’ sound in the middle of it.” 
 
    “Uh, nope,” Maaren said quickly.  
 
    “Okay, what about M-ren?” Kal retorted without missing a beat.  
 
    “That’s just as long as my name,” the hunter pointed out. “I thought nicknames were supposed to be shorter.” 
 
    “Good point,” Kal acquiesced. “What do you think of Mare?” 
 
    “Like a horse?” Maaren questioned sarcastically. 
 
    “Right, so that’s a no,” Kal replied.  
 
    The dwarf’s endearing babbling followed us all the way to the dining hall as she tried to come up with a good nickname for Maaren. None of them really stuck, and even the clever ones were shot down instantly by the hunter. Finally, Maaren stopped walking and put her hand on Kal’s shoulder.  
 
    “I appreciate you trying to make me a bigger part of the team,” the hunter sighed, “I really do. But I prefer my real name, and my real name only.”  
 
    Kal tapped her chin thoughtfully and shrugged. “No, no,” she pondered. “I’ll get something you like eventually.”  
 
    I personally liked my own nickname very much, but mostly because it had come from the first time Ariette and I had met. She had noticed I like to play the hero all the time, so she named me “Hero Complex,” or HC for short. Maybe on this mission, Maaren would discover her own nickname. She was starting to grow annoyed with Kal, and I hoped for the dwarf’s sake she stopped fairly soon.  
 
    “M-dog!” the dwarf exclaimed as we stepped into line behind a statuesque brunette elf. The stranger turned to give us a disapproving stare at Kalista’s loud exclamation, and I just smiled at her apologetically.  
 
    “I’m not a rapper,” Maaren replied firmly.  
 
    A glorious whiff of tonight’s dinner, roasted chicken with buttery mashed potatoes and garlic vegetables, hit my nose right as we approached. My mood got even better when I saw Sal, my favorite cook, at the counter.  
 
    “Yo, Milton!” he exclaimed jovially as soon as he saw me. Sal was a real people-dwarf, and he always made it a point to talk to me when we ran into each other.  
 
    “Hey, Sal!” I replied as a smile spread wide across my face. “How’s the chicken tonight?” 
 
    “Oh, I roasted it myself,” he said nonchalantly, “so you know it’s good!”  
 
    He looked at me seriously for a moment and then burst into a loud guffaw at his own joke. I didn’t quite get his humor, but I let out an awkward chuckle just to appease my friend.  
 
    “Well in that case, I’ll have a whole breast, please,” I chuckled, “and a big old scoop of those mashed potatoes.” 
 
    “You betcha,” he said with a small salute and set off to pile a plate high with chicken and potatoes. “Are we still on for tomorrow?”  
 
    “Only if you haven’t changed your mind yet,” I shot back. “Storm can be a handful, you know.”  
 
    I had asked Sal to watch my Cerberus puppy, Storm, while the team and I went on the hunt for the Phobos. She was still much too small and untrained to take on a mission like this, but I wanted to make sure she was in good hands.  
 
    “Why would I change my mind?” Sal asked happily. “My kids have been looking forward to watching the little darling all week.”  
 
    Sal had a home with a wife and three kids, and I knew they’d all have a ball with the adorable, three-headed puppy while I was gone. It sounded like my thoughts were right on the money.  
 
    “Then we are,” I affirmed as I pulled one of my room keys from my pocket. “Here’s my key. We’ll probably be gone around noon or so.”  
 
    “She’ll be at my house waiting for ya when you get back,” he promised sincerely as he handed my heaping plate over to me. “Hey, Milton?”  
 
    “Yeah?” I asked as I grabbed the warm dish. His eyes were more serious than I’d ever seen them before.  
 
    “Be careful out there, alright?” he requested gently. “There’s been some rumblings going around the guild of what you guys are planning, and it sounds really dangerous.”  
 
    I knew he’d heard all of the rumors about the prophecy and my destiny as the Racmoth. At this point, who hadn’t? Despite Hasen’s best attempts to insist the Phobos were gone for good, the whispers had grown in size over the last week. Now, it was hard for me to take a walk through the main hall without getting pinned as the Racmoth.  
 
    “I always am, Sal,” I said honestly.  
 
    “Good man,” he replied. “Now, go on and enjoy your food.” He shooed me away with his hands, and I took my plate over to our normal table with an amused snort. Sal always knew how to make me feel better about a situation.  
 
    I was quickly joined by Ariette, then Maaren, and finally Kalista. The dwarf plopped two full plates of chicken on the table and slid a third plate of mashed potatoes from her arm like a waitress before she yanked out a chair and fell back into it with a grateful sigh.  
 
    “I am so hungry,” she grunted out as she tore into a chicken leg and ripped the tender dark meat from the bone. “I am going to miss this food on the road, man, let me tell you.” 
 
    “We’ll catch a rabbit and roast it over a fire,” Maaren assured her. “It’ll taste just like chicken.” The hunter shot a sly wink at Ariette and me as Kalista’s violet eyes went wide, her mouth frozen mid-bite.  
 
    “A rabbit?” she questioned through a mouthful of meat. “No way.”  
 
    “It’s survival.” Maaren shrugged as she took a forkful of her own white meat. “It’s not as white as this, though. There’s generally a bunch of blood on the meat, so it looks kind of pink.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, guys, but I think I’ll have to sit this one out,” Kal said, only half-joking.  
 
    “Relax, Kal,” Maaren laughed. “I’ve already stocked the van’s kitchen with a bunch of mission ready food, like elven waybread and even some freeze dried ice cream. We won’t have to eat rabbit meat.” 
 
    “I don’t know if waybread is that much better,” Kal said as she pulled a face.  
 
    The hunter shrugged. “Suit yourself.”  
 
    I took in the aroma of the delicious-looking food one more time, savoring it before I dug in. The half chicken Sal had roasted was covered with all sorts of sooty char marks from the hearth, and it oozed clear juice out onto my plate the second I punctured it with my fork. The plump white meat tore away from the bone effortlessly into small ribbons of tender goodness, and I raised it up to my mouth and bit down. An explosion of fire-encrusted deliciousness hit my taste buds as I chewed the delectable morsel. Within another minute or two, the entire half-chicken was resting comfortably in my stomach.  
 
    Then there were the potatoes. The mashed potatoes were perfectly fluffy, with a hint of yellow cheddar cheese mixed into the pillowy side dish. As I placed a scoop of the still-warm dish into my mouth, it nearly melted on my tongue. I almost didn’t have to chew the potatoes, but there were a few pieces of roasted skin left in the concoction that crunched against my teeth satisfyingly. I gulped down the rest of the creamy, buttery mixture and then sat back in my chair and patted my belly.  
 
    Just then, I became acutely aware of a pair of eyes on me. I’d grown pretty used to that over the last week, since I’d become somewhat of a local celebrity. It seemed like everybody wanted to watch the Racmoth do normal things like eat or comb his hair or, well, a hundred other stupid simply things. But this gaze was different. This gaze made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.  
 
    I turned around to see Arendor, two tables away, as he glared at me with rage in his eyes. He had a death grip on a fork and had pressed the tongs of the utensil so hard into the wooden table below him I was surprised it hadn’t splintered and broken under the force.  
 
    “Hey, Ariette,” I muttered as I nudged the blonde elf next to me. “Do you have any idea why Arendor looks like he wants to murder me, well, more than normal?” 
 
    Kalista and Maaren fell silent as they heard my question, and Ariette cast a sneaky glance over her shoulder to look at Arendor. His gelled-up, slicked black hair jiggled as his entire body nearly vibrated with rage.  
 
    “Um, I have no idea,” the elf replied quietly as if he could hear our conversation over the din of the dining hall. “Did you steal his cologne or something?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, because I just absolutely love smelling like someone dumped me in a sugar bowl and then lit me on fire,” I joked.  
 
    “Seriously, I have no idea,” Ariette whispered back as Arendor’s fork started to vibrate madly in his hand. “Maybe he’s just jealous about you being anointed the Racmoth?”  
 
    “Well, I think I’m going to bed now, where there isn’t a crazy elf ready to murder me,” I said as I pushed my now-empty plate away.  
 
    “Good idea,” Maaren agreed. Her green eyes were dark with confusion as she watched Arendor. Sure, the guy had a problem with me because he had a thing for Ariette, and the blonde had majorly rejected him, but he had never seemed murderous … until tonight.  
 
    I wondered if Ariette was right, and my newfound fame and prophetic destiny had upset him and pushed him over the edge.  
 
    “I’ll escort you,” Kalista piped up, and I looked in surprise and awe to see the dwarf had demolished all three of her plates in the time it had taken me to eat one. “For protection, you know.” She gave me a wink.  
 
    “Oh, of course,” I answered flirtatiously. “Surely this has nothing to do with our conversation in the van earlier, right?”  
 
    The dwarf smacked my butt softly in reply as we made our way out of the dining hall. “You’re about to find out, tiger,” she said through a playful growl.  
 
    As we exited the hall and reached the corridor that led to the sleeping quarters of the guild, loud footsteps echoed behind us. The steps pounded toward us over the marble floor before they skidded to a halt right behind me. I sighed and rolled my eyes in Kal’s direction as I heard Arendor’s voice.  
 
    “You just think you’re so heroic, don’t you?” he sneered. “I think Ariette’s stupid nickname has gone to your head ‘HC.’”  
 
    I turned around calmly and looked him straight in his icy grey eyes. “What do you want, Arendor?” I wasn’t in the mood for his haughty attitude at the moment.  
 
    “I know exactly what you’re planning,” the elf spat as he pointed an accusatory finger at my chest. “You think that just because everyone thinks you’re this Racmouth thing you can go against Hasen’s direct orders, huh? Well, news flash, you can’t.” 
 
    “Um, it’s Racmoth, idiot, read a scroll,” Kalista shot back. The tiny dwarf had one perfect eyebrow quirked and both of her hands planted sassily on her hips.  
 
    “I don’t need to read a scroll,” Arendor sneered. “It’s all over the guild.” 
 
    The elf inched closer to me, and even though he was nearly a foot taller, I stared down my nose at him. The last time we’d had an encounter outside the interrogations rooms, I’d completely decked his pompous ass for being rude to Kalista. I didn’t really want to have to give him a repeat performance tonight, but this guy was about to get it if he didn’t back off.  
 
    “Look, Arendor,” I said calmly as I stepped closer to him and pushed his chest hard enough to force him to stumble backward, “I really don’t want to have to punch you again, but if you don’t shut up, I will, and this time, it’s going to be in front of the whole guild.”  
 
    I motioned with my chin to the small crowd of fairies, satyrs, elves, and nymphs who had gathered around to watch the standoff between Arendor and me. The haughty elf took a look at the crowd, and his chest expanded as he inhaled deeply and tempered his anger. If there was one thing Arendor didn’t want, it was to be embarrassed in front of those he thought of as inferior to him. 
 
    “Whatever,” he spat finally. “You’re not worth the effort, but you better watch your back.”  
 
    With that not-so-ominous warning, the elf swept from the hallway, and the crowd dispersed quickly when they realized there would be no action.  
 
    “That was hot!” Kalista exclaimed when everyone had disappeared. “Now that you’ve got me all hot and bothered with your charming fortitude, it’s only fair you help me solve this situation.” She winked at me as she motioned to the lower half of her body in reference to her “situation.”  
 
    “So this is about what we talked about earlier.” I grinned. “You’ve been looking at me with hungry eyes ever since we met, you know.”  
 
    Kalista pulled me in close, and I could feel her massive breasts pressed against my chest. “I know,” she whispered, “but recently, the others have had all the fun. Now it’s my turn.”  
 
    Without another word, the dwarf snatched my hand and hauled me down the corridor to my room.  
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Three 
 
    I lay wide awake as I gazed through my open window and watched the crescent moon slowly descend through the sky. It faded as the bright sun rose up over Kaul Mountain, and its rays lit the sky a fiery orange-red that made the top of the mountain glow like it burned from the inside out. I lay there, reveled in the early morning quiet, and enjoyed the picturesque sky as it shifted and morphed into its daytime persona.  
 
    The dragon’s voice echoed in my mind as I lay there and tried to force myself to think of anything but prophecies and danger and the evil Phobos members. But it was no use. All I could think about was that scroll Kalista had shown me, and the dragon’s ominous message on my first day at the guild. And, of course, how my team and I were about to set off on a mission to the nether realm to take down a group of Unseelie terrorists called the Phobos while I fulfilled some prophecy that was written on a scroll long before I was ever born.  
 
    We didn’t have much to go on. We had a very general location, the nether realm, which of course was pretty much a dark forest of doom no one in their right mind would ever want to venture into. Unless they had been prophesied to hunt down villainous elves and stop them from carrying out a plot to take over the entire world, of course.  
 
    The twinkle of the last star had just faded from the clear blue summer sky, and my thoughts had started to spiral toward the point of no return when the dwarf next to me stirred in her sleep. Storm snored lazily on the plush dog bed Maaren had bought her. The Cerberus pup was already so big she’d almost outgrown the bed, and I was going to have to figure out where to keep her pretty soon. My room wasn’t quite big enough to fit a giant, three-headed dog.  
 
    I took in a deep breath and plastered a soft smile on my face before I rolled over on my side and took Kalista in.  
 
    She was a beautiful sight in the morning. Her short silver hair splayed out underneath her head in an angelic sort of way and gave the impression that she wore a halo. Her ivory skin glowed from a good night’s sleep, and her full lips were pink and soft as she stretched slowly.  
 
    “Hi there,” I said softly when she finally fluttered her thick lashes open and looked at me with sleepy violet eyes.  
 
    “Hi,” Kalista whispered back to me as one hand came up to rub my morning scruff playfully. “Did you sleep?”  
 
    “Oh, yeah, like a baby,” I joked. “Best sleep I’ve ever had.” 
 
    I rolled over to rise out of the warm bed, but she placed a gentle hand on my back to stop my progress.  
 
    “Milton,” her voice was soft and worried, and she waited until I finally turned to look at her. The dwarf had a rueful smile on her face as she gazed up at me. The sheet had fallen away and wrapped itself around her hips, and her round breasts were on full display.  
 
    I looked at the soft skin and perfect pink nipples before I finally trailed my eyes up her collarbone to meet her gaze.  
 
    “I’m fine.” My voice wasn’t much more than a whisper, and I cleared my throat before I continued. “Evil elves are no match for the Racmoth. That’s what the prophecy said, and prophecies never lie.” 
 
    “I don’t think it said those exact words,” she teased gently, and I earned a half smile as her pink lips twitched up at the corners for a second. “It’s okay not to be okay.”  
 
    “I am, though,” I insisted. “Okay, I mean. I can do this. I have to do this. Because if I don’t … ”  
 
    I trailed off as I thought about the end of that sentence, and the implications it held. If I didn’t, the Phobos would win. If I didn’t, there would be mass genocide, or at the very least, mass enslavement. If I didn’t, the facade of freedom that kept this world together would fall apart at the seams and we’d all be left to grasp at threads in order to keep ourselves from falling to our deaths.  
 
    There were a million endings to that sentence, but they all lead to the same final thought: “if I don’t” couldn’t exist. I had to do this.  
 
    “You will,” she responded delicately. “Correction, we will. You’ve got a whole team behind you.”  
 
    I didn’t know what it was, but in that moment all of the thoughts that had bothered me were gone. Suddenly, I wasn’t focused on the Racmoth prophecy or the Phobos anymore. I gazed down at Kalista as she sat there, sheet over her waist and torso leaned toward me, with the softest expression of total trust in her eyes. I felt my dick harden as I leaned toward her slowly, until our mouths just barely touched, and I could feel her warm breath against my mouth.  
 
    Her pupils dilated as her violet eyes stared into mine, but she didn’t move.  
 
    I needed to not think for a little while.  
 
    “I think I would like to be behind you,” I breathed. Our lips brushed and made contact, but still, neither of us moved.  
 
    I watched the wheels turn in her head, and I could almost see the thoughts that flew through her violet eyes as she decided if this was really the right moment, but then she tilted her head slightly and came to some sort of decision. Without warning, her full pink lips pressed themselves to mine as her warm tongue traced the inside of my mouth slowly before she pulled back a millimeter.  
 
    “Lie back,” she ordered breathlessly, and I did as she said instantaneously. Her body followed mine as she hovered over me for a moment. Our nipples brushed, and one hand came up to caress my abs before she crawled backward like a jaguar, hunger in her eyes. She dropped her head to press a kiss just above my pelvic bone, but her violet eyes never lost contact with mine.  
 
    I watched in aroused fascination as she slid a hand down to the base of my dick and slowly wrapped her lips around the tip of it. Fire shot up into my belly, and I tilted my head back as I groaned in pleasure. Wet, warm heat and the excitement of my nerves took over my brain, and all the thoughts of our impending mission were now a long lost memory as her red lips moved up and down my penis. I was caught between letting my eyes screw shut in pleasure and watching as my cock disappeared in and out of Kalista’s mouth.  
 
    “Holy fuck,” I grunted as my eyes involuntarily slammed shut, and I gave in to complete pleasure. My hips jerked upwards as a tight heat spread across my dick, and I came in her mouth, still twitching and moaning in absolute ecstacy.  
 
    When I finally came down from my high and opened my eyes, I saw the dwarf lick her lips with a satisfied smirk, and she swallowed hard. I felt my nerves light up with arousal immediately, and my erection returned to regular form as if it had never gone away. I sat up quickly to move the dwarf forward until she was crouched on all fours in front of me.  
 
    “I hope there’s more where that came from,” Kalista muttered as she threw a seductive wink my way and wiggled her exposed behind.  
 
    I moved onto my knees and shuffled forward until the tip of my hard, wet dick was pressed against the lips of her pussy. Her hips rutted backward as she waited for me to slide in, and my cock went slightly into her with her movement. She was warm and wet and tight, and I sighed in satisfaction before I pushed forward.  
 
    “Oh God,” she gasped as my dick slid all the way inside her, and the dwarf fell forward onto her elbows as I paused to let her adjust to my length. After a moment, her hips wiggled slightly in a silent order, and I pulled back and let my cock come nearly the whole way out before I slammed into her roughly, which elicited a satisfied moan from the sexy woman below me.  
 
    Kalista pushed her face further into the mattress as she reached an arm around to grab at my back and pull me on top of her. I continued my rough movements, the sound of our slick skin loud in the otherwise silent room.  
 
    “You feel so fucking good,” I muttered gruffly into her ear, but she didn’t say anything in reply.  
 
    Instead, she turned her head and found my lips in order to press a hard kiss to my mouth. Her hips started to match my movements, and I allowed that to propel me further as I pumped in and out of her at a nearly impossible speed. I was very grateful for my Fae stamina in that moment. When I was human, my muscles would have already been burning and begging for a change in position, but now they were completely fine.  
 
    “I’m going to--oh God!” Kalista all but screamed out as her movements became sloppy and her hips rotated in messy circles around me.  
 
    Just as her walls clenched in and the heat around my dick increased, I felt the inferno of pleasure that whirled through me as my own orgasm took over. I managed to pump in and out of her a few more times as I brought us both down from our high, and then I slipped out of her and threw myself down on the mattress.  
 
    Meanwhile, Kalista had slid even further down into her arched-back position.  
 
    “How the hell are you so good at that?” I asked breathily as I stared up at my blank white ceiling.  
 
    “Lotsa practice, Milton,” she mumbled into the mattress, “and it helps to have a good partner.”  
 
    Finally, Kalista rolled onto her back and flung out an arm to rest on my stomach. We lay in a comfortable silence as we both stared out the window and watched the blue sky sparkle in the early morning.  
 
    “What do you think is going to happen?” the dwarf asked in an uncharacteristically small voice. “Do you think everything is going to be alright?” 
 
    Instantly, I rolled over to face her. A lone strand of hair was stuck to her forehead, and I brushed it off her face gently as she continued to gaze out the window.  
 
    “Hey,” I said softly. I thumbed her cheek and waited for her to look at me with her wide violet eyes.  
 
    “I’m not scared,” she said, immediately and rather unconvincingly. “It’s just that we don’t know what we’re up against, and even with all of our Hands, what if we’re not strong enough to, well … ”  
 
    She trailed off and drew her bottom lip into her mouth nervously.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked in as I took on a joking tone. “There is not a single Fae in this world that can take us on. ‘Hero Complex’ isn’t just a title, baby!”  
 
    Kalista let out a musical laugh at my joke and rolled her eyes. I thought about her words and something niggled at the back of my mind.  
 
    Professor Limmer.  
 
    “Oh my God!” I exclaimed as I realized why I’d thought of him. “Get dressed.” I bolted from the bed and dashed over to pull out the first pair of pants I could get my hands on.  
 
    “What--” she started, but I cut her off in my excited state.  
 
    “We’re not going to the nether realm today,” I replied as I yanked a grey shirt over my head. “We’re going back to see Professor Limmer.”  
 
    “Professor Limmer?” she questioned. “You mean the old dryad who couldn’t remember where his glasses were if they were sitting right on his nose?”  
 
    “Yes, yes, that’s who I mean,” I replied hurriedly and pulled my pants up. “Our Dryad friend is going to help us with our Hands.”  
 
    “Please,” Kalista joked as she sat up in bed, “the last thing you need is help with your hands.”  
 
    Storm bolted up from her spot on the dog bed at my rush and leapt onto the bed. One head was still pretty sleepy, and its eyes closed lazily before they popped open in surprise, and then repeated the cycle. The Cerberus watched us intently as she prepared herself for us to leave. She was adorable when she knew I was about to take off, with her big puppy dog eyes and sad whimper. It almost made me want to stay here with her, but I figured my duty to the world was a bit more important. Besides, Sal had agreed to watch her while I was gone, no questions asked, and I knew the puppy would have a blast with the dwarf’s huge family.  
 
    “Milton, are you going to explain to me why we’re going to see Professor Limmer?” Kalista demanded as she rolled out of bed and found her pants.  
 
    “There was this essay I read when I was there,” I explained when I pulled on my second boot. “It was all about using plants to enhance a Fae’s Hand of Power. We’ll need something like this if we want to stop the Phobos.” 
 
    “And you think Limmer can help us do that?” she asked with a hint of disbelief still present in her voice.  
 
    “I do,” I replied honestly. The dwarf pursed her pink lips as she thought before she finally gave a slow nod.  
 
    “You’re the boss,” Kalista said with a shrug.  
 
    “Oh, I am now?” I teased. “Well, then--” 
 
    “Save it, Milton.” The dwarf stifled an amused laugh and tried to maintain an air of authority. “You know what I meant.”  
 
    “I’m the boss, that’s what you meant,” I quipped back as I sidestepped around her and ignored her frustrated sigh. “Let’s go get the others. We have a dryad to visit.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope he actually remembers who we are,” she grumbled as she stepped through the door I held open for her.  
 
    “Who?” Maaren’s husky voice asked, and I stepped through the door to see the hunter as she walked down the hallway toward us. She was already fully dressed with her double-headed axe in hand, and her green eyes surveyed us carefully.  
 
    “Professor Limmer,” Kalista groaned.  
 
    “The dryad from the University?” Maaren questioned and cocked her head in thought.  
 
    “Milton thinks he might be able to help us.” Kalista motioned toward me with her hand.  
 
    Storm came up behind me and licked at my heels until I bent down to stroke her soft grey heads. Her three pairs of wise brown eyes watched me carefully, and she gave my face a good lick with her center head as if she knew what I was about to do.  
 
    “Sal’s going to take good care of you, okay?” I whispered as I gave her a scratch on each of her heads. “He’ll come to get you in a little bit, and I’ll be back before you know it.”  
 
    The Cerberus gave a soft whine as if to ask me to take her with us, but she was still far too young and untrained to come on a dangerous mission like this. I couldn’t risk it.  
 
    “Stay, Storm,” I commanded as I rose and shut the door.  
 
    “Do you want to tell me why you want to see that crazy old dryad?” Maaren prompted.  
 
    “No!” Ariette hollered as she stuck her head out from the doorway to her room directly across the hall from mine. Her blonde hair quivered violently as she shook her head.  
 
    “Well, good morning to you, too!” I exclaimed as the elf stepped out of her room.  
 
    She stopped directly in front of me, planted her feet a hips width apart, crossed her arms, and shook her head some more. “I do not want to go see some crazy dryad,” she stated dramatically. “That office is so messy, the neat freak in me feels like I’m about to have an aneurysm every time I’m in it.”  
 
    “Okayyyyy,” I said in exasperation and took a moment to stare up at the ceiling. “Look, can we just get Danira up before I explain everything? I promise I have a good reason.”  
 
    “A good reason for what?” the commander asked gruffly as she came around the corner and strode down the hallway. 
 
    “Did we make a decision to meet at seven in the freaking morning?” Kalista muttered under her breath. “Because I don’t remember that.”  
 
    “No, Kalista,” Danira replied. “I think we’re all just running on nerves. Now, a good reason for what?”  
 
    “I want to go see Professor Limmer at the University.” I turned to the commander as I replied. “I read an essay he had written about plants from the Nahul Plains. Limmer claimed he had unlocked a code within the genes of certain plants that could be used to create a serum that will enhance the Hands of Power of Fae. We need it.” 
 
    “That would help immensely,” Danira murmured as she mulled over what I said. Her lone black eye narrowed in thought as she drew her fingertips along her prominent collarbone.  
 
    “Is this a proven theory?” Ariette piped up. She still had her hands on her hips.  
 
    “Not yet,” I replied, “but every scientific theory starts out as a simple hypothesis. There’s only one way to find out if it’s true or not.”  
 
    “I don’t know about this,” Maaren butted in. Her face was drawn as she looked at me. “I know you don’t have much experience with this kind of thing, but as a hunter--” 
 
    “This is Milton’s mission,” Danira cut Maaren off with a gentle hand on her shoulder. “We aren’t going as a Special Ops team from the guild. We’re going as a group of badass warriors who want to stop these evil terrorists and help the Racmoth fulfill a prophecy. If Milton thinks we need to go talk to Limmer, then that’s what we’ll do.” 
 
    Danira shot me a wink, and my heart swelled for a moment. The brusque commander had just willingly handed me the reins, and while it surprised me, I was also proud of myself. I knew just how much trust she must have had in me in order to do that, and I gave her a soft smile and a nod of thanks. Something told me I would know all the right steps to take and all the right places to go.  
 
    Maybe it was some weird Racmoth thing I didn’t know about, or maybe it was just the trust I had gained for myself in the last few weeks, since that fateful day Oragon had asked me to take his hand. Whatever it was, I straightened my spine and looked at the beautiful faces of the four women in front of me.  
 
    Danira’s black eye danced with anticipation. Kal’s violet ones glowed with barely contained excitement. Both Maaren and Ariette looked at me with complete trust.  
 
    One thing was clear in all of their expressions: I was in charge now.  
 
    “Okay,” I said finally. “Let’s go talk to a dryad.” 
 
    The guild was silent as we marched through the corridors and down the stairs to the front hall. A few interns bustled about, but other than the young Fae, everything was unusually quiet. The whispers about the Phobos and the prophecy had started to circulate a few days ago, and it seemed the rumors had everyone on edge. Just before we stepped through the huge doors at the exit to the guild, my alert Fae hearing picked up a set of distinct whispers.  
 
    “Have you seen Jenon recently?” a younger voice asked curiously.  
 
    I turned around and honed in on where the voices were coming from. There were two young elven interns huddled in a corner, just off the foyer. They both looked ridiculously tense as they conversed.  
 
    “No,” the girl replied as she flicked a few black curls back over her shoulder. “She must be out sick, too. That’s what? Five people not showing up for work? Makes our job so much harder.” 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a lot of people to be out?” the first elf asked, his eyes wide. 
 
     “What’s your point?” his companion questioned.  
 
    “Do you think that they might not be sick?” he questioned grimly. “There’s been a lot of talk about the you-know-what group recently. What if they’re being kidnapped?” 
 
    “Kidnapped?” she repeated dubiously. “Don’t be ridiculous, Argen. Nobody’s being kidnapped. They’re just sick, for God’s sake.” 
 
    “Milton, are you coming?” Maaren asked as she held the door open for me. Everyone else had already strode outside.  
 
    The two young elves looked at me when they heard her voice, and they quickly scurried off to continue their conversation somewhere else.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Maaren asked. Her breath was hot on the outer tip of my ear as I walked past her and stared at the spot where the two young elves had been. 
 
    “Have you heard of anyone going missing?” I asked the four of them once the door banged shut behind me.  
 
    “No,” Danira said slowly. “Why?”  
 
    “Just something those two interns were talking about,” I replied as I kicked at a light grey rock. “A lot of people have been out sick recently. One of them thinks they’re being kidnapped.”  
 
    “I’m sure they’re just rumors,” Maaren said rather unconvincingly. “They’re interns, Milton. They’re afraid of their own shadows, for crying out loud.”  
 
    “We should look into it,” I stated, but Danira put a hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “Milton,” the commander started darkly, “if that’s true, and it’s a big if, stopping the Phobos will put an end to it. In a way, we are looking into it.” 
 
    “Right,” I replied sadly. “Let’s go make ourselves even more badass, then.” 
 
    Our team walked out of the guild, piled into the Van of Death, and then made our way toward the University. Thankfully, we arrived without any serious injury from Kal’s slightly reckless driving, and Danira stretched luxuriously when she stepped onto the lawn of the courtyard. Students already rushed about with their bulky backpacks and nearly identical expressions of stress and worry.  
 
    “Ah, college,” Danira sighed out as one young human girl dashed by us with a particularly agonized expression. “Reminds me of my youth.” 
 
    “You went to college?” Maaren asked in surprise as she stepped out of the van. 
 
    “Well, don’t be so surprised, hunter,” Danira grunted. “I had a life before the guild, you know. There was a time when you needed an actual education to get into the training program.” 
 
    “I have a hard time picturing you on a college campus,” I chuckled as I led the way toward the location of the professor’s office. “Were you a keg stand or a body shot kind of girl?”  
 
    “Boy, there are a lot of other things to enjoy about college besides the studies and parties,” the commander replied with a quick wink. “Many, many other things.” Her black eye fixated on a fairly handsome young elf with overly bulked up arm muscles. I caught the way she bit her bottom lip as she watched him walk away and bit back a laugh of surprise and appreciation.  
 
    I leaned over to Ariette. “So a sorority sister, I see,” I whispered, and the elf was caught up in a fit of giggles.  
 
    “Come on, guys. Eye up front, Danira! Stop ogling the students,” Kalista grumbled as she stomped past us. “I don’t want to spend too long with the crazy. It might seep into us by osmosis.” 
 
    “That’s not how that works.” I chuckled as I followed her to the back corridor of the campus, where the professor’s dingy classroom was tucked into a corner with the other, less popular classrooms.  
 
    I took a deep breath as I raised my hand to knock on the heavy metal door and sent up a silent prayer that he actually remembered us. Then, I rapped three times next to the tiny black plaque that read “Professor Limmer, Herbology.”  
 
    To my surprise, the door swung open almost immediately. Last time, we’d had to go in search of the ancient dryad, but he now stood before me with his coal black eyes and rough skin, and a look of utter annoyance on his face.  
 
    “What do you want?” he spat as the door opened before he could get a good look at me. “Office hours are on--oh, wait, it’s you!”  
 
    “You remember me?” I asked with uncertainty. The last time we had been here, the dryad forgot who we were multiple times in the span of a few minutes.  
 
    “Well, of course, I remember you, Milton. I’m not demented!” he protested, completely aghast at the thought of forgetting anything.  
 
    “Suuurreee,” Kalista snorted under her breath behind me, but the dryad heard her and shot her a dark look from under his heavily wrinkled eyelids.  
 
    “And the dwarf is back too,” the dryad sighed.  
 
    “Listen, Professor, we’re actually here for a little more than a social call,” I started before the old dryad gasped and spun around to dash back inside his office. The five of us shared confused looks before we hurriedly followed him.  
 
    “They’re not stealing my flowers again, are they?” His voice warbled through the stacks of messy shelves as we searched for him in the disarray.  
 
    “Oh, my,” Danira breathed when a vine smacked her on the side of her head. “This is quite the place.”  
 
    “No, Professor,” I assured him when I finally found him. He was huddled over the bright yellow Moly Flower and had pulled out the small notebook where he kept count of all of the flowers. He desperately flipped through the pages and scanned the numbers.  
 
    “Because I haven’t noticed anything,” he assured me from his spot on this ground. “Or have I? I don’t know!”  
 
    “Professor,” I said softly as I crouched down next to him and put a hand over the page, “no one is stealing your flowers. I didn’t mean to startle you. I actually came to inquire about an essay I read the last time I was here. It was called something like Plants of the Nahul Plains and Unlimited Mana? I’m not sure that’s totally right.” 
 
    “Oh, my magnum opus?” he exclaimed and quickly tossed the small notebook aside. “Well, why didn’t you say so before?”  
 
    “Because you ran off like a lunatic,” Kalista grumbled as she stared at a tiny bonsai tree in front of her. She reached a hand out to touch its leaves, but the ancient dryad leapt in front of her and smacked her hand away with a loud crack.  
 
    “Don’t touch that, youngling!” he exclaimed. “You’ll disturb its growth cycle!” 
 
    “Okay, sorry,” Kalista muttered, but the dryad had already taken off through the stacks of shelves.  
 
    “It’s a wonder he finds anything in here,” Danira said as she eyed a stack of papers that teetered perilously on a shelf two feet above us.  
 
    “Organized chaos,” I chuckled to the commander, who just rolled her black eye.  
 
    “No such thing, Milton,” she grunted.  
 
    We turned the corner, and a yellowed old notebook flew straight toward my head. I ducked to avoid it just in time and heard a surprised “ouch!” as it hit Kalista instead.  
 
    Limmer was huddled in the back corner where I’d sat during our stakeout, and he frantically hunted through crates and bins full of papers and notebooks. He glanced briefly at each thing he pulled out before he tossed it carelessly over his shoulder. Suddenly, he paused and rocked back on his heels with an expression of befuddlement on his face.  
 
    “What am I looking for?” he muttered to himself.  
 
    “The paper, Professor, on the plants of the Nahul Plains,” I prompted.  
 
    The tiny dryad jumped at my voice and turned to me with a reddish hand dramatically placed over his heart as if he’d just been told shocking news.  
 
    “Milton!” he exclaimed. “When did you get here?”  
 
    “I’ve been here, Professor,” I sighed as I rubbed my temple. I didn’t have time for him to forget what was going on every five minutes.  
 
    “Is this what you’re looking for?” Maaren interrupted as she handed me a stapled stack of wrinkled white papers. I saw the title typed at the head: The Link Between Plant Species of the Nahul Plains and Unlimited Mana.  
 
    “Yes!” I exclaimed. “Thank you.”  
 
    “What is that?” Limmer demanded as he bumbled over to us and brushed a wayward sprout out of his eyes.  
 
    “I read this the last time I was here,” I explained as I handed him the papers. “It’s quite brilliant, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” the old dryad said, and if his skin was already reddish, I would’ve sworn he blushed. “But, Milton, you know I haven’t proven this yet, right? In fact, the scientific community finds my ideas rather preposterous.”  
 
    “I don’t care what the scientific community thinks,” I replied. “I care what you think, and this theory could be a serious asset.” 
 
    “In fighting the Phobos, you mean?” Limmer all but whispered as he glanced over the papers.  
 
    I didn’t say anything and looked at Ariette with wide eyes. This had spread a lot farther than we initially thought.  
 
    “Your destiny with the Phobos is not the secret you think it is,” the dryad interrupted our glance, and I turned back to see his honest eyes. “There have been whisperings for a very long time, and when you showed up … a human with a blood Hand? It’s pretty hard to deny a prophecy then.”  
 
    “So does that mean you’ll help us?” Maaren asked hopefully.  
 
    The dryad looked at all of us for a long, hard moment. It almost seemed like he had an inner debate with himself, like maybe there was something more he wanted to tell us. If that were true though, he said nothing and instead sighed heavily as he turned back to the wrinkled papers in his gnarled hands.  
 
    “I need a plant,” he said as he started to walk back through the shelves and head toward his desk.  
 
    “Which one?” I asked as I glanced around his room full of plants.  
 
    “It’s not here,” he replied. “When I came up with this theory, I had just gotten back from a trip to the Nahul Plains, and I had observed something rather odd in the way some of the plants vibrated. It was rather like the way a Hand vibrates when it is in use. It’s a good thing I’m a nature dryad, or this may have gone unnoticed for many more centuries.” 
 
    “So you’re saying you don’t have any plants that you can use?” Danira grunted. The commander stood with her arms crossed and her legs apart as she observed the dryad closely.  
 
    “No, I’m afraid not,” he responded sadly. “Have we met?” 
 
    “I’m the team commander,” she replied, not in the mood for introductions. “Where is it?” 
 
    “The Nahul Plains, of course!” he cried out as if he had just won a prize.  
 
    “We have to go to the Nahul Plains to get this plant?” Ariette said. “HC, are you sure this is worth it?” 
 
    “Young lady, it most certainly is,” the dryad admonished. “When I get this serum right, your Hands will be unstoppable. You won’t get tired from using them, their power will be increased, and that’s just the start! The possibilities are endless!” 
 
    “Because you’ve never actually proven this theory, that’s why they’re endless,” the elf muttered in response. “HC, are you sure about this?” 
 
    I could see that her frustration was growing, but I stood by my choice. The old dryad’s essay was so perfectly laid out that I highly doubted he was wrong. Besides, the possibility of his theory was definitely worth the day or so it would take us to find this plant. I looked around at the four women as they waited for my response.  
 
    “I’m sure,” I said firmly.  
 
    “Alright.” Danira turned to Limmer, “what are we looking for?” 
 
    “This is so exciting!” he squealed as he pulled out a piece of paper and a pen. “Just think, my discovery will help defeat the Phobos! Oh, Hanu is going to be so mad she didn’t figure this out first!”  
 
    “Who’s Hanu?” Ariette whispered behind me as we all pressed forward to see what the professor scrawled away.  
 
    I shrugged in response. I had no idea who the old man was talking about.  
 
    “This is what you’ll need to find,” the professor said as he brandished the paper at me.  
 
    I took it gently in my hands and looked down at the crude drawing. It looked a lot like a mushroom with an overly large top, and the professor had roughly shaded in the stem to make it clear that the plant was two different colors.  
 
    “We’re looking for a mushroom?” Danira questioned.  
 
    “Not just any mushroom!” Limmer gasped dramatically as he leapt on top of the desk and pointed a gnarled finger at the paper. “Ghoul’s Bread!” 
 
    “Ghoul’s Bread,” Maaren repeated slowly as she chewed over the words. “Isn’t that the mushroom necromancers use to rob their enemies of their power? The Unseelie use it quite a bit.” 
 
    “Uh, yes, that is quite true,” the dryad said calmly and sat back in his chair, “but that’s why it’s so perfect, you see! The genetic code is not dissimilar to a Fae’s. That’s why the spores of the mushroom suck up one’s power, they’re feeding on it! But I can reverse engineer that function and voilà! We will be able to enhance your Hand, instead of sucking it dry.”  
 
    “Voilà!” I echoed with a chuckle, which earned me a soft smile from Maaren. “So, where exactly is the Ghoul’s Bread?” 
 
    “I’m not totally sure,” the professor responded sheepishly. “I don’t remember enough of my trip there to tell you where it grew, but I’m sure you’ll find it.” 
 
    “Right,” I said slowly. “We’ll just search the Plains until we do.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s go,” Ariette ordered and turned on her heel to march toward the door.  
 
    “Not so fast,” Limmer said, and his voice took on a tone of darkness. The dryad looked at us all with a deep frown and sighed.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Ariette asked. “Is there another plant we need to get?”  
 
    “No, no, the Ghoul’s Bread will be fine,” the professor replied as he shook his head, “but I must warn you five. The Nahul Plains can be a very dangerous place, even for the most powerful of Fae.” 
 
    “Well, that’s pretty ominous,” Kalista stated as she blinked her wide eyes at the dryad. “Way to give us a pep talk, Professor.”  
 
    “But I’m sure you’ll be fine,” he added quickly before he turned and glanced at a paper on his desk. “Oh dear! I was supposed to grade this, wasn’t I? Yes, that’s why there’s a note that says ‘grade me’ on top of it. Oh my, my, my.”  
 
    “Thank you for your help, Professor Limmer,” I said as I dipped my head to look the old dryad in his eyes.  
 
    “Don’t thank me yet, Milton,” he responded. “Thank me when I help you win this battle.”  
 
    “I will,” I promised, but the professor’s attention had already turned back to the paper he was supposed to grade.  
 
    “Mr. Dillon, you have terrible handwriting,” Limmer muttered to himself as I led my team out the door.  
 
    I paused as the metal door clanged shut behind us and took a deep breath of fresh air. The paper in my hand was rough and wrinkled, and I glanced down at it again and memorized the drawing.  
 
    “To the Plains!” Kalista cried out as she marched forward like she was a part of the militia.  
 
    The dwarf brought her knees up to her chest and took comically long strides as she headed toward the front of the campus. Her ridiculous motions earned us a few unsure glances from students as she passed.  
 
    “To the Plains,” Ariette laughed quietly as she looked at me.  
 
    I nodded, and we followed Kalista, Danira, and Maaren back to the van.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    “So, how far away are the Nahul Plains, Kal?” Maaren asked as we all got comfortable in the van.  
 
    Kalista revved the engine and took off with a screech as she turned onto the street.  
 
    “It’s on the other side of Ohiron Village,” the dwarf called back to us. “Past the east side of Jefferson City and through the village, then we’ll get there. Trust me, you’ll know when you see them. The Plains are full of jagged rocks and dirt. Lots and lots of dirt.”  
 
    “I thought plains were supposed to have grass and pretty flowers and be, you know, flat.” Maaren sighed heavily as she wandered over to look in the cabinets.  
 
    “Not these plains,” the dwarf responded before she slammed on the brakes and jolted us all forward. “Sorry, red light. Anyhow, we’ll probably be there in five hours, maybe four if I go way over the speed limit.” 
 
    “Don’t!” we all shouted in unison. Kal’s driving was already harrowing when she wasn’t going top speed.  
 
    “Suit yourself,” the dwarf sighed. “Get comfortable, then. It’s going to be a long drive.” 
 
    “So does anyone know much about these plants?” I asked the team as I got comfortable. “I’d hate to go in completely blind.”  
 
    “They grow where there’s death,” Maaren said with a shrug. “And they’re connected to the Astral Plane.” 
 
    “In a dangerous way?” Danira demanded, one eyebrow quirked up worriedly.  
 
    “Uh,” I asked with a finger raised in protest. “Is there any way ‘growing where there’s death’ isn’t a dangerous thing?”  
 
    “Of course there is.” Maaren shook her head. “It’s connected in more of a creepy way, that’s all.” 
 
    Even with the hunter’s words of comfort, an eerie silence fell over the van. Ariette and Danira both leaned back in their chairs and closed their eyes. Within moments, their breathing evened out and their muscles relaxed before they dozed off.  
 
    I was awed and a bit envious at how quickly the two of them could pass out, even with the impending prophecy of doom that hung over our heads.  
 
    I wouldn’t be able to sleep, and I already knew it. Instead, I sat down on the floor of the van for optimal stability, and I soon found myself lost in thought as I stared at the mushroom drawing. I was wondering how Storm was doing with Sal and his kids when Maaren sat down next to me.  
 
    The hunter crunched away at a granola bar and knocked her knee into my thigh gently. “What are you thinking about?” she asked softly as she offered me the bar for a bite.  
 
    I shook my head at the offer then smiled a bit. “Oh, you know, just my prophetic duty to save the world and all,” I joked lightly.  
 
    Maaren’s green eyes looked at me intensely for a moment. A small brown crumb hung off her dark blue lip, and I reached a hand out to swipe it away with my thumb. The hunter leaned into my touch with a soft smile on her face.  
 
    “It’s okay to be scared, you know,” she whispered.  
 
    “That’s what people keep saying,” I replied a little harshly and brought my hands back to my lap. “I’m sorry. That was rude. I’m just a tad on edge, that’s all.”  
 
    She nodded but didn’t say anything for a moment. I was hyper-aware of how close we were, and I could almost feel the electricity that jumped between us. Her soft fingertips brushed the top of my thigh gently.  
 
    “So are you?” she asked and looked up at me again from under thick white lashes. “Scared, I mean.” 
 
    “‘Worried’ is probably the more accurate term,” I whispered, “but I’m also a little excited. Is that crazy?”  
 
    “Not at all,” she replied. “I feel pretty much the same way.”  
 
    “Do you think your brother knew this was going to happen when he gave me his Hand?” I asked abruptly.  
 
    The hunter cocked her head and looked at me contemplatively.  
 
    “No,” she said finally. “I don’t think he did. I think he just wanted to save everyone, and you were the first person he saw.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled sarcastically.  
 
    “That came out wrong,” she responded quickly, but I patted her hand to let her know I wasn’t mad. “I just meant that Oragon saw you were a good man, a savior, and that’s why he gave you his Hand. Everything else is just … ” 
 
    “Coincidence?” I finished.  
 
    “Fate,” she said with a shake of her white head. “Everything else is just fate.”  
 
    “How very spiritual of you,” I teased.  
 
    “I mean, we are on a mission all because of a prophecy that half the Fae don’t even believe in,” she shot back with a light shrug. “I kind of have to be at this point.”  
 
    “Good point,” I responded.  
 
    The hunter crumpled up her granola bar wrapper and tossed it in a trash can before she leaned her head onto my shoulder. We rode in silence for a while, and I allowed the hum of the engine to lull me into a semi-meditative state.  
 
    “I need gas,” Kalista called out, and her voice broke me out of my thoughts.  
 
    “How … how long have we been driving, Kal?” I asked through a stifled yawn.  
 
    “Three hours,” she replied. “Given how fast I was driving, we’ve probably already shaved about twenty minutes off the trip.”  
 
    As I looked up, I noticed Maaren had shifted from her position on me to the corner where she could sharpen her double-headed axe easily. Danira and Ariette woke up as Kal pulled off the road, and a few moments later, she turned off the engine before she hopped out of the car.  
 
    “Bathroom break,” the dwarf announced as she stuck her head back in the van. “I’m not stopping again until we get there, so speak now or forever hold your pee.” 
 
    “Understood,” Ariette chuckled as she stretched out her body. It definitely seemed like a good idea, so we all climbed out of the van and took in our surroundings.  
 
    Kal had pulled up to a dusty old gas station along the highway. There was nothing else in sight for miles but red dirt and the occasional tumbleweed that blew around in the light, warm breeze. It was hotter than hell outside, that was for sure. I could already feel the sweat collecting at the base of my neck.  
 
    The gas station only had two pumps set extremely close together. The van took up so much space it blocked both pumps, but it wasn’t like it mattered. There was no other soul in the gas station. The little Quickie Stop building itself was covered in a thin layer of red dirt which gave the windows a strangely blurry appearance.  
 
    While Kal started refueling the van, I walked across the lot and swung the door open, and a little bell clanged to signal our arrival. I let Ariette, Maaren, and Danira step inside before I shut the door behind us and turned to look for a bathroom sign.  
 
    “Oh, hello!” A middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair and light brown eyes popped up from behind the counter of the checkout area and greeted us all with a giant smile. “How are you all doing today?”  
 
    “Fine, thanks,” Danira replied as she looked around the short shelves filled with packaged food. “Where’s your bathroom?” 
 
    “U-umm,” the man stuttered and just stared directly at Danira’s eye patch. She waited impatiently, but he didn’t say anything else.  
 
    “The bathroom,” the commander prompted in annoyance.  
 
    “Right,” he said. “It’s back in that corner.” He pointed a pale finger toward the back of the store, and we all walked off in that direction.  
 
    “Thank you!” Maaren called over her shoulder as we found the little room in the back of the store. There was one grimy toilet with a yellowed sink in the room, and we all took turns.  
 
    “That place is so gross,” I complained when I emerged from the dirty little bathroom.  
 
    “I guess the Health Department doesn’t come all the way out here for inspections,” Danira lamented when we headed back toward the door.  
 
    “At least they had soap in the dispenser.” Maaren shrugged. “I think I washed my hands five times over.”  
 
    “I’m going to get a pack of chips,” I announced. “Anybody else want anything?”  
 
    The other three shook their heads and then walked back out the main door. The bell clanged as they left, and I surveyed my options of brightly packaged goodies. I was acutely aware of the man’s eyes on me the entire time and glanced up more than once to give him an awkward smile. He didn’t seem too ashamed of how much he blatantly stared at me.  
 
    I finally settled on my favorite old-fashioned potato chips and brought them up to the register. The man never took his eyes off me as he rung up the chips, and I pulled out a few bills to pay for my purchase.  
 
    “Do I know you?” I finally asked in an attempt to get him to turn away.  
 
    “No.” The attendant shook his head. “But you’re him, right? The Racmoth?” 
 
    I was so surprised that I didn’t say anything for a moment. I wasn’t even aware humans knew about me, much less believed in the prophecy.  
 
    “What makes you say that?” I said carefully. 
 
    “This human rights blog I follow has your picture from the troll attacks the other week,” he responded quietly, “and there’s a long write-up on the prophecy about you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly. I wasn’t sure what to say.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to make you think I’m weird,” he chuckled nervously.  
 
    Mission failed, buddy.  
 
    “Of course not,” I replied. “I’m just curious why you asked me that. It’s--” 
 
    “I’m part of this group of humans who believe in equality with the Fae,” he said in nothing more than a whisper.  
 
    “Oh, so--”  
 
    “We have a few allies in the guild, and having a human so high up and of such importance will do so much for our movement,” he continued as if I hadn’t spoken.  
 
    “And you think that--” I tried to get in edgewise. 
 
    “Because right now, they just rule over everything,” he hissed with a frown. 
 
    I tried again to cut him off. “Well, that’s--” 
 
    “And it’s not like we asked for them to come here, you know?” he continued earnestly without even a pause. “It was their fuck up that led to the collision.” 
 
    “They are trying--” I said in annoyance, but he just kept going. 
 
    “Not the humans.” The clerk didn’t miss a single beat, and I could feel my frustration grow. “We just want it back the way it was.”  
 
    I didn’t say anything for a moment since I was worried he’d cut me off again, and his expression suddenly changed to terror.  
 
    “Not that the Fae aren’t great,” he stuttered out hastily, “we’re actually big supporters of them, and--” 
 
    “Relax,” I said gently as I cut him off instead. “Just don’t go around advertising your allegiances like that. I don’t give a shit, but there are plenty of people out there that do.”  
 
    “Of course,” he replied with a vigorous nod. “I won’t tell a soul.”  
 
    “Right.” I nodded and grabbed my chips. “Well, have a good day.”  
 
    I hurried out of the store to the van. Everyone else was already inside when I climbed in.  
 
    “Trouble deciding?” Ariette joked when I shut the door.  
 
    “No,” I responded, but my mind was still on the man. “That clerk knew who I was.” 
 
    “The humans have allies in the guild,” Danira said matter-of-factly.  
 
    “You knew that?” I asked in surprise. It seemed like that would be a threat to the Fae’s authority.  
 
    “Not every Fae likes the power imbalance, you know,” the commander barked before she turned to load bullets into a line of magazines laid out in front of her. “Some of us find it quite cruel and unfair.”  
 
    We sat in silence for the rest of the ride. I was lost in thoughts about the man and the things he had said to me. I’d always known the equality the Fae claimed we had was more or less a myth, but I had never heard of a group of humans who fought for that equality. Sure, there were a few big activists, like Mary Ignus, but a group of humans who had their thumb on the pulse of the latest happenings at the guild, that was news to me.  
 
    I wondered what it would mean for our equality when I defeated the Phobos. On the one hand, that man had a good point. I was a human who was pretty high up in the Seelie guild, and my stock would rise if we won this battle. On the other hand, the Fae could easily claim I was much more Fae than human since I possessed the Hand of Blood. They could easily say it was my Fae half that caused me to be as successful as I am.  
 
    I sighed and looked up toward the ceiling as the thoughts rattled through my brain, and I tried to force myself not to feel too pressured by them. Ariette’s blue eyes caught mine as I looked around, and the expression on her face was inquisitive. I was sure she wanted to know what I thought about, but I just gave her a soft smile and shook my head. As much as I loved and valued the elven warrior, I knew she could never understand the plight of humans.  
 
    “Okay, we gotta dump the van here,” Kalista called over her shoulder as she screeched to an abrupt halt.  
 
    “Why?” Maaren asked as we all stood. A moment later, she slid the door open. 
 
    I looked out to see Kalista had stopped at the edge of a craggy canyon that ran parallel to the road. On the other side of the canyon, huge reddish brown rocks and hills rose up like a barrier. If that was the way we had to go, Kalista was right. There was no way even the Van of Death could get through those hills without doing some serious offroading.  
 
    “The Nahul Plains are over those rocks,” the dwarf said as we all climbed out from the van. “Unfortunately, I left my monster truck tires on my other van, so we’re gonna have to go on foot from here.”  
 
    “On foot?” I pondered aloud. “Those mountains are massive. It’ll take hours to get over them safely.”  
 
    “Well,” Danira said as she peeked over the edge of the canyon to the depths below, “Then I guess we’re going rappelling, team.”  
 
    “No way.” Maaren shook her head as she peered over the edge of the canyon. “I’ll just fly us.”  
 
    “Alright.” Danira nodded knowingly. “We can try it, but I have my doubts.”  
 
    “Doubts?” the hunter scoffed as she lifted herself into the air. “Ye have little faith, Danira. Here, I’ll take two at a time.”  
 
    Maaren reached out her Hand and swirled it in the air a little, and I felt a surge of air beneath my feet as the hunter’s magic pulled Ariette and I up into the sky. This was old hat for me, so I let myself fall backward into a seated position, cushioned by the swirling winds below me.  
 
    We rose slowly until we were a good five feet above the ground, and then Maaren brought us toward the craggy red rocks at the end of the canyon. A tumbleweed blew in the breeze below us, and I looked down to watch our progress. A river roared through the basin of the canyon, and I could see the frothy white tips of rapids as they flowed dangerously quick over jagged grey rocks.  
 
    “Don’t drop us, okay?” Ariette requested as we flew over the center of the canyon.  
 
    The elf glanced down at the long drop to what would definitely be a gruesome death before she quickly turned her attention to the fluffy white clouds that floated above us.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Ari,” Maaren chuckled and picked up the pace so we made it across the canyon quickly.  
 
    My feet touched down lightly on the dusty earth just before Ariette’s did, and I nestled down into the soft soil with my toes as a small dust storm kicked up, twisting in the strong wind. I coughed a little as some of the particles filled my mouth, and it instantly became dry.  
 
    Maaren spun around to pick up Danira and Kalista, and the commander gasped with joy when she was lifted up into the air. She stared down at the canyon below her with an obvious excitement as it grew smaller, and touched down with a small sigh, like she was upset the ride was over so quickly.  
 
    “Alright,” Danira said with joy in her voice. “I’ll admit, I was wrong. That was impressive.”  
 
    I turned to take in the huge rocks before me. They were the only thing that separated us from the Nahul Plains now, but they were giant and craggy and stood almost fifty feet tall. The rocks were piled haphazardly onto one another in a pattern that only nature could create. They melded and folded together so neatly in places it almost looked like the giant red mountain had been carved up by the very hand of God himself. Some rocks had been eroded by wind and the elements into smooth, round curves, while others were still jagged and sharp like pieces that had been broken apart.  
 
    “Do you think you can fly us over those?” I asked Maaren, right when an impossibly strong wind picked up and blew straight into us.  
 
    She paused for a moment and turned into the wind with her Hand in the air. Then, she rose up a few feet before her entire body was blown backward by a strong gust of wind. Despite the turbulence, she still managed to land gracefully with a thump on the ground.  
 
    “Just our luck,” she snorted. “The Nahul Plains are notoriously windy, and they are really acting up today. I could try to fly us over, but the second a strong gust hits we’d all just end up as bloody mangled messes against the rocks. It’s just too unsafe.” 
 
    “Of course,” I muttered. “I was crazy to think it could have been that easy.” 
 
    “So, we climb then,” Kalista said perkily and made her way toward the base of the rocks excitedly. The small dwarf found a hand hold in the rock about a foot above her head and lifted herself up with practiced ease.  
 
    “When did Kalista learn how to rock climb?” I asked Ariette.  
 
    “This is new to me,” she replied with a shrug. “Come on, I’ll race you guys.” 
 
    The blonde took off toward the bottom of the rocks with Maaren close on her heels. Amazingly, in just those few moments, Kalista had already climbed her way ten feet off the ground.  
 
    “How’s your rock climbing, Milton?” Danira elbowed my bicep as we strode toward the rocks.  
 
    “I made it to the top of the wall in my high school gym,” I said with a laugh. “This shouldn’t be much different, right?”  
 
    I looked at Danira, half joking and half serious, but the commander just shook her head with a soft smile and hauled herself onto the rock.  
 
    The red stone loomed over me as another huge gust of wind knocked into my side and forced me to stumble a few steps. I looked for a good place to grab hold of the rock and found a small indentation that stuck out just far enough to give my hand a secure grip. I jumped up to grab it and pulled myself up as my right leg found stable footing. The gusts of wind made it hard to move sometimes, and I found that when a huge current of air blew through, it was best to shrink against the face of the hill and wait for it to pass. Despite the windy climate, the sun still beat down relentlessly, and I felt the sweat drip down my face to my chest as we ascended.  
 
    “Is this anything like high school?” Danira called down to me with a total shit-eating grin.  
 
    “Oh yeah,” I panted cheekily. “Exactly the same as I remember. Good view of girls’ asses and all.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t brag about being able to see our asses, HC,” Ariette shot back with a quick grin. “It means you’re behind. Waaayyyy behind.” 
 
    “But I’ve got a good view!” I hollered back. “So who’s the real winner here?” 
 
    “I think it’s me,” Kalista shouted as she made it to the top well before the rest of us. She turned to sit down on the edge, her legs dangled over it, and waited proudly.  
 
    “And I’m number two,” Ariette sighed out as she slapped her hands on the top of the rock. “Don’t get used to it.” 
 
    “Hey, three’s not so bad,” Danira grunted out and toppled over the edge rather ungracefully.  
 
    “Better than four,” Ariette chuckled to Maaren as the hunter crawled over the edge and fell into an exhausted pile. 
 
    “I think I have a future in rock climbing,” I gasped out sarcastically as I finally made it to the top of the rock and flopped down on my back to catch my breath.  
 
    Danira, Maaren, and Ariette all slumped lazily against the rocks in sweaty messes as they caught their breath, but Kalista just smiled at all of us with sparkling violet eyes.  
 
    “That was fun, guys, come on!” she exclaimed.  
 
    “Where did you learn to climb rocks like that?” Maaren demanded.  
 
    “My dad taught me.” Kal shrugged. “He said it was a skill all dwarves should have, and that it would come in handy someday. Of course, I’m pretty sure he was talking about attracting mates, but I guess he was right nonetheless.” 
 
    “So those are the Nahul Plains,” I said distractedly as I looked over the swells of red and brown hills before us.  
 
    The mountainous rocks we were on towered above the hills, but the land before us was filled with dense trees and brush that hid the actual ground from view. There was no green at all to the place. Instead, the foliage and terrain was an assortment of different hues of brown and red, from light and earthy to dark and ominous.  
 
    “Yep!” Kal turned around and looked down over the rock edge. “Are you guys ready to climb down?”  
 
    “Ready is a state of mind,” Danira pointed out, still a little breathless. The commander hauled herself to her feet and started to climb down the rocks toward a flat area at the bottom, just before the rolling hills.  
 
    “Let’s go, guys,” I said as I stood up and ignored the way my muscles cried out and the gross amount of sweat that collected on my body.  
 
    I spun myself around and grabbed onto the ledge of red rock before I lowered my body down until I found a foothold. The backward climb was a lot more harrowing than when I had climbed up. At least when I went up, I could easily see where I was going. The downward climb made me feel completely unbalanced.  
 
    My stomach felt like it was ready to drop out of my body at any moment as the wind blew through my hair and rocked my body ever so slightly to the side. The rock was a bit crumbly, and more than once, a narrow ledge crumbled under my feet, and I wound up holding on for dear life as I stared down at the long, deadly drop below me.  
 
    “Oh shit!” Danira grunted as one of her handholds fell away under her grip. I watched in tense horror as the commander, ten feet above me and totally out of reach, clung to the rock with one hand as her body flailed about. She fought with gravity for a split second before she managed to swing herself far enough forward to grab a solid hold again, and I breathed an audible sigh of relief.  
 
    With the crisis averted, we kept climbing. 
 
    Then, my worst fears came true. As I took another step, the rock beneath my foot gave way. My heart jumped up into my throat as I lost my grip and fell backward helplessly. There was nothing between me and the ground but a solid two hundred feet, and I desperately looked around for anything to halt my trajectory. I threw out my left hand and felt it brush against the rocky cliff, but I was falling way too fast to get a hold on anything solid.  
 
    “Milton!” Maaren cried from above. “Hold on!”  
 
    Suddenly, I felt a pocket of air swish up from under me, and my descent slowed. Almost instantly, the wind from the plains blew against my body, and I was thrown violently into the side of the cliff with a hard thwack. The impact caused a wave of pain to shoot through my body, but it also meant that I was now close enough to find another foothold. I reached out panickedly and grabbed the first thing I could find.  
 
    I ignored the pain coursing through my body as I hung by one arm and frantically moved my feet around below me. Finally, I felt a small platform beneath my shoes, and I let out a sigh of relief as I reoriented myself.  
 
    “Are you okay, HC?” Ariette called down from above.  
 
    “I’m--I’m fine,” I tried to laugh off my near brush with death. “I’m perfectly fine. Hey, it looks like I’m in the lead now!”  
 
    I scurried down the rest of the cliffside as quickly as I could. The moment I was close to the bottom, I leapt from the rock and hit the ground with a thud. Ariette and Kal did the same, but Maaren used her Hand to gloriously float down the last few feet, only to be blown sideways by a gust of wind.  
 
    “Well, this should be easy,” Danira said sarcastically, and I turned around to look at the Nahul Plains with her.  
 
    We were met with a towering forest of dense foliage. There were giant brown trees and huge red vines that looped around the branches. The plants were so thick it was hard to see anything beyond the very beginning of the forest. The ground sloped upward gently in front of us, and the treeline was uneven as it went along the slopes of the hills. Danira was right. Searching for a tiny mushroom in the depths of the forest was not going to be an easy feat.  
 
    “This doesn’t look like any sort of plains I’ve ever seen,” Maaren muttered.  
 
    “Limmer said the Nahul Plains are a strange place,” I pointed out.  
 
    “So should we just walk around?” Ariette asked hesitantly. “I don’t even know where to start.”  
 
    I pulled the crumpled drawing from my pocket and scanned the picture of the mushroom-like plant again before I peered back at the forest. A large set of trees, vines, and detritus completely covered the floor of the ecosystem and made it difficult to see anything, let alone a tiny mushroom that could be anywhere.  
 
    “I think that’s our only option,” I sighed, and then I took off into the tangle of vines and limbs of the Nahul Plains.  
 
    I was careful to keep my eyes peeled for any sign of movement and my gun at the ready. Professor Limmer had mentioned how dangerous it was out here, and the last thing we needed right now was to be taken off-guard by some horrific monster. The footsteps of my team crunched behind me as we all advanced slowly and scanned the forest floor for the Ghoul’s Bread. I could tell by the harrowing silence that everyone else was just as much on edge as I was.  
 
    “They grow around death,” Maaren reminded us. “Milton, do you think you could try and feel for blood that’s not ours? Maybe like a recently-killed deer or something?” 
 
    “I can do that.” I nodded. “But keep your eyes peeled. If there’s a fresh kill around, whatever killed it can’t be far behind. Let’s spread out a bit. We can cover more ground that way.”  
 
    Each of the women gave me a nod and then spread out into the forest. Ariette remained by my side as I concentrated and called upon my Hand. I felt the vibration flood into my cells, and I looked around for any feeling of blood. I could feel the hot liquid that flowed through Ariette’s veins, as well as the more distant tingles from the rest of my team, but there wasn’t any feeling of the cooler, dried-up blood that a dead being would possess. 
 
    We wandered further into the forest, wary of the dangers that laid ahead.  
 
    Then I finally got a sign. I felt a strange tingle in my Hand that signaled blood.  
 
    It was a light feeling, cool and still. Just a little spilled blood, but enough to make a connection with my magic. I closed my eyes and concentrated until I felt it slightly pull at the cells in my hand. I walked about twenty paces further, and then I came upon the origin of the strange sensation.  
 
    A small clearing opened before us in the dense foliage, and the mangled stumps of what were once huge tree trunks indicated that this was a man-made landscape. The dead foliage had been cleaned up from the ground to reveal soft red earth, and rows of what had to be Ghoul’s Bread lined the small space in a tidy little rectangle.  
 
    “That doesn’t look natural,” I muttered to Ariette, and the elf nodded in nervous silence. “I’m no botanist, but I don’t think they’re supposed to grow like that.”  
 
    “Hey, guys,” the elf said into her comms with barely more than a whisper. “We’ve got eyes on Ghoul’s Bread.” 
 
    “Okayyyyy,” Kalista’s dramatically whispered response came. “Why are you whispering?” 
 
    “Because it looks like someone planted them,” Ariette snapped back. “They could be back for their harvest at any minute, so we need to get out of here asap.”  
 
    I reached out with my Hand of Blood and scanned the horizon for my friends. My Hand answered back with a small, twitchy vibration, and I calculated their distance.  
 
    “We’re about forty feet to the east of you guys,” I said quietly. “Just head in that direction, and you should be here in no time.”  
 
    “On our way,” Maaren replied, just as quietly.  
 
    I examined the strange fungi further as the rest of the team came upon the clearing. The pale tan tops glistened with dew and stood as a stark contrast to the dark, nearly black stems. As I looked more closely, I noticed the black stems seemed to glitch and waver, almost like a bugged program on a computer screen.  
 
    “Are they … moving?” Danira asked as she crept up behind me.  
 
    “That’s where they’re connected to the astral plane,” Maaren breathed as she frowned at the crops. “They only grow where there’s death.”  
 
    Ariette looked horrified as a look of realization spread across her face. “So are you telling me that--” she gasped, but couldn’t seem to get the words out.  
 
    “There’s a dead body buried in the ground,” Kal finished as she wrinkled her nose at the thought.  
 
    “Of some sort, yeah,” Maaren answered. “And this is a man-made garden. Which means--”  
 
    “Whoever wanted these Ghoul’s Bread doesn’t have a problem with getting their hands dirty,” I confirmed. “All the more reason not to hang out here any longer than we should.”  
 
    I took a quick glance around the forest to make sure nobody was watching. Once I was sure things were clear, I crept forward to the rows of Ghoul’s Bread with my team directly in tow. I put my hand carefully on the top of one of the plants and gave it a gentle tug. A cold burst of air shot up and smacked into my face as it’s roots were ripped from the dirt, and the tiny hole immediately iced over with an unnatural frost. The black stem became solid in my hands and no longer flickered and glitched like it was caught between two planes of existence. For good measure, I yanked a second mushroom from the ground and stuffed them both into a pocket of my combat pants.  
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” I ordered my team, and we all turned to head back toward the beginning of the forest.  
 
    Just as we did, a huge crack sounded in the forest. The startling sound bounced through the foliage and echoed off the hills, surrounding us in its ominous presence. Seconds later, another crack came. This one was accompanied by a monstrous roar and the sound of huge, pounding footsteps.  
 
    “That’d be an ogre,” Maaren said quickly and ushered us all forward. “If we don’t get out of here stat, we’re gonna be Ghoul’s Bread fertilizer. Run!” 
 
    We took off at a sprint in the direction we had come from, but our progress was immediately halted by an enormous brown foot as it came down through the canopy. The leg attached to the foot was twice as tall as I was, and I slowly turned my eyes upward to see a torn and dirty yellow loincloth, followed by a bulbous stomach and torso. I forced my eyes to look even further up and was met with a malicious head with beady black eyes and rotted, yellow teeth that bared down on us in a sickly, twisted smile.  
 
    Danira whistled out a command, and our team scattered frantically. 
 
    “I think ya’ve got me plants there,” the ogre said calmly.  
 
    We all drew our weapons and encircled the beast. I fled to my right with my gun at the ready, but I knew it wouldn’t do me much good against such a large creature. Suddenly, a grotesque brown hand yanked up a tree right in front of me and tossed it away angrily. I fled backward from the creature’s broken yellow nails, and I managed to dive to the side just in time. Instead, the ogre got a handful of another tree, which he ripped out of the ground violently. I must have disappeared out of his view, because he turned around and scoured for another target.  
 
    Through the thick mess of plants, I couldn’t see who the ogre was looking at, but it really didn’t matter. A distraction was a distraction, nonetheless. I reached out and connected with the mass of blood that filled the grotesque monster’s veins. My Hand vibrated and shook as my magic swelled in it, and the burn of exhaustion set in as I tried to get a handle on his viscera.  
 
    He wasn’t quite the size of a giant, but the beast was too large for me to fully control. Still, I stayed the course. My Hand vibrated with the intense effort and sweat beaded along my brow, yet nothing happened. 
 
    “Milton, now would be a really good time for your powers to grow again,” Maaren said as she pulled to a stop next to me.  
 
    “I wholeheartedly agree,” I replied. “I--”  
 
    Just then, Ariette flew from the top of a tree and stuck her sword down into the ogre’s back. The Fae hung off the hilt, and her body weight pulled the weapon down through the beast’s back like a pirate sliding down a sail. The blade of Ariette’s weapons must have hit one of his bones, because it suddenly became lodged into the ogre’s body. At the same time, a lightning bolt shot down from the sky above the Fae and struck the ogre’s chest with a loud zap.  
 
    The ogre screamed in pain and stumbled backward a step, but he regained his footing easily and seemed to be unfazed by the lightning bolt. The elf still hung off him, and I saw her face twist in annoyance at the realization that her spell did nothing. Seconds later, bolt after bolt rained down on the ogre rapidly and zapped him over and over again. With each strike his stumbles became a little bit greater, and he began to shake his head with confusion.  
 
    Meanwhile, the rest of us took advantage of Ariette’s electrical distraction and made a misshapen circle around the ogre.  
 
    The crack of lightning echoed, and the monster started to spin in a circle. He tried to grab Ariette, but she had chosen her placement well. The Fae was almost directly in the middle of the ogre’s back, where his meaty paws couldn’t reach her. He resorted to circling around like a dog as he grunted in pain and anger.  
 
    “Get offa me!” he bellowed. “Get offa me!”  
 
    As the ogre’s head swung around toward me, I fired off four shots directly at his eye. The bullets lodged themselves in his upper cheekbone, and warm pools of blood began to trickle down his face.  
 
    He roared loudly and increased his speed as his hand fumbled to remove the bullets in his face. The force of his movement caused Ariette to lose her grip on her sword, and she was sent flying through the air.  
 
    “I got her!” Maaren hollered, and the hunter raised her Hand. 
 
    With the gusty wind, Ariette’s trajectory was slowed, and she floated to the ground somewhere in the foliage many feet away. Maaren took off in that direction.  
 
    “Ya shot me in tha bloody eye!” the ogre bellowed angrily. “I’m going to tear ya to pieces!”  
 
    His giant hand lashed out at me, and I ducked out of the way just as Danira was able to fire off a few rounds at the monster. At the same time, Kalista raced forward with an almost comical warcry and haphazardly stabbed the ogre in the calf.  
 
    “Take … that … you … crazy bastard!” the dwarf shouted as she repeatedly jabbed at the creature’s leg.  
 
    Neither of my friend’s attacks had done much damage, and the ogre just paused for a moment as if he was trying to figure out how to deal with an annoying fly.  
 
    I readied my gun and aimed at the behemoth. Just then, a drop of blood from his wound fell down and splashed against my foot. Immediately, my Hand began to tingle and vibrate in a way I’d never felt before. It wasn’t just the normal, light sensation I was used to, the one similar to a limb falling asleep and waking up. This time, the vibrations were so intense, it was almost like I had grabbed the open end of an electrical circuit. Currents of magic shot up my arm, and the vibration spread throughout my whole body as the metallic scent of the ogre’s blood assaulted my nose.  
 
    I was reminded of the very first time I’d ever used my hand, right after Oragon had given it to me. It was almost as if the magic itself had taken over me, and I moved on instinct alone. This time was no different. I saw the ogre bring his hand back, intent on squashing Kalista.  
 
    Not on my watch.  
 
    I concentrated on the open wound in the ugly creature’s face and made a connection with my Hand like I never had before. My Hand vibrated violently with its magic, and I tossed it to the side. Just before the ogre could squash my friend, I ripped out all of his blood and internal organs through the quarter-sized hole in his face. The force of the action caused the entire side of his head to explode, and a shower of blood and guts blanketed a huge chunk of the forest with his viscera. 
 
    The warm blood hit me, but it was almost like I was having an out of body experience. A wave of extreme exhaustion rolled through my body, and I stumbled as my vision went black. I fell to my knees and collapsed forward onto my hands as I struggled to keep myself from fainting. My mouth was dry as a bone as I sucked air into my lungs and screwed my eyes shut to ward off the heaviness I felt in my head.  
 
    When I could finally breathe and move again, I looked up to see the messy remains of the ogre tangled on the forest floor, with a few trees caught underneath. Four faces, covered in blood, stared down at me in shock and amazement. I mustered up a half smile for them. 
 
    “How’s that for power growth?” I joked lazily.  
 
    “I mean, technically you just used your regular powers,” Kalista pointed out with a grin, “but that was pretty badass.”  
 
    “Yeah, I think that will do,” Maaren chuckled as she and Ariette reached out and helped me up.  
 
    I stood, a little shakily, and waited for the exhaustion to clear completely. “Regular powers?” I laughed to the dwarf. “I just turned that thing inside out!”  
 
    “I said it was badass!” Kal said with a pout. “What more do you want?”  
 
    “What the hell kind of ogre was that?” Danira demanded as she surveyed its remains. “That was twice as big and way stronger than any ogre I’ve ever encountered.”  
 
    “I guess the Nahul Plains don’t just have exotic plants, but scarier creatures too,” Ariette replied darkly. “Now, can we get out of here before something else comes out of nowhere and tries to rip us apart?”  
 
    “I second that,” Kalista said quickly. “We got the goods, now let’s skedaddle.”  
 
    I shook the last bits of exhaustion from my head and patted my pocket to make sure the mushrooms were still secure before I pulled myself to my feet and followed my team back to the forest’s edge. We tried to creep as quietly as we could along the dead foliage, but we cautiously kept scanning for any sign of danger.  
 
    Limmer’s warning kept echoing through my head. If that ogre was any indication, the old professor definitely knew what he was talking about. It was no wonder hardly anyone ever ventured into the Nahul Plains.  
 
    When we made it back over to the rocky cliffs without incident, Kal looked down over the edge of the canyon.  
 
    “Alright, Maaren, fly us down to the river please,” she requested and turned her violet eyes on us. “It’s no spa day, but I’d like to get all cleaned up before we get into my van. I really don’t want to get blood n’ guts all over my baby.”  
 
    I took us all in and realized the dwarf had a point. We were all covered in blood, guts, and a heavy coating of thick red dirt. The plains were windy, and the coating of sticky innards helped the dusty material stick to our body like it was a sort of gory glue. The smell was terrible, almost as awful as the smell of the sewer system had been.  
 
    “I don’t know, Kal … ” Ariette mused playfully. “I’m really tired. Can’t we just hop in the van and go home?”  
 
    “No,” the dwarf grunted and put her hands on her curvy hips. “Not funny. If you don’t want to wash up, fine, but you’re walking home.” 
 
    “Uh, Kal,” I said as I looked at the rush of water below, “I don’t think that river’s meant for swimming.” 
 
    “Well, Danira could help us out there,” Kal argued as she threw a broad grin at the commander. “Couldn’t you, boss?” 
 
    Danira raised a single eyebrow and then glanced at the river below. “You really want me controlling a raging river after the fight we just had?” 
 
    “You can’t?” I teased.  
 
    The commander narrowed her lone eye at me. “I could … though one of you might accidentally be swept away.” 
 
    I threw up my hands and laughed. “No thank you. I’d rather stay coated in ogre guts.” 
 
    “We’ll find a place where the water is calmer,” Kal cut in certainly. “I believe in us!”  
 
    I turned to Maaren, and the hunter shrugged her shoulders. Then, she began to pick us up into the air with her hand, two at a time, and lowered us down to the bottom of the canyon. When it got to be Kal and I’s turn, the dwarf threw up her hands with joy and cackled loudly as we floated through the air. The roar of water was loud in my ears when we hit the bottom, but the river’s beauty was like no other. The rushing waves were foamy and white, and the entire riverbed was covered with a mixture of sand and plants that I’d never seen before.  
 
    The team had to walk a little way down the river, but we eventually found a stretch where the current wouldn’t sweep us away. In fact, it was actually kinda peaceful here. The water still moved downstream, but its pace was much more lazy. Here, the waves were minimal, and the water was crystal clear.  
 
    It was the perfect spot to dry off.  
 
    I left the Ghoul’s Bread on a rock to stay dry, and then walked over to the riverbed. I started to enter, fully-clothed, but I heard a slight clicking from behind. I turned around to see that Ariette, Maaren, and Danira were now disrobing. I felt my pants tighten at the sight of the three beautiful women in their underwear.  
 
    “Hold on a minute, HC,” Ariette snickered. “Why are your clothes still on?”  
 
    “I, uh, I thought we were washing them?” I shrugged.  
 
    “We are,” Danira chuckled as she walked over beside me. “You generally don’t put your clothes in the washer while you’re still wearing them, do you?”  
 
    The Fae shot me a playful smile as she bent down and began to scrub the viscera off her uniform. Her tiny breasts hung down happily, secured only by the thin fabric of her bra. Now that her clothes were off, I saw just how fit Danira truly was.  
 
    I never would have guessed it in a million years.  
 
    Ariette and Maaren walked over beside the one-eyed elf and also began to scrub their clothes. Both of the women were wearing the Fae equivalent of a sports bra and tight, lacy panties. Even with the restricted range of motion, I noticed Ariette’s breasts looked like they were going to pop out at any second.  
 
    Maaren looked back at Kal, who was still standing on the bank of the river. “Come on, Kal,” she sighed. “You said it yourself, we have to get clean before we can go home.”  
 
    The dwarf was standing with her arms crossed across her chest. “I already did this kinda thing back in high school,” she protested. “It wasn’t that fun then, either.”  
 
    “Will you do it if Milton does it, too?” Ariette asked coyly. “We all know how much you love his body.”  
 
    Kal looked down at the ground bashfully. “Fine,” she agreed, “but only if Milton does it.”  
 
    I looked around at all four of my teammates, who were all watching with bated breath. Then, I pulled off my pants, being careful to keep my underwear still on. There was a wave of playful ‘ooohhhs’ in response, and then the girls all whistled when I pulled my shirt over my head.  
 
    “Take it off!” Kal giggled from the shore. “Ow-ow!”  
 
    “I believe you were supposed to be next?” I waggled my eyebrows at the dwarf. “Don’t leave us in suspense.”  
 
    “Please,” she scoffed as she headed toward the water. “You’ve seen it all before.”  
 
    As she walked, Kalista pulled off her shirt. Her two massive breasts plopped down happily, concealed by her bra that was bursting at the seams. Once she got a little bit closer, she stopped, tugged off her shoes, and slid her pants off her ankles. The dwarf approached the water and gasped when it ran across her feet.  
 
    “Holy shit, that’s cold!” Kal shivered. “Nobody told me it was gonna be frigid!”  
 
    I glanced down at the dwarf’s chest, and her erect nipples told me just how cold she really was.  
 
    “Stop being a wimp, Kal,” Maaren chuckled. “The water’s fine.”  
 
    The dwarf slowly inched her way into the river, shivering the entire way. She finally stopped and began to scrub at her clothes vigorously. We continued on for a few minutes, wiping the gore and guts off our uniforms. Even after a full five minutes of scrubbing, my t-shirt was still stained red in multiple places.  
 
    It was probably a goner.  
 
    “Maaren, dry us off,” Kal ordered when we were finally all washed and clean. “Ain’t no way a bunch of soggy fish are getting into my van!”  
 
    “You are a very specific little woman,” Maaren laughed as she rolled her eyes and called up a huge tornado of wind.  
 
    The twister spun out of her Hand and encapsulated us, one at a time. When it zoomed over to me, I had to close my eyes and tighten my jaw shut as the intense wind nearly blasted the skin off my muscles. Within seconds, the tornado had dried my sopping wet body, and my clothes were bone-dry. 
 
    The five of us got re-dressed, and then Kal walked past and inspected us one-by-one to make sure we were clean enough for her van.  
 
    “Okay,” Kalista said happily. “Not a single drop of blood and guts in sight. Now, let’s go tell that crazy old dryad how we almost got eaten for this little mushroom.” 
 
    I grabbed the Ghoul’s Bread off the rock it’d been laying on, shoved it in my pocket, and then walked over to the rest of my team. Maaren flew us all back to the top of the canyon, and then we walked back to the van. Once we were inside, Kal kicked on the engine, put it in drive, and then we sped off to the University.  
 
    The exhaustion that had hung in my body since I defeated the ogre overtook me as soon as we got on the road, and I let the motion of the van lull me into a much-needed sleep.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    I woke up just as we hit the outskirts of Jefferson City. Danira snored softly from her chair in the corner, but I noticed Maaren and Ariette were wide awake and huddled together in the center of the van, engaged in a whispered conversation.  
 
    I stood up, stretched, and sauntered over to the gossiping Fae.  
 
    “Soooo, what are we talking about?” I asked as I sat down next to them.  
 
    “Oh you know,” Maaren shrugged one blue shoulder seductively and looked at me from under thick lashes, “just comparing notes on the best ways to get you off.” 
 
    A hot and heavy blush roared across my cheeks as I stared at the two women, but Ariette let out a laugh before I could get too embarrassed.  
 
    “Relax, HC,” she giggled. “You humans can be so uptight sometimes.”  
 
    “Says the elf who hails from a long line of bureaucrats,” I shot back and shoved her shoulder lightly.  
 
    “We were just talking about the prophecy,” Maaren answered honestly. “Ariette told me exactly what the dragon said to you during your first adventure.” Her green eyes turned worried, and she put her palm on my thigh as she spoke.  
 
    “That I was going to make sure evil doesn’t reign?” I asked lightly, even though I knew exactly what she was talking about. “No worries, I got that handled.” 
 
    “No, actually,” Ariette said, her tone darker now. “We were talking about the part where the dragon said you might get destroyed in the process.” 
 
    “Right, that,” I sighed. “When the world burns and good and evil become the same, I’m supposed to defeat the evil, and oh, yeah, that mission will lead to my destruction. It’s a very nice prophecy.”  
 
    “It just doesn’t seem fair,” Maaren muttered. “So you do this amazingly good thing and save the world and what? Your reward is death?” The hunter stared down at her hand for a brief moment and shook her head.  
 
    “Hey,” I said softly as I placed a gentle hand beneath her chin and waited until her green eyes met mine. “He said destruction, not death.” 
 
    “And those are different?” Ariette demanded, her tone harsh.  
 
    “They could be,” I replied. “Maybe my Hand gets destroyed, and I’m left without magic. Or my reputation. Or a million other things. He never specifically said I was going to die.”  
 
    Ariette stared at me for a long, hard moment, and I knew she was unconvinced. I wasn’t exactly convinced, myself, but I didn’t want her to know that. It did no one any good to worry about whether I’d make it through the week or not, especially if that inhibited their clarity around the mission.  
 
    “So then what does it mean?” Maaren finally asked. “The world’s not burning. And there is definitely a clear difference between good and evil as far as I’m concerned.”  
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Maybe we’re early? Maybe we jumped into the timeline of the prophecy way too early, and the Phobos aren’t even ready for me yet?” 
 
    Neither of the women said anything. Both looked anywhere but directly at me, and I could see the emotion that brimmed in their eyes as they thought of the words all of us wanted to say.  
 
    Prophecies didn’t work like that. There was no “early.” Whatever the dragon had told me would be what it was.  
 
    “Prophecies can be tricky,” Ariette finally sighed out in frustration. “What they say can’t always be taken at face value.”  
 
    “Soooo, be on the lookout for any globes that catch fire?” Maaren joked half-heartedly.  
 
    “Actually, possibly,” Ariette chuckled. “Maybe the leader of the Phobos has a Hand of Fire? That’d be a twist.”  
 
    “Hey guys,” I said, my tone serious as I reached out my hands and patted their thighs. “If I’m going to die, at least I’m glad it’ll be next to two absolutely gorgeous creatures like yourselves.”  
 
    “Milton!” Maaren gasped and swatted my hand playfully. “That isn’t funny! I mean sure, I appreciate the compliment, but no, you’re not dying!”  
 
    “Hey,” Kalista called out from the driver’s seat. “Aren’t you forgetting someone? Another woman in your life who you think is the most beautiful thing in the world?”  
 
    “Storm isn’t here,” I shot back jokingly. “And even if she was, I don’t think a dog understands the concepts of beauty like us Fae and humans do.”  
 
    “Har har,” the dwarf pushed back. “I’m talking about somebody a little bit shorter. Ya know, somebody who’s seen you naked.”  
 
    “Of course, of course.” I winked at Kal’s violet eyes in the rearview mirror. “Let me amend that statement. I’m glad it will be next to three beautiful women like you.”  
 
    “Much better,” the dwarf nodded vigorously. “Now we can all die happily.”  
 
    “Kalista!” Ariette hollered in annoyance. “You’re not very helpful.”  
 
    “Hey, we all gotta go at some point, Ari,” the dwarf said nonchalantly. “And hopefully one of you will knock me off before we have to talk to that bumbling old dryad again. Because we’re here.”  
 
    The van slammed to a halt, and I fell forward, straight into Ariette’s breasts. She laughed and clutched my head against her chest for just a moment. She may have been teasing me, but I didn’t miss the way her fingers stroked through my hair lovingly. It was as if she wanted to memorize me before she let go.  
 
    Maybe all this talk of prophecies and death really got to her more than I had thought.  
 
    I pulled my head back and leaned into the side of her head. “It’s all going to be fine,” I whispered in her ear.  
 
    My lips brushed the outer rim of her ear as she nodded, but she didn’t say a word. Then, Maaren slid the door of the van open with a clang and leapt out onto the blacktop.  
 
    “Look, no dusty red dirt.” She grinned at the clean, landscaped courtyard in front of us.  
 
    “And no crazy ogres, either,” Kalista grumbled. “Unless you count the stressed out, overworked students. Okay, I take it back. Now we’ve got a hundred thousand ogres to face. Ah! There’s one!”  
 
    The dwarf gasped and leapt behind Maaren as she pointed a finger at a young green nymph. The girl turned to Kalista, and her face wrinkled into a look of disgust and annoyance mixed with a heaping serving of young adult attitude.  
 
    “They don’t like it when you point at them,” Danira whispered to Kal as the nymph sashayed away. 
 
    “Well, I don’t like their holier-than-thou ‘tude, so we’re even,” the dwarf spat back as she eyed the nymph’s back suspiciously.  
 
    “Come on you guys,” Ariette snorted. “We don’t have time to waste. We’ve got to get to Limmer before he decides office hours are closed.”  
 
    We pushed our way through the throng of students as we headed to the back of the campus. They were all milling about the courtyard, with their black backpacks and tired expressions stretched onto their faces. Almost all of the students were scurrying around, assumedly trying to make it to class on time or rushing back to their dorm for some much needed rest and relaxation. It was a total ratrace, and it all reminded me just how much I didn’t miss my college days. 
 
    We finally reached the lonely corridor of run down offices and classrooms. This time, we didn’t even bother to knock on the professor’s door this time. I burst into the room only to find the old dryad at his desk with a red pen in hand and an anguished expression on his face. Oddly enough, one of his infamous sticky notes was stuck to the center of his forehead so it came down and blocked part of his coal black eyes. 
 
    “It’s as if none of you even listened to my lecture!” he said in near anguish. “Wait a minute … did I mention this in the lecture? Oh dear--Milton! Hello!”  
 
    “Professor, hi,” I reciprocated before I paused at the dryad’s almost vacant expression. “Do you remember why I’m here?”  
 
    “Do I remember why you’re here,” he repeated slowly as he sat back in his chair thoughtfully and turned his head up to the ceiling.  
 
    He clearly had no idea, and the five of us sighed collectively.  
 
    “Alright, who’s going to tell the crazy bastard he’s got to cook up a magical serum?” Kalista asked, but the professor was still deep in thought and didn’t hear a word she said.  
 
    “Oh wait!” the little creature exclaimed and reached one gnarled red hand up to snatch the sticky note from his forehead and read from it. “‘Milton has gone to the Nahul Plains for Ghoul’s Bread.’ The Nahul Plains! Of course!”  
 
    “Yep, that would be the one,” Kal grumbled behind me.  
 
    “But … you’re alive!” he shrieked again, and his voice rose about five octaves. “How are you alive?” 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence, prof-man,” the dwarf scoffed with offense in her voice.  
 
    “What can I say?” Ariette shrugged. “We’re just that awesome.”  
 
    “Dear Lord, why ever did I send you to that awful place?” he tutted as he shook his head and returned to the note in his hand.  
 
    “To be fair, we kind of sent ourselves,” I pointed out. “We just got the idea from you.”  
 
    The professor stared at me blankly. “F-from me?” he asked curiously. “Why would I ever send you to such a dreadful place?”  
 
    “Because that was the only place we could find the mushrooms for the serum,” I explained slowly.  
 
    “Oh! You’re supposed to use essay B-Thirteen to create a serum,” he continued as he read the next line on his note, now serious once more. “Essay B-thirteen, huh?”  
 
    The dryad hunted on his messy desk for a moment until he found a stack of papers and held it aloft victoriously.  
 
    “I have the Ghoul’s Bread right here,” I said before he could go on another forgetfulness-bender. 
 
    I dug down into the pockets of my combat pants and fished out the mushrooms.  
 
    “You know, it’s a good thing I wrote myself this note,” he said seriously, completely ignoring the Ghoul’s Bread. “I had completely forgotten about this! I seem to be doing that quite a bit recently.”  
 
    “We noticed,” Maaren replied caustically.  
 
    But the old dryad didn’t seem to hear her snark. Instead, he just stared in wonder at the two mushrooms that hung before his tiny black orbs. He stroked one gnarled finger gently along the soft tops of the plant, almost as if they were a puppy or a baby and not a deadly mushroom.  
 
    “Alright, I’ll need some of your DNA,” the dryad said casually without even looking up at us.  
 
    “My DNA?” Kalista gasped loudly. “Uh-uh. I never give that stuff to anyone. Someone could use it to do all sorts of crazy stuff. Like clone me! Could you imagine if there were two Kalistas walking around? That wouldn’t be good for anyone. No way!”  
 
    “Yes, it would be terrifying indeed,” Danira muttered with a chuckle. “Double the sass.”  
 
    “This is no laughing matter, Danira,” the dwarf moaned darkly. “Do you want a clone of you walking around town?” 
 
    “Actually,” the commander answered, “that might be pretty nice. I’d never have to fetch my own coffee or do my laundry again.” 
 
    “You don’t do that anyways,” Ariette interrupted. “You make the interns do it.” 
 
    “They’re the ones who say they want to see my work first-hand,” Danira acknowledged. “Everybody knows an elf can’t do her duties without a cup of coffee and clean clothes.” 
 
    “He doesn’t want your DNA to make a clone of you, Kal,” Ariette interrupted as she rolled her ocean blue eyes. “There could never be another you, my friend.”  
 
    Kal crossed her arms across her chest and let out a puff of air. “Damn straight,” she muttered.  
 
    “The elf is very right,” the old dryad agreed. “I want to bond the Ghoul’s Bread’s DNA to your specific sequence in order to create the serum. Everyone’s DNA is completely unique, so the fusion may respond differently to each of you. Now, I have some burettes here, somewhere … where did they go?”  
 
    The dryad wandered off into the stacks of shelves in search of his equipment. Seconds later, there was a huge crash, as if an entire shelf had just come down.  
 
    “Oh my goodness, I do need to clean this place!” Limmer exclaimed from somewhere among the mess of plants and furniture. “Here they are!” 
 
    He emerged with a few thin test tubes held aloft, and a gash on the side of his head that dripped amber sap down to his cheek.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Maaren exclaimed when she saw the injury.  
 
    “Huh? Oh, yes,” he assured her insistently as he touched his forehead with a red hand. “Just a scratch, my dear. Now, if you would all please.”  
 
    His sentence cut off rather abruptly as he handed us each a little tube. The glass objects were open at one end and tapered into a thin point not much larger than a needle at the other, with a silicone cap on the small end so the contents couldn’t escape.  
 
    When Limmer had handed each of us a vial, he stepped back and waited impatiently while his coal black eyes appraised us.  
 
    I looked around hesitantly at my team, but I was met with looks of equal uncertainty.  
 
    “Well, spit!” Limmer finally exclaimed, as if it was obvious the whole time.  
 
    “Spit,” Ariette repeated. “In the tube?”  
 
    “Yes, in the tube,” Limmer replied sassily. “Unless you’d like me to rip out a strand of your hair. Or we can cut your palm and take some blood, or other bodily fluids will work as well.” 
 
    “Nope, no, spitting is fine,” Ariette replied quickly.  
 
    The blonde held the end of the burette up to her lips and delicately spat into the tube. Kal and Maaren were right behind her, although I could see hesitation written all over their faces.  
 
    I held up the little glass object to my lips, conjured up all the saliva in my mouth, and spit into the tube. When we had all produced a significant sample, Limmer carefully took them and labeled them with bits of tape.  
 
    “This way,” he explained as he put the final piece of tape on my tube, “no one gets the wrong genetic sequence. That could cause a whole mass of problems!”  
 
    “What kind of problems?” Danira questioned as she narrowed her good eye.  
 
    “Oh well, let me see,” the dryad said thoughtfully. “Possible mutations of your Hand of Power, of course. Taking on a whole new Hand, maybe. Quite possibly a whole lot of physical mutations, especially when mixing DNA from a different race. Actually, that could be quite a fascinating experiment.” 
 
    The professor finished rather abruptly and tore open a drawer in his desk. He rummaged through it hastily for a moment and then produced a small brown pouch. The pouch glowed a soft yellow from whatever was inside, and the dryad looked at it victoriously.  
 
    “Perfect, Honey Mold!” he exclaimed, and then he bolted off through the stacks of shelves toward the far corner of the room.  
 
    “Wait, Honey Mold?” Maaren called after him in alarm. “Isn’t that used for love potions?” 
 
    “You are right, my dear girl,” Limmer called back proudly. “It’s one of the strongest aphrodisiacs known to man.”  
 
    “Hey, uh, maybe you should go see what he’s doing,” I said hesitantly to the hunter.  
 
    Maaren nodded nervously and hurried off to find Limmer before he decided to get a little too freaky with his serum.  
 
    “Milton, if someone gets ahold of my spit and clones me, I will never forgive you,” Kalista huffed and threw her small body into Limmer’s chair.  
 
    “You know someone could just get your DNA from your dirty dishes, right, Kal?” Ariette questioned tauntingly. “I’ve seen the way you devour your food. Your saliva must be all over those.”  
 
    “Oh my God!” the dwarf’s violet eyes went wide at the thought. “They could! What if someone’s already cloned me? This is a disaster.” 
 
    “Relax, Kalista,” Danira chortled. “Nobody would ever want to clone you, I promise. No offense, but you’re quite the handful.”  
 
    “Noonnne taken.” The dwarf grinned as she leaned back in the comfy leather chair with her arms behind her head.  
 
    She went a little too far back, and the chair tilted up on its wheels. The dwarf flailed about for a moment before she shifted her weight forward and brought the desk chair back down with a thunk.  
 
    “Holy crap, guys,” she panted with a twinge of fear, “I totally almost just died.”  
 
    “Professor, I don’t think that’s a good--” Maaren started to shout from the back corner.  
 
    Before the hunter could finish voicing her concerns, there was an enormous boom.  
 
    I spun around to see thick tendrils of dark gray smoke creep toward the ceiling, which now had a circular black burn mark on it. We all raced back to the corner and found Maaren and the professor covered head-to-toe in soot.  
 
    Maaren’s white hair had been turned a dark gray from the ash and was wildly frizzy where it framed her face. Meanwhile, streaks of black covered her blue cheeks and forehead. Her green eyes were closed in frustration, and I could see her chest heave up and down rapidly as she tried not to scream. The hunter shoved two fists to her forehead.  
 
    Limmer, on the other hand, looked as if he had rather enjoyed the little explosion. His red, bark-like skin was also covered in soot, and the little sprout that had been on his forehead was now nothing more than a smoldering stump. But his coal black eyes were bright, and the largest smile adorned his aged face.  
 
    The two of them stood in front of a wide brown table, where Limmer had laid out the burettes and sliced up the Ghoul’s Bread into small pieces. A tiny flame burned under a glass beaker, which was now charred and jagged from the explosion.  
 
    “I told you not to put the dragon’s breath over the fire,” Maaren muttered. “It’s a very unstable flower.”  
 
    “Quite right, my dear, I do know that,” he tutted calmly as he reached for a new beaker and another piece of the Ghoul’s Bread.  
 
    “Are you guys alright?” I asked worriedly.  
 
    “Oh, quite alright, my boy, quite alright,” the dryad responded. “I was just trying to find the right binding agent for the DNA, you see.”  
 
    The last tendrils of gray smoke cleared from the air, and Maaren took in a deep, calming breath.  
 
    “Okay,” I said, not totally sure about what he meant by that.  
 
    I never liked science in school, and Fae science was even more of an enigma than the human variety.  
 
    “This should do it, though,” the dryad exclaimed as he dropped a chunk of the Ghoul’s Bread into a copper lemon squeezer and held it aloft over the flame.  
 
    I waited expectantly for something magical to happen, possibly for some sort of ethereal glow or another explosion, at least, but nothing happened. Limmer just hummed to himself as he held the lemon squeezer over the flame and watched it.  
 
    “Ouch, this is getting rather hot,” he announced after a moment. “I must be careful. I’m partly made of wood, after all!”  
 
    “Yes, it’s metal over an open flame,” Kalista muttered next to me. “That tends to get hot.”  
 
    “Perfect!” the dryad exclaimed suddenly. He swung the lemon squeezer over a fresh glass beaker and pressed down hard with a loud grunt.  
 
    Tiny droplets of thick black liquid cascaded down through the holes at the bottom of the instruments and fell with light plops into the glass beaker. They looked as viscous as oily sludge, which seemed all the more ominous. When Limmer was satisfied he had enough liquid, he cast the Ghoul’s Bread aside and picked up one of his tubes.  
 
    “Ms. Dieyre,” he announced before he tipped the vial over and splashed some of Ariette’s spit into the beaker.  
 
    I held my breath as I waited. For all we knew, this was going to be an equally bad experiment, and we’d have to hit the deck at any second now. My friends must have been thinking the same thing, because Kalista and Danira both backed up a few steps in preparation. 
 
    When Limmer had emptied his burette, he gave a little giggle of glee before he snatched up the brown sack with the Honey Mold and pulled out a pinch of yellow dust. He started to sprinkle the vibrant, glowing dust over the beaker before he replaced it over the open flame.  
 
    We all held our breath as we watched the dryad work. This serum held so many possibilities, but after the conversation Maaren, Ariette, and I had had in the van, I realized just why it was so important to me.  
 
    Maybe, if I was more powerful and stronger than any Fae that had come before me, we had hope. Maybe the last part of the prophecy wouldn’t be true, and I would survive my final battle with the Phobos.  
 
    And in that moment of clarity, I understood just how much I was counting on the ancient dryad.  
 
    I expected the serum to boil or sizzle together like some sort of sauce, but what actually happened was a sharp reminder of the magic of the Fae.  
 
    The combination of clear spit, black sludge, and yellow dust started to swirl and turn of its own accord, like a miniature tornado had landed inside the beaker. Then, the tornado suddenly started to evaporate as tendrils of dark yellow liquid turned to gas and rose into the air.  
 
    “No! No, no, no! This should have worked!” the dryad cried out and yanked the beaker off the flame in an attempt to save it. He put a gnarled, red hand over the top in an effort to stop the leak, but it was too late. We were left to stare at a beaker that was just as empty as it had been five minutes ago.  
 
    There was a tense silence in the air as Limmer gasped out over his failed experiment. His hand was still over the top of the beaker, and his shoulders shook in anguish for a brief moment.  
 
    I looked around to look at my team. Despite the uncertainty they’d shown earlier, we had all desperately wanted this to work, and we’d clung to the hope that this ancient dryad’s theory was true.  
 
    Danira’s communication device buzzed angrily on her hip, and the commander gave the dryad a sad smile before she left the room to answer the call.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Milton,” the dryad said finally. “I thought for sure that would work. I don’t know why … I did everything the way it should have been done. The Honey Mold created an attraction between all of the molecules so they would bind together, and yet … I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    “It’s alright, Professor,” I said gently and approached the old dryad. He looked up at me, and his face was filled with remorse.  
 
    “I know what that prophecy says,” he finally whispered. “I thought maybe this could save you.”  
 
    My heart swelled at the old man’s generosity, and I patted his rough back gently.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I assured him. “You’ll figure it out someday. Maybe in time for our next adventure, after I’ve vanquished the Phobos?” 
 
    “We don’t have until someday,” he replied darkly, and I was taken aback by his bleakness.  
 
    Suddenly, the metal door of Limmer’s office clanged open as Danira came back in and muttered something to the rest of my team. Each of the girls nodded agreeably to the commander, and then she made her way over to me.  
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt, Milton, but Hasen needs us back at the guild,” she said in the softest tone I’d ever heard her use.  
 
    “Go, go,” the dryad collected himself and waved me off. “I’ll keep working at this.” 
 
    “You’ll get it,” I assured him, even though I was equally as discouraged.  
 
    I’d known this whole thing was a longshot. How could it not have been? I was asking an old man to come up with proof of something that had only been an untested theory, and we’d done it in such a rush.  
 
    “We really have to go,” Danira said gently, but her expression was bleak. My stomach fell, and I knew we were being called back to the guild for something very serious.  
 
    “I will call you as soon as I get this right,” Limmer promised, and I gave him one last pat before I followed Danira out of the classroom.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I muttered as soon as we were out of earshot.  
 
    “It would appear that our wonderful interns aren’t just paranoid,” she grunted under her breath. “Someone has gone missing.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    We drove back to the guild in heavy silence. Even when we’d been on dangerous missions before, none of them had held the weight that this one did.  
 
    “I’m sure Professor Limmer will figure it out at some point,” Ariette assured us all after long minutes of silence. “He’s a plant dryad. This is his thing.” 
 
    “But even if it’s his thing, that doesn’t mean he’ll perfect it in a matter of days,” Maaren responded darkly. “If we even have that much time.”  
 
    An awkward silence hung in the air for a moment before Maaren shook her head and softened her posture.  
 
    “Sorry guys, that was a little too emo,” she said grimly. “Blame the Unseelie in me.”  
 
    “It’s fine,” I said quickly as the van came to a stop in the guild driveway. “Let’s just see if Hasen has anything that might make our day a little easier.” 
 
    As we made our way through the guild, it was eerily quiet, and a bleak heaviness hung in the air. The normally bubbly interns now seemed to walk on eggshells as they crossed through the foyer with their brown clipboards hugged tightly to their chests.  
 
    “Milton,” a gruff voice called out as we reached the stairs, and I looked around to see Ilias and Elvira.  
 
    The two guild members waved to us from the entryway to one of the rooms at the edge of the round foyer. They strode over to us briskly, and I could see their usually tough exteriors had melted slightly to give way to the grim expressions on both their faces. 
 
    “So … it’s happening, isn’t it?” Elvira asked in barely more than a whisper. “Everyone knows it, but no one wants to say it. It’s like this silently forbidden topic.” 
 
    I sighed as I looked out at the crowd of guild members. A few tall elves in their long white tunics looked our way with eyebrows drawn in deep frowns, and a young dwarf watched our conversation in awe. A tiny blue fairy flitted by as I turned back to the nymph and dwarf.  
 
    “Listen,” I said in a low voice as we all instinctively huddled together, “we don’t know exactly what is happening. All we know right now is that the Phobos are back, and they want to finish what they started all those years ago. But we’re not going to let them.” 
 
    “Has word gotten around the whole guild?” Danira demanded.  
 
    “Yes,” Ilias affirmed. “Do you think we should urge Hasen to ready troops?” 
 
    “Will he even believe us?” Elvira questioned. “I’ve heard he doesn’t believe in all that ‘prophecy nonsense.’”  
 
    “We don’t have proof yet,” Ariette said quietly. “Listen, guys, can you get the best fighters ready? Anybody we can trust to stay quiet about it. Our goal is to stop this war before it even happens, but if we don’t …” 
 
    “We’ll be ready,” Ilias assured her confidently, and he stroked his thick beard as he looked at us with trusting eyes. “I know I don’t say this to you enough, but you really are the best team in the guild.” 
 
    “Oh, Ilias, don’t go getting sentimental on us now,” Danira joked to lighten the mood. “Now, we’d better get going, or Hasen will have our hides before the Phobos even get a chance.”  
 
    The commander’s joke fell flat, though, as the nymph and dwarf nodded grimly and then walked off toward the training rooms downstairs.  
 
    “Danira!” Hasen’s harsh voice called out roughly, and we all turned in unison to see the chunky elf at the top of the stairs.  
 
    He had his arms crossed over his chest, and his colorless lips pursed.  
 
    “When we’re done with this, someone needs to send that man to a leadership seminar,” Danira grunted under her breath and waved at her superior. “We’re coming, sir.”  
 
    The guild master turned on his booted heel and strode briskly down the hallway toward his office, and we all followed quickly behind. For once, Hasen’s angry tone didn’t quite seem to be directed at us. The way he had his shoulder pulled back tightly as he rubbed the back of his neck indicated that he was full of stress. And, for the first time, I actually felt a pang of sympathy for the harsh guild master. It couldn’t be easy to deal with the fate of an entire city on a daily basis, but it must be far more difficult to grapple with the fate of an entire world now. I was sure the rumors had spread to Hasen’s ears, and even without belief in prophecies, it was impossible to deny that the Phobos were back. And with incredibly nefarious intentions, to boot.  
 
    When I thought about it, it seemed almost easier to just believe in the prophecy, even for a critical old elf like Hasen. At least the prophecy foretold of victory for the good Fae. If he didn’t believe in the truth of the prophecy, then it seemed like the Phobos might have a chance at winning this war and plunging the whole world into darkness.  
 
    But they wouldn’t. No matter how hard they tried, I believed that good would always win out over evil.  
 
    “Good of you to join us,” Hasen finally said when we entered his office.  
 
    The guild master sank into his large leather chair slowly, and a grimace shot across his face as he sat down. The five of us waited on the outskirts of the room, right near the door. The guild master’s office was never a place anyone enjoyed being in. It was business-like and cold in there, and Hasen’s icy gaze was enough to make anyone ready for a quick exit.  
 
    “I’m sorry it took so long,” Danira replied briskly. “We were out doing a team bonding exercise.” 
 
    “A team bonding exercise at the university?” the guild master questioned. “How interesting.” 
 
    “The … uh …” Danira stuttered, taken aback by Hasen’s knowledge. “How did you--”  
 
    Then, Hasen did something I never thought I’d see him do in a million years. He smiled.  
 
    I grew tense under his gaze, unsure if he was about to tell us he knew everything we’d been up to and order us to stop. After all, when we’d met Herm, the old hermit wizard who lived on the outskirts of town, during our last mission, Ariette mentioned he’d been kicked out of the guild simply for his belief in the prophecy. I wasn’t sure what Hasen would do if he found out we were actually on a mission to complete the same prophecy, but I was pretty damn sure I didn’t want to find out. It wouldn’t do anyone any good if the Racmoth was jailed by an overzealous guild master. We’d have a massive war on our hands then, and nobody to lead the Fae to victory.  
 
    However, Hasen said nothing about the prophecy. His dark eyes held a hint of pride in them as he continued to look us over, and I became somehow even more uncomfortable.  
 
    “I do know a great many things, Danira,” he finally rumbled, “and a great many people who will tell me these things. But I’m quite sure whatever you were doing at the university was … important.” 
 
    Neither elf said anything for another long moment as their eyes locked tensely. I got the sense that silent communication passed between them, the result of hundreds of years of working together, and they seemed to come away with some sort of understanding.  
 
    “Now,” Hasen said as he turned back to look at his desk and sucked in a sharp breath, “I didn’t call you here just to talk about the way you run your team, commander. I have a new task I would like to assign to you, if you have the time.”  
 
    Hasen’s left eyebrow quirked up a little as he said his last few words, as if he had laid out a challenge to us and waited to see if Danira would accept.  
 
    And she did, with icy calmness.  
 
    “Absolutely, sir,” she responded coolly. “What’s the mission?” 
 
    Hasen leaned back in his huge leather armchair and waved us forward. I shot a glance at the rest of my team, who answered with frowns and shrugs, before we all crept forward in unison. He motioned hastily to a large manila envelope on his desk, and the motion caused him to wince in pain.  
 
    Ariette picked up the large envelope and opened it gingerly to reveal a headshot photo. The subject was a female elf with wavy brown hair and alluring green eyes, and she looked vaguely familiar. The photo was small, about two inches by four inches, and stapled to a piece of white paper with crisp black type on it.  
 
    I scanned the paper to pick up the important information and caught the words “abducted” and “no suspects” before Kalista snatched the envelope from Ariette and desperately scanned the page, as if she thought she could change the words with her gaze.  
 
    “This is Karna Zoohan,” the dwarf whispered to the paper. “I know her. She’s the head of our IT department. What happened?”  
 
    “The head of IT?” I muttered as I glanced at the paper over Kal’s shoulder. “That’s who I heard the interns talking about.” 
 
    Maaren reached out and thumbed through the next few papers hurriedly.  
 
    “These are all members of the guild,” she said, her tone shocked. “And they’re all missing? Why haven’t we heard about this before? Why isn’t anyone talking about this? Why haven’t you done anything?”  
 
    The hunter’s voice got angrier and louder as she glared at Hasen with furious fire in her eyes. The guild master, however, wasn’t fazed, and calmly folded his hands in front of him on his desk as he waited for her to stop.  
 
    “Are you quite finished, Ms. Euphry?” he questioned coolly. “I was about to explain everything.”  
 
    “The dates on these abductions span over the last few weeks,” she blazed on, irked by his question. “How--” 
 
    “I am aware of that,” he interrupted, his own tone domineering as he established his authority in the room. “They are a bit of a delicate matter. These abductions are solely of high-level Seelie guild members. The head of IT, as you have seen. One of our ambassadors from the Capital went missing, too, as did one of our foremost scientists. The strange thing is that it’s all been within the span of two weeks. I had attempted to keep it quiet and leave the task up to a single, high-level hunter, but unfortunately, he was unsuccessful. And so now, I am turning to you five to discover the culprit. Needless to say, all of this information is classified. We don’t need the rest of the guild panicking, especially with all the strange rumors that are going around. Understood?”  
 
    I took a deep gulp as the guild master shifted in his chair and a wince spread over his plump face. This time, however, the guild master bit down on his bottom lip roughly, clearly trying to hide his pain. 
 
    “Sir, are you alright?” I asked and stepped forward instinctively.  
 
    “Yes, Mr. Bailey, I am quite all right,” Hasen adopted a haughty tone as he spoke, but it didn’t serve to mask the pain on his face. “I simply had a run in with our abductors last night. But I was lucky, unlike Mrs. Zoohan, and managed to escape.”  
 
    I glanced through the papers again and noticed each victim had extremely strong Hands of Power. Karna had the Hand of Bone, while the other two had the Hands of Fire and Electricity. If powerful Fae like that hadn’t been able to escape the abduction, I wanted to know how Hasen had. I wasn’t sure what the guild master’s Hand was, but, given the fact that he was plump, it must have been a damn good one.  
 
    “How the hell did you escape?” I demanded, my tone a bit more accusatory than I intended.  
 
    Ariette shot me a glare that silently told me to keep quiet, but it was too late. My question hung in the air. Kalista shifted nervously, while Ariette and Danira remained stock still, ever the perfect warriors. Maaren’s green eyes met mine before she turned to appraise Hasen with a tilt of her head. I could tell the hunter was just as curious as I was.  
 
    The guild master narrowed his eyes at me as he read the underlying accusation in my tone.  
 
    “My Hand of Power makes it impossible for anyone to defeat me,” he simply said before he turned to a vase full of bright yellow flowers on his desk.  
 
    The guild master raised his left hand and hovered it over the flowers. Immediately, they wilted and shriveled under his touch until they finally just hung there, dead. With a smirk, he lifted his Hand a centimeter more and the process reversed itself. The flowers returned to full bloom as they stood there, brighter and fuller then they had been moments ago.  
 
    The Hand of Life.  
 
    I looked down at my shoes, slightly chagrined at my hasty accusation. It made sense now. Not even the Phobos stood a chance against an elf who could take their life away with a flick of his wrist.  
 
    “Are you quite satisfied that I am not in cahoots with our foe, Mr. Bailey?” Hasen hissed indignantly.  
 
    “Yes,” I responded evenly. “Sorry, sir.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” he relented to my utter surprise. “I was once a hot-headed young agent on the lookout for a threat in every corner, as well. I’ll let it slide this time, just don’t make it a habit to doubt me.”  
 
    “He won’t,” Ariette said hurriedly. “Can you tell us what happened when they tried to abduct you, sir? That information would be very helpful.” 
 
    The guild master looked embarrassed for a brief moment as he chewed on his cheek and looked anywhere but at the five of us.  
 
    “I expect that what I say will not leave this room, is that understood?” he asked and waited for each of us to nod our agreement before he continued. “At times, I like to leave the guild in order to spend some time with a, uh, lady friend of mine. When I do so, I leave my security detail behind in order to maintain our privacy.” 
 
    “You’re having a secret affair with a lady of the night?” Kalista blurted out. “And your wife is none the wiser? Holy shit, this is like an episode of my grandma’s favorite soap opera. You know, the last time one of--” 
 
    “She is not a lady of the night, Ms. Gallude!” Hasen all but roared.  
 
    Kalista’s violet eyes went as wide as one of Sal’s ostrich egg omelets, and she shrank back as far as she possibly could.  
 
    “Sorry,” the dwarf breathed. “Your life is totally not a soap opera.”  
 
    “As I was saying,” the pudgy elf continued, the picture of composure now, “last night, I went on such an outing to meet my friend. On the way, I was attacked by four elves. Two men and two women. None of them spoke, but they knew what they were doing. They came at me from all angles and if I had any other Hand of Power, they would have had me. Two grabbed my arms while the other two went to plunge a syringe full of etorphine into my neck. Of course, my Hand killed them before they had the chance.”  
 
    “Did you bring them back?” Ariette asked curiously. “Would it be possible for us to interrogate them?”  
 
     Hasen shook his head sadly. “Unfortunately, I’m not quite strong enough to bring an elf back to life from death. That’s a feat that has yet to be done. If it had, there would be no death in the world. No, I would have very much liked to interrogate the bastards, excuse my language. There was no identifying information on any of them, and their genetic fingerprint was not in our database. I had the coroners confirm it. For all intents and purposes, these people do not exist. My assumption is that something similar happened to each of our three victims, only they were not able to get away from their abductors.”  
 
    “I’d say that’s a good guess,” Danira grunted before she softened her tone. “Hasen, you can’t leave the guild with absolutely no security. Situations like this are exactly why we have that protocol in place.” 
 
    “I know, Danira,” he sighed before he let out a soft chuckle. “I suppose this was a lesson learned. Just promise me you’ll find these criminals.” 
 
    “You have my word,” the commander responded.  
 
    “Good,” Hasen said before he drew himself back up with his back straight so he could look down his nose at us. Every bit of the haughty guild master facade returned. “Now, go. Solve this case.”  
 
    Danira nodded and spun around to stride out of the room.  
 
    I paused before I followed her, and then briefly glanced at Hasen. He had turned his attention back to whatever was on his desk, but I could see the way his shoulders were tense and that his bottom lip was red from being chewed on. The attack had shaken him, as it would shake anyone in his position.  
 
    These guys must have been Phobos, but I had to wonder why they wanted to target high-level Seelie and abduct them, instead of just killing them right off the bat. They must have an agenda, that much was clear. But exactly what that agenda entailed was completely unclear. The Fae in those positions were trained to withstand torture tactics. They’d die before they gave any information to the Phobos.  
 
    “Milton, come on,” Ariette urged in my ear. Her blue eyes were stormy as she tugged on my arm and pulled me back into the hallway.  
 
    “Alright, so I’m thinking,” Kalista started, but Danira immediately hushed her.  
 
    “Not here, Kalista,” the commander ordered. “Milton’s bedroom, now.”  
 
    “Wait, why does it always have to be my bedroom?” I protested, but Danira had already turned and started down the hallway.  
 
    “Because you’ve got the most comfortable bed,” Maaren said saucily and threw a wink my way as she followed Danira down the hallway.  
 
    “And it’s the closest one to where we are,” Kalista said with a shrug, and then a confused look crossed her face. “Hey, you know something, Hasen said those guys tried to use etorphine to knock him out.” 
 
    I waited for her to say something more, but she had just narrowed her violet eyes and shut her mouth in thought.  
 
    “And etorphine is … ?” I prompted.  
 
    “M99 in layman’s terms,” she responded with a shrug.  
 
    “Kal, I’m still at a loss here,” I chuckled. “What’s your point?” 
 
    “Uh, that it’s actually pretty cool, duh,” she said. “There was this show one time where the lead guy got knocked the hell out with this syringe full of M99. One minute he was totally awake, and then BAM! Out cold. So cool. I tried to get the guild to sanction the use of the stuff, but they said it was too dangerous. Apparently, you could ‘easily overdose and kill someone.’ Like, yeah, okay, maybe that’s true. Well, it’s really true. But it’s not like we don’t kill people anyways, so what’s the problem?” 
 
    “Kal, if I remember correctly, you brought this up to Arendor and told him you wanted to use it to knock him senseless and throw his body in the ‘shit-filled sewer,’” Ariette responded. “That might have a bit to do with why Hasen wouldn’t let you use M99. Just a thought.” 
 
    “Oh,” the dwarf giggled, “I did tell him that. I stand by it. That guy’s cologne is horrifically overpowering. A dip in the sewers might actually counteract it a little bit.” 
 
    “Are you guys coming?” Danira called impatiently back down the hallway.  
 
    The four of us all nodded and quickened our pace as we navigated through the halls to my bedroom. The guild was still silent, and the few people we passed looked at us with harrowed expressions before they shot past without a word.  
 
    “I feel like we’re in a horror movie,” Kalista whispered-yelled and looked around wildly. “Like one of those movies where the pod people take over and a small group of friends somehow manages to escape possession, but they don’t even know what’s going on until they’re all about to die at the hands of their coworkers and acquaintances.” 
 
    “No one has been taken over by a pod person, Kal,” I chuckled at the sincerity in her voice. “People are just nervous, that’s all.”  
 
    “Nervous,” she repeated as she eyed the walls suspiciously, “or possessed? That’s the question.” 
 
    “You really ought to write a novel with your wild imagination,” Ariette rolled her eyes. “It’d be a bestseller.”  
 
    “That’s a fantastic idea!” the dwarf cried out as we reached my bedroom. “I have this fantastic idea for a book where everyone’s actually living in a virtual reality made by robots, only they don’t know it, and this one guy wakes up, and--” 
 
    “Gee, that sounds awfully familiar,” Maaren chuckled as we entered the room and she heard what Kalista said. “A lot like that ancient human film. What was it called? The Matrix?”  
 
    Ariette peeked her head out to check for any eavesdroppers before she shut my door and clicked the lock into place.  
 
    “Oh, am I?” the dwarf moaned hopelessly. “I thought it came too easily to me. Can you blame me, though? We had to watch it for our ‘ancient culture’ class in high school, and it was pretty damn badass.” 
 
    “You won’t write any sort of novel, plagiarized or otherwise, if we don’t stop the Phobos,” Danira interrupted as she sat on the edge of my bed. “Hasen didn’t give us much to go on. What are we thinking?”  
 
    “We know their home base is in the nether realm,” Maaren pointed out. “It makes sense that they’d take their victims there. I say our plans stay the same.” 
 
    “But why?” I asked as I paced my room slowly.  
 
    I brushed the pads of my fingers over the golden medal that hung on my dresser. I liked to keep it there so I’d always be reminded of my first mission, and how much my life had changed since then.  
 
    “HC’s right,” Ariette agreed. “Why kidnap these people? There’s really no rhyme or reason to it. Sure, they’re high up in the guild, and Hasen’s the guild master, but what do they get out of it?” 
 
    “Information.” Maaren shrugged, her expression dark. “These guys don’t think like us, Ari, you have to remember that. They’re the absolute worst kind of Unseelie. And sometimes, they do horrible things for stupid reasons. They must be doing it to extract information from top members of Fae society. Anything else, and we’d have three bodies lying in the coroner’s office right now.”  
 
    “Were all of those people from our guild?” I asked Danira.  
 
    She flipped open the manila envelope and thumbed through the papers before she shook her head. “We’ve got two from the Atlantian Guild, and one from the Carnan Guild, plus the three from our guild,” she responded. “They’re all high level, and they all had access to top secret information.” 
 
    I paused for a moment as I mulled it over in my mind. Maybe Maaren was right. None of the rest of us could really understand the mind of an Unseelie, but she could. Maybe all they wanted was information out of these people.  
 
    Or maybe they had some other reason. There was only one person who might know for sure, the same one who first told me of the prophecy. The dragon who dwelled within the bowels of our guild.  
 
    “I say we get some rest, and go after them in the morning,” I finally said to the four women. “Whatever the reason, these people need our help.”  
 
    “Agreed,” Danira said as she stood up. “You know, boy, you are going to make a very fine commander one day.” 
 
    I nodded my thanks and waited as the other three women stood up to go.  
 
    “I am going to feast!” Kalista said happily as she wandered toward my door. “Who knows, this might be our last good meal ever. Baby back ribs, here I come!”  
 
    I chuckled as the dwarf raced into the hallway, and Ariette dashed after her at the prospect of food. Only Maaren was left.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” she asked softly as she perched herself on my bed and motioned for me to join her.  
 
    “I think …” I started before I shook my head. “It’s too crazy.” 
 
    “What is?” she asked softly, her green eyes wide. “Milton, you’re in charge here. The only person who decides what’s crazy is you.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “I think we need to go down to the dungeons.” 
 
    Maaren paused for a second, but I could see by the intense expression on her face that she realized what I had in mind.  
 
    “The dungeons,” she repeated slowly as she thought it out. 
 
    “I want to talk to the dragon,” I continued. “He’s the only one who can maybe clarify the prophecy, and that might give us a lead.”  
 
    I waited for Maaren to tell me what a terribly dangerous idea that was, but the hunter just cocked her snow white head and appraised me with her dark green eyes. Then she reached out and ran her thumb along my forearm tenderly.  
 
    “Okay,” she breathed. “Let’s go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Maaren and I wound our way down through the guild and into its cold underbelly, where the walls stopped gleaming with white and instead turned to a dirt brown. The air was cold and dank down here, and I couldn’t help the tiny flare of anger that burst through my belly as we descended further underground. As much as Ariette and Kalista had insisted that the dragon was a volatile and dangerous beast, it didn’t feel right to keep a sentient living creature in a tiny cage where his only visitors were rats and the young interns who tossed him food.  
 
    “I’ve never been down here before,” Maaren said as she shivered in the chilly air. “It’s kinda freaky.”  
 
    I could see the goosebumps that rose on Maaren’s blue skin, so I slipped an arm around her shoulders and hugged her to my side. Her green eyes held a world of sadness as we descended the final flight of stairs and came to the dirt tunnel where the dragon’s cell was located.  
 
    The artificial light of the upper parts of the guild had given way to torches that were hung in five-foot intervals along the wall, and the damp earth was soft under my boots. If I had thought the upper part of the guild was eerily quiet, it was no comparison to the dead silence that met us in this dank tunnel. Maaren leaned a little further into my side as she shivered again.  
 
    “Do you want my jacket?” I asked the hunter.  
 
    “Nope, I’d rather have your muscly arms instead,” she replied perkily. “Of course, there are a few other things I’d like your arms to do, but we’ll save that for later.”  
 
    The hunter shot me a playful wink, but I was too distracted. We were here, at the dragon’s cell.  
 
    “Here it is,” I muttered, “but there’s no sign of the behemoth.”  
 
    The Fae next to me peered between the iron bars with a frown that quickly shifted into an expression of frustration.  
 
    “You know,” she said heavily, “Hasen and I don’t agree on very much. But this is just … beyond wrong. A dragon should have a hundred times the amount of space here. Or better yet, not even be in captivity.” 
 
    “I think so, too,” I sighed, “but Ariette said he’s way too dangerous to let free.” 
 
    “Ariette’s brilliant, but she doesn’t know everything,” Maaren huffed. “I’ve been out in this gritty world, Milton. I was out there hunting and scavenging to stay alive while she was back here getting trained by her father so she could be a good little guild member. These creatures deserve to be free, just like I was.”  
 
    I turned back toward the cell, but before I could say anything, the whoosh of powerful wings sounded. Immediately, green scales began to emerge from the depths of the pit, illuminated dimly by the torch light.  
 
    Maaren let out a gasp of shock as the dragon’s massive form flew from the pit and landed on top of a dark black rock in his enclosure. His long nails glinted in the torchlight, and his blood red eyes appraised us as he snorted out hot breaths of air.  
 
    None of us said a word as we took each other in. It’d only been a few weeks since we’d first met, but I’d forgotten what an amazing sight the fantastical creature was. His massive form was covered in huge, glittering green scales, and his long snout released hot steam with every breath. The muscles in his body rippled and rolled as he folded his giant green wings into his back.  
 
    “And here I was starting to wonder when you’d return for me,” the dragon finally rumbled, and I caught a hint of mirth in his red eyes. “Maaren Euphry, it is my absolute pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Maaren’s jaw dropped in awe, and she wore an expression on her face that reminded me of a teenage girl’s when she meets her celebrity crush. Although in this case, that celebrity crush was a huge, mythical beast everyone else in the world thought was long extinct. Her green eyes danced in the firelight, and her full blue lips formed a perfect “o” as she stared back at the dragon in silence, until she finally found her voice.  
 
    “M-me too,” she croaked out, but cleared her throat and started again. “It’s nice to meet you too, uh, Mr. Dragon.”  
 
    Maaren winced at her own awkwardness in the face of the dragon’s majesty, and I could see how much she wanted to smack her forehead and take it back. The hunter shook her head slightly and drew her spine perfectly straight as she pulled herself together and smiled at the beast.  
 
    “Very professional,” I whispered in her ear, and the hunter responded with a good, hard smack on my butt. 
 
    If that was what I was going to get every time I teased her, I needed to do it more often.  
 
    To both of our surprises, the dragon let out a deep, raucous laugh.  
 
    “I prefer to be called Kajul,” he rumbled mirthfully. “That is my true name, after all.”  
 
    The moment he said it, it occurred to me I’d never asked for his name. I hadn’t really considered that he had one. It seemed strange, somehow, for the glorious beast to have such a simple name.  
 
    Maaren, on the other hand, just nodded as she regained total control of herself and transformed back into the sultry agent she normally was.  
 
    “I’ll remember that,” she replied. “Kajul. It’s a pretty name.”  
 
    “Thank you,” the dragon said as he turned his giant red eyes on me, “Now, I know you did not come here to discuss my name, Milton Bailey. You would like to know more about the prophecy, yes?”  
 
    “Anything you can tell me,” I replied. “We know the Phobos are in the nether realm, and we know they’re kidnapping Seelie Fae. But we don’t know why. Or how to defeat them.” 
 
    The dragon said nothing for a painfully long moment. Instead, he just looked at me with his gleaming red eyes. Then, his giant maw stretched into a terrifying smile that revealed huge white teeth that glinted in the light.  
 
    I involuntarily stepped back and pushed Maaren behind me, unsure of what he was about to do. Even though he had not been malevolent so far, I had to remind myself I was still face-to-face with an enormous, fire breathing creature who could easily smite me within seconds.  
 
    “Relax, Milton Bailey,” he rumbled. “I’m not going to hurt you. That would be completely detrimental to my own interests.” 
 
    “How, exactly?” I asked. “I thought you dragons had no loyalty?”  
 
    “Please,” he replied calmly. “Fae slander. It would be detrimental to hurt you because you’re going to free me, Milton.”  
 
    Maaren stepped back so she was even with me, and her green eyes darted inquisitively in my direction. She looked excited at the proposal, and I knew the animal lover in her had already made up her mind. But I also saw a glint of an agent of the Jefferson Guild in her eyes. The one who, even though she disagreed, knew she was supposed to follow Hasen’s orders.  
 
    “I don’t know if I can do that, Kajul,” I said. “I just … it’s a big decision.”  
 
    The dragon’s head twitched slightly, and his smile faltered when I said his name, as if he hadn’t heard it in ages. But just as quickly as it had come, it was gone, and his expression melted back into one of perfect confidence.  
 
    “Then I am afraid I cannot help you, Milton Bailey.” He started to turn away and unfurl his wings. 
 
    “People are going to die,” I bellowed. “Innocent people who had nothing to do with your imprisonment. People who didn’t choose to be a part of this unholy war among the Fae. Humanity is going to pay for a war in a world they were never supposed to be a part of. How can you live with yourself?”  
 
    “I imagine,” Kajul spat, “much the same way your precious guild master lives with himself. We are not to blame for the choices of others.” 
 
    “But maybe we are to blame for not helping the victims when they’re caught up in the horrific, bullshit choices of others,” Maaren said as she stepped toward the cell.  
 
    I watched in awe as the sexy hunter looked at Kajul with complete empathy. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kajul asked as he turned back around. 
 
    “We’ll help you,” she replied coolly.  
 
    The hunter looked at me inquisitively, and I nodded my affirmation to her.  
 
    “We’ll help you,” I echoed to the dragon, and his blood red eyes dropped to the ground briefly.  
 
    When he spoke again, his voice was full of emotion. “Thank you,” he rumbled lowly. “You have no idea what freedom means to me.”  
 
    “There is one condition, though,” Maaren added quickly. “I know that dragons have to keep their word. I need you to promise me you will never help the Unseelie and that you will help us. Whatever we need from you after you’re free, you’ll do it.”  
 
    The beast appraised her with his wise eyes as a smile crept over his snout. He snorted out a burst of steam and let loose a thunderous chuckle.  
 
    “You drive a hard bargain, young Fae, but I will accept,” he finally growled.  
 
    “Good,” she responded. “Then we have some questions for you.”  
 
    “My freedom first,” he challenged, but I shook my head. 
 
    “We can’t break you out in the middle of the day,” I pointed out. “Someone will see. We’ll come get you tonight, you have our word. But we need some answers now.” 
 
    “You want to know about the Phobos,” the dragon snarled. “I assumed as much.”  
 
    “Yeah, we do,” I answered calmly now that Maaren and I had the upper hand. “What do they want? Why these kidnappings? How do we stop them?”  
 
    There was a long pause, and for a moment I worried the dragon would refuse to answer anything until we made good on our promise. The crackle of the torches roared in my ears, and Maaren sucked in a nervous breath. Her fingers laced themselves through mine, and I thumbed the soft skin on the back of her hand as we waited.  
 
    “The Phobos are merely a vessel,” he finally rumbled. “A dangerous problem, yes, but the Racmoth is not meant to defeat the Phobos.” 
 
    Complete confusion clouded my brain for a moment. Ever since that first fateful day in the guild, I’d been completely convinced the Phobos were the evil that I was supposed to stop. The way Ariette spoke of them, they definitely seemed like a great evil. I felt like my identity had been ripped away from me for a moment.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked in disbelief. “The Phobos are back. They want to make humans and dwarves and Seelie elves their slaves. How is that not a great evil?” 
 
    “Oh, it is,” Kajul responded, “but it is the leader of the Phobos you are to face. He is the evil the prophecy was written about. Speaking of which, I highly suggest you procure that scroll from the scroll room. As well as its partner. You’ll need the proper tools if you are to defeat your mortal enemy.”  
 
    I got the sense that Kajul was holding something back from me. Maybe it was just human intuition gone haywire, but there was a fuzzy feeling in the pit of my stomach and a tiny thought that prodded at the back of my mind. There was more to this story, but the dragon clearly wasn’t about to tell us anything more.  
 
    Kajul turned to go back down into his chasm. “Oh, and one more thing, Milton Bailey,” he thundered without turning around, “in the end, it will be you alone who will have to face the great evil. Your team can’t help you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I demanded, but he had already launched his enormous form back into the dark depths of the pit.  
 
    Slowly, I turned back to Maaren. The hunter’s green eyes were dark with worry and thought. Her full, blue lips were pursed, and she looked directly at me, but it felt as if she didn’t actually see me.  
 
    “We should go,” she said finally. “I think it would be a good idea to try and test out your powers now and see how much they’ve grown before you face … whatever it is you’re going to face.” 
 
    “Good plan,” I said gently and wrapped an arm around her waist.  
 
    The white-haired beauty leaned into me for just a breath before she pulled away and grabbed my hand. Then the hunter pulled me back down the tunnel and up to the training rooms.  
 
    As we were leaving the tunnel that led to the dragon’s cell, Arendor emerged around a corner. The moment he saw us, the tall raven-haired elf froze, and his eyes darted back and forth suspiciously over the two of us. He didn’t say anything, but the tilt of his head made it very obvious he had a suspicion as to what we’d been up to. He smirked at me before he swept around and strode back around the corner he’d just come from.  
 
    “What the hell was that about?” Maaren asked when he was out of our eyesight.  
 
    “It’s just Arendor being a little bitch,” I replied. “It’s not like he saw us actually do anything. He’s just a weirdo.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” she chuckled lightly.  
 
    We left the tunnels and headed toward the training rooms. When we finally arrived, I noticed they were full of Fae with serious expressions on their faces. We entered through the huge archway into the main room, which was full of mats and gym equipment. I paused to watch as a glowing blue nymph grew a ball of water in her hands.  
 
    The water spun around and around, like a wave had been captured inside of a glass ball. It frothed and whirled as she turned her own hands in circles before she finally threw it up straight into the air, where it turned into tendrils of hot steam that floated toward the pale brown ceiling as they dissipated.  
 
    The nymph looked up and saw me as I watched her, and a slight smile fluttered at her lips. Her grey eyes appraised me, and then she bowed her head in a deep nod before she turned back to her training and created another ball of water out of thin air.  
 
    “Come on,” Maaren said, “no wasting time for pretty girls today. Unless the pretty girl is me, of course.” 
 
    “I always have time for you,” I quipped back, and then she led me back into the smaller training rooms at the back of the facility.  
 
    We found an empty room, slipped inside, and Maaren locked the door behind us.  
 
    “What, are you afraid someone’s going to come in here and steal me away from you?” I whispered, our faces now only inches apart.  
 
    “Come on Milton, we have to work right now,” she whispered as she gently pushed me away. “But if you do a good job, I promise I’ll give you a nice reward.”  
 
    The hunter wiggled her shoulders a little, which caused her voluptuous chest to jiggle. It brought me back to the memory of the last time we made love, and I found myself staring unapologetically at her breasts. Her promise alone was enough to drive me. 
 
    Do an amazing job, get an equally amazing reward.  
 
    “You are going to have to make good on that promise, Ms. Euphry,” I replied charmingly.  
 
    “You’ve got to wow me first,” she giggled. “What do you think you can do?”  
 
    “Well,” I stepped back into the center of the room, “I know when we defeated Cirsen in the sewers I was able to isolate parts of his body. And the ogre was the biggest thing I’ve ever been able to control.” 
 
    “Okay,” Maaren answered and sashayed forward with her arms out like she was about to make a snow angel in the air, “show me what you did to Cirsen.”  
 
    “Maaren, I don’t know,” I said hesitantly. “It’s still a new power. I don’t want to accidentally make you explode into a giant puddle of red gore.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a good thing I bleed silver then,” she quipped before she got serious. “I trust you. You wouldn’t hurt me.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said and took in a deep breath as I gathered my thoughts.  
 
    When I’d moved Cirsen’s arms, I had been on an adrenaline high. It was a case where if I hadn’t, Maaren would have died. I tried to recapture that rush of adrenaline by thinking about everything that was at stake if we failed this mission.  
 
    Everyone I loved would perish. And I couldn’t let that happen.  
 
    I called up the tingle in my Hand and felt the vibration of the cells in my palm. I felt Maaren’s blood instantly and held back on my initial instincts. I was used to throwing someone’s entire body through the air or tearing every ounce of blood from their body, but I definitely didn’t want to do that right now. I calmed my mind and focused on just the hunter’s arms. The tingle in my Hand lessened slightly, and I felt a strange pressure on my palm, almost like I had wrapped my Hand around a pole.  
 
    The hunter stood there, completely still with her arms slightly lifted, and watched me with awe. Her green eyes were wide and her pupils slightly dilated as she smiled softly at me. 
 
    The pressure against my palm increased, and I took a deep breath as I pictured her isolated arms in my mind. Then, I willed them to fly up into the air until they were perpendicular to her body and parallel to the ground.  
 
    And at the exact same time, Maaren’s arms mirrored the image in my mind. The hunter froze in shock for a moment before her face broke out into an ecstatic grin.  
 
    “Amazing! Try something even smaller,” she pressed, “like … just my hand!” 
 
    I nodded and willed the picture in my mind to change. I imagined that her hand turned toward me, but only her hand, so that her palm faced forward.  
 
    Sure enough, Maaren’s real hand followed the motions.  
 
    Her smile spread impossibly wider, and she bent her knees like she was about to jump in the air. In my own excitement, I felt my Hand clench together, and Maaren froze with her knees half bent. A confused expression crossed her face, and she moved to jump again, but she couldn’t.  
 
    “Milton, I can’t move,” she said.  
 
    “Oh, shit, I’m sorry!” I exclaimed with wide eyes.  
 
    “No, that’s a good thing,” she pointed out. “You stopped me from moving. You can immobilize someone!”  
 
    “That would have come in really handy with those terrifying monsters Cirsen kept in the sewer,” I chuckled. “Look out, Phobos, because the almighty Racmoth is going to immobilize you with his amazing powers!”  
 
    I threw my hands in the air like I was some supervillain in the movies, which earned a laugh from the hunter.  
 
    “Hey, Milton, while you’re over there sending out an ominous warning to the Phobos, do you mind un-immobilizing me?” she gestured with her eyes to the rest of her body, which was still completely frozen.  
 
    “Oh, right, sorry!” I laughed and unclenched my Hand.  
 
    I willed the tingling sensation to dissipate as I released my grip on her blood, and her arms fell like spaghetti down to her sides. She gave them each a good shake to get the blood flow going, and then she looked up at me with hunger in her eyes.  
 
    “Do you think you have any other surprises locked away in that Hand?” she questioned with a quirked eyebrow.  
 
    “My powers seem to grow whenever I get my adrenaline up,” I said as I wandered slowly toward her. “And I believe you made me a promise that is sure to get things pumping.”  
 
    “You really know how to distract a girl, huh?” Maaren asked breathlessly as I slid an arm around her waist and pulled her torward me.  
 
    Our faces were only inches apart, and I could feel her hot breath on my lips. I watched her coal-black pupils dilate in her green irises as I brushed my lips over hers gently.  
 
    “It’s a skill.” I shrugged casually. “Now, how about you make good on that promise?”  
 
    She stared at me for another split second, and I could see the conflict between her work ethic and her arousal dash through her eyes. Arousal must have won out, because she quickly closed the distance between our lips and assaulted my mouth in a rough kiss. Her lips were soft and full, and I could taste the slightest hint of vanilla on her tongue as she slid it over my own.  
 
    Suddenly, the hunter pushed me backward and sent me toppling to the ground. I didn’t have much time to protest before she was on top of me with her mouth pressed over mine once more. Her hands grappled with the zipper of my pants as she worked to yank it down. My hands roamed over her body and stopped firmly on her plump ass. I kneaded a hand full of flesh under her pants, which elicited a guttural moan from the Fae on top of me.  
 
    “God, your fingers are fucking magical,” she mumbled into my mouth. “I really can’t wait to see what else they can do.”  
 
    Finally, Maaren freed my zipper and yanked my pants and boxers down all at once. I lifted my hips to let her get the material down to my ankles, and my dick sprang free, already hard and at attention.  
 
    Maaren pulled back for a moment and sat up as she worked her own pants free of her body. She peeled the leather down her legs slowly as she revealed light blue skin, inch by inch. I watched in aroused fascination as her hips bones appeared, followed by the soft skin of her stomach, and then a neatly trimmed mess of white curls atop an inviting slit. Once her pants were finally down and off, she leaned back over me.  
 
    “Are you enjoying my promise?” she breathed into my ear just before she trailed her lips down the blonde stubble on my chin. 
 
    She found the spot at the base of my neck that always made my body go wild. I couldn’t do more than nod as she sucked hard on it, before she released the skin with an audible pop, and drew herself back to look into my eyes.  
 
    I shifted my hips as the tip of my dick slid over her outer labia, and I strained as I tried to get myself in a position to slide into her wet heat. But Maaren was in the mood to tease.  
 
    “Not yet,” she said in a husky voice as she pressed a hand onto my pelvic bone to still my hips. “Humans are too quick. Enjoy the moment for a while, Milton.”  
 
    I huffed out a frustrated sigh, but let my hips fall back to the floor. I palmed a hand over her smooth stomach and crawled up her shirt as I enjoyed the feeling of her warm skin. I reached the underwire of her bra and snuck my fingers underneath until I found a hard nipple. I gave it a firm tweak and rolled it between my fingertips. Maaren’s lips stopped their movement on my neck, and I watched as her eyes slammed shut and a moan formed in the back of her throat.  
 
    “Are you ready yet?” I whispered as I gave her nipple another firm tweak.  
 
    She didn’t say anything, but she nodded, and I slid my other hand down to guide myself into her.  
 
    I moaned in absolute pleasure as my cock entered her warm wetness, and her walls instantly clenched around me. The feeling sent lightning bolts of arousal through my entire body, and I took a moment to let it course through my body.  
 
    The hunter just sat there for a moment as she lost herself in pleasure, and I let her get used to the feeling of me inside her. I kneaded her ass and let my finger trail down slightly to massage her most intimate part before I brought it back up under her shirt.  
 
    “Maaren, you’re on top,” I said when she still didn’t move, and her green eyes were dark with arousal when she turned to look at me.  
 
    “Right,” she breathed, and then she rolled her hips once before she set a grueling pace.  
 
    The wet sound of skin on skin echoed throughout the room as she rode me, and the nerves in my dick went wild. A tight, hot coil formed in the pit of my stomach as I felt the waves of pleasure grow ever stronger. Maaren leaned back a bit now as she bounced on top of me, and I moaned quietly as I watched her breasts bounce. She threw her hands into her mess of white hair and let out a string of extraordinarily hot moans and growls, and sped up even further.  
 
    My hips started to come up and meet hers of their own accord, and the sound of our skin grew even louder in the empty room. The hot coil of pleasure in my stomach grew and the fuse of my pleasure burned a hot, bright white as the firecracker got closer and closer to exploding. I felt the tightness in my dick swell and knew I was close.  
 
    Then, Maaren’s walls tightened hard around me, and she stopped her movements as every muscle in her body shuddered and shook with the force of her orgasm. She let out a long, keening moan filled with pleasure and delight. I felt a warm gush around my penis, and the combination of heat and pressure brought me into my own orgasm. I felt my cum shoot out of me, and my back arched as I moaned, long and low.  
 
    “Holy fuck,” I growled out as my body fell back against the training room floor.  
 
    Maaren sank down just a little further on my dick as she rolled her neck back in tired ecstasy. Her snow white hair was tousled and now formed an angelic, if a bit messy, halo around her face, which gave the ethereal Fae even more of an otherworldly appearance. Her chest heaved as she inhaled, sharp and deep, and tried to regain some level of consciousness. Green eyes finally opened, their lids hooded and pupils dark with arousal, and the hunter looked down at me with a breathless, lopsided smile spread across her face.  
 
    “It’s no wonder all the girls are after you, Milton,” she chuckled, her voice throaty and low in post-orgasmic bliss. “I could do that all day.”  
 
    “I taught myself a trick or two as a horny teenager,” I shrugged and threw her a wink as I felt the air bleed back into my lungs. “You’ll find that I’m full of surprises.”  
 
    “And I’m full of you right now,” the hunter winked without missing a beat.  
 
    Once again, I was thankful for the Fae magic that now ran through my veins. A month ago, my muscles would have felt like jelly, but now they were strong and taut and burned in a wonderful sort of way. It was almost like the sensation you get after a really good workout.  
 
    Maaren bent forward and placed her hands squarely on my chest. The hunter dipped her lips toward mine and captured me in a deep, passionate kiss. Her hot breath whispered over my cheek as she pulled her head back and pushed down on my chest simultaneously to lift herself from me.  
 
    The hunter stood, and I felt a swell of pride as I saw the muscles in her legs twitch and shake just a bit as she walked. I watched the way her large blue rear sashayed from side to side with the movement of her hips, and I appreciated the slight jiggle that came with every step.  
 
    “Milton, get your head out of the gutter,” Maaren teased as she threw my pants straight at my head. 
 
    The pants hit my face, and for a moment, I was completely submerged in darkness.  
 
    “You shouldn’t give me a reason to go there, then,” I shot back with a chuckle. 
 
    I watched Maaren’s beautiful legs disappear into the black fabric of her pants, quickly followed by the mess of white curls, until she was once more fully clothed. Her green eyes flicked down to my cock before they made their way back up to meet my own with a sexy smirk.  
 
    “Get your pants on, we have a scroll to find,” she giggled and turned away toward the door.  
 
    I could tell that her humor was more of an effort to stop herself, rather than a commanding gesture. If she didn’t distract herself from the mission, she was likely to jump right back on for round two.  
 
    Not that I would have complained.  
 
    I sighed and stood up to shimmy into my combat pants.  
 
    Maaren was right, we had to get back to the mission and stay focused. But I still couldn’t wait until we had unlimited time to explore each other’s bodies. And neither could my cock.  
 
    “We should go find the others,” I pointed out as we made our way out of the training room and back through the sea of Fae. “Especially since we promised the dragon we’d break him out. We’re going to need their help.” 
 
    “Danira is going to kiiiiilllll uuussss,” she sang under her breath and shot me a half-joking, half-serious look.  
 
    “Probably,” I agreed lightheartedly, “but at least she’s got to wait until after we’ve destroyed the Phobos. So that buys us a little time.” 
 
    “Or, hear me out, we never tell her anything and say we got memory wiped when they discover the dragon went missing,” she whispered as we passed a dwarf in the hallway. The man was too involved in mumbling and grumbling to himself to actually notice us or hear our conversation.  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to fly, especially when we have to explain why we know all this new information,” I replied with a chuckle as we rounded a corner.  
 
    Ariette was standing in the doorway of my room, hands on her hips and a stern expression on her face. “Finally!” she exclaimed the moment she saw us, and Kalista and Danira stuck their heads around the doorframe at the elf’s outcry. “We have been waiting for you guys.” 
 
    “We can see that,” I replied just as a brunette elf strode past and hid a snicker behind her hand. “Sorry, we got distracted by our training.”  
 
    “I thought we were supposed to be resting,” Maaren pointed out.  
 
    “I don’t think the two of you were doing all that much resting,” Danira smirked as she raised one thin black eyebrow. 
 
    “Same difference.” Maaren shrugged. “I feel very rejuvenated, don’t you, Milton?”  
 
    “Absolutely,” I agreed. “Now, what are you guys doing in my door frame?”  
 
    “Admiring the woodwork,” Kalista stated. “Hey, did you know that the Fae actually built the doors in this guild from a huge Holly Tree--” 
 
    “Kal, we have the thing to get to, remember,” Ariette interrupted. Her voice was a little more strained than usual, and she seemed in no mood to partake in mindless banter or jest at the moment.  
 
    “Oh, right,” the dwarf mumbled, “we have been summoned to Hasen’s office. Let’s make like a tree and leaf.”  
 
    With that, the silver-haired woman marched forward and headed down the hall in a militant march. None of us followed.  
 
    “But we were just there,” Maaren protested with a heavy sigh. “Why do we have to go back?” 
 
    “The hell if I know” Ariette muttered. “Hasen has a mind of his own.”  
 
    “Hello, are you guys coming, or am I supposed to face the big bad wolf by myself?” Kalista all but hollered down the hallway. 
 
    The dwarf’s sudden outburst startled a tiny pink fairy, and the small creature let out a squeal and dove straight into the wall at Kalista’s bellow. I recognized the fairy as Canna, one of the messengers of the guild. She always seemed to be having trouble, poor thing.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked as I scooped the fairy up from the ground. She fluttered her wings a little and regained her flight.  
 
    “All good, thanks, Milton,” she squeaked. “Maybe tell Kalista not to yell like that. It’s very unbalancing.”  
 
    “I’ll mention it,” I promised before Canna zipped off down the hallway.  
 
    “Alright, let’s go, Hero Complex,” Ariette giggled, and our team set off toward the guild master’s office.  
 
    Just as the five of us hit the landing in front of Hasen’s office, his huge wooden door banged open, and an extremely angry Arendor burst through it. He swung around to stomp down the stairs and found himself directly in our path.  
 
    The elf paused for a moment as his dark green eyes appraised us, and I could see the frustration and anger he tried to tamp down as it blazed in his irises. His cologne was too heavy, as usual, and the sickly sweet chemical smell pervaded my nostrils. Kalista let out an audible cough and unabashedly pinched her nose when she caught onto the scent, which did absolutely nothing to ease the anger in the tall elf’s eyes. He ran a hand aggressively through his short black hair before a twisted smile spread across his face.  
 
    “You just think you can get away with anything, don’t you?” he asked me and stepped extremely close so he was in my personal space.  
 
    He was about a half a foot taller than me, and I knew this was meant to be an intimidation tactic. But the elf’s seething anger was almost laughable when compared to all I’d faced since I entered the guild. An angry elf with a God complex was definitely something I could handle.  
 
    “Arendor,” I sighed, “I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about half the time. Would you care to elaborate?”  
 
    “I saw you,” he growled out from behind gritted teeth, “leaving the tunnel with her.” He pointed an accusatory finger at Maaren, but the hunter just rolled her bright green eyes and huffed out an annoyed breath.  
 
    “Good for you, man,” I said jovially and clapped him on the back. He jumped back in surprise before he regrouped his face into a mask of danger.  
 
    “You went to see the dragon,” he spat out.  
 
    In the corner of my eye, I saw Ariette and Danira cast curious glances at Maaren and I, but now was not the time for explanations.  
 
    “Mmm, no,” I responded evenly. “You saw us come from the tunnels where the dragon’s cell is. But there are plenty of other prisoners down there, any of whom we could have been visiting. We’re on a secret mission for Hasen, you know.” 
 
    “But you weren’t,” he spat back, his eyes fiery. “You went to talk to that bestial friend of yours. Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I shrugged and looked at Maaren innocently, who gave me an equally ignorant look in return.  
 
    “I didn’t even know there was a dragon,” she gasped in faux shock.  
 
    “Stop lying!” Arendor spat. “What were you plotting about?”  
 
    “I told you,” I said calmly. “There are plenty of other prisoners down there.” 
 
    “I know quite a few from my Unseelie side,” Maaren piped up and raised a white eyebrow dramatically as she dared the elf to question her.  
 
    “But, you, I know …” Arendor fumbled for his words for a moment before he shook his head with an aggravated growl. “Whatever. Get yourself killed if you want. I don’t care.” 
 
    Without another word, he spun on his heel and stomped down the hallway in the exact opposite direction he’d originally been headed in. Surprisingly, he didn’t even spare a sickening nod at Ariette the way he normally did. He must have been really mad this time. He desperately wanted to be a part of our special ops team, but unfortunately for the haughty elf, he didn’t have the skills needed to be recruited. It almost made me feel bad for the guy. Almost.  
 
    “Sooo,” Ariette started, “the dragon, huh? I bet that’s why Hasen called us back.” 
 
    “Can we discuss it later?” I asked as I looked around at the gazes of my team.  
 
    Danira and Kalista shrugged an agreement, but Ariette said nothing, and instead put on a fake smile and threw open Hasen’s door. The rest of us shared a worried glance and then followed her in.  
 
    “Hello, sir,” Ariette said as soon as we were inside. “Did you come up with something new for the case?” 
 
    “No, I did not,” Hasen said as he stared down at a paper on his desk.  
 
    His pudgy belly was pressed flush against the wood, and a pair of wired glasses sat perched on his nose. He adjusted them once before he set the paper aside calmly and looked up at us to fix us each with an intense look that was somewhere between scorching and concern.  
 
    “We haven’t made any progress on the disappearances as of yet,” Danira started as she squared her shoulders and readied herself to get us out of here quickly.  
 
    “I am aware of that,” he replied calmly. “Milton here has been too busy paying our dear old friend, the dragon, a visit, is that right?”  
 
    He directed his eyes at me, and stared at me in silence, presumably waiting for me to say something in my own defense.  
 
    But I didn’t. If he was going to accuse me of something I’d actually done, I wasn’t about to deny it.  
 
    Ariette and Danira tensed, and I saw the muscles in their shoulders roll and tighten in a very similar way. Kalista just stared, wide-eyed and a bit excited, between Hasen and I, and her expression was akin to the expression she wore when watching a riveting TV show. Maaren just brushed her fingertips lightly up my arm and stood stock still.  
 
    “That is what I thought,” he said after a long, tense moment. “Did he give you any new information about the prophecy?” 
 
    A wave of shock rolled up my spine. I hadn’t expected the guild master to ask me so blatantly about the thing he was supposedly against. But instead of crumbling under his hard gaze the way I was sure he expected me too, I stood my ground and pulled myself up to my full height.  
 
    “He was really helpful, actually,” I answered calmly.  
 
    Hasen held my gaze for another long moment before he sighed and pushed his chair back to give himself some room to breathe.  
 
    “I’m not as blind or deaf as the members of this guild seem to think I am, you know,” he said, a bit hoarsely. “I’ve heard the whisperings of the Racmoth. I know that there are a great many people who believe in that prophecy.” 
 
    “Look, sir--” I started, but he raised a large hand.  
 
    “I also know you are the one they’re talking about, Mr. Bailey,” his tone shifted as he spoke and grew honest. “I will admit I tried to staunch rumours in the past and convinced myself that the Phobos were not about to make a reappearance. However, I have since realized just how wrong I was.”  
 
    The tension in the room burst apart at his words, and the five of us breathed a collective sigh of relief and shock.  
 
    “I am sorry for that,” the guild master continued earnestly. “I was wrong.” 
 
    “So you’re not going to try to stop us?” Kalista blurted out, which earned a surprised chuckle from Hasen.  
 
    “No, Ms. Gallude, I have no intention of stopping you,” he replied sincerely. “In fact, I would like to offer you my help, as much as I can give.”  
 
    Hasen reached down to his desk, slid open a drawer, and pulled out a small crystal ball that glowed softly in the electric light. “Unfortunately, at the moment, I cannot offer you many more resources than the ones you currently have at your disposal. Until we know where the Phobos are and what they want, I must keep my guild members here. However, I offer you this minymae. The moment you have eyes on the Phobos and know their plan, use it to contact me, and I will send as many operatives as you need.” 
 
    We all stood in shocked silence for a moment, and then Hasen urged Danira to take the minymae device. She did so gingerly and dropped the small ball into her chest pocket. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” she breathed out. “Thank you for being on our side.”  
 
    “Commander,” he sighed, “I am on the side of good. The Phobos want to see that all destroyed. It was never a question of whether or not I was on your side, but instead a question of truth.”  
 
    “Right.” The commander nodded slowly as she contemplated his answer.  
 
    I realized Hasen may not be the big asshole I’d always thought he was. It must be insanely difficult to constantly weigh the pros and cons in his mind and wonder if every decision was going to lead to someone’s death. He hadn’t been a disbelieving old grouch before, but instead a calculating leader who was unwilling to take an unnecessary risk and put his people in danger.  
 
    “You are free to go,” Hasen said sternly as he returned to the paper before him without another glance in our direction.  
 
    I let the women go ahead of me, and just as I was about to head out the door, I heard Hasen clear his throat.  
 
    “Mr. Bailey, one more thing,” he said when I stopped, and I slowly turned around to see an almost soft expression on his face. “I understand you may have formed a sort of kinship with the dragon, is that correct?”  
 
    I wasn’t quite sure what to say. I wouldn’t exactly call the relationship I had with Kajul a kinship, but I definitely felt a connection to the ancient beast. So I simply shrugged and gave Hasen a slight nod.  
 
    “Please understand, then, that there is a very good reason the beast is locked in a cell in our dungeons,” he continued sternly. “I trust you will leave that as it should be.” 
 
    It was more of a statement than a question, and I heard the warning in his voice. But I’d already promised Kajul I would free him from his prison, and I was not about to go back on my word.  
 
    So I lied through my teeth.  
 
    “Of course, sir,” I said and bowed my head slightly. 
 
    Then, I turned to leave the room to find the four women outside.  
 
    We had a dragon to free.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    “You went to see the dragon, and you didn’t invite me?” Kalista exclaimed as she leapt over and put her hands on my shoulders. “What did he say? Was he still scary? Did he breathe fire? I always wished he would have breathed some real fire while I was there, maybe charred somebody, you know, all the cool dragon stuff.” 
 
    “No, he didn’t char anybody, Kal.” Maaren rolled her eyes heavily at the dwarf’s overzealousness. “But, he did have some pretty interesting stuff to say to Milton.” 
 
    Instantly, I felt the entire group turn its focus on me. The rest of the team waited patiently for me to say something, but I simply nodded over to the corner of the hallway. 
 
    “In here,” I commanded and pulled them all into a small alcove. 
 
    The sun was shining through the stained glass windows, and our faces were illuminated with brilliant shades of blue, red, and green.  
 
    I debated heavily for a moment about whether or not I should tell them it was all going to come down to a one-on-one battle between the Phobos leader and me. Maaren knew the situation, but she wouldn’t tell anybody if I didn’t.  
 
    I also knew she was the only one who’d be able to let me go on my own, if that’s what needed to happen. The lone hunter understood the idea of a one on one battle. The rest of the team, on the other hand, would definitely not be so quick to let me leap off into what could very well be my own death. I knew with absolute certainty that Ariette would follow me anywhere, even if it meant she died in the process.  
 
    And I couldn’t have that.  
 
    And yet, I had never kept a secret from my team. I sure as hell didn’t want to start now, especially if I was going to meet my maker at the hands of the Phobos leader. If I had to go, at least I would go with a clean conscious.  
 
    “Well, first of all, he told me the Phobos are a danger, but the prophecy isn’t exactly about them as a group,” I started slowly and watched everyone’s reactions. “The Racmoth is meant to stave off the evil of the Phobos leader. Whoever that may be.” 
 
    “I kind of got the feeling there’s more to the story,” Maaren interrupted me, deep in thought. “Kajul didn’t want to say much more about it, though.” 
 
    “Kajul?” Danira grunted. “You’ve named him?” 
 
    “No, actually, he always had a name,” Maaren shot back bitterly before she caught herself and put a hand up in apology. “Sorry, Danira. That was harsh.”  
 
    “Kajul sounds like it should totally be a fight move,” Kalista said excitedly. “The next time I take down an enemy, I’m going to holler ‘KAJUL!!!’ right before I knee him in the gut! Yeah, that’s cool, that’ll work.” 
 
    “What if you’re fighting in the vicinity of the dragon?” I shot back in an effort to lighten the mood. “That’d get confusing reeeaall quick.”  
 
    Kal shrugged. “I didn’t really think of that,” she admitted. “I guess if the time comes, we’ll cross that bridge.”  
 
    “Anyways,” I tried to continue calmly, “Kajul also told us that in the end, it has to come down to me and this guy. Just the two of us, and no one else.”  
 
    I heard Ariette’s breath hitch audibly, and her ocean blue eyes shot up to my face as she shook her head vigorously. Kalista and Danira were silent, and I could feel Maaren’s strongly supportive presence next to me.  
 
    “No, no way,” the blonde elf breathed. “HC, that’s crazy. You can’t face this guy alone. Especially when we don’t even know who he is. For all we know, he could be the most powerful being in all of creation.” 
 
    “If facing him alone is the only way I’m going to stop evil from reigning, then I’ve got to do it,” I said coolly. “This is a path you can’t follow.” 
 
    I made sure my tone was strong and left no room for argument. Ariette bit her bottom lip until I saw it turn a bright and unnatural shade of red, but she said nothing else. It wasn’t an agreement, but it was good enough for the moment.  
 
    “He also said we should check the scroll about the Racmoth prophecy,” Maaren added when the awkward silence grew too long. “He mentioned its ‘partner’? Do you know if there’s another scroll, Kal?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen one,” the dwarf shrugged, “but I was never looking for it either. Totally possible.” 
 
    “And there was one last thing,” I started slowly and braced myself for the onslaught of anger I was sure was about to come my way, “I sort of promised him--” 
 
    “We promised him,” Maaren cut in quickly as she shot me a nod.  
 
    “Right. Well, we told Kajul we’d free him from his cell tonight if he helped us out. And he did, so we need to make good on that promise,” I spilled out quickly. I winced while I waited for Danira to yell or Ariette to snort and tell me I was crazy.  
 
    But neither of those things happened. Instead, the silence grew louder until it was a monstrous roar in my ears. My Fae hearing picked up the tiniest sounds until I could hear the molecules of the guild building as they vibrated fast, like an earthquake. I watched the colors pass over Ariette’s porcelain skin as the sun hid itself behind a cloud and she was covered in a dark grey shadow. I didn’t blame the sun for hiding out. This tense silence was almost worse than the bellowing I’d expected.  
 
    And just like that, the sun came out again, and Ariette’s face was bathed in a brilliant red. I thought that fitted the moment fairly well.  
 
    Finally, Danira inhaled a sharp, deep breath that seemed to last for hours.  
 
    “He promised me he wouldn’t help the Unseelie,” Maaren said to break the tension. “He gave me his word. A dragon’s word is unbreakable.”  
 
    Danira’s coal black eye danced between the two of us, and there was a mixture of frustration and admiration. Kalista had an expression of absolute excitement on her face at the thought of something so drastically against the rules. And Ariette, well, she looked like she was either about to kill the two of us or burst out into a bout of raucous laughter and tell us we had pulled a really good prank on her.  
 
    But, deep down, she knew we weren’t kidding around.  
 
    “This isn’t some harmless creature in a zoo, you two,” Ariette finally ground out through gritted teeth. “We’re talking about a beast that could easily take down this entire guild with one fiery breath. Do you honestly think he won’t want revenge on us, especially after we’ve kept him captive for centuries? We’ll be the first target on his list, word be damned.” 
 
    “He doesn’t want revenge, just freedom,” Maaren insisted, her voice sad. “How would you like it if someone kept you chained up for so long? And for what? The crime of existing?”  
 
    “I’m not a dragon, Maaren, I can’t answer that,” Ariette spat back.  
 
    Maaren shook her head and stepped back as she shot me a look. I was a bit rusty with my reading of facial expressions, but this was definitely a look of “you handle this before I start a fight.”  
 
    Ariette, on the other hand, stood her ground as she bared down on me with her ocean blue eyes and waited for my response. Danira and Kalista said nothing, but I could tell from Danira’s hard expression that she was in agreement with Ariette.  
 
    “Look, you guys, I don’t want us to start fighting amongst ourselves,” I started diplomatically. “That helps absolutely no one. But we made a promise. We have to keep good on it. Besides, how cool would it be to have a dragon on our side when we take down the Phobos. One breath, and BAM! Their whole army gets demolished.” 
 
    “Come on, Ari, that would be our coolest victory yet,” Kalista urged the elf. “I could even shout ‘Toasty!’ and everything.”  
 
    I glanced at Danira to see where she fell on all of this. She was deep in thought with her head tilted to one side as she considered the possibilities. Her single eye flicked up to meet mine, and I could see her defenses had already crumbled. Maybe she thought having a dragon would be too badass to pass up, as well?  
 
    “If you made a promise, you made a promise,” Ariette finally sighed out. “But you’re sure he gave his word that he wouldn’t help the Unseelie or harm us in any way?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Maaren affirmed with a vigorous nod. “All he wants is his freedom.”  
 
    “Alright, fine, let’s break a massive dragon out of prison,” the elf responded with a hint of sorrow.  
 
    “Yes!” Kalista exclaimed as she pumped her fist in the air. “I’ve always wanted to live dangerously, you know, on the edge of the law.” 
 
    “You do that every time you drive, Kal,” I chuckled and gave her a wink.  
 
    “So how do we do this?” the dwarf asked aloud as she put her hand against her chin. “I mean, we can’t just walk him out through the guild doors, after all, that would probably be pretty suspicious. Also, I’m not sure he’d fit. Maybe we could dig through the pit, you know, create a tunnel. Hmm. What do you think, Milton?”  
 
    “How about we cut the chain loose and let him fly out the top of the pit?” Danira grunted, and all of us looked at her in shock. “It’s a bit of a maze, but I could guide him to the top. How do you think he got down there in the first place?” 
 
    “Are you seriously saying Hasen brought him through the ground into that pit, so he always knew he could find a way out?” Maaren asked, aghast, and Danira nodded in confirmation. “But he’s always been chained up … that’s cruel.” 
 
    Danira shrugged coldly. “There really wasn’t any other way to get him down there in the first place.”  
 
    It was a hard reminder for me of how differently Fae and humans often saw the world and other living creatures. Maaren and I had human blood, and we understood things in a different way than the other three. I couldn’t blame them at all for that, but it did send a pang of sorrow through my chest for the poor dragon. He was really just collateral damage.  
 
    “So when are we going to do this thing?” Kalista asked excitedly.  
 
    “We’ll do it tonight, so there’s no risk of getting caught by Arendor and his mightier than thou attitude,” I answered with a heavy eye roll as I recalled the elf’s haughty smirk.  
 
    “I like it,” Kalista said. “I like it alot.” With that, she turned abruptly and started to stomp down the hallway.  
 
    “Where are you going?” I called after the dwarf.  
 
    “To the scroll room, obviously,” she threw over her shoulder. “Geez, Milton. Get with the program.”  
 
    “Yeah, HC,” Ariette teased me as we began to move, and I felt the tension ease between us.  
 
    I reached an arm out and caressed the curve of the Fae’s hip softly and tenderly as we followed the enthusiastic dwarf to the scroll room.  
 
    By the time the rest of us had gotten to the small, square room, Kalista had already yanked down multiple scrolls from the shelf. They were scattered around on the floor, and Kal was going through them like a student cramming for an exam.  
 
    I inhaled sharply as I looked around and took in just how much important information was available on these walls. All of the shelves overflowed with yellowed old papers and tattered parchment, the whisperings of thousands of years’ worth of history and prophecies of the future.  
 
    I hadn’t really appreciated the gravity of the scrolls the first time I’d been in here. Everything had still been pretty new and strange to me, and I had walked through that first day like I was in some sort of strange daydream, or someone else’s life. Plus, human me hadn’t completely believed in the power of prophecies just yet, despite how much Kalista insisted they were true.  
 
    But now I knew how real they were, and it astounded me that every single yellowed, torn, and rolled up piece of paper in this room held the words of some ancient souls who had dedicated their time and energy to predict the future. Even more so, those souls had written down their predictions in an effort to help out future generations, ones they would certainly never live to see. It was almost sad how little stock the general Fae population put in their words.  
 
    That is, before the Phobos showed up and gave them a reason to believe. 
 
    Kalista told me that very first day few Fae actually believed in every prophecy, if they believed in any prophecies at all. Those ancient wizards had put time and effort into collecting and recording their warnings, but most of the Fae didn’t spare the time to actually use them.  
 
    “Man, we need to get a professional organizer in here, stat!” Kalista grumbled as she waded back through the yellowed scrolls and pulled some more down from the shelf. “Isn’t that a thing you humans do, Milton? Professional organizing? I saw this show about it once. Find one for me, would you?”  
 
    “Sure thing, Kal, I’ll get right on it,” I chuckled. “I’ll add it to my to-do list, right next to ‘break out the dragon, stop the Phobos, and fulfill a prophecy.’” 
 
    “Good man!” she exclaimed in response and stood on her tiptoes as she tried to reach a scroll that was a good five feet off the ground.  
 
    After a moment or two of watching her struggle, Ariette went over and silently yanked the scroll down herself.  
 
    “How do you know what to look for?” Maaren asked in awe. The blue Fae stood in the center of the scroll room, surrounded by Kal’s cast-offs, and turned in a slow circle as she looked at the mass of prophecies before us.  
 
    “I don’t,” Kal replied with a shrug. “I’m just looking for anything that says something about the Racmoth or the Phobos. There’s a million prophecies in this room, but only a few of them talk about that stuff. Hey, what are you waiting for, M-Dawg? Grab a handful of scrolls and help us get to work.”  
 
    “Oh, I don’t read Elvish,” the hunter replied, and the hint of a blush turned her cheeks a light purple.  
 
    “You don’t read Elvish!” Danira gasped, slightly appalled. “But that’s the first thing you learn in school! Before mathematics or herbology or survival, even.” 
 
    “I was raised by a human, remember?” The hunter shrugged. “Human schools don’t teach Elvish. They don’t, uh, really like it.” 
 
    “They don’t like us, is more like it,” Kalista corrected matter-of-factly.  
 
    “Well, I wasn’t going to say that part,” Maaren laughed, “but you’re not wrong.”  
 
    “Could the two elves who actually can read Elvish at least give me a hand?” Kalista sighed out dramatically. “The longer we’re here, the less time we get to spend with our dragon friend.”  
 
    Maaren and I stood lookout near the door while the others, the three of us who could read Elvish, read through the scripts. The chances of nosy interns or wandering eyes down here were slim, but we didn’t want to risk it. My hands itched to touch the yellowed scrolls and read through them, even though I wouldn’t be able to read the words. I made a silent vow to myself that my next major mission would be to learn Elvish. 
 
    Finally, after about an hour of studious work, Kalista sprang to her feet. “I’ve got it!” she screeched excitedly. Her violet eyes dashed up and down and back and forth across the yellowed old scroll. The violet orbs in her head flitted in every direction so quickly, she almost looked like a robot that had just short-circuited.  
 
    “What is it?” Ariette demanded as she tossed the scroll she held off to the side and stood to join Kal.  
 
    The dwarf knelt back down, shoved a few scrolls out of her way, and placed the scroll in her hands onto the ground in front of her.  
 
    “When the time of the Racmoth is upon us, he must use the spell transcribed from the flames of dragon’s breath to destroy the evil that threatens the realm,” she read out in a wavery voice. “But beware, the spell was created for the blood-wielder alone.” The dwarf sat back on her heels as she gazed at the yellowed old scroll with bright violet eyes, in awe of the ancient words.  
 
    The rest of us weren’t quite so impressed.  
 
    “Transcribed from the flames of dragon’s breath?” Maaren echoed scornfully as she stared down at the darkly inked words with a confused frown. “Um, what the hell does that even mean?” 
 
    “Ancient wizards loved their riddles,” Kal said with a shrug. “It’s a dying art form, you know? It would be so cool if we all still talked in riddles. Can you imagine that? Like, what if I just walked up to you and was like ‘I’m thirsting for something you cannot drink and yet will still feel satisfied afterwards.’” She stared at us expectantly, and gave a long, frustrated sigh when none of us came up with an answer. “It’s sex you guys, come on!” 
 
    “Right,” Ariette said slowly. “Maybe we shouldn’t try to converse in riddles, okay? We seem to have enough issues communicating already.” 
 
    “Fine,” Kalista huffed, “but maybe if we all thought more like the ancient ones, we could figure out what this means!”  
 
    “Or we could trust your killer instincts and brilliant brain to figure it out for us,” I pointed out flirtatiously. “You’re the puzzle-master of the group, after all.”  
 
    A pink blush crept up Kal’s neck, but she tried to roll her eyes to brush off my compliment.  
 
    “Okay, Milton, well played,” Kalista responded with a poorly hidden grin. “If I’m interpreting this correctly, it means the dragons had a spell to destroy the Phobos, and that it was written down somewhere.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s great!” I exclaimed excitedly. “So where do you guys keep your spells?” 
 
    I turned excitedly toward Danira, but she wore a grim expression on her face. I felt the excitement in my stomach transform into a tightly coiled knot of disappointment.  
 
    “You don’t have spells, do you?” I asked dejectedly.  
 
    “Oh no, we have spells,” the commander responded. “Just not the ancient ones. There was a bit of a … problem a few millennia ago, and the wizards destroyed the ancient spells. They live on only in their memories now. And almost all of the ancient wizards are dead. I don’t know where we could find any that are still living.”  
 
    “I might,” Ariette said slowly and turned to look at me.  
 
    I was lost for a moment, until I remembered our last stakeout. On a small farm, out on the outskirts of Jefferson City, lived an old hermit wizard.  
 
    A very old hermit wizard.  
 
    “You don’t think Herm is that old, do you?” I asked in slight astonishment. “He was old, sure, but thousands of years old?”  
 
    “I think he’s absolutely the oldest wizard I have ever met,” the Fae replied. “And it’s worth a phone call at this point.” 
 
    “A little phone call never hurt anybody,” Kalista said as she rolled up the two Racmoth prophecies and held them in her arms like they were two precious babies. “Let’s hop to it!”  
 
    The dwarf did a little hop as she moved toward the door, and I couldn’t help but notice her curvy ass jiggle seductively as she walked.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Danira asked as the dwarf pushed open the heavy door to the scroll room with a creak.  
 
    “To find a phone,” Kalista answered over her shoulder, but she didn’t bother to stop or turn around. “I don’t know about you, but my head hurts from all this reading.”  
 
    We all scrambled to follow Kalista as she zipped through the hallways and back to the control center. For such a tiny person, she moved extremely fast, and at times we struggled to match her pace.  
 
    The sun had already started to set and cast its beautiful pink and purple rays through the stained glass window. A knot of anticipation formed in my stomach when I saw the sky darken. In just a few hours, we’d be breaking one of Hasen’s biggest rules and going against his explicit orders. But, I had to remind myself, this was for the greater good. Kajul had helped us, and we’d given him our word that we would come back and free him. Besides, it was cruel for such a majestic, sentient creature to be locked away for the sins of his brothers.  
 
    The moment we entered the control room, Kalista dumped the scrolls onto the round table with an exasperated sigh and pulled up the record of Herm’s number. She picked up the phone and started to dial a few numbers, but then Ariette caught her attention with a wave of her hand.  
 
    “Um, Kal,” Ariette interrupted just as the dwarf was about to hit the “send” button. “HC and I should probably call him. He’s not too big on strangers.” 
 
    “Imagine someone who doesn’t want to talk to me!” Kalista gasped as she jokingly put a hand over her heart and handed Ariette the phone.  
 
    The elf put it on speakerphone and punched in Herm’s number. We all waited with bated breath as the dial tone thrummed from the speakers, and then there was the click of a connection immediately followed by Herm’s gravelly old voice.  
 
    “Hello,” he said, and I drew in a breath to speak right before he continued. “You have reached … wait, is this thing working? Oh, good, it is.” He cleared his throat and started again. “You have reached Herm. I am not available to answer the phone right now, because I don’t want to talk to you. Leave a message, and I might return your call.” There was another click as he ended his message, and then the flat, long beat to signal the answering machine.  
 
    “Hi Herm,” Ariette started in a bubbly tone. “It’s Ariette. And Milton. We had a question to ask you. We might just come out there and see you, since it seems you don’t answer the phone. Okay, bye.” The elf quickly smacked the button and hung up. 
 
    “I hate those things,” Ariette complained, and her tone returned to its normal, lower register. “I never know what to say.” 
 
    “I didn’t know your voice could sound that excited,” I teased as I lightly pinched her side. “How much practice did it take?”  
 
    The Fae slapped my hand away playfully. “You have to know how to talk to people in this business, HC, especially when you want something from them,” she responded nonchalantly. “You could learn that lesson.” 
 
    “Hey!” I protested. “I am extremely charming, I think!”  
 
    “Don’t worry Milton,” Maaren interrupted, “I find you very charming.” She sent me a sultry smile and batted her thick black lashes at me seductively.  
 
    I felt myself go hard in my pants as I flashed back to what the hunter had looked like on top of me. If we didn’t have an important, world-saving mission on our plate, I definitely would have asked her back to my room right then and there. 
 
    “What do you say we go get some grog before we break our fiery friend from his prison and set off on an adventure?” Kalista piped up suddenly as she rubbed her stomach. Just then, it cut through the silence of the control room with a loud gurgle and a growl.  
 
    “Good plan,” Danira grunted and pushed herself casually from her spot against the desk. “We’ll eat, and then once everyone’s gone to bed, we strike.” 
 
    The five of us set off to the dining hall to enjoy an extremely lavish feast. In the next twenty-four hours, we were set to embark on a mission that would take us to a dangerous alternate dimension. We weren’t exactly sure when we’d get to enjoy the delicacies the kitchen staff cooked up again, so we made sure to stuff ourselves silly.  
 
    I piled my plate high with two huge ribs that had been cooked to absolute perfection. They nearly fell off the bone when I picked them up, and both of them seemed to melt on my tongue into a smoky, sweet sensation. I added nearly a whole head of garlic roasted broccoli, which was so tender and flavorful it could have been a whole meal in and of itself. Finally, I treated myself to the most delicious piece of creamy chocolate cheesecake, complete with a graham cracker crust. The delicacy was so rich it filled my taste buds with a sweet sensation of ecstasy, and I almost felt like I needed a cigarette afterward.  
 
    Ever since I’d been endowed with Fae magic, my metabolism had been three times as fast as it used to be, and I needed to eat more food to keep up with it. But I was not about to complain about my increased food intake, especially when it meant I could stuff myself to the gills with amazing food.  
 
    Once we finished our meal, we waddled back to the main lounging area of the guild. The team hung around, waiting for the rest of the people in the building to go to bed. Eventually, the guild became almost completely silent, save for the whispered movements of some of the late night staffers.  
 
    I glanced up at one of the clocks on the wall and then turned to my friends. “It’s half past eleven,” I observed. “Are we ready to move?” 
 
    Kalista jumped to her feet and put her hands on her hips happily. “I was born ready, Milton,” she exclaimed.  
 
    The rest of us looked around at each other awkwardly. 
 
    “Kal … ” I sighed. “As much as I know you’re going to hate this, we need you to go over to your bedroom and keep an eye out for Hasen or Arendor.”  
 
    “What now?” the dwarf asked, completely dumbfounded. “Did I just hear you say what I think you said? Because it sounded like you said I have to stay in my bedroom and that I don’t get to hang out with the super-cool dragon.”  
 
    “You’ll get to eventually,” I promised. “It’s just this is a super-secret mission. Danira needs to be there to lead him out of the tunnels, Maaren and I need to be there because we’re the only ones he trusts, and Ariette is one of our best warriors. Besides, you’re our tech person, anyway. I don’t think any of us would even know where to start with one of those surveillance feed doohickies. You’re the only one here smart enough to work the equipment.”  
 
    Kal nodded as a smile spread across her face. “Nice save, Milton,” she chuckled. “Fine, I’ll do it.”  
 
    The five of us stood up, Kal gave us a quick salute, and then the dwarf headed back to her room. At the same time, the rest of the team made our way toward the tunnel that led to the belly of the guild.  
 
    Along the way, I made a pit stop in the weapons room to grab a sharp, diamond tipped axe. This weapon could cut through anything, including the massive chain around the dragon’s leg. The magical being might not be able to get loose, but even the iron chain wouldn’t hold up to a few good whacks with a magical axe.  
 
    “Alright,” I said as I pulled to a stop just outside of the entrance to the tunnel. “Ariette, you watch this entrance. If anyone tries to come down this tunnel, stall them.” 
 
    “Got it.” The blonde nodded in affirmation.  
 
    “Maaren,” I said and turned to the blue Fae, “you go to the other end of the tunnel and do the same.”  
 
    “On it,” the hunter responded, and then instantly took off with footsteps that were quieter than a mouse.  
 
    “And I’m with you,” Danira confirmed as she took an audible deep breath.  
 
    “He’s not going to hurt you,” I promised the commander. “He gave us his word.”  
 
    “I’ll believe it when I see it,” she responded gruffly. “Dragons are serious business.”  
 
    The low tone the commander used was meant to hide her fear, but I could see through her facade. To see the battleworn Danira so nervous made me a bit unbalanced. I’d never seen the commander so vulnerable before. Her normally rock hard exterior gave way to a furrowed brow as her hands nervously twisted themselves together. She’d mentioned to me before that she’d seen dragons in action, and she must have seen them do some truly horrific things.  
 
    Even though I trusted Kajul, seeing Danira like this put me on full red-alert.  
 
    When we got down to the dragon’s cell, he was waiting. Kajul sat on the rocky plateau of his prison, and his fiery red eyes landed on us the moment we came into his view. Danira took in another shaky breath, squared her shoulders, and marched straight up to the bars of the cage.  
 
    “Ahhh, Milton Bailey,” the dragon called out, his tone sickeningly sweet. “I have been waiting.” 
 
    “Ya know, that would have more impact if you hadn’t known we were coming,” I pointed out jokingly to try and ease Danira’s tension.  
 
    “Of course I did,” he responded slyly, and one incisor glinted in the torchlight. “But just because I can see the future does not mean I am any less a victim to time.”  
 
    I turned to the commander and gave her a slight nudge. “See?” I joked. “Kal would love this guy, always speaking in riddles.  
 
    The commander was in no mood for humor. “Well, let’s get on with it, then,” Danira growled and pulled a huge ring of keys from her pocket.  
 
    I had never seen this ring before, and it was filled with huge keys of all shapes and sizes. Some were giant, almost the size of my hand, while others were extremely small. There were shiny keys and dull keys, keys with lots of teeth and keys that looked like they had been word down to the shaft. It looked like she had a key to everything in the world on that ring. Or at least, everything in the guild.  
 
    “Master key ring,” she said with a shrug when she caught my wide-eyed expression. “There’s one on here for everything in this building. Including this cage.” She finished as she found a large, rusted old key with five teeth.  
 
    The commander inserted it into the lock and turned it easily, and the cell door responded with a loud creak. She tried to open the door, but it refused to budge.  
 
    “Damn thing’s rusted in place,” she growled.  
 
    “I have been down here for a long time,” Kajul shot back. “Your snot-nosed interns usually just toss food through the bars.”  
 
    “Here,” I offered as I stepped up beside the commander. “Let me help.”  
 
    The two of us both placed our hands on the bars, and flecks of irony dust shot up into the air around us. I looked over at the commander.  
 
    “Ready?” I asked. “One, two, three!”  
 
    We pulled on the bars in unison, and the door creaked open with a loud whine that reverberated through the tunnel. We looked around cautiously to make sure we hadn’t just blown our cover, and then let out a sigh of relief when we heard nothing.  
 
    “How many people have those key rings, exactly?” I asked. “That could make it pretty clear who freed the dragon if they know we just waltzed in here.”  
 
    “About twenty,” the commander explained. “And they’re all extremely trusted guild members like myself. But I’m not planning on leaving any evidence of an easy entrance.”  
 
    With that, the commander snatched up my axe, raised it above her head, and brought the steel handle down over the lock ten times. The banging sound was loud in my ears as it echoed through the tunnel, and I turned my head every which way nervously.  
 
    “There,” she chuckled as she handed the axe back to me. “Now it looks like we forced our way in.”  
 
    “Why didn’t we just do that from the beginning?” I asked rhetorically.  
 
    “Because there was no guarantee it would work,” Danira replied roughly. “Now, you ready for this?”  
 
    I nodded slowly, and then we stepped through the doorway and into the dragon’s cell.  
 
    The air in the prison felt even more dank and cold than the rest of the tunnel. I told myself that it was just my imagination, but I couldn’t get the goosebumps that had appeared on my arms to lay flat, and I shivered reflexively in the cold.  
 
    The dragon waited patiently with his fiery red eyes fixated on Danira and I as we climbed over moist rocks and made our way carefully to the plateau on which he sat. As we moved, Danira glanced between her pathway and the dragon more times than I could count. I watched as the expression of nervous anticipation faded from the hard commander’s face, replaced with a look of complete awe as she got closer to the massive beast. I imagined my expression was nearly the same the first time I saw Kajul, with his glittering green scales, blood red eyes, and monstrous claws.  
 
    “You know the way out of this maze,” Kajul rumbled when we came to stand beneath him.  
 
    I felt like a piece in a board game compared to the massive beast. As I stood under him, with my neck craned back so I could see his snout, I realized he had to be nearly a hundred feet tall. The air that blew from his nostrils washed us in moist heat every time he breathed, and I could just see a hint of dark green skin as it peeked out from between his scales.  
 
    “I do,” Danira affirmed, her tone once again the commanding leader. “I have been assured you won’t harm us, nor will you help the Unseelie.” 
 
    The dragon simply dipped his massive head in a regal bow, but Danira shook her head, her black eye hard.  
 
    “You want to hear me say it?” Kajul chuckled. “I will not harm you, nor will I help the Unseelie. However, I should be inclined to help the mighty Racmoth, if the opportunity presents itself.”  
 
    His blood red eyes flashed to me, and I watched his giant black pupils dilate as he watched me carefully.  
 
    “I would be honored, Kajul,” I responded graciously.  
 
    “Let’s get on with it, then,” Danira muttered as she shifted her gaze to the doorway. “Don’t want to take any more time than what’s necessary.” 
 
    I nodded, and then I hauled the diamond studded axe over my shoulder as I maneuvered around the beast’s massive form. I walked until I was right next to his muscular hind leg, where I noticed the chain was locked around his ankle. His muscles rippled in anticipation, and I could feel both his and Danira’s eyes on me as I raised the axe.  
 
    I took a deep inhale, and for a split second I wondered if this was the right decision. The air buzzed in my ears, and I could hear the dragon’s hot breath flow in and out of his lungs. If I wanted to turn back now, this was my only chance. Once the iron was cut, the beast would be able to get away, regardless of how I felt. I checked in with myself, but I knew in my gut this was the right choice. A promise was a promise. And besides, he had just said he’d come to our aid. A dragon that fought for the Seelie would be a massively invaluable asset.  
 
    I exhaled, and then I brought the axe over my head and swung down with everything I had. There was an enormously loud clang that reverberated back against my eardrums as the axe made contact with the iron. Bright red sparks flew from the metal, and my ears screamed with the echoing sound. The iron chain hadn’t been fully severed, and I took another deep breath as I shifted my grip on the heavy axe. 
 
    I hauled the axe back over my shoulder again and brought it down forcefully a second time. Another loud clang bounced through the chamber, but this time it was followed by a grinding sound as the axe bit through the solid iron and hit the rock below it. The tiny piece of chain still attached to the dragon’s ankle bounced free, and he immediately stretched his powerful wings over my head as he shook out his muscular leg and felt out his newfound freedom.  
 
    He rose into the air with a huge, powerful swoosh of his wings that brought me to my knees. The beast let out a deep, roarous laugh that was almost maniacal as it reverberated off the stone walls and echoed through the deep pit below us. His back leg rattled the chain as he shook it out and felt his pure, unadulterated freedom.  
 
    Danira stumbled backward a step as she stared in awe at the great creature before us. Somehow, he seemed to swell and glow as he hovered in the sky. It may have just been a small iron chain, but perhaps it affected him more than I knew.  
 
    “Thank you, Milton Bailey,” he boomed as he peered down at me over the top of his snout. “I owe you a great debt. Now, how am I supposed to leave this place? Unless, of course, you wish me to tear through the walls and climb out myself.” 
 
    “No!” Danira hollered quickly. “Follow me, dragon. I know the way out of these tunnels.”  
 
    The commanding elf put her hands up and clambered over the rocks as she made her way toward the back of the chamber. I could see, now that I was inside, that the rock twisted up to create a treacherous tunnel, like a canyon in the center of a mountain. Danira grabbed ahold of one of the sharp outcroppings and hauled herself up to climb on top of the rock.  
 
    “Oh man, not more rock climbing,” I groaned as I went to follow her.  
 
    Just then, the dragon landed behind me, and I turned to see his massive head bowed toward the ground.  
 
    “Perhaps it would be easier if the two of you sat on my back,” he offered carefully. “I can move much faster than either of you, and it would put much less strain on your bodies. Not to mention, I would like to be free of this place as soon as possible.” 
 
    Danira looked at me, her coal black eye wide and her lips drawn into a thin line as she debated. To me, however, it was a no-brainer.  
 
    I shrugged and stepped toward Kajul. After all, how many times was I going to get the opportunity to ride a freaking dragon? I was not about to pass up my chance.  
 
    “Oh boy,” Danira grunted as she leapt down from the rock and stomped over to look straight into one of Kajul’s fiery red eyes. “Don’t you drop me.”  
 
    “I give you my word, Danira Terrun,” the dragon replied graciously.  
 
    Danira quirked an eyebrow before she grabbed onto one of the large scales on the dragon’s neck and used it to haul herself up onto his neck. The commander straddled the creature’s neck like a horse, and then she motioned for me to do the same.  
 
    I slipped my fingers under one of the glimmering green scales and found enough of a grip to hold my weight. I used my upper body to throw a leg over Kajul’s neck and then scrambled up until I was just in front of Danira. I bent forward to stabilize my body weight as the dragon stretched his powerful wings and took to the air once again.  
 
    I almost felt like I had an out of body experience when I was on the dragon. I could feel the muscles in Kajul’s neck roll and tense with every stroke of his wings, and I could feel the heat that radiated out from his fiery mouth. It was a red-hot sort of heat that was unlike any other creature I had ever encountered. It was completely unique and, more importantly, it was very dragon.  
 
    Wind whistled through my hair as we flew through the tunnels. Kajul’s wings flapped lazily through the air, and I was sure this was not even close to how fast he could fly. But he needed to be slow enough for Danira to act as his Fae GPS.  
 
    The commander had been absolutely right when she told us the tunnels were a maze full of confusing twists, turns, and forks. I wondered multiple times during our flight just how these giant, chasm-like tunnels had been built under the guild, and why. What was the point of creating such a maze? If the tunnels had been built solely for Hasen to bring the dragon in and chain him up, it would have been so much easier to create one smooth, straight shot from ground level down to the depths.  
 
    “Hey, Danira,” I said as she instructed Kajul to go left at a fork in the tunnel, “why are these tunnels so maze-like? And why are there so many of them?”  
 
    “This used to be the Seelie king’s castle, back in our land,” she muttered, her voice low in my ear. “He created this tunnel system. It just so happened this was one of the Seelie places that survived the collision of the worlds. The rumour is he built it in order to create a hiding place from the Unseelie during the wars.”  
 
    “Interesting,” I responded in an equally low voice. “But it’s just a rumour?” 
 
    “My theory is the guy was kind of nuts,” she said. “These tunnels are pointless, really, unless you plan to bring a massive dragon in through them. Take a right here!”  
 
    Kajul leaned his muscular body to the right, and I tilted with the change in momentum. The moment we entered the new part of the tunnel, I could see it dipped upwards to a massive opening, and I could see the twinkle of bright white stars off in the distance. I felt the muscles in Kajul’s neck ripple in anticipation, and his wings began to flap twice as fast. The moment they did, we shot forward at an impossibly quick speed. I rocked backward as Danira and I both scrambled to grab onto a scale and keep ourselves from falling.  
 
    And then, nearly instantaneously, we were outside of those tunnels. The fresh air or the night surrounded us, and Kajul took in a deep, slow breath to take it all in. I looked over and saw the guild was off in the distance, probably a mile or two away from our current position.  
 
    Then, Kajul slammed to the ground. The earth rattled thunderously underneath him, and he lowered his head for us to make our dismount. I slid down onto the moist grass, helped Danira hop off, and then turned back to the dragon.  
 
    The hardness faded slowly from his eyes as he stared up at the night sky, frozen in shock and awe at its beauty. His fiery red eyes were, for once, devoid of the strong anger I had grown used to. The black, ovular pupils were dilated, and I could see sadness, gratitude, and relief in their depths.  
 
    I looked up at the twinkle of stars in the night sky as the dragon took a tentative step forward and wiggled his great claw along the soft, dewy grass. A sheen of liquid formed over his red eyes, and he closed them gently as he swept his claw over the soft earth and turned his face up to the light of the moon. One lone, single tear dripped over his brilliant green scales before it splashed to the ground. His nostrils flared as he breathed in the fresh, clean air, and a soft calm spread across his giant features.  
 
    After a moment, he seemed to come back to the present, and opened his eyes to gaze over my face with a gentle, almost grandfatherly expression. Kajul bowed his massive head to the ground in a gesture of thanks.  
 
    “I am forever in your debt, Milton Bailey,” he said before he turned and readied himself to leap into the air.  
 
    “Wait!” I yelled back at him, my voice loud in the quiet night. “How do we get in touch with you if we need you?” 
 
    “I’ll know when you need me,” he answered wisely. “I do see the future, after all.” 
 
    “Right,” I replied. “You probably already know, don’t you?” 
 
    The dragon just smiled down at me coyly, and then he turned back to the open field in front of him. Kajul took a running start, the Earth quaking beneath him as he dashed with the speed of a cheetah. The dragon beat his powerful wings down as he ran, and he rose into the night sky. His scales glimmered against the twinkling backdrop of stars, and his figure was backlit by the full, bright moon. The massive shadow made a turn in the air as he came to hover directly above Danira and I.  
 
    “I was wrong,” he rumbled slowly, “we are not always responsible for the choices of others.” 
 
    With that, he dipped down as he turned around and flew off into the night. Danira and I watched in awed silence as the massive green beast grew smaller and smaller, until he disappeared over the peak of Kaul Mountain.  
 
    “Wow,” Danira finally breathed out in a much smaller voice than I was accustomed to. “I cannot believe we just did that.”  
 
    “For all the right reasons,” I reminded her gently. Then I tapped the comms unit in my ear and heard it crackle to life.  
 
    “Hey, guys, we got him out. Now get up here so we can pay an old wizard a visit.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    “Everybody, look alive!” Kalista hollered through her communicator as she swerved her van to a screeching halt in the field in front of us.  
 
    Maaren threw open the side door, and Danira and I climbed inside. I took one look at Kal, perched in the driver’s seat, and burst into laughter. 
 
    The dwarf had donned a strange combination of clothes. Her legs were clad in tight jeans, which she had tucked into thick, clunky combat boots that looked like they would be nearly impossible to move in. But on top, she had zipped up a thick, puffy winter coat that bulked around the waist and suggested there were many more layers underneath. Her small form could barely move with the constricting layers, and she had to inch her hands along the leather steering wheel to get it to turn even a centimeter. She glanced up in the rearview mirror with a comical frown on her face.  
 
    “What’d I miss?” she asked frantically. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Why are you wearing five million layers of clothing, exactly?” I asked through bouts and spasms of laughter.  
 
    The rest of the team joined in, tickled by Kalista’s outfit. The dwarf, on the other hand, looked extremely confused at the joke.  
 
    “Oh,” she shrugged in response, “I just thought it was best to be prepared.” 
 
    “We’re not off to the North Pole, Kal,” I chuckled at the dwarf’s serious expression.  
 
    “You don’t know that,” she responded with wide violet eyes. “Have you ever been to the nether realm, Milton?”  
 
    “Uh, no--” 
 
    “Then it could very well be the north pole! It could have freezing temperatures, and snow, and ice, and hail, or it could be a veritable sauna!” she insisted. “Don’t come crying to me when you’re freezing your ass off.” 
 
    “I make no promises,” I said with a wink as I met her eyes in the mirror.  
 
    The dwarf couldn’t help the snicker that burst out of her, but she shook her head and threw the van into drive. “Brace yourselves, kids!” she cried out as we lurched forward and bounced across the uneven field. “Next stop, Herm’s house!” 
 
    We continued across the grassy field for a few minutes before we finally hit the paved road.  
 
    “Remind me to fix the shocks on this thing,” Maaren muttered as we careened onto smooth pavement.  
 
    “Nobody touches the baby unless the baby says it’s okay!” Kalista exclaimed in response. “I’m very sensitive to her needs.”  
 
    “But the baby can’t speak, Kal,” Maaren complained. “I just want to make it better.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” Kal whispered to the van’s dashboard as she patted it gently, like a wounded child. “You are perfect the way you are.” 
 
    “Man, I wished someone talked to me the way she talks to this van,” Danira grunted in amusement.  
 
    I shot the commander a charming grin. “You are perfect the way you are,” I said sweetly. 
 
    Danira looked at me with confusion in her face for a second, and then she burst out into laughter. “I’m glad you think so, boy,” she responded.  
 
    “Hey, guys, you don’t think this Herm fellow is going to shoot at us for coming to his place in the middle of the night?” Kal asked as we turned down the dirt road that led to his ranch. “I remember you saying he came out with a shotgun the last time you were there.”  
 
    “Isn’t that why you painted the windows black?” Ariette pointed out. “So people couldn’t hit you from the outside?” 
 
    The van bounced and swayed with every little bump or rock in the road, and Maaren held onto the edge of a desk like she thought she was about to be ejected into space.  
 
    “Good point,” Kal answered thoughtfully. “I guess we’ve got nothing to worry about, then.”  
 
    We kept driving for a few more miles, all the way to the outskirts of Jefferson City. Finally, the van lurched to a stop, and Kal hopped down from the driver’s seat. Outside of the van, we heard a door slam, and then Herm’s gravelly voice as he bellowed at us.  
 
    “Who are you, and what do you want?” the old wizard demanded.  
 
    Quickly, Ariette and I slid the door open to see the old wizard, shotgun in hand and an wrathful expression patterned into his wrinkly face. He squinted at us in the dim light from his porch, and then an expression of recognition spread across his face, and he laid the shotgun down against the side of his house.  
 
    “Well, what are you two doing here?” he asked, his tone far less demanding and much happier. “Someone’s not trying to steal my flowers again, are they?” The old wizard was dressed in a long, light blue nightgown, and his wiry gray hair was tousled from sleep.  
 
    “No, no, we’re on a bit of a different mission this time,” I responded. “This is the rest of our team. We’ve got Maaren, Danira, and that’s Kalista.” I pointed to each one in turn, and Herm nodded his head at them.  
 
    “What sort of mission brings you all the way out here to talk to an old fart like me?” he questioned with a smile.  
 
    “Do you mind if we come in, actually?” Ariette requested. “It might take a bit of explanation.”  
 
    Herm tilted his head as he looked us over with slightly narrowed eyes, like he wanted to memorize us as we were right then and there. Then, a proud smile stretched across his face, and he straightened up and spun around on his heel with a wave.  
 
    “Sure thing,” he replied. “Come on in and get yourselves comfy.”  
 
    He led the way up his porch and into his small, but neat, house. I glanced over the unlit fireplace and the cozy living room with its armchairs and coffee table, and I found myself drawn to the bookshelf stuffed with all sort of titles. Some were old books with torn up bindings, and some were new books, all shiny and stiff. The titles were a mixture of Fae lore and human bestsellers, along with more obscure books whose origins I couldn’t quite pinpoint.  
 
    Herm fretted around in the kitchen, and I heard the bang of the kettle as he slammed it on the stovetop, and then the click of the gas burners as he lit one. The rest of my teams took a seat at the small kitchen table. There was only one more chair, and I left it for Herm as I scoured the titles of books in search of something that might prove useful.  
 
    “So, what brings you all the way out here in the middle of the damn night?” he called good-naturedly from his kitchen. “Next time you should call first. I won’t shove a barrel in your face if I know you’re coming.” 
 
    “We called,” Kalista told him from her seat at the table. “Your answering machine picked up. Do you ever actually use your phone?”  
 
    “You called?” he repeated in genuine surprise. “Hmmm, must’ve missed it. I’m not a fan of all these fancy-shmansy phones, anyway.”  
 
    “We actually wanted to ask you about something,” Ariette started, and I could feel the blonde’s eyes on me as she spoke.  
 
    “Last time we were here, you said you believed in the Racmoth prophecy,” I added.  
 
    Herm came around the corner of the kitchen and wiped his hands on a red towel. “I did,” he replied. “And I do. Of course I do, Milton.”  
 
    “I don’t know if you know this, but there’s a dragon in the guild,” I said as I waited for a response.  
 
    Herm just sighed, and took the last seat at the kitchen table. He hadn’t even flinched when I mentioned the dragon.  
 
    “Yet another point of contention between Hasen and I,” he sighed. “I am aware of the dragon, yes.” 
 
    “Right, well he’s the one who told me about the prophecy in the first place,” I explained. “And I went to go see him again yesterday, before I go after, well, you know. He mentioned something sort of strange. Something about a second Racmoth prophecy. We found it written on one of the guild’s scrolls, but it was pretty vague. It said I have to use a spell transcribed from the dragon’s breath to destroy the evil that threatens the realm, and only I can use the spell. Do you have any idea what that means?”  
 
    Herm sat in silent thought for a moment, and all of our eyes were glued to him as we waited tensely for the old hermit to speak.  
 
    A knot started to form in my stomach as I wondered what we would do if Ariette had been wrong. What if Herm knew nothing of the second prophecy? My thoughts spiraled downward into the dark depths of worry as I wondered if this spell really was the key to the defeat of the Phobos. Was the Racmoth prophecy incomplete with only the first scroll? Was the second prophecy absolutely necessary for the fulfillment of the first? 
 
    The knot in my stomach grew wider and thicker as my lungs constricted, and I suddenly felt claustrophobic. I shook my head and forced myself to come out of the dangerous black hole of my thoughts, and instead focus on the books in front of me as I waited for Herm to answer. I ran a soft finger over the spines of some and felt the difference in their texture. Then my eyes landed on one I’d noticed last time. It was titled Tales of the Nether Realm.  
 
    I picked the interesting title up just as Kalista spoke.  
 
    “We think it’s talking about the ancient spells that the wizards transcribed from the dragons,” the dwarf said slowly. “The only problem is we don’t know where to find one of those spells. So we were hoping you could help.” 
 
    “You are a very bright young dwarf,” Herm said with a chuckle. “Yes, I am very aware of the second prophecy. Kalista is right. There is an ancient spell that was crafted solely for the use of a human blood wielder. At the time, the wizards found it laughable. Our worlds were separate, you must remember. No wizard believed a human could have powers, especially not the power over blood. But one wizard did transcribe this spell, and his legacy was that singular transcription.” 
 
    “Do you know the spell?” I asked nervously.  
 
    Herm looked at me with woeful gray eyes. “Unfortunately, I don’t,” he said, and the five of us all sighed collectively as we felt our lead disappear. “But, I know who might.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked breathlessly.  
 
    “The wizard himself, of course,” Herm said, as if the answer was obvious. 
 
    I looked at him in complete confusion for a moment before Kalista let out a gasp. “That’s brilliant!” the dwarf cried out as she leapt from the table and almost knocked over a vase of flowers. “We just go straight to the source!”  
 
    “Uh … isn’t our source dead?” I pointed out. “Isn’t that why no one knew about the spell in the first place?” 
 
    “He is dead,” Herm affirmed, “but his soul is still very much alive.” 
 
    I furrowed my brows as I tried to follow their logic. I looked around at the rest of my team. Maaren looked as confused as I was, but Ariette and Danira were smiling devilishly. 
 
    “Okay, maybe it’s just the human in me, but I’m at a total loss, you guys,” Maaren finally said seriously.  
 
    “It’s not the human in you, but the lack of education in your human schools,” Kal said quickly and breathlessly. “There’s an old Seelie realm, called the Valley of Light. It holds the souls of all of the ancient wizards. We used to use it as a way to honor them, but it’s sort of gone by the wayside since the collision of the worlds. But an ancient wizard, who died long before the collision, would still be buried there, and his soul would still exist within the Valley.” 
 
    “So you’re saying if we go to this Valley of Light place, we can just ask the wizard what the spell is?” Maaren asked in slight disbelief. “Well, that makes things easier than I thought.” 
 
    “Don’t be fooled by the name, Maaren,” Herm said, his tone low in warning. “The Valley of Light holds many dangers. It may be home to the souls of great wizards, but it is not a place meant for the living.” 
 
    “Good to know,” the hunter responded slowly. “We’ll be careful.”  
 
    “What’s his name?” I asked Herm. “The wizard who transcribed the spell. We at least need to know who we’re looking for.” 
 
    “Verituck,” he answered. “Find him, and you’ll find the spell.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea of the dangers that lie within the Valley of Light?” Ariette asked Herm. Her blue eyes were serious, and I could tell she was ready to prepare for any scenario.  
 
    “I don’t,” he said sadly. “When it became an Unseelie stronghold during the war, dark things crossed into it. Souls who should have crossed into the beyond and left this world alone long ago are buried there.”  
 
    “Sounds fun,” I chuckled as I tried to lighten the mood just a little bit.  
 
    I returned my attention to the book I held in my hands as I rubbed its wrinkled yellow pages against my fingers. The book was a collection of short stories about the nether realm, and its pages were filled with sketches of terrifying creatures with rows of fangs and razor sharp claws the towered next to trees and mountains.  
 
    “Those are just old stories, Milton,” Herm assured me when he saw what I held in my hand. “There’s probably no truth to them.”  
 
    “Probably or definitely?” I questioned, only half-joking.  
 
    Herm went quiet for a moment before Ariette cleared her throat and stood from the table. “So where is the Valley of Light? That was one thing they never taught us in school,” she said evenly. “Probably so stupid teenagers wouldn’t try to go find it and get themselves killed.”  
 
    “On the other side of the Reiner Forest, about a hundred miles south of here,” Kal said quickly, and we all looked at her in surprise. “What? I know a great many things, people. It’s not all computers and code up in here.” She shrugged as she tapped her forehead twice.  
 
    “Alright then,” I chuckled. “We should probably get going.”  
 
    My team nodded and stood, and we all murmured our thank-yous to Herm for all his help. He shook my hand vigorously as he looked at me with his gray eyes, almost as if he looked straight into my soul.  
 
    I gave him a soft smile as we turned to walk out the door.  
 
    “Oh, one more thing,” Herm called out from his porch. “The rumours about the Phobos don’t only have to do with the Racmoth. I’ve heard they are trying to recruit powerful people to their side, political personas and otherwise. I find it hard to believe any Seelie would actually agree to join them, but even so, be careful who you trust.” 
 
    We all nodded solemnly as we climbed into the van with a final wave to Herm. He stood on his porch in his long nightgown and watched us as the door closed and blocked him from our sight.  
 
    “Alright, let’s go meet some dead people!” Kalista chuckled as she reversed the van and spun us out onto the bumpy dirt road. “Is it bad that I’m actually kinda excited about all of this? Like, I’ve read about the Valley of Light a million times, but to actually see it? That’s gonna be incrediballs.”  
 
    “Incredi-what?” Ariette asked with annoyance in her voice. “Kal, you really need to stop making up words. Nobody else has any idea what they mean.”  
 
    “Oh, come on,” the dwarf snorted as she slid into the driver’s seat of the Van of Death. “It’s not that hard to put together. You all are college-educated, right?”  
 
    “Top of my class,” Ariette answered with pride.  
 
    “How impressive,” Kal prodded back. “Well, somebody at the top of their class should be able to understand how the words ‘incredible’ and ‘balls’ fit together, right?”  
 
    Ariette looked over and gave me a playful gaze. “Oh, I know,” she said as she bit her lip. “I know very well.”  
 
    “You knowwww,” Maaren’s voice interrupted, “out of all the work scenarios I’ve imagined, ghosts was never one of them.” 
 
    The hunter picked up a knapsack from a cabinet and started to fill it with cans of food, a first aid kit, and a few knives of different shapes and sizes.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I pondered aloud while I watched her rummaging through the cabinets.  
 
    “Packing a bag. Ah, there it is!” she cried out as she yanked a bag of crackers from the very back of a cabinet. “You can never go wrong with crackers when you’re hiking through a forest.” 
 
    “There’s no roads in the Reiner Forest, huh,” Ariette asked dejectedly as Maaren tied up her bag and grabbed another one to repeat the process.  
 
    “Nope,” she responded happily. “No roads, and no crazy driving. Just us and nature. Just how I like it. I haven’t been to the Reiner Forest in years, I’m so excited!”  
 
    “Man, am I glad we’ve got a hunter on our team,” Ariette chuckled. “The rest of us aren’t built for this.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’ll be fun,” Maaren insisted with a wide smile. “The trees and the animals, and nature. Hey, Kal, maybe we’ll get to eat that rabbit after all!”  
 
    “You better pack me extra spaghetti,” the dwarf called back. “I’ll starve before I eat a poor little bunny.” 
 
    “That’s what they all say,” Maaren giggled in response. “Until the hunger kicks in. Then they get desperate. I’ve seen people eat literal animal poop so they can get a taste of the berries that are inside it. Trust me, Kal, you’ll eat one if we run out of rations.”  
 
    “They? Who’s they?” Kalista demanded. “Is this the ‘royal’ they? Or specific? I’m going to need to know before I hobble off into the woods with you, M-ren.” 
 
    “I thought we vetoed that nickname,” Maaren pointed out.  
 
    “Oh, did we?” the dwarf asked. “Shoot. I don’t have my notebook with me. I forgot.” 
 
    “You’re keeping track of the nickname possibilities in a notebook?” I snorted.  
 
    “Duh,” she said, and I caught her violet eyes in the mirror. “How else am I supposed to know what’s been vetoed? You saw what just happened. No notebook equals chaos! Absolute chaos!” 
 
    “Or we just use her real name,” Ariette piped up with a shrug.  
 
    “No no, this is a team bonding thing,” Kalista said insistently. “Don’t worry, we have who knows how long together, without the distractions of the guild. I set the intention that by the end of this mission, Maaren will have a suitable nickname. Who’s with me?” 
 
    “Your intention setting is powerful enough for us all, Kal,” I replied. “We trust you.” 
 
    “Good,” the dwarf asserted.  
 
    “So how long until we reach the forest, exactly?” Danira murmured from the corner.  
 
    “Oh, another hour or so,” Kal replied. “And then the real fun begins!”  
 
    “Alright, everyone who’s not driving, get some sleep,” Danira ordered.  
 
    “Wait, I want to sleep!” the dwarf protested.  
 
    “I’d offer to drive, but I can’t see through the pitch black windshields,” Danira mumbled as she drifted off.  
 
    “Good point,” Kal agreed. “I always forget about that little detail.”  
 
    I shook my head at the dwarf and slumped down in my chair as the rest of the team nodded off to sleep. I wasn’t able to lull myself to sleep, but I did manage to stifle the circus of thoughts that raced around my head and coerced my mind into an almost meditative state. It wasn’t quite as good as sleep, but it was better than nothing.  
 
    Before I knew it, Kal slowed the van to a crawl, and I heard the crackle of leaves and twigs as they crunched under its tires.  
 
    “Rise and shine, sleepy heads!” Kalista called out cheerfully. “We’re here, just two minutes over my estimate of an hour! I’m so awesome.”  
 
    “How are you so cheerful right now?” Ariette grumbled as she stirred. “You’ve been awake for nearly twenty-four hours.”  
 
    “A dwarf only needs six hours of sleep a day,” Kal protested.  
 
    “But you haven’t even had that!” Ariette said as she stood up and stretched. 
 
    “No … ” the dwarf tried to explain. “But since I only need six hours, missing out on a night is a lot less harmful than it is for you humans.”  
 
    She was right. No matter how little sleep Kal got, she was always chipper and happy. The same couldn’t quite be said for Maaren and Danira, who fluttered their eyelashes slowly before they each let out a simultaneous groan. 
 
    “Are we there?” Maaren murmured sleepily. “Please tell me we’re here, or I’m going to throw something at somebody.”  
 
    I stood up and cracked my spine a few times, and I relished in the pop of the joints in my back. As I felt the pressure release from my body, I slid open the door of the van to reveal a line of trees.  
 
    Many, many trees.  
 
    Kalista had parked the van just inside the first layer of the forest, where it was still sparse enough for a vehicle to drive through. We were far enough away from the main road that nobody could see our vehicle. The last thing we needed was unwanted company.  
 
    The early morning sun shone down through the tops of giant redwoods that had grown together to form a thick canopy of branches. This was a beautiful place, but it was not our target. No, that was on the other side of the woods. 
 
    I placed my gun in its holster before I stepped down onto a bed of dried brown leaves and tiny twigs. Bright green weeds and other shrubs grew along the forest floor, and I caught a glimpse of a small white rabbit with its cotton puff tail as it dashed through the foliage. The air smelled clean, the kind of clean that only comes from being completely removed from modern society.  
 
    “Everyone take a bag,” Maaren ordered as she emerged from the van and extended an armful of knapsacks. “We’ve got food, first aid kits, compasses, and other essentials.”  
 
    “No comms units?” Danira asked Kal. 
 
    The dwarf simply shook her head. “We won’t be close enough to the van to get a solid signal, and there aren’t any towers out here,” she explained. “So we need to stay close, and keep your weapons ready, just in case.” 
 
    Danira nodded, and adjusted the gun in the holster on her side. Ariette and Kalista both grabbed the hilt of the swords sheathed at their waists, and Maaren’s fingers tightened a bit on the handle of her axe. 
 
    “Alright guys,” Maaren took a deep breath as she stared into the forest. “Let’s go.”  
 
    “How do we know where we’re supposed to go?” I asked curiously. “Are we just going to wander around until--”  
 
    Maaren clicked her tongue. “Milton, Milton, Milton,” she explained. “I’m a trained Unseelie hunter. I have a very keen sense of direction.”  
 
    “You heard the lady, onward and upward!” Kalista cried out.  
 
    The dwarf began to march forward behind Maaren, kicking her knees up to her stomach with each step. She almost looked like a character from an old army cartoon.  
 
    “Kal, you’re going to tire out your muscles doing that,” Ariette pointed out.  
 
    “Tire them out,” the dwarf responded as she winked at us over her shoulder, “or make them so they become like the trees?” 
 
    “What?” Ariette replied with a chuckle as the rest of is crunched over the leaves and followed Maaren. “I don’t even think that makes sense.”  
 
    “Solve the riddle, Ari!” Kalista cried out, and her voice echoed through the trees.  
 
    Right above me, a bird took off with a rustle of leaves and a loud squawk. 
 
    “How long do you think it’s going to take for her to stop talking in riddles?” the blonde elf muttered next to me.  
 
    “A while,” I chuckled as I gazed around at the brilliant greens and reds of the forest.  
 
    The sun shone down through the leaves in stripes of bright light and patterned the ground beautifully. I listened closely and began to pick out the different sounds of the forest. A far off woodpecker, the buzz of bees as they pollinated a bright pink flower that grew from the root of a giant tree, the rustle of leaves as animals ran about, and the crunch of sticks and dead leaves underneath our boots. Save for our footsteps, it was almost like the forest was completely alone in its natural state. It was a far cry from the hustle and bustle of Jefferson City.  
 
    “A penny for your thoughts,” Ariette said sweetly as she looped an arm in mine and stroked her thumb along the back of my hand.  
 
    “It’s beautiful here,” I answered. “That’s all. Just appreciating nature.” 
 
    “That’s worth a penny,” she chuckled, “but I’m afraid I’ve got to write you an IOU. I didn’t bring any money.”  
 
    “I’ll keep you to your word,” I told her.  
 
    I glanced over at the elf and saw her blue eyes were wide as she took in the forest in all its glory. A ray of sunlight hit her porcelain skin and made her look ethereal and unreal, as if she was surrounded by a glow. Like the sun was in her.  
 
    Suddenly, there was a large rustle from above. “I don’t think you’re supposed to be here,” a stern voice growled from somewhere in the canopy.  
 
    My team froze and gripped our weapons.  
 
    We weren’t as alone as we thought.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    The moment I tilted my head upward, a human-looking figure dropped down from above and tackled me to the ground. Both of us tumbled across the foliage, and something impossibly hard struck me in the back of my skull. The faceless shadow jumped off my body just as I felt the warm rush of hot, wet blood spread through my hair. My vision went blurry for a moment as my team leapt into action around me.  
 
    Ariette drew her sword, and there was a clash of metal on metal as she took on one of the attackers. Over the rush of blood that pounded in my ears, I could hear Maaren as she hollered something, but I couldn’t tell if she directed it at us or our enemies. Black started to close in on my vision, and I knew I needed to stop the blood flow, and fast.  
 
    I took in a deep breath and called on my Hand. Then I turned my magic inward and halted the flow of blood from the back of my skull. My vision returned, and the yellow twinkle of stars dissipated as I forced the blood to clot and seal the wound. I may not have the Fae healing the others did, but my quick patch job would do until this fight was over.  
 
    “We take them alive!” a musical, high pitched voice yelled out. “The King will want to see these Seelie scum!”  
 
    I spun around to find the owner of the voice. Just a few feet from me, removed from the fighting, stood a tall, statuesque elf. She had brilliant red, curly hair and eyes so golden they almost looked fake. But the slight blue tinge to her skin gave her loyalties away.  
 
    Somehow, we’d stumbled into Unseelie territory.  
 
    “Didn’t I kill you already?” the same creamy voice asked from a few feet behind me.  
 
    I whipped around and saw a lanky elf with dark blue skin and white hair. He held a dark metal sword in one hand, and he rubbed the other over the flat side of the blade as if he petted a dog and not a weapon. His eyes were a very pale gray, and he wore dark jeans with a tight white t-shirt and leather boots. He advanced toward me slowly and carefully, the way a lion stalked his pray.  
 
    I took one step back as I called up the familiar tingle in my Hand and felt out his blood. “It’s gonna take a lot more than that to kill me, tinkerbell,” I hissed.  
 
    My team spread through the woods as they each fought a foe. There was an Unseelie for each member of my team, almost as if they’d been watching us and had planned for this attack. I could hear the crack and snap of leaves and twigs, and the clang of metal on metal as they all fought vigorously. A few feet away, I heard the snap of a lightning bolt. 
 
    The Unseelie target was watching me, waiting for me to make my move. Unfortunately for him, I was already making it. 
 
    I focused in and felt the strong gush of blood in the man’s veins. Before he had a chance to get any closer, I commanded the blood in his legs and torso to freeze up. My hand began to vibrate, but then it stopped. It was almost as if something had reached out and grabbed ahold of every cell in my hand and squeezed it until it stopped moving.  
 
    “Edora!” I heard Maaren cry out in between grunts of effort. 
 
    I had no idea what the hell my friend meant, and I didn’t really have time to care. My opponent inched closer as a twisted smile spread across his face, the smile of someone who thought he had the upper hand. 
 
    “How’s your Hand treating you?” he mocked and held up his own appendage. “Power of Augmentation. I can stop your magic with a single twitch of my fingers.” 
 
    “But can you stop my bullets?” I snarled as I raised my gun into the air and shot off a few rounds. 
 
    The Unseelie’s gray eyes went wide for a brief moment, and then his dark sword flashed in front of him. He dispelled my bullets with a flash of sparks and a loud clanging noise, and then he lunged forward. 
 
    I sidestepped his attempt, and the Unseelie’s weapon shot past my right side. Before I could fully reorient myself, my opponent lunged at me once again with his impressive speed. His arm came down swiftly as he tried to slice me with the sharp blade, but I was too quick for the Unseelie. I ducked under the arch of his weapon, wrapped my hand around his wrist, and punched him hard in the gut. The evil elf collapsed forward with a strained cry, and I used his momentum to bring a knee straight to his groin. He released his grip on his sword, and I used the opportunity to wrench it out of his hand. 
 
    Unfortunately, the elf was quick to recover, and he managed to spin around and land a solid roundhouse kick to my side. The impact of his kick rammed me into a tree trunk, and my upper bicep smacked the rough bark hard. Droplets of blood beaded on my skin where the bark had torn it open, and my bruised muscles screamed in agony. I would have a deep, purple mark come morning. 
 
    “Just surrender already, human,” the Unseelie sneered as he withdrew a dagger from his waistband.  
 
    “Edora, would you listen to me?” Maaren cried out again, and I briefly glanced over in the direction of her voice. 
 
    The Unseelie took advantage of the diversion and came at me with his arm pulled back, ready to throw a haymaker. Just before his blow collided with my head, I ducked down, and he swung at air. The Unseelie spun forward, and I threw back the sword in my hands, ready to slice out his innards. 
 
    “Strike team, halt!” a musical voice screamed out. 
 
    The Unseelie man pulled back abruptly. He continued to sneer at me as he walked back and leaned against a nearby redwood tree. The elf crossed his arms over his chest and tapped his foot impatiently, but he didn’t come any closer. 
 
    I tightened my grip on the dark gray sword. This had to be some sort of a trick. Surely there were more Unseelie who were about to swoop in and make our lives a living hell. Right? 
 
    “You guys, it’s okay,” Maaren’s voice finally called out through the trees. “This is an old … I know her.” 
 
    I kept my eyes pinned on the elf as a frustrated scowl spread up his face. Finally, he let out a frustrated sigh, shrugged, and turned to walk toward the voice of who I assumed was his commander. 
 
    I cautiously lowered my sword and followed. My breath was heavy, and I became aware of the dull ache in the back of my head as the adrenaline slowly dissipated from my body. 
 
    I stomped a few dozen feet more until I came upon Maaren. She stood in the middle of a small clearing and faced down the red haired Unseelie elf, but her axe was down by her side. A stout dwarf was inches away from the red-haired elf, heaving heavily and audibly. Danira, Kalista, and Ariette all emerged from the thick foliage as they cast suspicious glances all around. 
 
    The red haired elf was breathtakingly beautiful, in a strange sort of way. I got a much better look at her now that I wasn’t in the midst of a battle, and she was stunning. Her golden eyes were almost cat-like in appearance, and her pupils were even a little bit ovular. They were larger than any eyes I’d ever seen on an elf or human, and the yellow orbs took up an inordinate amount of space on her face. Her skin was such a pale blue that it would be easy to mistake her for a Seelie elf in the right light, and she was covered with freckles. The elf’s wild red curls shot out of her head, completely untamed, and fell over shoulders clad in a tight white t-shirt that revealed her full bosom and slim figure. She wore a sword strapped to her denim clad hip, and her hand rested on its hilt, ready for battle at any moment.  
 
    The rest of her crew were tall, male Unseelie elves. That is, aside from the squat, fat dwarf. There was the one who had fought me off, and three others who looked identical to one another. They shared the same dark brown hair and light blue eyes, and they all stood equally tall. Each one was wearing a ratty brown t-shirt, and they each had a massive, dark silver sword attached to their hip.  
 
    “I’m so sorry for the misunderstanding,” the Unseelie woman finally said in that musical voice. “I truly am. But you must understand we don’t take very kindly to strangers in our territory.” 
 
    Instinctively, our two groups separated into sides across the clearing. My team gathered on one side, and the Unseelie on the other, which left Maaren and the woman in the middle. 
 
    “Uh, Maaren, are you sure we shouldn’t have Milton just tear the blood from these guys?” Kalista asked suspiciously. “I think he’s strong enough now that he could totally do it.” 
 
    “I’m sure, Kal,” Maaren chuckled. “They aren’t a threat to us.” 
 
    “Actually, my dwarf friend,” the redhead pointed out, “Milton couldn’t use his Hand even if he wanted to. Boone here would just stop him.” 
 
    “Hand of Augmentation,” the elf who had been fighting me added. 
 
    “Sorry we attacked you,” the redhead continued. “I didn’t recognize you, Your Highness.” 
 
    Maaren grimaced at the title, but she still nodded in agreement. 
 
    “That’s alright, Edora,” she replied. “Last time you saw me, I looked decidedly less blue.” 
 
    “Didn’t you wonder why we had an Unseelie with us?” Ariette demanded, and I could tell she was extremely annoyed. Her braid had come unraveled in the fight, and dirt was smeared over her cheek. She definitely wasn’t a happy camper. 
 
    The redhead just stared at Ariette and tilted her head like she was a contestant in a beauty pageant. She had full lips that formed into a perfect pout, and her golden eyes dragged up and down Ariette’s body in a way that only a queen bee could pull off. 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” she finally said snarkily. “I’m not really in the business of wondering. We’re in the business of eliminating threats, and you five looked like you were a threat.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” Ariette muttered as she rolled her eyes. “What if someone had been killed?” 
 
    “I don’t ask questions anymore,” the redhead spat. “Your kind never ask the Unseelie for clarity. You just kill us on the spot!” 
 
    “Because you’re breaking a sacred treaty!” Ariette cried. “We weren’t breaking any sort of treaty here. You’re not following protocol.” 
 
    “Protocol?” the Unseelie scoffed with a laugh. “You think I give a damn about protocol? My tribe is out here in these woods, trying to survive! Protocol be damned.” 
 
    “Well,” Maaren piped up in an extra cheery voice that was very unusual for the hunter, “we should just be going then. Give my regards to my father.” 
 
     “Maaren, can I talk to you for a second?” I requested gently.  
 
    The hunter spun quickly and lunged toward me, like she desperately wanted an excuse to move out of Edora’s gaze. 
 
    “What’s up?” she asked, and the fake cheer started to reach an uncomfortably strange level. 
 
    “You sound like you sucked in a bunch of helium,” I murmured to her. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, totally good,” she responded. “Never better.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly, but I didn’t completely believe her. “Do you think we could talk to your dad, maybe? About the Phobos? Way back when we met, you said he’d have the answers to all my questions about the Unseelie. Clearly we’re close to his territory. ” 
 
    “I did say that,” she sighed. “And he would. He might not be happy about meeting the human who has his son’s hand, though. He’s a tad ‘old-school,’ just so you know.” 
 
    “I’ll be okay,” I assured her. “But if that’s too much for you--” 
 
    “No, no, if it’ll help us stop the destruction of the entire world, I can stomach my dad for a few hours,” she said quickly. “Just, don’t leave my side, okay?” 
 
    “You got it,” I replied, and pressed a gentle kiss to her soft lips. 
 
    Maaren pulled back after a moment, and I saw her normal self return to her bright green eyes. She sighed deeply, but didn’t look away from me. 
 
    “Edora,” she called out as she stared at my face like she wanted to memorize it, “we need to see my father.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” the Unseelie asked hesitantly. “I mean, last time you--” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Maaren answered, and her voice took on a very regal tone that I’d never heard from her before. 
 
    For the first time, I saw a king’s daughter, not a rebellious hunter. 
 
    “Take us there, please,” she asked once more, this time a bit more forcefully. 
 
    “Woah, you want to go into Unseelie territory?” Ariette demanded as she glared at Maaren. “You know they’re our sworn enemies, right? Well, except for the Phobos currently, but that’s beside the point.” 
 
    “They won’t hurt us,” Maaren assured her. “I’m the … ” 
 
    The hunter stopped for a moment and looked like the words she was saying were making her ill. 
 
    “I’m their princess,” she finished with a deep sigh. 
 
    I was a little uneasy about an adventure through Unseelie territory myself, but it would be worth it if we could get any information from the king. 
 
    “How can you be sure of that?” Danira demanded. “The Seelie and the Unseelie have been at each other’s throats for thousands of years.” 
 
    Maaren inhaled deeply and looked at each of them for a long moment. It was sort of strange, to see the normally quiet and light hunter act like a queen in command, but it was in her blood. 
 
    “Do you trust me?” the Unseelie princess asked seriously. 
 
    “Of course we trust you,” Ariette pointed out. “It’s them we’ve got a problem with.” She hooked a finger to point to the other Unseelie, and Edora rolled her eyes. 
 
    “We can hear you, ya know,” the redhead called out. “We may have blue skin, but we’re not deaf.” 
 
    “Oh, I am fully aware,” Ariette responded snarkily. 
 
    “Guys, if the king can help us in any way, don’t you think we should at least give it a shot?” I asked my team. “Give it an hour. If it doesn’t help, we’ll leave and continue on.” 
 
    “Why do you want to see him so badly?” Ariette asked us. 
 
    “Because if anybody knows who the Phobos leader is, it’s him,” Maaren said firmly, “and that little tidbit of information could do us good in the upcoming battle.” 
 
    Kalista shrugged almost immediately. The dwarf was always willing to go with the flow and see what happened. Ariette and Danira shared a long look of caution, but then the older commander sighed heavily and turned to the Unseelie. 
 
    “You do anything funny at all, and I will make sure the entire Seelie army sees it as breaking the treaty and an act of war, got it?” Danira grunted. 
 
    Edora pursed her pink lips, tilted her head, and then mussed her curls with a shrug. “Follow me, then,” the Unseelie elf said as she turned to lead the way through the forest. 
 
    Two members of her team immediately went to her. The other two waited until my team had started to go and dropped in behind us. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled when I saw them make their move, and I stayed on high alert. The Unseelie were our enemies after all, and I wasn’t too comfortable with two of them behind us and out of sight. 
 
    “Last time you what?” Kalista whisper-yelled to Maaren as we passed through rays of sunlight that flitted through the forest canopy. 
 
    “Huh?” the hunter asked her, a look of confusion on her face. 
 
    “When you told Edora you wanted to see your dad, she said ‘last time you,’’’ the dwarf hissed. “Last time you what?” 
 
    Boone, the elf who I had fought against earlier, suddenly burst out into bouts of uncontrollable laughter ahead of us. 
 
    “Oh boy,” he started to say, “last time--” 
 
    “Shut up, Boone,” Maaren gritted out from behind her teeth. Quicker than a leopard, she reached down to the ground and snatched up a small rock, which she then launched at the back of Boone’s head and struck him just below the nape of his neck. 
 
    “Ow!” he exclaimed. “That wasn’t necessary, ‘Your Highness.’” 
 
    Maaren ignored him and looked at Kalista with an embarrassed grimace. 
 
    “Last time I saw my father, I might have implied he was a soul-sucking demon sent straight from the depths of hell to be the absolute worst dad possible,” she said quietly. 
 
    “She did more than that,” Edora called back with a cackle. “She told him, in front of the entire Unseelie court, that he had no business procreating and becoming a father, because he was a soulless bastard that had been raised from hell with the sole purpose of ruining her life.” 
 
    “I was sixteen!” Maaren cried out in protest. “Doesn’t every sixteen year old say that?” 
 
    “No,” we all said in unison. 
 
    “That’s intense,” Kalista said with a chuckle. “I had some blowouts with my dad, but I don’t think I ever told him he’d come straight from hell. I think the worst thing I ever called him was a ‘scum-eating swamp dragon’ when he insisted I do a photoshoot for my senior pictures.” 
 
    “Did your dad try to pull you from the only place you’d ever known and induct you into the Unseelie court?” Maaren asked. 
 
    “Nope, can’t say he did,” Ariette laughed. 
 
    “Well there you go!” the hunter cried out dramatically before she completely stopped in her tracks and stared straight ahead of her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked as I turned to follow her eye line. 
 
    In front of us, a huge clearing had been cut into the forest. It was at least as big as a football field, and I could see a few leftover tree stumps dotted around the edge. Other than that, the ground was completely bare. Grass and flowers had been planted around the edge, and in the center of the clearing, two long, low buildings stood opposite each other. They were vastly different than the enormous Seelie guild and looked to be made from dirt and clay that had been slapped together to create walls. The roofs were made of thatched saplings and flexible branches, and the doorways were nothing more than open archways. Behind the buildings, toward the edges of the clearing, small round huts stood dotted about. They were made of the same material as the buildings, but had crude doors made from sticks. 
 
    There was a bustle of Unseelie life in the clearing, not unlike the main entrance to the guild at home. Unseelie, dressed almost solely in human clothes, without a single Fae tunic or outfit in sight, dashed about. Some had armfuls of sticks and twigs, others carried dead rabbits and deer, and still others bore wicker baskets filled with all sorts of berries and plants. There were tall elves with skin that ranged from very light blue that almost looked like Seelie skin, to the same deep, dark blue of Maaren’s skin. Dwarves, all with teal blue skin and dark brown hair, bustled about, as did a few tiny fairies. 
 
    A couple of young elven boys played a game of tag on one edge of the clearing. Their happy laughter bubbled out and blanketed the space in a sense of joy and contentment, but the whole space felt oddly sad. 
 
    “This is where the Unseelie live?” I asked in shock. 
 
    “It didn’t used to be,” Danira grunted as she absorbed the little town. “This isn’t part of their territory.” 
 
    The Unseelie had always been more like a whispered story than real people to me, but I’d always imagined they had huge cities built somewhere off in the nether realm, with tall black skyscrapers and all sorts of interesting technology that kept them separated from the rest of us. But this little village looked like something straight out of the past, like a peaceful way of life that could never be achieved in the big city, where giants came down from the mountains and genetically modified trolls robbed banks. 
 
    “They’re supposed to be in the nether realm, right?” I asked. 
 
    “So we thought,” Danira growled angrily. “This is an outrageous breach of the treaty.” 
 
    I recalled my first day at the guild, when Ariette had explained that the Unseelie existed in the nether realm, and only in the nether realm. But even if the Reiner Forest bordered the nether realm, it was still very much a part of Seelie territory, and therefore off limits to all Unseelie according to the treaty. 
 
    “Wait here,” Edora ordered us. Maaren opened her mouth to protest, but the redhead raised a hand. “I’m going to go tell your father you’re here before you go barging in on him and give the king a heart attack.” 
 
    “Fine,” Maaren sighed, and we all paused just beyond the edge of the clearing. 
 
    We watched as Edora disappeared through a doorway in the middle of one of the buildings, followed by the rest of her crew. Maaren huffed out a few long sighs next to me, and her feet kicked at the dirt agitatedly as her hands fidgeted together. I glanced over to see she had crossed her arms in front of her chest and stared at the ground. It was all very un-Maaren like. 
 
    “Families are tough, huh?” I asked her softly as I reached out a hand to rub her bicep gently.  
 
    She didn’t even look up at me. 
 
    It was a very genuine question, since I’d never exactly had a family of my own. I didn’t count the foster family I managed to stay with for an entire year when I was twelve. It must be a strange experience, to be tethered to people without having a choice in the matter. To not like those people on top of that would be an even stranger experience. 
 
    “Tough is an understatement,” she sighed out. “I haven’t seen him in almost fifteen years. And the last thing I said to him was … well, you know. He’s not evil. Not good, but not evil.” 
 
    “I may not know much about families, Maaren, but I do know one thing,” I replied softly and waited until she glanced up to meet my eyes before I continued. “I can’t imagine anyone being unhappy to see you.” 
 
    She snorted out a laugh and shook her head, but I caught the slight purple blush that tinged her cheeks. 
 
    “Whatever you say, Milton,” she chuckled. 
 
    “So, uh, when did the Unseelie cross into our land?” Kalista demanded suddenly. 
 
    I turned to my right to see the small dwarf with both hands planted firmly on her hips. Her violet eyes were narrowed as she watched the Unseelie go about their business, like she thought that at any moment, one of them might unsheath a sword and try to run us all through like a shish kabob. 
 
    I briefly reminded myself she could be totally right. 
 
    “I don’t know, but it had to be within the last fifteen years,” Maaren shook her head. “Did any of you know about this?” 
 
    Ariette and Danira both shook their heads at her. 
 
    “They clearly haven’t bothered anyone,” I pointed out. “This would have been big news if they’d moved into our territory and started robbing and pillaging towns.” 
 
    “Good point,” Ariette said. “Still, it’s a huge violation of the treaty. I doubt the Seelie king knows anything about this. I wonder what he’d do if he did.” 
 
    “Probably start a war.” Maaren shrugged, and Ariette stared at her with wide eyes. “What? You know it’s true.” 
 
    “Maaren?” a creaky old voice called out at that moment. 
 
    The hunter inhaled sharply and closed her eyes for a brief moment as I patted her arm comfortingly. Then, her green eyes flew open and turned to look toward the far end of the clearing. 
 
    An older elf crossed toward us, followed closely by Edora and her identical team members, whom I’d now dubbed “the triplets.” The king’s posture was stick straight, and he had a purposeful stride just like Maaren. However, his face was lined and wrinkled, and his lips had long ago thinned to almost nothing. For an elf to look that aged, he had to be at least a thousand years old, if not more. He had dark, midnight blue skin, and a shock of snow white hair that grew out from his head and flopped over rather awkwardly. He was the only Unseelie I’d seen so far who wore traditional Fae clothes. The king wore a long, gray robe with blue stitching, and worn out leather moccasins on his feet. 
 
    “Hi, Dad,” Maaren said in an almost monotonous voice, but I could see the way her upper lip quivered with emotion as she looked at the elder Unseelie. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine what that must feel like. Just like me, Maaren hadn’t grown up with parents. She was fortunate enough to be raised by her own grandmother, but I knew she had felt the same longing for shared blood I did. When she finally found the elf who had donated half of his DNA to her, she had been forced to choose between two different worlds. Put in that situation myself, I wasn’t sure what I would feel if I saw that man again. Especially now that I knew what she’d done the last time. 
 
    “Your dad is old,” Kalista whispered in astonishment as she stared at the Unseelie king in shock. 
 
    Ariette nudged her gently, and the dwarf whispered a hurried “sorry.” 
 
    The king suddenly stopped in his tracks about two feet from Maaren, and he just stared at the gap between them like it was an enormous chasm he was afraid he couldn’t cross. His lips parted and shut like a goldfish, and his bright green eyes slowly crossed the chasm to land on Maaren’s shoes before he abruptly glanced around at the many, many pairs of Unseelie eyes on us all. 
 
    I could almost feel the tension in everyone’s bodies. Danira rocked forward like she wanted to say something, but then threw a quick glance at Maaren, shook her head slightly, and rocked back on her heels. She probably figured this was Maaren’s territory right now. We could all let her navigate it the way she wanted, at least for the moment. 
 
    “Why’d you move?” Maaren asked suddenly. 
 
    The king looked up at her in surprise. “T-The Phobos took over the nether realm,” he said slowly. His white eyebrows crept together until they furrowed into a deep frown. “Didn’t you get any of my letters?’ 
 
    “Uh, no,” the hunter said uncomfortably. “I didn’t know … I expect Hasen intercepted all of them.” 
 
    “That does sound like him,” the king replied dryly. “So, then, I’m guessing this isn’t a social visit to your elderly father.” 
 
    “No,” Maaren said quickly before she yanked me toward her. “It’s about the Phobos, actually. Dad, this is the Racmoth.” 
 
    A myriad of emotions crossed the elderly king’s face, and an audible gasp escaped the mouths of the Unseelie close enough to hear Maaren’s words. The king’s green eyes flicked from Maaren to me, and his expression evolved from shock, to disbelief, to excitement, to absolute wonder as he stared at me like I was one of the statues in the Jefferson City Museum.  
 
    I shifted uncomfortably under his sharp gaze and squared up my shoulders. 
 
    “So it really has come to this,” he breathed out finally. 
 
    Even though he was still looking directly at me, I felt as if the old man no longer really saw me. 
 
    “I’m Milton,” I finally said and stuck my hand out in greeting. 
 
    The king glanced down at my hand and let out a harsh laugh. 
 
    “How very human-like,” he said, his tone amused as he reached out to shake my hand. “The only other person who’s ever offered their hand to me was my daughter. I am Orion, King of the Unseelie. And I believe you have my son’s Hand.” 
 
    I grimaced involuntarily, even though I knew this would come at some point. Maaren had once told me Fae could sense the Hands of Power of the people they were related to, even after the transfer had occurred. Plus, it would be a pretty big coincidence for me to just suddenly have a Hand of Blood right at the same time his son, who had the same Hand, passed away.  
 
    “I do,” I said evenly. “Your son was very brave. He did a great service to me, and to the world. The Racmoth wouldn’t exist without his sacrifice.” 
 
    The king sighed heavily, and a nostalgic smile crossed his face. 
 
    “My son always did want to be on the side of justice,” he replied slowly. “Just like my daughter.” 
 
    “Look, Dad, as much as we’d love to keep chit-chatting, we are on a mission,” Maaren interrupted his musings. “You said the Phobos pushed you out of the nether realm. How did that happen? They must have been fairly powerful to defeat you in battle.” 
 
    “Not strong in the mind of the Seelie,” Orion considered, “but our numbers are small. We did not want to risk the loss of lives if we fought back, so we agreed to move out willingly.” 
 
    “So, let me get this straight,” Danira finally spoke up from behind me, her voice gruff. “You don’t want to take the Phobos’ side?” 
 
    “I imagine you believe all the Unseelie are a bunch of tricksters who’d like nothing better than to see the world go up in flames? Or, as my daughter so gracefully put it to me, that we are evil beings sent straight from hell?” he questioned the commander. There was no judgement in his voice, but rather a tone of resignation, like this was a stereotype he often corrected. 
 
    “Not exactly what I’m saying,” Danira muttered. “The relationship between our peoples hasn’t exactly been the most stable.”  
 
    “Nonetheless, to answer your question, my Seelie friend, we are not just and good the way your kind are. You want absolute peace and for every small crime to receive swift justice. We may not want those things, but we do not want to see the world ruled by terrible, malevolent elves,” Orion answered her calmly. “That does no one any good.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Danira replied, her tone icily calm. 
 
    “Can you tell us more about them?” Maaren demanded. “The Phobos. Milton’s been talking to a dragon--” 
 
    The king raised a single hand about two words in to Maaren’s second sentence, and she trailed off slowly. Fire lit up her eyes, and I watched her jaw clench in annoyance at the trivial way Orion had silenced her. Yet she paused all the same. It was a stark contrast to the Maaren we all knew. If anyone else had done that, she would have bitten their head off. 
 
    “My child, I have not seen you in years,” Orion said quietly. “Would you not do me the honor of a meal before you demand answers from me. Unless, of course, you still believe I was raised from the depths of hell.” 
 
    “It’s under debate,” the hunter muttered through gritted teeth. She glanced over to me and tilted her head in question.  
 
    I looked toward the rest of the team, who all nodded slowly, before I shrugged to Maaren.  
 
    The king and Edora watched our exchange with eagle eyes. 
 
    “One meal,” Maaren finally agreed, “but you have to answer all of our questions.” 
 
    “It’s only fair.” The king smiled back at her, and I got the sense he found joy in the bantering and bargaining with his daughter, regardless of how annoyed it might make her.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
     “Follow me, then,” Orion proclaimed, and he spun around on his heel in a way that reminded me of Maaren whenever she got an idea in her head. “It will be a feast for the ages.” 
 
    “Follow him, then,” Maaren reiterated with a slightly mocking tone. She rolled her bright green eyes and swept her hand forward dramatically as we all stepped into stride behind the king and Edora. 
 
    Our newfound Unseelie allies led us into the nicer of the two structures, and we found ourselves surrounded by an archaic-yet-elegant interior. There were a few pictures hung haphazardly on the muddy walls, and any furniture present was made of sticks and hay. 
 
    “Sooo, do you guys eat, like, normal food?” Kalista asked Edora as she bounced ahead of the rest of us. “I just need to prepare myself in case you’re going to serve roasted cockroaches or shellfish that come out of a tree. I saw this documentary about old human tribes who use to crack open an entire, rotting tree stump and pull worms out of it. And then they ate the worms. Totally raw. I haven’t been the same since. Nightmares for weeks, let me tell ya. So I just want to mentally ready myself to go toe to toe with some giant tree worm at this meal, ya know?” 
 
    Edora flipped her red curls over her shoulder and cast a sideways glance at the dwarf. She curled her lip and smiled snidely. 
 
    “Of course we don’t eat worms,” Edora sneered. 
 
    “Oh, thank God!” Kal cried out as we turned into an archway about halfway down the second building. 
 
    “We much prefer the green horned beetle to forest worms,” Edora finished off quickly, and I saw the entire back of Kal’s body shrink down in horror. 
 
    “They don’t eat bugs, Kal, don’t worry,” Maaren assured her. “Way to make friends, Edora.” 
 
    “That’s never quite been my talent, as you’ll recall,” the redhead shot back calmly. 
 
    I turned my attention from their conversation to survey the room we’d just stepped into. It was sparsely furnished, and a far cry from the glorious dining hall in the Seelie guild, with its overflowing buffets full of fresh, hot food. There was a single, long communal dining table in the center of the room that looked as if it had been carved from a tree trunk, with fifty or so mismatched chairs around it. In front of each chair was a plate with a fork, knife, and napkin next to it. 
 
    Against the far wall, opposite the door, was a long countertop and a single, wood burning stove. A few baskets of fruits and vegetable sat along the middle of the table in four foot intervals, and two roasted rabbits had been placed at one end of the surface. 
 
    The walls were all made of the same mud that the outside of the building was made of, but I could see patterns and designs had been drawn into the mud before it had dried. Some of them were extremely well done, with looping spirals and nearly perfect lines. Others looked like they’d been drawn by children. There were flowers and people, and those suns that kids always draw with a huge circle and a bunch of lines stuck out of it. 
 
    Orion took a seat at the head of the table, right in front of the rabbits, and motioned for the rest of us to sit as well. Edora was quick to follow her king, and she sat at his right hand instantly. I didn’t miss the victorious glance she threw at Maaren, but the hunter herself didn’t seem to care. Instead, Maaren took a seat as far from her father as she possibly could without leaving the group. 
 
    Danira and Ariette took their own seats next to Edora cautiously, and I sat down on the king’s other side. Kalista plopped herself in between Maaren and I comfortably and began to stare at the roasted rabbit and bowl of fruit longingly. 
 
    “Well,” the king chuckled as he picked up his utensils and tore a leg off one of the steaming rabbits, “it’s not a meal unless everyone’s eating. Go ahead.” 
 
    He looked at me with his bright green eyes and waited as I picked up my own utensils. I took the other leg off the rabbit as I tried to hold in the queasiness in my stomach. I’d never thought of myself as a guy who would eat cute little bunnies, but I also realized it’d be unwise to upset the Unseelie king. Especially when I needed answers from him. 
 
    “So, sir,” I started as I cut off a piece of the tender meat and lifted my fork to my mouth, “I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, but for a long time, there was a dragon being held in the bowels of the guild.” 
 
    The meat had a wildly smoky flavor, the kind that clearly didn’t come from a bottle. It tasted distinctly like chicken, only tougher. I had to chew on it for a moment before it started to dissolve into my tastebuds, but it wasn’t bad at all. I’d have to rethink my stance on rabbit meat. 
 
    “I am aware of that fact, Racmoth, though I did not agree with that decision,” he muttered. “Alas, it would have been in violation of the treaty to attempt to dissuade your guild master. I take it you have been conversing with this dragon?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have,” I answered calmly, “and he told me something yesterday, about the Phobos and the prophecy. He said the prophecy that tells of the Racmoth is referencing the Phobos leader, and not the entire group. I was hoping you might know why that is?” 
 
    “So, I was right,” the king sighed heavily and pushed his plate away as if he’d suddenly lost his appetite. 
 
    Edora’s fork froze on its way to her pink lips, and her gold eyes stared at the king in horror and shock. 
 
    “Right about what?” Ariette demanded when neither of the Unseelie spoke. 
 
    The king looked at the Fae, and his eyes were full of a deep sadness. “When the Phobos invaded and sent us from the nether realm, I came face to face with their leader,” the king started. “He used to be a commander in my guard. A very high ranking commander at that. I daresay I considered him a friend. You met him, Maaren, when you first found me.” 
 
    “Patten?” Maaren asked thoughtfully, and the king nodded. “He always did seem slimy to me.” 
 
    “Slimy is putting it gently,” Edora muttered angrily. “He ran off with the Phobos ten years ago when your father refused to demand a change to the treaty that would allow us back into the human world. Your father told him the only way the Seelie would allow us to return to the human world is if we were all kept under lock and key. He was right, of course, but Patten refused to see that.” 
 
    “He was seduced by the idea of victory, fed to him by the Phobos,” Orion added. “But nonetheless, something about him seemed different when we met again. He was off. He’d been possessed.” 
 
    “Like, by a ghost?” Kalista asked in astonishment. Her tone was a mix of horror and fascination, and I watched as she struggled to decide whether that was cool or totally awful. It was like her horror movie dreams come true. 
 
    “Not exactly a ghost, per se,” the king chuckled. “More like the soul of a very ancient darkness, from a wizard long ago dead and gone in body, but not in spirit. His name was Zolderon, and until recently, I thought he was only a legend.” 
 
    “But clearly, he’s not,” I added. “Who is this Zolderon guy?” 
 
    “I’m afraid you are in over your head, Racmoth,” Orion sighed deeply. “Zolderon was a powerful wizard when he was in the world of the living. Now that he’s ascended to a new level on the astral plane, I fear not even the Racmoth can defeat him. You can kill Patten, sure, but the soul will simply jump to another body.” 
 
    “That’s what the spell is for,” I scoffed. 
 
    “Of course!” Kalista cried out as she slapped the table. “The spell will kill the spirit. That’s how you defeat this Zolderon character.” 
 
    “No spell of today’s time would be able to defeat him,” Edora said. “Zolderon is hundreds of thousands of years old.” 
 
    “It’s not from today’s time.” Ariette shook her head. “That’s why we were traveling through the forest. There’s a second prophecy that lays out a spell for the Racmoth to use in order to defeat the great evil. It’s an ancient spell, from the time of the dragons.” 
 
    “You are headed to the Valley of Light, aren’t you?” the king asked. Shock tinged his tone, and his bright green eyes dashed between his daughter and me. 
 
    “We’ve been told that’s where the spell is,” I answered him as he casually took another bite of his rabbit leg. “An ancient wizard translated it before they were all destroyed, and his soul is in the Valley of Light.” 
 
    “A very noble quest,” he said after he swallowed. “Dangerous, but noble.” 
 
    “Yeah, everyone keeps saying it’s dangerous,” Maaren grumbled. “Any chance you know why it’s so dangerous?” 
 
    Orion shook his head as he watched his daughter tear some rabbit meat from a bone. She never looked at him, but the tenseness in her shoulders and the way she drew her snow white hair over her shoulder told us all she was acutely aware of his gaze. 
 
    “No, I don’t know why,” the king said finally, “but the Racmoth won’t perish in the Valley of Light. There would be no prophecy if that were the case.” 
 
    “But, you said earlier you didn’t think I could defeat Zolderon,” I pointed out bluntly, “even though the prophecy says that’s what I do. Those scrolls were either right about me, or they were wrong. And I’m sure as hell going to make sure that they were right.” 
 
    The king considered me with a tilt of his head. He pursed his thin, dark blue lips before they spread into a smile, as if I’d challenged him and won and he was proud of that. 
 
    “I see why my daughter likes you, Racmoth,” Orion replied, his tone amused. “You are a smart one. I did say that. Prophecies can be fickle. They may not always come true. Events of the future are in constant motion. But it does say you will meet this great evil face to face. Unless Zolderon has decided to take up residence in the Valley of Light, you will survive. However, I am more worried about my daughter than I am you. Forgive an old man that.” 
 
    “Your daughter’s too tough to die, sir,” I chuckled.  
 
    Maaren’s own dark blue lips spread into a gracious smile. 
 
    “Too good of a hunter, too,” Danira grunted. “I wouldn’t want to be on the other side of a battle when Maaren’s involved.” 
 
    The commander had hardly spoken the entire meal. Her coal black eye darted around every so often, almost like she was afraid some Unseelie might leap down from the ceiling and cut her throat. It made me realize just how much history there was between the two tribes of Fae. 
 
    I supposed it was easier for me to shove down my uncertainty when it came to the Unseelie because I was still a rather new player to the game. Humans knew of it, sure, but it never played a big role in our lives. Now that I was here, at the dinner table with the Unseelie king and his estranged daughter, torn apart by this feud, I began to wonder why the hatred ran so deep. The Unseelie didn’t seem evil or malicious, just different. Almost more reserved and cautious, in a way, and most definitely less concerned with everyone else. 
 
    I put the last shred of white meat into my mouth and chewed it thoughtfully before I turned back to the king and extended my hand once more. He took it without hesitation this time, but the twinkle of amusement at my human customs still danced in his green eyes. 
 
    “Thank you for all of your help,” I said firmly as we all stood.  
 
    Immediately, a few younger Unseelie elves scurried over and cleared the empty plates and torn up rabbit carcasses. 
 
    “There is one more thing,” Orion announced. “I would like to send Edora with you.” 
 
    “What?” both Edora and Maaren cried in unison. 
 
    I bit back a laugh at the expressions of outrage on both their faces. It was almost as if the king had suggested he come with us himself. 
 
    “Dad, I really don’t think that’s necessary,” Maaren protested immediately. “We have been doing perfectly fine. Besides, this is a five person team, not six.” 
 
    “Depends on your definition of fine,” Edora shot back with a snort before she turned to the king. “My Lord, I really don’t see why that would be helpful to anyone. I believe I serve you best here.” 
 
    “You and my daughter made a very good team, if I recall correctly,” Orion responded calmly. “And I would like to show the Seelie we are committed to the defeat of the Phobos. Maybe then they will reconsider this God forsaken treaty.” 
 
    Edora’s gold eyes turned dark as she struggled to maintain her calm and obey her king. In the end, she just nodded slowly and blew out a long breath from her full pink lips. 
 
    “You guys were a team?” Kalista hissed to Maaren, but the white haired hunter didn’t seem to hear her. 
 
    “Look, Dad, I’m sure if we tell the Seelie king you helped us out with our questions, he’d be more than happy--” 
 
    “I think it’s a good idea,” Danira spoke up, and the authority in her voice shut Maaren up immediately. “Edora knows the nether realm in ways we don’t. And besides, we could use all the help we can get right now.” 
 
    Maaren looked like she wanted to argue, but she just sighed and nodded. 
 
    “You always know what’s best,” the hunter acquiesced. “Welcome to the team, Edora. But, I take lead. Just remember that.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness,” the redhead said almost mockingly. 
 
    But Maaren said nothing and turned on her heel like her father did to stride out of the room. “Best we get going, then,” she called over her shoulder. “We don’t want to lose all the daylight.” 
 
    Edora huffed a long sigh before she strode to the archway and yelled after Maaren. 
 
    “I need to pack,” the redhead hollered. “I’ll be there in five minutes.” 
 
    The Unseelie marched out of the archway with her body at attention and her head held high. Danira, Ariette, and Kalista all exited after Maaren, and I began to follow when a soft voice interrupted my stride. 
 
    “I would like to thank you, Milton,” I heard the Unseelie king say behind me. 
 
    “What for?” I asked as I turned around. “You’re the one who helped us, after all.” 
 
    “True,” Orion chuckled, his green eyes bright among his deep set wrinkles. “I suppose first for being the Racmoth, regardless of the circumstances that surround your re-birth. And second, for bringing my daughter back to me. She would not have come of her own accord, I’m sure of it. I suppose she’s told you I’m some villainous king, and I have done many things I am not proud of. But nonetheless, as a father, you have my gratitude.” 
 
    I froze for a moment, completely at a loss for what to say. Maaren hadn’t said all that much about her father before today, but I had definitely gotten the sense he was a bad guy. It was hard to marry that image with the old elf who stood before me, the elf who had just helped us in our war against the Phobos. He wasn’t just and good, the way the Seelie were, but he wasn’t a malevolent monster, either. The dragon had once said to me not everything was black and white, and in this moment, I knew Kajul’s words rang true. Sure, the king had helped us partly out of his own self-interest.  
 
    But, at the end of the day, he had helped us all the same. 
 
    “You’re welcome, sir,” I finally responded when I found my voice again. “You should say goodbye to her, at least.” 
 
    Orion tilted his head as he looked over me with a sense of wonder in his green eyes.  
 
    I sighed when he didn’t make a move to step forward. 
 
    “Look, can I be frank?” I asked. “To the Fae, something like saying goodbye might seem trivial. I get that you all are happy with letting things like relationships just crumble and die. Well, okay, ‘happy’ might not be the right word. What I’m trying to say is your daughter is half human. And she’s got a lot of those pesky human emotions bottled up inside her. Going out there and saying goodbye would be a big deal to her.” 
 
    “I see,” he said carefully as he considered my words. “Well, then, I shall do just that.” 
 
    The king stood to his feet and strode out of the room, and I followed close behind him. His grey robe flowed out like a cascade as he walked down the pathway between the two buildings, toward where Maaren and the team had decided to wait. 
 
    “Maaren,” the king said when we were a few feet away from the team. Danira, Ariette, and Kalista watched the king curiously as he shuffled in the dirt for a moment. 
 
    Maaren, on the other hand, waited silently. Her green eyes trained judgmentally on the shock of white hair that sat on Orion’s head. 
 
    “I wanted to say goodbye to you, before you left,” the Unseelie king finally said. A slight hint of emotion crept into his voice, but he quickly cleared his throat and looked up at his daughter. 
 
    “You wanted to say goodbye,” Maaren repeated slowly as she glanced over at me, and a smile twitched at the corner of her lips. “Thank you, father.” 
 
    “I-I hope the next time we see each other will be much sooner than another fifteen years,” Orion stuttered. “I mean … don’t stay away so long this time, okay?” 
 
    Maaren watched him for a long moment. Her green eyes darted about his face like she studied it and wanted to memorize it. Then, abruptly, she stuck her right hand out in front of her, with a merry twinkle in her eyes. 
 
    “Deal,” she assured him. 
 
    Orion looked at her hand and let out a laugh as he took it and shook it. 
 
    I heard a sniffle behind me and turned to see both Ariette and Danira as they patted Kalista’s arm. Tears streamed down the dwarf’s face, and her cheeks were bright red with emotion. Ariette stifled a laugh as Kal pulled out a handkerchief from her pocket and blew her nose loudly. 
 
    “What?” the dwarf wailed out when she caught my expression. “It’s sweet, okay? I may look tough, but I’ve got a real soft side.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, we know,” Ariette teased. 
 
    “Are we all ready to go?” Edora demanded as she flounced up to us, the brown strap of a knapsack flung casually over one shoulder. 
 
    She took a glance at Maaren and Orion, who still had their hands clasped together, and rolled her eyes. Then, she turned to me and cocked her hip playfully. 
 
    “You’re in charge, right?” she questioned. “Can we get this show on the road?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I said in somewhat of a daze as my eyes trailed down her curvy figure to those wonderfully tight skinny jeans. “Let’s get that spell.” 
 
    “Let’s,” Edora replied casually. 
 
    The Unseelie woman looked me over hungrily, like I was a piece of beautifully cooked meat she couldn’t wait to devour. I didn’t miss the way her golden eyes landed on the slight bulge in my pants. 
 
    She shot me a wink, and I realized she knew exactly what she was doing. Edora gave me one last look of sensuality, and then she turned and strutted toward the edge of the clearing. Once she reached the tree line, she turned around and motioned for us to follow. 
 
    I let out a whistle to alert my teammates, and they all began to follow the Unseelie warrior. 
 
    “Oh, HC, I think she likes you,” Ariette whispered with a laugh as she fell into step beside me. 
 
    “Do you really?” I asked back teasingly. 
 
    “She was practically eye fucking you right there,” the blonde laughed back at me. “I would say, most definitely.” 
 
    “Always good to get a woman’s opinion on this sort of thing.” I shrugged playfully. 
 
    “That was really nice, what you did for Maaren,” Ariette said abruptly. One soft hand landed on my upper bicep, and she caressed it lovingly. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I replied secretively. 
 
    “Deny it all you want, but I know the king would have never come after her if you hadn’t said something,” the elf replied. “You’re a really good guy.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, slightly embarrassed at the compliment. “So did you ever imagine we’d be working with the Unseelie?” 
 
    “Uh, no, not a chance in hell!” she exclaimed. “Although I must admit, they’re not at all as bad as the stories I’ve been told.” 
 
    “Yeah, kind of weird how … normal they were,” I agreed. 
 
    “Normal’s an illusion,” Kalista piped up from her position in front of us. “Or is the human saying ‘normal’s overrated’? I can’t remember.” 
 
    “It’s ‘normal’s overrated’,” Maaren answered, “but I kind of like the first one. It sounds so much deeper.” 
 
    Kal waggled her wide hips happily and did a little jump for joy. “That’s me,” she giggled. “Kal the Philosopher.” 
 
    We walked on for a few more hours in a calm, meditative silence. I listened to the crackle of twigs and leaves beneath my boots, all of which came in time with our footsteps. Occasionally, a squirrel or rabbit would scamper across our path, and the calls of birds could be heard among the trees. At one point, we even saw a deer through the thicket of the forest. It shot off as soon as we stopped to stare, and we continued on. 
 
    “Okay,” Edora said abruptly, and she stopped so fast Kalista ran smack into her back. The Unseelie turned around and shot the dwarf a glare before she tossed her knapsack on the ground. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Ariette asked as Edora sat down. 
 
    “We camp here for the night.” The Unseelie shrugged as she pointed upward. 
 
    The sun had now almost completely set, and we had been slowly blanketed in darkness. The bright rays no longer shone through the trees, and the rustle of creatures had started to cease. 
 
    “Do you know how close we are to the Valley of Light?” I asked as I rifled through my knapsack to pull out a can of spaghetti and a fork. 
 
    Edora shrugged. “Probably half a day’s walk.” The Unseelie then took a chunk of homemade bread from her own backpack and tore into it hungrily. 
 
    Maaren watched her for a moment before she turned on her heel and gathered up twigs and sticks in her arms. 
 
    “We’ll need a fire,” the hunter explained. “It’ll get cold tonight.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Ariette offered. “We can light it using my Hand.” 
 
    The Fae stood up and walked off to help Maaren gather kindling for the fire. They made a circle of stones and then dumped their collected sticks smack-dab in the middle. Ariette shot a tiny bolt of electricity from her Hand, and there were a few sparks as the kindling caught fire. Soon, the sticks were ignited, and they glowed with a roaring fire that gave off a very comforting heat. 
 
    “Neat trick,” Edora said thoughtfully as she watched Ariette sit down. “Electricity?” 
 
    “Yep,” the elf nodded and retrieved her own can of spaghetti. “You?” 
 
    “Fire,” Edora answered and pointed to her brilliant red curls. “Couldn’t you tell?” 
 
    “I just thought the red hair was for your temper,” Ariette shot back without missing a beat.” 
 
    “That too,” Edora laughed lightly, “but mostly for the fire.” 
 
    “Guess you could have lit that, then,” Ariette chuckled as she motioned to the brilliant red flame. 
 
    Edora just shrugged. “I’ll get it next time,” she replied. “Surely this won’t be the last night we’ll all spend together.”  
 
    We all finished our meals in silence and then decided each of us would take a one hour watch shift during the night. Edora was fairly confident we weren’t in immediate danger, but it never hurt to be extra cautious. 
 
    After all, the prophecy couldn’t come true if I was in the belly of some nasty ogre.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    I sat next to the fire as it slowly died out and turned to embers that crackled soothingly. It was now dawn, and the brilliant golden rays of the sun once again shone down through the branches of the trees. I had volunteered to take the last watch of the night so the rest of my friends could get some rest and relaxation, but this part of the job was certainly an added bonus. 
 
    The forest started to come alive in the morning dew, and I watched as two squirrels chittered angrily at each other and scampered up the trunk of a tree a few feet away. 
 
    I stretched out my neck as my watch turned to the next hour, seven, and shuffled over to wake the others up. 
 
    “Rise and shine, sleepyheads,” I bellowed out over the heads of the sleeping women. “It’s time to go meet up with a friendly ghost!” 
 
    Edora sprang up from her blanket, and her golden eyes narrowed in my direction briefly. I could tell she was annoyed by the abrupt end to her sleep, but she simply turned around and gathered up her stuff. 
 
    My team, on the other hand, wasn’t quite so quick to get up. 
 
    “Five more minutes,” Kalista mumbled sleepily. Her spiky silver hair was mussed with sleep, and she clutched onto Ariette’s leg like it was a prize teddy bear and slipped her eyes closed again. 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” Ariette said the moment she saw that Kal had a hold of her leg. She gave the appendage a firm shake as she tried to escape the dwarf’s grip, but Kal was holding on for dear life. 
 
    “Just needa lil more sleep, mmkay?” the dwarf mumbled. “We can always visit the Valley of Light in the morning.” 
 
    Ariette grunted and started to shake her leg so vigorously I was afraid she might kick the small dwarf in the face. Then, her eyes narrowed and a mischievous grin spread across her mouth. The Fae lifted up her hand, called forth a few sparks, and placed it directly on Kal’s shoulder. 
 
    There was the sound of an electric shock, and the dwarf’s eyes sprang open as she let out a shriek and released her friend’s leg. Her spiky hair was now even more unkempt, almost like she had stuck a fork in an electrical socket. 
 
     “Good morning, sunshine,” Ariette said with a giggle. 
 
    “Revenge is a dish best served cold,” Kalista replied calmly, and then she grabbed her bag and stood to her feet.  
 
    “And so the prank war begins,” Danira chuckled. 
 
    “You guys are like children,” Edora said judgmentally. She hadn’t been at all amused by Ariette’s wake up call. 
 
    “Children have fun, though,” Kalista pointed out to the Unseelie. “You should try it sometime. Life’s a journey, not a destination.” 
 
    “Is that from your line of inspirational posters?” Edora prodded. “Let me guess, it’s one with a baby griffin flying off into the sunset?” 
 
    “Wow,” Kal said in awe. “It makes jokes.” 
 
    “We should get going,” Danira grunted and brought us back to reality as she checked the bullets in her gun. 
 
    We all made sure to grab our weapons and our knapsacks before we fell in line behind Edora and continued to follow her through the forest. 
 
    Our team hiked along the forest floor for about four more hours, and then the trees began to thin. The thick redwood trunks gave way to a mixture of thinner uprights and small saplings, and the forest floor was no longer thickly coated in dead leaves. The leaves were more scattered about now, and we strode along hard, dry dirt. And then, as the trees thinned further and the sun shone brightly overhead, we came upon a huge rock face covered in patches of bright green moss, with an ominously dark opening in the center of it. 
 
    The rock face was at least twenty feet tall, and it looked like it was made of slate gray stone. It’s formations stuck out in odd places and looked almost as if it had been carved up by some enormous hand. It was long enough that I couldn’t see where it ended on either side, almost like it was a wall on the border of the forest. 
 
    I squinted against the sunlight and tried to peer into the dark opening to see what lay beyond, but it was no use. Whatever was inside was pitch black and unidentifiable from where I stood in the brilliant sun. 
 
    “That’s not much of a valley,” Danira grunted. The commander stepped forward a bit to peer into the archway with her hand firmly on her gun. 
 
    “On the inside, it is,” Edora assured her. The Unseelie squared her shoulders and gave the back of her jeans a little tug to lift them more snugly around her hips. 
 
    “Here,” Ariette said and picked up a large branch from the ground. She shot a bolt of electricity from her hand, and the end of the branch erupted into flames. 
 
    “Good idea,” Maaren said, and she picked up a branch of her own. “We need two.” 
 
    “Or three.” Edora shrugged. 
 
    The Unseelie warrior grabbed another branch, and we all watched in fascination as she grew a small ball of fire out of her palm and placed it gently on top. She waited until the flames grew and licked up her arm before she took her Hand away. 
 
    Maaren rolled her eyes and stuck her branch out to Ariette to light. Ariette did so, and then they all turned to look at me. 
 
    “Everybody ready?” I asked. 
 
    My teammates gave me a confirmation nod, and I stepped forward with a hand on my gun. I thought back to what Orion had said and breathed a sigh of relief. If I was going to die here, there would be no prophecy at all. 
 
    But that was just me. Any of my friends were fair game, and I wasn’t going to let anything bad happen to them. 
 
    Ariette led the way into the opening in the rock wall, brandishing her makeshift torch in front of her as we walked. Maaren took up the rear, and we were engulfed in warm orange light. 
 
    The opening led into a narrow tunnel, with barely enough space for us to walk single file. It went on for at least a mile, and then we trodded down the dirt path on high alert. The stone walls were blank, and there was no sound save for the crunch of our footsteps and the occasional squeak of some sort of rodent. 
 
    Suddenly, Ariette pulled to a full stop and gasped. Immediately afterward, I heard the sound of a small rock clatter down a huge chasm and fall a very, very long way. 
 
    “Halt!” she exclaimed hurriedly, and we all froze instantly. “I see why it’s called a valley now, Edora.” 
 
    The blonde elf pressed herself against the rock formation to her left, and then began to shuffle cautiously to the side. As she moved, the Fae made sure to keep her back flat against the rock face. Soon, she completely disappeared from view. 
 
    Once I got a little closer, I could see the path continued along a narrow ledge set into a huge cliff face. If Ariette had walked any further, she would have fallen at least fifty feet and hit the craggy, sharp rocks below. 
 
    We all followed the elf’s lead as we stepped out onto the narrow path and stared down on the Valley of Light. I could see why it was called a valley, but it didn’t seem very “light” to me at all. It stretched out below us into darkness, but I had a gut feeling the place went on for miles and miles. There were huge, sharp rocks, like giant shark teeth from a great white, that stuck up from the floor. We could just barely see the tips of them from where we stood, but everything else was obscured in a thick white fog that roiled and rolled through the valley. Every so often, I could see a flash of bright white light, almost like an orb. My guess was these lights were souls. Other than that, the valley was enshrouded in a creepy darkness. 
 
    I’d expected some sort of happy place, like the hereafter humans always dream about. A big place with rolling green hills and fruit trees and sunlight twenty four seven, even though time is completely obsolete in a world of souls. Not some dark valley in the middle of a cave where the air was so chilly it made the hairs on my arms freeze in place. I also didn’t picture a place where everything was nearly dead silent, save for the sound of our breathing and the occasional howl of wind. 
 
    This just seemed depressing. 
 
    “You guys used to take your heroes and important people here to live out eternity?” I hissed at Ariette. “This seems like a shitty place to spend the rest of time and space.” 
 
    “That’s probably why they stopped doing it,” she chuckled. “I could imagine that once word got out, people requested not to be buried here anymore. No matter the reason, we should be thankful our wizard is here.” 
 
    “So how do we get down there?” Edora muttered. “That’s where all the action seems to be.” 
 
    “I can fly us down.” Maaren shrugged. “I just have to be careful until I know what’s below all that mist.” 
 
    “Alright then,” Danira grunted with a firm nod as she looked down over the craggy rocks below. “Let’s go find a wizard, shall we?” 
 
    “Take my torch, would you, Milton?” Maaren asked gently. 
 
    The hunter handed me the burning branch, and I soaked up the heat that streamed from it. It eased the chill a little, but I still felt the bitter cold as it crept all the way into my bones. It almost felt like I would never feel the warmth of the sun again, and the dank, empty dread in my body was all that was left. 
 
    What an utterly charming place this turned out to be. 
 
    “Oh, before we go all the way down into this pit,” Edora piped up, “try not to kill anything. That’s not a good idea.” 
 
    “How can we kill something that’s already dead?” Kalista demanded. She peered over the edge of the ledge and shivered in anticipation and horror. 
 
    “You just never know,” Edora replied coolly, “and if there’s anything living down here, it serves a purpose. Don’t kill it.” 
 
    “Got it,” I replied. “Everything that is alive, stays alive.” 
 
    “Okay, are we ready?” Maaren asked. 
 
    We all nodded, and then the Fae reached out with her Hand of Air. Familiar cushions of air encircled my body, and I fell back against them as I was lifted into the sky with the current. 
 
    The hunter must have been practicing her magic, because she was able to lift the entire team into the air with one cast. Maaren moved us over the ledge so our bodies were suspended above the darkness, and then I felt myself begin to descend. 
 
    I held the torch aloft as we ventured down into the thick white mist, but slowly the circle of light it let off grew smaller and smaller, until it lit a circle no more than one foot around me. 
 
    The mist was even colder than the air had been, and I suddenly envied Kalista’s choice to wear a thousand layers of clothes. The chill seeped into my bones, and it was all I could do to keep my teeth from chattering and my entire body from shivering. 
 
    Finally, after a minute or two of travel, we touched down on the ground. It was soft and squishy, almost like we’d stepped onto sand. I lowered the torch to see what we were standing on, but all I found was more black rock. The surrounding mist had made it much more shiny and slick, but it was rock nonetheless.  
 
    “So, uh, how exactly are we supposed to find this Verituck guy if we can’t see more than a foot in front of us?” Kalista hissed in my ear. 
 
    I was completely at a loss for a moment. I hadn’t really expected the Valley of Light to be this kind of God forsaken place in the middle of a cave. 
 
    “Maybe there’s a directory,” Maaren volunteered. 
 
    “Sure.” Edora rolled her eyes. “Somewhere around here there’s surely a list of every single soul that was placed in here for the hundreds of years it was in use. Why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    “No need to be rude,” Maaren shot back. 
 
    A tiny ball of light zoomed straight past us just at that moment. I caught a glimpse of it as it flew by and noticed there was a face inside its form. It was old and wrinkled, but it winked at me as it went by. I stepped back in shock as the light zoomed through the mist and disappeared. 
 
    “Did anybody else see the face?” I whispered. 
 
    “Those are souls,” Danira grunted. “They’re going to have faces, Milton.” 
 
    “Okay, progress!” Ariette exclaimed cheerfully. “Now we just have to find the correct ball of light.” 
 
    Before we could make another move, I felt the ground shift underneath me. It quivered violently, and it felt like we were having the rug yanked out from under us. Maaren fell sideways into me, and I caught her as the ground continued to swell. 
 
    “Guys, what the hell is happening?” Kalista called out. 
 
    “Get low to the ground,” I hollered back as the rock continued to move beneath us, and I started to lose my footing completely. I gave up my attempt to stay standing, so I crouched down to the ground. I clutched the torch in one hand as I flattened my other hand against the squishy rock and wondered if it was possible to get seasick on land.  
 
    The huge roar and crack of the rocks sounded against my eardrums as they shifted and moved, and it felt as if the entire earth was about to be swallowed whole by some giant monster. 
 
    Maaren rocked into my side again, hard, and I wrapped an arm around her waist to try and hold us both steady. The action forced me to release my hold on the rock, and now I was left with nothing to brace myself. The two of us stumbled, and the motion caused my torch to fly out of my hand and go dark. 
 
    Edora’s torch was also tossed from her hand, and it narrowly missed Kalista as it rolled across the landscape. The tiny dwarf somersaulted out of the way before her legs were singed by the flickering flames, and then the second torch went out. 
 
    We were now left with only one source of light, and its single orange flame did little to illuminate the area around us. The fog grew thicker and heavier, and a thin sheen of liquid formed on my face. 
 
    Suddenly, the ground I was on started to shift and bend, and I felt a sharp point begin to form under my right hand. It shot up so quickly I couldn’t react, and I felt a warm drip of blood run down my palm as it was sliced open. I let out a yelp of pain and pulled my hand away to see one of the jagged, tooth-like rock formations grow out of the ground. I could see another one start to form next to it, and a third began to grow inches away from that one. 
 
    “Everybody move forward now!” I hollered out, and we all took off in an awkward sprint. 
 
    Once we were in a safe position, I whipped around to see a huge rock rise out of the ground, right where we had been standing. Had we been a few seconds later, the six of us would have been skewered.  
 
    And then everything froze. 
 
    The roar of the rocks ceased, the movement stopped, and the tiny point that had formed under the meat of my thigh retreated back down into the ground. 
 
    “Everybody okay?” Danira called out. 
 
    The fog was so thick I could barely make out the dark outline of the commander through the dense whiteness, even though she sounded as if she was a few feet away. 
 
    “All good,” I called back. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “Was that my first earthquake?” Kalista asked excitedly. “Somebody say yes. That’s one more thing I can cross off my bucket list!” 
 
    “That definitely counts as an earthquake,” I responded as I searched the dense fog for the dwarf’s small frame. 
 
    “Sweet!” she sang out, but the sound was nearly drowned out by a monstrous, bellowing roar that bounced over the rocks and assaulted my eardrums. 
 
    “No more monsters,” Ariette groaned quietly from somewhere out in the fog. “Please don’t tell me there are more monsters.” 
 
    The fog seemed to get thicker and heavier with each moment, and the chill in my bones was almost painful now as I waited to see the creator of such a roar.  
 
    “Does anyone know what sort of thing could have made that sound?” Danira hissed. 
 
    “The guardian of the souls,” Edora answered, her voice not much more than a whisper. 
 
    Before anyone could answer, the roar sounded again. It was impossibly loud, and animalistic in nature, but with a hint of man in it. And then the pound of heavy, slow footsteps started to come toward us. 
 
    “Everybody run!” I shouted out just as the fog magically began to thin and clear. 
 
    The thick white mist was gone within seconds, and we all burst forward and ran in the opposite direction of the roar. My boots squelched along the squishy rocks for two paces before an enormous shadow landed in front of us and let loose a low, warning growl. I backpedaled fast and hard, and nearly slipped on the slick ground as I stared up at this new beast. 
 
    Whatever it was, it wasn’t a spirit. It was very much alive. 
 
    The thing had the head of a bull, but distorted and elongated so the snout was pushed inward and the face was more ovular than round, like it had been mashed with a human face. Two long, white horns twisted from its forehead. Each horn came to a point so sharp it could run a person straight through, no problem. To top it all off, there was a golden ring hung from the septum of the beast’s head. 
 
    Its upper body was like a man’s torso on some super serious, professional wrestler level steroids. The muscles on his biceps were nearly as big as my head, and he had washboard abs so defined they looked like a caricature. A giant wooden club was clutched in his right hand, and he must have stood at least eight feet tall. His legs were just as bulky as his arms, and he was dressed in some sort of strange skirt with brown leather sandals on his feet. They melded to the rock as he knelt there, teeth bared and murder in his dark brown eyes.  
 
    As much as I still lacked knowledge on a lot of things Fae-related, this was a creature I knew from my human education.  
 
    A minotaur. 
 
    “How dare you enter sacred ground!” the minotaur roared as he leapt forward and raised his weapon. 
 
    He brought his club over his head in a huge arc and made a very valiant attempt to bash my skull in. Thankfully, I was much quicker on the draw. I called upon my Hand of Blood and halted his arm just inches from my face.  
 
    The minotaur’s brown eyes narrowed in confusion for a brief moment as I held him there, but my defence lasted less than a millisecond. All around me, it felt like time itself slowed down. Then, the minotaur’s pale, bulky arm seemed to glitch and phase out of existence, like a computer screen when it overloads on data. It completely vanished in front of my very eyes for a millisecond, before it returned, still moving in slow motion. Even worse, the magic caused my Hand to lose its hold. Just then, time sped up again and returned to a normal pace, and the huge wooden club made a beeline for my head. 
 
    I rolled out of the way fast and ended up on the minotaur’s left as the bludgeoning weapon barely missed my face. 
 
    The minotaur bellowed angrily and took a swing at the rest of my team. 
 
    “HC, what the hell just happened?” Ariette grunted as she blocked a fatal blow with her sword. 
 
    The minotaur grunted, pulled his club free, and turned on Edora. The Unseelie dodged his blow as she blew a stream of fire from her Hand, but the flame seemed to do nothing to our enemy’s thick skin. The minotaur’s entire body shimmered and glitched again, just like it had when I used my Hand. 
 
    “I don’t know!” I said to Ariette in confusion. “It was like he snapped my connection. Like he’s magic resistant or something. He glitched out like he was one of those Ghoul’s Bread mushrooms.” 
 
    “We’re in the metaphysical realm now, the laws of physics don’t apply here,” Kalista called back to us. “Apparently, neither do the laws of metaphysics.” 
 
    I turned to see the tiny dwarf scramble up a rock right behind the minotaur, her violet eyes large and angry. 
 
    “Get out!” the beast bellowed again. 
 
    He spun the club in front of him dangerously, but Maaren was right behind him with her axe. She let out a loud cry as she brought her weapon back over her head and threw it forward with all her strength, right into her opponent’s back. The battle-axe spun through the air like an oversized throwing star intent on severing the minotaur’s spinal cord. 
 
    As the first blade made contact with the beast’s fleshy back, he glitched out and disappeared for a millisecond. That fraction of a second was just enough time for the axe to swish harmlessly through the empty space. The weapon missed it’s target and instead headed right for Danira. 
 
    The sly old commander threw up her Hand, and a wall of ice formed in front of her body. The axe hit the wall with a loud “thunk” and planted itself firmly in the structure. Spiderweb cracks shot through the wall of ice, and then the entire thing splintered into a million pieces.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Maaren breathed. “It’s almost like he’s teleporting back and forth through the different astral planes.” 
 
    Just then, Ariette began to assault the minotaur with a barrage of lightning bolts. They split and cracked through the air and hit him everywhere, his head, chest, legs, back, any space the blonde could get to. But with every strike of lightning, the beast shimmered and glitched out of the way. 
 
    I raised my gun and unloaded a stream of bullets directly into the beast. I aimed at his head, his heart, his eyes, and every single vulnerable piece I could think of, but nothing seemed to land. 
 
    The minotaur was now glitching so fast it looked like he was teleporting around the room as he moved. The lightning bolts and bullets passed through him harmlessly, and Edora joined in with her own Hand of Fire. 
 
    The only positive was that, as long as we couldn’t hit the minotaur, he couldn’t hit us. 
 
    “Foolish Fae, your spells are useless against the Guardian of Souls!” the minotaur roared in answer to Maaren’s question. “Do you really think a creature with the power of the Astral Plane would succumb to your pathetic spells?” 
 
    The creature let out a mighty roar, and then he started to move. 
 
    He was slow, at first, like he trudged through quicksand or had been put in slow motion. But then, after a few more instances of the phasing, he picked up speed until he could swing his club with dangerous velocity once more. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Edora hissed as the club came toward her. Her fire stream ceased, but she wasn’t quite quick enough to leap out of the way. The huge piece of wood made contact with her ribs, and a sickening crack echoed off the rocks at the impact. The Unseelie was thrown through the air, unconscious, and her body was headed for a handful of jagged rocks. 
 
    “I got her!” Maaren exclaimed as she reached out and grabbed the falling Fae with her Hand of Air. 
 
    A pocket of wind swirled around Edora for a second, and then her trajectory was halted, and she was lowered to the ground safely. 
 
    Just as I let out a sigh of relief, the minotaur turned on me and swung his club in a giant arch. Ariette’s sword flashed above my head as I ducked down low, and I heard a clang as the club was deflected by the flat of her blade. 
 
    The elf pushed the club upwards and away from me with a loud grunt before she took the opportunity to swipe at his stomach. 
 
    Unfortunately, the minotaur was too fast. He didn’t even need to glitch out of existence. Instead, his bulky body avoided the blade gracefully, like a ballerina doing a dance routine. 
 
    While he was distracted by Ariette’s blade, I took another shot at the minotaur with my gun. The creature let out a grunt as he disappeared, and for a moment I thought I may have finally got him. I was brought back to reality when I heard the projectile hit the ground a few hundred feet away. However, when the minotaur returned to the world of the living, I noticed something. 
 
    There was a small cut in his side, just where the bullet should have connected. So he can get hurt.  
 
    I looked over at Ariette and Maaren and then nodded toward the wound. They both nodded understandingly before they had to duck out of the way of the deadly club once more. Ariette popped up and began to lunge at the creature, who easily dodged her attacks with his quick-phases.  
 
    While Ariette had him distracted, I dashed over to Maaren and Danira. Edora was still crumpled on the ground, and Kalista was pressed flat against the rock, waiting patiently to surprise attack the minotaur. 
 
    The dwarf swung her axe at the minotaur every time it got close to her, but she never quite landed a blow. She would then huff and press herself down against the rock, waiting for her next chance. It would have been rather comical if the situation weren’t so serious.  
 
    “I need you two to go distract him,” I ordered the hunter and the commander. “If he’s not focused directly on me, I think I can connect with his blood.” 
 
    “On it,” Maaren whispered back. “Let’s go, Danira.” 
 
    Danira and the hunter weaved through the dark grey rocks and then split up on either side of the minotaur. With a loud cry, Danira shot forward and surrounded the minotaur’s head in a swirling ball of icy water. 
 
    His face was distorted through the liquid, but I could see that he struggled to breathe. His swings became clumsier as he tried to glitch in and out of existence to escape the water, but to no avail. Each time he reappeared, the commander would just use her magic to surround him once again. A smile spread across Danira’s face as she realized we’d found another weakness. 
 
    At the same time, Maaren dashed over, picked up her fallen axe, and joined Ariette in hand-to-hand combat with the beast. 
 
    As soon as I saw the minotaur was good and distracted, I called on my Hand and instantly felt for the creature’s blood. As long as he was focused on my friends, and not me, this could work. 
 
    As I watched my friends continue their assault, I willed the beast’s blood to freeze up. I almost willed my Hand to rip the blood from the beast, but then I remembered the ominous warning we’d been given. Anything that is alive in the Valley of Light needs to stay alive. Not to mention, this guy could tell us where Verituck was. It was better to just hold him as long as I could and try to pry out some information. 
 
    I watched as the beast flickered in and out of existence much more slowly now, and I took a breath as I timed my own attack. I let him flicker for another moment, and then the second he was solid, I connected with his blood and willed his entire being to freeze. He tried to glitch again, but this time, he couldn’t. 
 
    I’d caught the bastard.  
 
    Everything went dead silent for a long moment. Ariette and Maaren stopped the fight and stepped back as they breathed heavily. Danira let the ball of water fall to the ground with a giant splash, Kalista pulled her axe back against the rock with a clatter, and then Edora let out a long, soft groan. All of my concentration was on the minotaur, and my Hand vibrated violently as I struggled with his own interdimensional magic. The beast was large enough I could feel the effort begin to exhaust my Hand, and sweat dripped from my brow as my breath came harder and heavier. 
 
    Before I could begin my interrogation on the minotaur, time seemed to move in slow motion again. I felt a giant pushback against my Hand, almost as if somebody had physically placed their palm against mine and shoved forward with every ounce of strength in their being. 
 
    “Oh … no you don’t,” I grunted. 
 
    I put all my concentration on my Hand, absolutely determined not to let the minotaur win. He was impossibly strong, and I watched in dread as his limbs started to move at a snail’s pace. Another ball of water formed around his head, but he didn’t seem to care. 
 
    The minotaur was starting to break out of my spell, and he was now focused solely on me. 
 
    It was at the moment that Kalista leapt from her perch on the rock, axe in hand, and let loose a righteous battle cry. 
 
    “For the Racmoth!” the dwarf shouted out as she catapulted herself onto the minotaur’s back and wrapped her tiny arms around him. “Harooooooo!” 
 
    “For the Racmoth!” the rest of my friends yelled out in unison. 
 
    The sudden assault caught the creature off-guard, and I felt my hold on his blood begin to strengthen. Danira and Ariette joined in as massive lightning bolts clashed against him with loud cracks, and he let out a small whimper. 
 
    This monster must have been getting weaker, because it now seemed like my friends’ attacks were actually doing some damage. 
 
    Danira swirled her hands as a giant, turbulent ball of water formed around the beast’s head, and Kal went to town with her fists and feet and axe as she struck the minotaur’s hard skin. 
 
    My hold on his blood returned to full force as the minotaur fell to his knees, and I was gonna make sure he stayed there. I felt my Hand vibrate as I forced his torso and limbs to freeze up completely. 
 
    By now, the minotaur was putting up next to no struggle. It would have been very easy to kill him right now, in the mighty beast’s pathetic weakened state, but I wasn’t going to do that. We needed him alive. 
 
    The minotaur turned to me, his face still obscured in water, and opened his mouth to speak. Through the water, all I could hear was a gurgled mess of sound. I finally looked at Danira and gave her a nod to let her know it was alright to drop the sphere of liquid. 
 
    Over to the side, I saw Maaren help Edora sit up. The redhead was a bit shaky, and she winced as she grabbed at her side. She might have a giant-ass bruise or two, but thankfully she was alive. 
 
    As soon as Danira’s water splashed to the ground, the minotaur gasped out a few long breaths. Kalista still had her arms wrapped around his neck viciously, with the blade of her axe pressed up against his throat.  
 
    “You’re the Racmoth?” he gasped out and tugged gently at the dwarf’s arms. 
 
    “Let him go, Kal,” I said slowly. “He’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    The dwarf stared at me for a brief moment like she was about to argue, but then she released her grip and slid to the ground with a soft thud. The hacker circled the minotaur’s body with a dangerous gleam in her eye and her axe at the ready. 
 
    I faced the minotaur head on as he looked me up and down. “Yeah, I’m the Racmoth,” I said slowly. “And we need something from here. A--” 
 
    “A spell,” he rumbled slowly, and a small smile twitched at his lips. “Or rather, an old wizard who knows a spell, correct?” 
 
    “His name’s Verituck,” I answered cautiously. 
 
    Even though the minotaur’s entire demeanor had changed, I wasn’t going to let my guard down. He had just been trying to kill us, after all. 
 
    “I know,” he answered. “I’m the Guardian of the Souls. They tend to talk to me. He told me you’d be coming. But I didn’t expect someone quite so … human.” 
 
    “Gee, if I had a piece of silver for every time I heard that one,” I said defensively. “Everyone seems to forget the Racmoth is supposed to be human.” 
 
    “Right, that’s true,” he answered cryptically. Then the minotaur stared off into the distance, into the dark depths between two rocks, and whistled. 
 
    I forced my Hand into a tighter grip on the creature’s blood, and his body tensed up even more tightly. “What was that?” I demanded. “Did you just call for backup?” 
 
    “N-no,” the minotaur admitted in a tone reminiscent of a toddler being scolded by his parents. 
 
    Just then, a tiny white orb appeared some distance away. Its glow was shrouded in the mist and gave off an ethereal halo that grew brighter and larger as it got closer. It was like the orbs we’d seen earlier, with the faces on them. This one traveled much more slowly, and as it came clearly into view, I could see the image of a human in this one as well. 
 
    And then, when it floated through the middle of the two craggy rocks nearest to us, it started to grow larger, and it began to twist and bubble. The glow of the orb diminished a bit as the ball shaped itself into a hunched over old man. He was completely gray and white and devoid of any lifelike colors, but he still glowed in this strange way. It was almost like light coursed through his veins where the blood should have been, and his entire figure was a strange mix of solid and transparent. His hair and beard were so long they both swept along the ground, and he wore plain, long robes that seemed extremely old fashioned in their make. He looked up at me with bright white eyes, and a look of complete astonishment settled across his features. 
 
    “Is it you?” the man asked in a voice so dry and dusty it sounded as if it hadn’t been used for millennia. “Are you the Racmoth?” 
 
    “Um, yeah,” I confirmed. “You’re Verituck? You used to transcribe the dragon spells?” 
 
    “Indeed I am,” he replied. “In the … well, not so flesh.” 
 
    The form of the wizard approached me in absolute wonder and reached a twisted, wrinkled hand out as if he wanted to caress my face. His hand carried with it a bone-chillingly cold gust of wind, and I pulled back unintentionally at his touch. 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered as he snapped his hand back. “I forgot what it’s like for the living to be near us.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I assured him quietly. “If it makes you feel any better, I’ve never met the soul of a dead guy.” 
 
    I studied his bright white eyes in wonder. I’d never seen a ghost before, at least not a real one. The ghosts in horror movies always looked so ghoulish, but Verituck looked nothing like that. In fact, he looked like any living being, just colorless and glowy. But he had this aura of wisdom about him that felt like it could only come from death and a very long time spent caught between the realms. Even as the wizard stared at me joyously, there was a heavy sadness that hung about his shoulders and his saggy skin. I knew the Valley of Light was supposed to be an honor for those buried there, but it just seemed cruel to condemn someone to eternity spent in a deep, dark pit. 
 
    “You have come for the spell, I assume,” he stated after a long moment. “I warned the Fae it would be needed one day, and that the dragons did not lie. And yet, they insisted on destroying everything.” 
 
    “You have it though, right?” Ariette asked quickly as she came up behind Verituck.  
 
    I’d nearly forgotten my team was there as I stared at the ghost of an ancient wizard who had long ago passed. 
 
    “I do,” Verituck replied, “but Racmoth, I must warn you, this spell is dangerous. The dragons created it specifically for you, and you cannot allow anyone else to use it. It kills the soul. According to all the dragon lore I read while I was alive, you are the only one strong enough to use it without being caught in the spell’s magic yourself. For anyone else, it would be suicidal. The spell is meant for the blood wielder who brings two species together.” 
 
    “Got it,” I replied calmly, even though I felt nowhere near calm. “That must be what Kajul was talking about when he said I needed to ‘do it alone.’” 
 
    I didn’t even know it was possible to kill a soul, and my stomach wanted to flip itself on its head at all the dark thoughts that flitted through my mind.  
 
    Verituck looked at me for a long moment before he glanced around at the rest of my team, who all waited fairly impatiently. Maaren was still knelt over Edora, who was still injured but surely now healing with her Fae powers. 
 
    Then Verituck sighed out a long, low breath that washed Ariette and I in a wave of icy air, and shoved a hand deep into the translucent pocket of his robes. To my absolute surprise, he pulled out a real, solid piece of paper that had been rolled up and tied with a small, red ribbon and held it out to me. 
 
    “How is that even physically possible?” Kal gasped. “Ghosts can interact with the living? Is that how all those poltergeist movies happen? Is that what knocked over the Urn of Legends at the guild? The horror!” 
 
    “You knocked over the Urn of Legends, Kal,” Ariette reminded the dwarf. “Remember? You were bored and tried to ricochet your bouncy ball into its opening.” 
 
    Kal shook her head vigorously. “Shhhhh,” she whispered. “It was totally a poltergeist. We need to get Milton in there with his soul-destroying spell.” 
 
    “Don’t even whisper this spell unless you intend to use it,” the wizard shot back at the dwarf. 
 
    Verituck held out the piece of paper, and I wrapped my hand around it’s end. I nodded once in understanding as I looked at the nearly perfect piece of white paper and rolled it up delicately. 
 
    “Uh, guys, I think we need to go,” Maaren called out. She held Edora up by her back, but the Unseelie elf was clutching her ribcage in agony. 
 
    “She can’t heal here,” the minotaur rumbled. “It’s a place of death.” 
 
    “That is terrifyingly cool,” Kalista breathed out as she stared at the minotaur in awe. “Thanks, cow-man.” 
 
    “I’m not a--would could you please release me, Racmoth?” he scoffed. “I mean you no harm.” 
 
    I nodded and released my spell. The minotaur’s body slouched, and he looked like he was in pure bliss as he moved his arms on his one accord. 
 
    “Thank you,” I turned to Verituck and bowed my head. 
 
    The ghostly wizard returned the gesture. “Even the dead do not want Zolderon to rule the world of the living,” he replied darkly. “There is a balance to all things. Those who are meant to die will no longer die, and those who are meant to be in the world of the living will join our world. Even worse, if Zolderon has his way, those who have already passed on into our world could even return to the world of the living! We cannot have such a powerful imbalance of the natural order.” 
 
    I shoved the paper into my knapsack, and then Ariette and I both went over to help Maaren with Edora. 
 
    “I’ve got two broken ribs,” the Unseelie said through gritted teeth. “No big deal.” 
 
    “Yes, big deal,” Maaren admonished. “Help me get her flat, you guys, and then I can fly her out.” 
 
    Ariette and I helped Edora lie back as far as she could. She winced in pain but didn’t say a word as she shifted backward until she was mostly flat on the rocky ground. Then Maaren slowly and gently lifted her body into the air with her Hand. 
 
    “Nice fighting, my dude,” Kalista said to the minotaur and held her hand out for a fist bump. “Here’s hoping we never see you again. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” the minotaur chuckled as he returned her gesture. “If I ever see you again, it will be because you’ve passed into the world of the dead, and I certainly don’t want to see that happen.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to Verituck one last time as we got ready to follow Maaren and Edora back out of the Valley. 
 
    The aged wizard simply nodded before his body began to contort and shrink until he was once again nothing more than a ball of bright white light and a face. The orb turned in the air, and then he zoomed back through the rocks and mist until he was out of sight. 
 
    I turned to say something to the minotaur, but he was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “This is a strange place,” Danira breathed. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We hurried back to the giant cliff as quickly as we could, and Maaren flew Edora up to the ledge first before she came back for all of us. Once the entire team had returned to the top of the cliff safely, Maaren used her magic to lift Edora into the air. She held the Unseelie in her make-shift stretcher as we made our way out of the Valley of Light and back into the world of the living. 
 
    The bright sun seared its image onto my eyes as they adjusted to normal light once again. I took a deep breath, and I was eternally grateful for the warmth of the sunshine as it hit my skin and the rustle of the squirrels and forest animals that dashed through the trees. I hadn’t realized just how drained the Valley of Light had made me feel. 
 
    “Are you healing?” Danira grunted as she knelt down next to Edora and put a soft hand on her ribs. 
 
    “Yeah,” the Unseelie wheezed out. “I’ll be good to go in a few minutes.” 
 
    “And then it’s on to the nether realm,” I muttered, more to myself than anyone else. 
 
    I turned to peek back into the dark depths of the cave we had just exited, but to my surprise, the rock was now a wall of solid rock. 
 
    The Valley had served its purpose for us. We didn’t need to enter it anymore. Unless, of course, we somehow ended up in the world of the dead.  
 
    The Racmoth wasn’t going to let that happen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Once Edora had healed back to normal, we traveled back to where we had parked the Van of Death. 
 
    “Next stop, the nether realm!” Kalista exclaimed as she leapt into the van’s driver’s seat. “Disclaimer, Kalista Travel Services is not responsible for any articles lost, stolen, or destroyed while traveling to another dimension.” 
 
    Edora was still a little bit slow, but her Fae powers had healed her almost completely by the time we got back to the van and clambered inside. Ariette threw herself down on the floor and chugged an entire bottle of water, while the rest of us sat down a bit more gracefully. 
 
    “This is your transportation?” Edora asked as she looked at the van’s interior. It was definitely a bit of a strange set up, with the mini kitchen, computer area, and armory full of weapons. The first time I’d seen it, I’d been a bit thrown off, too. 
 
    “Neat, huh?” Maaren asked. Her tone was goading as she waited for Edora to say something not so nice in return. But the Unseelie bit her tongue and just nodded. 
 
    “Hey, speaking of, how do we actually get to the nether realm?” Kalista called back to us as she started the vehicle. “It’s not exactly one of those places I like to frequent, you know?” 
 
    “We have to get past the Dracun Mountains,” Edora called out to her, “but you won’t be able to take this hunk of metal in there. We’ll have to go on foot.” 
 
    “Why do all of our adventures involve me leaving my baby in the dirt?” the dwarf sighed. “She has feelings too, ya know. Oh well. Everybody, grab hold of something.” 
 
    “Why do I need to--” Edora started. 
 
    Kal slammed on the gas pedal before Edora could finish her sentence, and the Unseelie was tossed back across the floor with a bang. 
 
    “Here we go,” Maaren breathed out as the van leapt forward. “We’re really doing this.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Edora grumbled as she sat back up and patted down her curls. “So much for healing my ribs.” 
 
    I heard a crack, and the vehicle jolted a bit as Kalista ran over some sort of tree or bush. 
 
    “Oops, sorry, didn’t see that,” the dwarf called out. “I swear, E-dog, I’m a good driver.” 
 
    “E-dog?” Edora hissed. “What’s an E-dog?” 
 
    “Just ignore her,” I laughed. “She’ll find a better nickname for you eventually.” 
 
    “If her driving doesn’t kill us before we get there,” Maaren wailed. “Slow down, Kal! It’ll be a lot easier to fight off the evil demon dude while we’re still living.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s a demon,” Danira pointed out thoughtfully. “Is he? I figured he was more of an evil spirit.” 
 
    “Poltergeiissstttt … ” Kal cackled in a ghoulish voice. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ariette answered as we swerved onto the road, and Edora gasped. “Demons come from hell, or something, right? Maaren would know all about that, wouldn’t you, Maaren?” 
 
    Maaren crossed her arms and pouted. “It was a figure of speech,” she shot back. “And I was sixteen. Sixteen year olds know nothing, it’s a proven fact.” 
 
    “Uh, hey, guys, does your dwarf know how to drive?” Edora asked in exasperation. 
 
    “Um, ‘this dwarf’ knows how to drive perfectly, thank you very little,” Kalista answered proudly. 
 
    The van rocketed forward suddenly and the entire cabin lurched upward, sending us all flying an inch or two in the air. 
 
    “Pothole,” Kal chuckled awkwardly. “Be glad I’ve got good shocks on this thing.”  
 
    Danira shrugged nonchalantly. “Nobody’s died from her driving yet.”  
 
    “‘Yet’ being the operative word in that sentence,” Edora grumbled as her golden eyes started to close sleepily. She was slumped in a chair, and her chest started to rise and fall evenly as she drifted off to sleep and let her body recuperate. 
 
    “How long’s this drive, Kal?” I called up to the front seat. 
 
    “To the base of the mountains?” she answered. “Half a day, probably. I can make it in less, though.” 
 
    The engine revved up as the dwarf hit the gas even harder, and I saw her violet eyes look back at us in the rearview mirror. She was probably waiting on a chorus of “nooos,” but we all remained silent. 
 
    The faster we got to the mountains and destroyed the Phobos, the better. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Maaren asked me earnestly. She, Ariette, and Danira all looked to me as they waited to hear what we should do. 
 
    Truthfully, I didn’t have a plan at that moment. I’d been running on adrenaline for the last week. My mind had focused on the next step, and the next step only, with one goal in mind: stop the Phobos, and stop the Phobos leader. How that would happen, I wasn’t quite sure. Now that I had the spell in hand, I knew how I could take out the dark spirit, but that would still leave the entire Phobos army to contend with. 
 
    Then it hit me. There was one person who might know what to do. “We call Hasen,” I said firmly after a long moment of silence. “Ask him to send troops to take on this army. As soon as I find the leader, I’ll use the spell, and then we only have the mortal beings left to contend with.” 
 
    “As you wish.” Danira smiled at me as she thought over my extremely loose battle plan. “I’m proud of you, Milton. That sounds like something I’d come up with.” 
 
    I shrugged. This seemed to be the best course of action. Without some crazy dark spirit from beyond the grave to lead them, the Phobos were just a group of psychotic Unseelie. More importantly, they could die like any man. But I knew step number one would have to be completely up to me. I needed to find and destroy Zolderon. 
 
    “Hasen, come in,” Danira grunted into the small glass orb the guild master had given us when we left. “We have urgent matters to talk about.” 
 
    The guild master’s face appeared inside the ball almost instantaneously. Even from my far away position, I could see his crow’s feet were just a little bit deeper, and there were dark purple circles under his eyes. 
 
    “You’ve got good news, I hope,” he said tiredly. “The kidnappings are getting worse. No one knows where they’re being taken, and no one knows how to stop it, or even why it’s happening.” 
 
    “We still don’t know their reasons for that, sir,” Ariette admitted as she crouched next to Danira, “but we’re headed to the nether realm now. We encountered a few Unseelie who said the Phobos have an army now. It’s not just a small radical group anymore, sir. This is serious. We’re going to need all hands on deck.” 
 
    “It’ll take us some time to send out the order,” he sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “It’s all sorts of red tape and debate and all that bullshit. Even once the order is given, it’s going to take a while to get us out there. Can you wait that long?” 
 
    Ariette’s bright blue eyes met mine questioningly as I considered the question. I didn’t know if we could wait that long, in reality, but late backup was better than no backup. I nodded slowly. 
 
    “We’re going to give it a shot,” the elf replied diplomatically. “Send them as fast as you can.” 
 
    “You have my word,” the guild master replied. “Thank you all.” 
 
    Danira and Ariette nodded solemnly as the glass ball went blank again. 
 
    “What do you think he’s going to say when he sees her?” Maaren asked and motioned lazily at Edora. “Even Hasen has to realize the treaty doesn’t hold up in a time like this.” 
 
    “Let’s just cross that bridge when we come to it, okay?” Danira replied worriedly. 
 
    Maaren had a very good point. The Unseelie were on our side, and they had definitely proven that. The king told us about Zolderon, and Edora had literally risked her life to help us get the spell. And besides, they’d been forced out of the nether realm. It wasn’t like they’d broken the treaty by choice. Hasen had to see that.  
 
    And hopefully the Seelie king and High Court would see it as well. 
 
    The van fell into a comfortable silence, and I grabbed an apple from the kitchen counter as I leaned back against one of the wood cabinets. I crunched into the tangy crispness and pulled the rolled up paper from my knapsack. Carefully, I undid the perfect red ribbon and unfurled the page. 
 
    The paper was almost completely blank, except for its very center. There, written in thick black ink with curvy, beautiful lettering, were two words: Acwellan Gaest. 
 
     I had absolutely no idea what the words meant, or even what the spell would do, exactly. But I remembered Verituck’s warning, and I made sure I didn’t so much as move my lips as I read over those two words. Even if I hadn’t known how serious this spell was, the words themselves felt dark and dangerous in my mind. I was almost afraid that the mere thought of the spell was enough to cause irreparable damage. 
 
    Quickly, I rolled the paper back up and tucked it safely into my knapsack. I leaned back and dozed off with my hand on the little red ribbon, paranoid that it would disappear from my sight and somehow fall into the wrong hands. 
 
    I let out a deep sigh, and then I drifted off to sleep. 
 
    When I finally woke up, the van still prattled along the road. Kalista sat high in the driver’s seat and swayed back and forth to a soft tune she hummed, completely content and amused with herself. Edora was still fast asleep in her chair, as was Danira. 
 
    Meanwhile, Maaren and Ariette sat on the ground sharpening their weapons. Maaren’s double headed axe glimmered in the light as she drew a stone along the blade and created an oddly soothing, metallic sound. Ariette was not quite as graceful. She seemed to be working out her anxiety on her blade as she ran her own stone furiously over the edges in rapid succession. 
 
    “Are you planning to finely chop our enemies?” I asked the elf as I slid along the van’s floor to join the women. “Those things look like they could take my head off if I looked at them wrong.” 
 
    “Mmm, I was thinking more of flaying our enemies, actually,” Ariette replied coolly. “Maybe a nice, thin deli slice.” 
 
    “Gross, don’t compare the Phobos and delicious meats.” Maaren wrinkled her nose. “I’ll never want to eat salami again.” 
 
    “I’ll eat enough for both of us, don’t you worry,” Ariette chuckled lightly. 
 
    She sighed and put down the stone as she admired her handiwork. The blade didn’t look any different to me than it had five hours ago, but the elf gave her sword a satisfied nod before she slid it back into its holster. 
 
    Just then, there was a loud clanging noise, and the tires of the van screeched as we swung around in a hard circle. 
 
    “Uh, what was that?” Maaren asked as she turned to Kal. 
 
    Edora and Danira both cracked their eyes open lazily before a second clang sounded, and they both sprang to their feet on high alert. The dwarf sat up straight in her seat and pumped the gas harder 
 
    “We’ve got a problem,” Kal said obviously as a third clang sounded. 
 
    This time, it sounded as if the roof of the van was being ripped apart. A tiny pinhole of light shone down onto the floor of the van, and I realized this was exactly what was happening.  
 
    There was another bang as a huge, black talon speared through the roof and made a hole. I couldn’t see much else of the beast it belonged to, but the talon was deadly sharp and curved like an eagle’s. The cabin of the vehicle was filled with the sound of nails on a chalkboard as the talon began to pull itself along the roof. Curls of metal rained down from the ceiling as the creature tried to open up the vehicle like a can of sardines. 
 
    “That is a huge problem,” I sighed. “What the hell are those things?” 
 
    The five of us in the back of the van all grabbed for our weapons and raised them toward the roof. 
 
     “It’s harpies,” Kal said with a sorrowful voice. “Tons of ‘em.”  
 
    “Can you outrun them?” Edora demanded. “They surely can’t move that quickly.” 
 
    “Kind of what I’m trying to do here, you know,” Kal grunted back in annoyance. 
 
    Suddenly, multiple talons poked through the van’s roof all at once, and I ducked involuntarily to avoid being speared by those sharp black claws. And then, in unison, the talons curled inward, and a huge, unbearably loud metal screech assaulted our eardrums as the roof of the van was ripped off. The metal ceiling was tossed to the side, and the roar of the outside air rushed through the cabin. 
 
    There, right above us, was a huge flock of harpies that were keeping pace with the van. Each one was a grotesque creature with the head and torso of a very unattractive human woman, complete with warts and wrinkles. Their lower body looked similar to a bird of prey, with its hawk-like legs and massive, shiny talons. At their shoulders, where arms normally would be on a human, there were the beginnings of two huge wings. Each massive appendage had their own razor sharp talons at its end. The monsters smiled down on us with their hideous grins. 
 
    Just off in the distance loomed a row of giant, bright purple mountains, shrouded at the top in a thin layer of gray mist. 
 
     “The Dracun Mountains!” Edora breathed as she looked past the harpies. “We’re almost there!” 
 
    “How much do you want to bet these harpies are with the Phobos?” Ariette asked us. 
 
    “Nothing at all,” Danira responded, “because they are.” 
 
    The commander and I both drew our pistols and fired off a few rounds at the harpies. Our first few shots missed, but they caused the flock to scatter. I cocked my weapon and took aim at one of the few that remained, an ugly creature with frizzy blonde hair and missing front teeth. I squeezed the trigger, and the bullet hit her square in the chest. She dropped out of the sky abruptly, but not before every harpy around her let off an ear-splitting, inhuman screech. 
 
    Suddenly, the rest of the flock returned and wrapped their talons around the edges of the van. They lifted the vehicle off the road, and we squeezed off a few more rounds wildly. We must have connected, because there was a painful squawk as the van fell back to the ground. A sickening screech sounded when Kal tried to keep us going straight, but it was absolutely no use. 
 
    The van tilted upward onto its side, and then there was a sickly thud as it fell over onto its side. The motion thew us all violently to the bottom of the van, and I saw sparks flying from the rough friction of metal on asphalt as we slid. Finally, the vehicle came to a stop, and the team breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    When I finally stood up, my vision danced with stars. I had this strange feeling of total disconnection from my body as I tried to shake consciousness back into my head. 
 
    We didn’t have long to catch our breath after the harrowing crash, though, because the screech of the harpies pierced our eardrums. There was a barrage of loud bangs against the van’s bottom, and the vehicle started to lift into the air once more. 
 
    “They’re going to trap us in here,” Ariette yelled. “Everybody out!” 
 
    I helped Kal unbuckle herself from the driver’s seat in a flash, and then we all raced to get away from the van as it tilted further and further up. Seconds after we were clear of the vehicle, the van was flipped completely over and the harpies dived inside. Suddenly, they shrieked with anger when they realized their targets weren’t inside. 
 
    I took a quick glance around to see we were in the middle of a very hot, very dry desert about a quarter mile from the bottom of the Dracun Mountains. There was absolutely no cover to be seen. 
 
    The harpies screeched again in frustration, and the sounds of their anguish all morphed into one as they rose up in a group above us. I aimed my gun at the first one I saw and shot it out of the sky. I couldn’t get an exact count on the horrific beasts, but it looked like there were nearly thirty of the bastards.  
 
    We all backed up into a circle and faced down the giant creatures as they hovered in the air with murderous red eyes. And then, as a group, they dove toward us with terrifying speed. 
 
    For a moment, all I could see were dark black feathers and sharp talons, and the screeches of the harpies assaulted my ears with their pitch. I called on my Hand and searched for the first harpie’s blood I could find. I locked onto one of the creatures in the swarm and ripped her blood from her as forcefully as possible. The entire thing exploded like a grenade and showered me and every harpy around her with bright red blood and nasty pink innards. 
 
    A screech sounded right next to my ear, and before I knew what had happened, a grotesque yellow claw wrapped its sharp black talons around my wrist and yanked me into the air. Within a second, we had flown nearly fifty feet above the ground, and I flexed my fingers as I tried to wriggle free. I twisted my Hand around as I connected with the beast’s blood, ready to kill her, when the talons suddenly let me go. 
 
    For a long second, I couldn’t focus on anything but my stomach as it damn near dropped out of my body completely. The wind whistled through my hair and I felt completely weightless for a moment and stared at the deadly ground I was approaching quickly. 
 
    Without warning, I was caught by the familiar swish of Maaren’s air pocket. Twenty feet below me, Maaren had her Hand in the air and a gleam of pride in her green eyes as she slowed my fall and aided me to the ground. I got about ten feet further before a harpy flew at the hunter sideways, talons raised, and swept her to the ground. 
 
    “No!” I shouted, and then I fell the last ten feet to the ground. 
 
    I hit the sand hard, with my knees bent to absorb the impact, and whirled around to take on the harpy that had taken down Maaren. Instead, I saw the hunter on her feet, axe in hand, as she chopped the attacking creature’s head clean off. 
 
    Maaren shrugged coyly. “Never doubt me!” she called out with a smile. 
 
    A wave of heat rolled over me, and I turned to see Edora light five more of the harpies on fire. They screeched and burned, and the scent of charred flesh soon covered our area. About half the harpies were down now, and their mangled bodies littered the floor. 
 
    “The Racmoth,” a raspy voice to my side said, and I whirled around to find a bald harpy a few feet away. “K-Killl the Racmoth.” 
 
    I didn’t give the bird-lady a chance to say anything else. I connected with her blood and instantly ripped it from her body. The creature exploded in a nasty display of blood and gore, and I turned quickly to find my next target. 
 
    A bolt of lightning cracked through the sky over Ariette, and the blonde harpy in front of her let out a half screech as it went completely stiff before it fell to the side. 
 
    There were about ten harpies left now, and I turned my Hand on the next nearest one. She had her gaze locked on Kalista, who was distracted by another beast. The harpy dashed toward the dwarf, intent to skewer her with its razor-sharp talons. 
 
    Not today, bitch.  
 
    I reached out and froze all of the blood in the harpy’s body. Then, I commanded it all to go straight to her heart in a matter of seconds. Instantly, the harpy’s eyes went wide, and she went limp and tipped backward. 
 
    Fire lit the sky once again as bright orange flames devoured three harpies that had come a little too close to Edora. They screeched, and their black forms shriveled into a crisp before they tumbled to the ground in a pile of charred flesh and smoking bones. 
 
    I turned to the remaining six harpies. They looked around at the dead bodies scattered over the red sand, let out a squawk, and then shot into the sky as a group. Their giant wings flapped desperately fast in the bright blue sky, and I called on my Hand as quickly as I could. Ariette’s lightning flashed down and killed one of the monsters as I ripped the blood out of a second, and Edora threw a ball of fire at a third. Each of our targets went down instantly, but three more remained.  
 
    “Take them out!” Edora hollered. “They can’t--“ 
 
    I caught a flash of movement out of the corner of my eyes, and I glanced over to see Danira and Kalista with looks of pure horror on their faces. 
 
    “Everybody run for the mountain!” Danira shouted and pointed up in the sky. “Now!” 
 
    A huge, black blob or feathers dipped and swayed through the sky as it traveled over the hazy purple mountains and made a beeline straight for us. My heart fell into my stomach when I finally realized what we were seeing.  
 
    Hundreds of harpies flew toward us at top speed, claws outstretched and murder in their dull, dead eyes. 
 
    Even with all of us together, and our powerful Hands, there was no way we’d be able to fight off an army of monsters with just the six of us and no cover. 
 
    “I second Danira’s suggestion,” I ordered. “To the mountains!” 
 
    We started to run, and the three original harpies dived down to block our path. Ariette threw fast lightning bolts at the monsters, and they instantly crumpled over, dead.  
 
    We dashed past the rotting bodies of the fallen harpies and past the remains of the Van of Death. I estimated we only had about two minutes before the giant black blob of monsters was on top of us. 
 
    I pumped my muscles even harder as we all sprinted toward the steep base of the purple mountains. The red sand pulled my feet down every time I took a step, and even with my Fae strength, the muscles in my legs strained with effort. As I looked at the fast approaching mountains, with their purple dirt and strange lavender colored grass, I racked my brain for any ideas on what to do once we made it to the mountains. They may have been littered with cover, but we still needed something, some sort of upper hand. 
 
    “Guys, any ideas?” I called out breathlessly. 
 
    The harpies were close enough to us now that I could hear their harsh breath, and they blanketed the sky above us like a thick, dark cloud. We’d be under attack soon. 
 
    “There’s tunnels in the mountains,” Kalista huffed back to me. “The dwarves built them millennia ago. If we get inside, the smell will deter them.” 
 
    “The smell will deter them?” Edora asked as we hit the bottom of the first hill and started to scramble up it. 
 
    “Yeah, harpies don’t like the smell of dwarves,” the hacker answered obviously. “Or anything besides themselves, really. They won’t enter another creature’s nest. Evolution.” 
 
    “I feel like that needs a better explanation,” Edora responded breathlessly. “But not right now. Find a tunnel.” 
 
    It was then that the first wave of harpies was on us. My ears picked up the sound of flames and the crunch of metal against bone behind me as the team began the assault. Meanwhile, I focused on my Hand and called it to life. The cells vibrated as a pack of harpies stared down at me with intensely evil smirks on their face, like they thought I was already a goner. 
 
    “Not so fast, ladies,” I muttered. 
 
    A powerful vibration rocked so far up my Hand that I felt it in my shoulder. I clenched my fist before I threw my Hand out to the side with great force. 
 
    As I made the magic motion, all five harpies exploded in a sea of blood and guts at the exact same time. 
 
    Pink brain matter from one of them splattered across my cheek and slipped down it to make a warm, wet trail. I took a tiny moment to let the shock roll over me. 
 
    My powers were way stronger than they had been when I first started, and I wanted to see just how strong they had grown. 
 
    I turned and focused on another group of three harpies, and I did the exact same thing to them. Their bodies exploded into waves of gore and viscera as they shrieked in terror. 
 
    But no matter how many harpies I took out, there were loads of replacements. I was reminded of the hydra from our last mission. Cut off one head, and two more grew back in its place. Mangled and twisted bodies thundered to the floor around me like some sick sort of rain, but the dark cloud of monsters still looked just as big as it had two minutes ago. 
 
    “Kal, how are we doing on that tunnel?” Ariette hollered as she launched another attack. 
 
    Electricity weaved a net around a harpy not even a foot away from the elf, and then it shriveled and shrank. The deadly electricity pumped into the harpy’s body until she fell from the sky, dead as a doornail. 
 
    “We’re not-- wait! Found it!” the dwarf shouted out. 
 
     “Good job, Kal!” Danira shouted. “Everybody in!” 
 
    I took my eyes off the harpies for a millisecond to find my footing and peek back at the commander. She and Kalista stood next to a gaping hole in the ground and a huge gray boulder that had clearly just been moved. Edora’s red hair disappeared into the hole as I watched. Danira and Kal held the harpies at bay with their weapons, but one slipped past them and made a beeline for the fleeing Unseelie. 
 
    As soon as the harpy got close enough to the tunnel, she pulled back with a loud screech, as if she’d just been burned. 
 
    I guess the smell of dwarf was that powerful. 
 
    A second later, a huge red flame leapt from the tunnel and engulfed the harpy. The creature squawked painfully as her body was turned into little more than charred flesh and bones. 
 
    A sharp sting in my bicep brought me back to the harpies. I threw a wild haymaker at the beast that had just clawed me and struck her directly in the gut. She tumbled backward in the air for a brief moment before I caught her blood and sent every ounce of it to her heart. 
 
    “Ariette, go!” I ordered the blonde next to me as Kal and Danira leapt down into the tunnel. 
 
    I was sure the elf wanted to protest, but she just sighed and ran toward the hole. I quickly dispelled another monster with my Hand, but I was still completely surrounded. 
 
    My entire team was in the tunnel now, but I couldn’t spare a moment to feel any sort of relief. I was still completely surrounded by an army of harpies, and they grew more confident as they realized I was alone now. 
 
    I clocked the distance between me and the tunnel as a giant wing smacked into the back of my head and brought me to my knees. Stars swam in my vision, but I calculated there was about ten feet and an army of nasty harpies between me and safety. 
 
    Ten feet was doable. I’d encountered worse odds before. My first kiss had seemed an insurmountable obstacle in the sixth grade, and yet I’d managed it. I could get those ten feet and slide into that tunnel and be safe. 
 
    My vision cleared enough for me to see the grotesque face of a brown haired harpy with stringy locks and lifeless gray eyes as she came at me, claws first. I raised my gun and fired right between her eyes before I turned and made a mad dash for the tunnel. A few claws slashed across my back and tried to tumble me to the ground, and I heard my shirt rip as a wave of pain shot through my back. 
 
    Right as I got to the tunnel and was about to dive headfirst into its murky depths, a clawed foot wrapped around my bicep and yanked me backward. I spun around to face the harpy, but she kept a grip on my arm as another one of her sisters pinned my other wrist to the ground. I struggled against their grip, but then another harpy threw her claws around my neck and squeezed so hard the corners of my vision started to turn black. The tingle in my Hand had nearly faded as I gasped for air. 
 
    I couldn’t die here. I was the Racmoth. I had to make it to Zolderon and save the world and all of my friends. That couldn’t happen if I became harpy food.  
 
    The tingling in my Hand returned more forcefully than it ever had, and the pulse of my magic seemed to roll from my open palm in giant waves. Every harpy that had a grip on me released, and I watched in amazement as all of the creatures within my line of sight were thrown back and exploded like a gruesome fireworks show. 
 
    I didn’t waste any time. As the other harpies screeched and pulled back in terror, I flipped myself around and launched my body headfirst into the blackness of the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    I discovered really fast that the headfirst dive into a pitch-black tunnel probably hadn’t been the best mode of action. I plummeted through the darkness for about five feet until I finally smacked my head on some very, very hard dirt that felt like it hadn’t seen water in centuries. 
 
    “Nice fall, HC,” Ariette laughed as she helped me get to my feet. “Somehow, you make even that feel graceful.” 
 
    My head ached and my back stung, and I was sure I’d have some nice purple bruises around my neck in the morning. But we were all alive, and the harpies wouldn’t come after us. That was a win in my book. 
 
    A few of the harpies hovered above the tunnel angrily, with their noses pinched up in disgust, but Kalista had been right. Not a single harpy even made an effort to enter the tunnel thanks to the smell of dwarf that had lingered for centuries. 
 
    “Falling with grace,” I replied casually to Ariette. “It’s one of my many talents.” 
 
    “Not your only talent, I hope,” Edora interrupted with a very obvious glance at my dick. 
 
    “Not in the least,” I shot back, glad I still had my sense of humour despite the aches all over my body. 
 
    “He’s quite talented with his tongue, too.” Maaren winked at me saucily. 
 
    “And hands,” Ariette called out. 
 
    “And monster dong!” Kal added. 
 
    “Rave reviews, thank you,” I chuckled as a hot flash of arousal and pride spread out over my neck.  
 
    The tunnel we had jumped through was wide and deep, made of nothing but the dirt of the mountain. It stretched on for what looked like forever in front of me, but curved into a turn a few feet behind me. On the walls were little bowls that held a strange green flame, and the fire gave off enough light to give the entire tunnel a nice, luminous glow. 
 
    “What’s the fire?” I asked aloud. 
 
    “Never ending flame,” Kal responded. “It’s a dwarf thing. Doesn’t get much use nowadays. Just burns for eternity, that’s all.” 
 
    “We should get moving,” Maaren pointed out. “If any of those harpies go get the Phobos, we’ll be sitting ducks.” 
 
    We all looked at each other knowingly, and then we moved forward down the tunnel for a few silent minutes. The further we got into the former dwarf dwelling, the more I realized it really was like a giant maze. Every few feet there was an offshoot tunnel that led somewhere deeper into the mountain. I glanced down a few of them and saw they, too, had offshoots. I just hoped and prayed we didn’t get lost down here. 
 
    “Where are we going, exactly?” Ariette asked as she looked around. “Does anyone know how to get out of here? Kal?” 
 
    “I just knew about the tunnels, I didn’t map the place!” the dwarf protested. “I figured it was better than being eaten alive by the harpies.” 
 
    “Very good point,” I said diplomatically. “But we can’t stay down here forever. We’ve got a prophecy to fulfill and all that. We should--” 
 
    Edora shushed us with an abrupt hiss and put her hand up, a silent order for us not to move. Kalista opened her mouth to protest, but then we heard what had made Edora freeze. 
 
    A few offshoots down, a voice reverberated through the tunnels. The voice was deep and creaky, and very, very angry. I had no idea who or what this thing was, but it certainly didn’t sound friendly. 
 
    “I just don’t understand what gives them the right, you know?” The voice grew louder as it spoke. “So what? You’re the Seelie and you’ve got these big guilds and shit and you think you’ve got the right to tell me who I can and cannot eat? No, sir.” 
 
    Edora pointed quickly down the closest offshoot and then silently shoved both Maaren and Kal in that direction. The rest of us quickly followed suit as the sound of approaching footsteps alerted us to how close our unidentified subjects were. 
 
    “I think you’re right ‘bout that, Gerk,” a second, higher pitched voice chimed in. “You just show ‘em, you know? You just show ‘em.” 
 
    We hurried into the next tunnel as the footsteps came closer, but we had little to no cover. It was dim in these caverns, sure, but the Never Ending Flame produced enough light to give us away. 
 
    “Here,” Danira hissed and pulled us into a much smaller tunnel off to our right. 
 
    We dove behind the dirt wall, but Ariette and I peeked our heads around the corner to see who we were dealing with. 
 
    The footsteps crunched along the floor of the tunnel, and we waited with bated breath as two huge figures stomped into the light of the green flames. 
 
    They were goddamn trolls. 
 
    The first was about ten feet tall, with slimy green skin and stringy brown hair that grew in strange patches on its head. He had a huge nose, covered in warts, and wore a baggy, ripped up t-shirt that went all the way down to his knobby knees. His bare feet were disproportionately huge, with grotesquely thick soles and long, yellow toenails. He was sickly skinny and walked along with a strange gait that reminded me of a horse. 
 
    The second figure was a foot shorter and much fatter. There were two huge lumps on its chest that made me think this troll was female. She had no hair at all and brown skin that was lumpy and slimy. Just like her partner, she didn’t wear shoes. 
 
    For some ungodly reason Gerk, the male troll, decided to have a moment of clarity at the mouth of the tunnel we’d hidden in.  
 
    “But like, I just don’t get it,” he said. “If I wanna eat some human, why can’t I eat the human?” 
 
    “It’s all politics, I’m telling you--” the fat troll started to say, before Gerk slammed his hand against her shoulder. 
 
    “Freeze,” he hissed in an extremely loud whisper that wasn’t really a whisper at all. 
 
    Slowly, his grotesque head turned to stare straight down the tunnel, directly toward our hiding spot. Ariette and I ducked back into our side-tunnel, and I heard the troll make a loud sniffing sound. 
 
    “Do you smell that?” Gerk continued in his whisper-hiss. 
 
    “Smell what?” the other troll blurted out loudly. 
 
    “Shut up, idiot,” Gerk hissed back. “Do you really not smell that? It smells like human.” 
 
    “Human? In these tunnels?” the female replied. “There haven’t been humans here since … wait, I smell it!” 
 
    The echoing sound of the creatures’ footsteps began to reverberate off the tunnel walls, and I motioned for my team to make a break for it. 
 
     “Alright, how big of a problem are these trolls?” I breathed in Maaren’s ear as the six of us padded along, in search of another offshoot. 
 
    “Um, what do you think of the term ‘cannibalistic monsters with their own personal magic shield?’” she asked as we headed down the first turn we came across. 
 
    “That … that sounds really bad,” I sighed. 
 
    Just then, a high-pitched voice rang out behind us. “Fresh meat!” the female troll squealed, and then heavy footsteps began to advance on our position. 
 
    “Motherfuu--we need to go, now!” I commanded, and my entire team took off into a sprint. “Now, when you say shield, do you mean like, we can’t use our magic on them at all?” 
 
    We turned around another corner and sped up in unison. Nobody had any idea where to go in this labyrinth, so we all followed Danira as she zipped around corner after corner and brought us deeper into the mountain. 
 
    “More like your magic will bounce off them and smack right back to you,” she answered breathlessly. “Think the ‘ol ‘rubber and glue’ argument in school.” 
 
    Just then, the figure of the female troll stepped out into the tunnel opening in front of us. Her dark skin turned a sickly green in the light of the never ending flames, and she licked her chapped lips with a white, slimy tongue. 
 
    We all pulled up as quickly as we could and whipped around to run in the other direction, but Gerk was already there. He had his hands on his knees as he sucked in a few huge breaths and looked at us with wild excitement in his eyes.  
 
    “There’s the human,” he wheezed out and took a sniff in the air. “And you brought friends! Let’s see … elves … and a dwarf. Well damn. I’m tryin’ to watch my calories, and dwarves are mostly fat.” 
 
    My team and I drew our weapons. Even though these assholes were immune to magic, they were perfectly able to be taken down by a blade or a bullet. 
 
    “Half dwarf, actually,” Kalista growled. “Also, how rude.”  
 
    “Not really,” Gerk replied with a nasty smile. “Just statin’ the facts. Although, the fat content does make you taste all the better … ” 
 
    The troll made a move on Kal, and I unloaded three shots at his chest.  
 
    As the bullets left my gun, Gerk turned into an impossibly fast blur of motion. He dodged the bullets so quickly it almost looked like he had just disappeared into thin air. 
 
    “They can phase in and out like the minotaur?” I asked Maaren. 
 
    “Not exactly,” the hunter grunted. “They can just travel really fast in short spurts. I probably should have mentioned that.” 
 
    The blur of green stopped directly in front of us, and Gerk’s ugly mug appeared again. He reached out for me clumsily, but Maaren struck out with her axe and chopped his hand clean off with a sickening crunch. The detached hand flew over my head and landed somewhere behind me with a wet thump. 
 
    The troll let out a yelp and pulled back as dark black liquid gushed from his stump of an arm. 
 
    “What did they do to your beautiful hand?” the female troll gasped, and I heard her footsteps come toward us from behind. 
 
    “Oh no ya don’t, fugly,” Kal hissed. “Hi-ya!” 
 
    My attention was focused on Gerk, but I knew the rest of my team could handle the other troll. For now, Maaren and I needed to finish what we’d started with this guy. 
 
    The troll turned back into a blur of motion and reappeared right behind Maaren nearly instantaneously. He grabbed her by both arms, his bloody stump tucked into her armpit, and wrenched upward like he wanted to break her in half. 
 
    Luckily, Maaren was no pushover. As she was lifted into the air, the hunter landed a solid donkey kick against Gerk’s knee. I heard the snap of bone as the troll’s leg twisted back at an unnatural angle. 
 
    As Gerk screamed in pain, I took aim and tried to shoot him between the eyes. I squeezed off a few shots, but he was too quick. The troll blurred out for a moment, dodged my bullets, and reappeared directly in front of me. 
 
    I threw a wild haymaker, but my enemy’s massive arm moved, and he blocked me with one hand. He wrapped his clammy remaining hand around my wrist as a wide smile spread across his face. 
 
    “Let’s go for a ride,” he cackled. 
 
    Before I could react, Gerk took off using his magic. The walls of the tunnel turned into a green and brown blur as my body rocketed forward, still in the troll’s grasp. 
 
    If I didn’t act quickly, I was going to be one-on-one with a deadly troll. 
 
    I summoned all my strength into my lower body and rammed my feet into the back of Gerk’s legs. 
 
    The troll gasped as he fell forward, and we tumbled to the ground in a messy pile of limbs. The world went topsy turvy as I rolled across the dirty floor of the cave and smashed into the wall with a hard crash, just underneath one of the bowls of green fire. I pulled myself to my feet just as the troll did the same. 
 
    Both of Gerk’s knees were jutting out at odd angles now, but he still managed to prowl toward me with hungry eyes. 
 
    My gun must had tumbled out at some point during our collision, because it wasn’t anywhere to be seen. I was gonna have to improvise. I reached above me for the only weapon I had left: the green fire. A sharp, searing sensation hit my palms as I yanked the bowl off the wall and turned to the troll. Without another moment’s hesitation, I chucked the entire thing at Gerk. 
 
    The troll’s eyes went wide, and he tried to move out of the way, but his legs were much too messed up. The bright green flames collided with his chest and instantly leapt onto his skin. In a matter of seconds, the troll’s body was turned into a ten-foot tall emerald torch. Gerk let out a long, keening wail as the fire crackled and popped across his tender flesh. Soon, the troll was no more than green flames around a skeleton that quickly turned to ash. Then the troll’s massive body collapsed into a heap of dust.  
 
    As soon as my adrenaline started to wear off, I realized just how much my hand hurt. I stared down at my palm, which had turned a bright red from the burn, and then I looked back at the heap of ashes that had been Gerk. I was immensely thankful the metal bowl was the only thing I touched. 
 
    Just then, the shriek of the female troll brought me back into the situation at hand. I looked up and saw the monster was swinging wildly at Edora and Kalista. Ariette was directly behind the troll with her sword drawn and at the ready. In a single motion, the blonde elf jumped up into the air, swung her deadly weapon through the air, and relieved the troll of its head. 
 
    The creature’s noggin rolled off its neck as a geyser of gore sprayed up into the air. The troll’s body stumbled for a moment, and then it fell to its knees and finally fell forward with a hard thump. 
 
    “Take … that!” Ariette huffed at the troll’s head as she wiped off her blade with her t-shirt. 
 
    “How the hell are trolls immune to magic?” I asked Maaren as we all took a breath and re-centered ourselves. 
 
    “Evolution,” she and Edora answered in unison. Maaren shot the Unseelie a glare before she turned back to me and continued. 
 
    “Just like how viruses become immune to vaccines,” the hunter answered. “Trolls are a virus, and our Hands are the vaccine. Really annoying, huh?” 
 
    “That’s putting it lightly,” I said. “I’m guessing no one knew there were trolls in this mountain?” 
 
    “This isn’t their territory.” Danira shook her head. “They wouldn’t be here, unless …” 
 
    “Unless they’re helping the Phobos,” I pointed out. “I swear, everyone that’s not a Seelie is helping these guys out.” 
 
    I didn’t know much about trolls, but I had learned one thing about the nasty creatures, they were on the side of whoever promised them the best prize. During the first war, that had been the Seelie who allowed them to stay out of the nether realm. 
 
    Gerk had mentioned he wanted to eat humans. I was sure that was part of whatever the Phobos had promised them.  
 
    “Okay, new question,” Edora piped up. “How the hell do we get out of here? I’m not in the mood to waste any more energy fighting magic resistant trolls today.” 
 
    “That is a very good question,” Kalista replied as she wandered down the tunnel, now buried deeply in her thoughts. 
 
    I glanced around at the maze around us. While outrunning the trolls, we’d turned and twisted around so much I couldn’t even remember which way we’d come from. 
 
    “So is she going to answer me or just wander around like a mental patient?” Edora demanded as she stared at Kalista. 
 
    The curvy dwarf peeked down a tunnel before she spun in a circle and stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    “She’s thinking, give her a moment,” Ariette replied. 
 
    “How long is a moment?” Edora shot back. “Time is of the essence, here.” 
 
    “Look, Edora, Kal’s the smartest person I’ve ever met,” Maaren said diplomatically. “If anyone’s going to figure out how to get us out of here, it’s her.” 
 
    “I may be deep in my own brain right now,” Kal muttered, “but don’t think I didn’t hear that.” 
 
    The dwarf leaned forward and put both of her hands on the wall with her eyes closed. Kal had the Hand of Sight, but it surely wasn’t powerful enough to get us all the way out of this deep cave.  
 
    “I’ve got it!” Kalista leapt back with a gasp and snapped her fingers as she spun around to face us. “Who’s got a comms tablet with them?” 
 
    “I do,” Ariette started, “but I don’t think we’ve got a map of the tunnels in the archives, Kal.” 
 
    “We don’t.” The dwarf shrugged and held out her hand. 
 
     Ariette wrinkled her brow as she dug in her knapsack and then fished out a sleek black tablet. Kalista snatched it from her grip quickly and opened up the back panel of the computer to reveal the inside wiring. 
 
    “Don’t break it!” Ariette exclaimed, but Kal ignored her completely. 
 
    The dwarf grunted as she dug her hand into the device and pulled out a tiny bundle of bright green, yellow, and red wires. “Okay, I’m going to need absolute silence,” she whispered. “And I mean absolute. Like, nobody can talk whatsoever. Not even a single whisper. I’m serious, now.” 
 
    “We get it, Ka--” I started, but then I was cut off by a quick shush. 
 
    “What did I just say, Milton?” Kal hissed. “Com-plete si-o-lence.” 
 
    I made a “zipped lips” motion with my hand and stepped back to watch the dwarf work her magic. 
 
    Maaren and Danira watched Kal curiously, while Ariette crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow skeptically. Meanwhile, Edora rolled her eyes and paced up and down the tunnel as she looked at the criss-crossing turns. 
 
    Even our breaths were silent as we watched Kal work her magic. She fidgeted with a few of the wires, cutting them in half and then splicing them back together. 
 
    If I’d learned anything about the dwarf in my time on the team, it was that she was the most brilliant computer geek I’d ever met. If anyone could figure out how to rig this thing, it was her. 
 
    There was a tiny click as Kalista slipped the back panel back into place and turned the tablet. Then, she took a deep breath and pushed the power button. 
 
    “Now, there is a one in one-hundred chance this thing is gonna explode,” she warned. “If it does, it’s been an honor serving with you all. These last few weeks have been--” 
 
    “It’s already on, Kal,” Ariette sighed and pointed to the glowing screen. 
 
    A smile lit up the dwarf’s face and she nodded to the screen excitedly. “Alright!” she cried out and held up the screen triumphantly. “Now we’re in business!” 
 
    The image on the screen was dark black, with purple lines that criss-crossed and squiggled all over it. 
 
    “Is that a map of the mountain?” Danira asked in amazement. 
 
    “Yep,” Kal nodded proudly as she pointed at a tiny white spot near the bottom of the screen. “And that is our exit. We’re over here.” The dwarf pointed at a cluster of tiny red dots near the upper left of the screen. 
 
    “So we follow the map and get out, good,” Edora grunted. 
 
    The Unseelie snatched the tablet from Kalista’s hand and marched back down the tunnel with her head tilted to the side curiously. 
 
    Kalista cocked her hip and let out a small chuckle as she calmly watched the red headed Unseelie wander down the tunnel. None of the rest of us moved. The dwarf let Edora walk until she was about to turn to her right, and then she cleared her throat casually. 
 
    “Hey, Edora, that’s the wrong way,” Kalista chuckled.  
 
    Ariette and Maaren stifled laughs as Edora swung back around casually and shrugged. 
 
    “Of course,” the Unseelie said as she made her way back to us. “I just wanted to make sure you could read the map.” 
 
    “Riggghhttt,” Kalista drawled out before she snatched the tablet out of Edora’s hand. “We need to go in the complete opposite direction.” 
 
    The six of us turned around and headed back into the tunnels, careful not to step on the trolls’ bodies as we did so. We walked for a few minutes, and the little red dots on the screen made slow progress toward the exit. 
 
    “So are you going to explain to us how you did that, or not?” I asked Kal as I gestured toward the map. 
 
    “It’s basic coding, Milton, come on,” she chuckled. “This way, guys.” 
 
    We turned down a significantly darker tunnel. The fires were few and far between, and the air was much colder. 
 
    “Yeah, HC, come on,” Ariette echoed sarcastically. “Basic coding, of course.” 
 
    “How did I miss it?” I laughed back. “I must have slept through that class in college.” 
 
    “In all seriousness, though,” Kal finally answered, “our comms tablets have heat-sensing functions built into them, so I rewired the tablet to locate each of the bowls of Never Ending Flames. So the purple lines are technically heat signatures, but since there are fires along the walls of the tunnel every few feet or so, it works the same as a map. Simple.” 
 
    “So simple,” I agreed half-heartedly. 
 
    I was immensely grateful for Kalista’s brain, but I still had no comprehension of just how she worked her magic. All I knew was, we had a way out. 
 
    We wound through the tunnels and turned corner after corner for what felt like hours. The air surrounding us bounced from cold to warm and back again as we traveled through the tunnels, and I wondered just what caused the fluctuation in temperature. But finally, when my feet had started to become sore and my back ached from all the walking, a soft glow irradiated from the end of the tunnel. At first I thought it might be another one of the Never Ending Flames, but then I recognized the white glow of moonlight. As we drew closer, we could see the light was shining in from a hole in the ceiling. 
 
    We all stopped just before the hole and craned our necks to stare up at the moon and the stars that danced in the night sky above. 
 
    “The nether realm.” I gasped aloud. 
 
    There it was. Right on the other side of that tiny hole in the ceiling was another dimension, a dimension where the Phobos had set up their base of operations. The site where I was to have my final battle with the forces of evil. Now that I saw it in person, the entire thing felt surreal. 
 
    “Let’s camp right here for the night,” Danira muttered quietly. “The nether realm is not a place I want to venture into in the dead of night.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea, commander,” Kalista added. “Plus, I’m exhausted. This big brain takes a lot of energy, you know. Appreciate it.” 
 
    “We do, Kal,” I chuckled and pulled the small dwarf in close. 
 
    I planted a kiss on her soft forehead gently, and her whole body shook with the giggle she let out. She shuffled her body closer to me and stroked my arm sleepily, and for a second, I actually wondered if she’d fallen asleep right then and there. But then, the dwarf popped back up, threw herself to the ground, and rifled through her backpack until she found a can of food. 
 
    “I’m also starved,” the dwarf announced as she stabbed a pocket knife into the lid of the can and tore through the thin metal. 
 
    The team camped there for the night, surrounded by the soft glow of moonlight and the warmth of each other. We all took turns on guard duty, just to make sure no more trolls came up on us while we slept. In the morning, we’d venture into a realm I’d only heard horror stories about, to find a group of radical terrorists who had spawned even more horrific stories themselves. 
 
    And the funny thing was, I wasn’t nearly as terrified as I thought I’d be.  
 
    A strange sense of calm came over me as I realized just how close I was to fulfilling the prophecy and my destiny. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    I woke up to the soft sound of scratching near my head. The moonlight above us had given way to the soft orange glow of early day, and the stars had disappeared. I rolled over as the scratching continued and found Edora crouched a few feet away. 
 
    The Unseelie’s blue eyes were deep in thought as she scratched a thin, pale finger along the hard dirt of the tunnel floor. Everyone else was still asleep, so I cautiously rose, walked over to the Fae, and sat down next to her. 
 
    I wasn’t totally sure what to make of the Unseelie yet. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that she was on our side and wanted the Phobos gone just as much as we did. No one would be stupid enough to come on this dangerous, and possibly deadly mission, if they weren’t. But she was also extremely abrasive, even for a Fae. I knew they didn’t operate on an emotional level the way I, or any other human did, but the Unseelie seemed to have less compassion than the Seelie Fae, even. 
 
    Admittedly, she was still hot as hell. Even when she said something borderline rude, it was impossible for me not to find her golden eyes seductive, and she oozed sex with every single thing she did. Worst of all? I knew she found me just as attractive. 
 
     “You don’t have dirt in the forest?” I joked as I sat down. 
 
    Edora frowned at me and narrowed her golden eyes for a moment before her expression softened and she shook her head. “Nope, I’m completely deprived of it,” she whispered back, and I let my jaw drop open dramatically. 
 
    “She jokes!” I laughed and earned a half smile from the beautiful Unseelie. 
 
    “She does,” she responded with a light laugh that was almost girlish. “I’ve got some other tricks, too, if you ever want to see them.” 
 
    “Don’t tempt me,” I said as a goofy grin spread across my face. 
 
    I paused for a second as Edora quirked an eyebrow at me and lowered her luscious lashes seductively. Her finger had stopped scratching at the dirt, and now her hand was so close to my knee I could feel the heat that radiated off it. Then, gently and carefully, she swept her fingers forward and brushed them along my kneecap tenderly, and I suddenly got the sense she was nervous. 
 
    I felt the trail of goosebumps on my leg that rose along the path of her fingers, and I watched her delicate face carefully. She had an inquisitive expression on her features, almost like she recorded every miniscule movement I made and stored it away for later. 
 
    “Kiss her already!” I suddenly heard Kalista’s voice chuckle, and Edora and I jumped apart. 
 
    A deep purple blush rose into her cheeks, and she lowered those beautiful golden eyes so far down I couldn’t see them anymore. The Unseelie turned her face away from me and stood up as I whipped around to face the dwarf, who had a sappy, doe eyed expression on her face. 
 
    “That was so cute,” Kal sighed. “Edora and Milton, sitting in a tree!” 
 
    “You have terrible timing,” I teased the dwarf. “If you’d only been asleep for another hour or so.” 
 
    Edora gasped. “A whole hour?” she said as she bit her lip. “You really should have stayed asleep, Kal.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m TV starved here, I needed some sort of entertainment,” the dwarf pointed out as Maaren started to stretch and move. 
 
    “TV kills your brain cells,” the hunter mumbled sleepily. “You know you’re not supposed to watch more than an hour a day, right?” 
 
    “That’s okay.” Kalista shrugged. “I’ve got plenty of brain cells. And if that’s the sacrifice I have to make to watch Captain Formug every week, I’ll gladly do it. Dude’s got abs like a freaking washboard!” 
 
    “So does Milton,” Maaren giggled and winked at me as she bit on her bottom lip. 
 
    It seemed everyone was in the mood for romance this morning. 
 
    “Good point,” I agreed. “And you can see these any time you want, Kal. So much better than a one hour TV show.” 
 
    The dwarf didn’t argue, and her violet eyes trailed from my face down to where my shirt hid my abs from view, and back again. When they met mine once more, there was an intense hunger in them. 
 
    “I’ll remember that,” the dwarf said seriously. “So, are we going to go kill some Phobos today, or are we gonna turn this tunnel into a tunnel of love?” 
 
    “Not kill, completely destroy,” Maaren corrected her excitedly. “And then go home and take a nice, hot bath.” 
 
    “With Milton.” Kal added seductively. 
 
    “And eat cake,” Ariette groaned as she sat up and cracked her back. Her blonde hair was mussed with sleep and stuck out at a few odd angles that gave her a total crazy scientist vibe. 
 
    “Nice hair,” I teased. 
 
    The blonde’s hands instantly went to her head, and she tried to pat the mess down. She kept at it for a few minutes before she finally gave up and tied it into a messy bun on her head.  
 
    “It’s the newest style,” she shot back with a smile. 
 
    “That is why you keep it short,” Danira grunted, fully awake now too. “You never have to worry about messy hair.” 
 
    “I think I’ll keep my long, luscious locks, thank you,” Ariette replied, only half joking. “So, now that we’ve gotten a full eight hours, is everybody ready?” 
 
    “To venture into the nether realm, into a place no Seelie Fae has gone in centuries because it is so terribly dangerous?” Kalista asked. “Danger is my middle name. Hell yeah I’m ready!” 
 
    “Thanks, Kal.” The elf shook her head with a light laugh and slung her backpack over one shoulder and turned to face me. “Well, Racmoth, what do you say?” 
 
    I paused for what felt like a very long moment as I looked around at the faces of the women in front of me. Just over a month ago, I hadn’t even known their names. Hell, I hadn’t had magic a month ago. And now, here I was with a heart full of love for each one of them, about to lead them into an entirely different realm on a death-defying mission to save the universe. They had put every ounce of trust they had into me, the Racmoth, to lead them. My heart swelled with a surge of emotion, and I promised myself every single woman here would come home with me. 
 
    “I say,” I started, my voice strong, “let’s go save the world.” 
 
    “I can send everyone up one at a time through the hole,” Maaren said as she stood under it to examine our exit. 
 
    “Hey guys, just a warning,” Edora piped up, “the nether realm works differently than yours does. It’s less … predictable. Just keep that in mind.” 
 
    “Less predictable,” I murmured to myself. “Like how?” 
 
    “You ever been eaten by a plant?” she asked. “Or had your magic sucked out by a very cute looking bird?” 
 
    “Uh, no,” I muttered. 
 
    “Welcome to the nether realm,” the Unseelie chuckled. “Where all of that is possible if you don’t know what you’re doing. Oh, and sometimes your magic just won’t work. We call it ‘kaputsmagic.’” 
 
    “Great,” I smiled sarcastically. “A bout of kaputsmagic is just what we need.” 
 
    “I’ll just make sure the coast is clear,” Maaren grunted, and then she rose in the air until she could peek her head up through the hole in the ceiling. Her torso disappeared, as did most of the orange sunlight, for a brief moment, and then she floated back down to the ground with a shocked expression on her face. 
 
    “What’s that look for?” Kal asked, slightly suspiciously. The dwarf hopped up and down uselessly as she tried to get a look into the hole that was at least five feet above her head. 
 
    “Just wait until you see,” Maaren breathed in amazement. “Words can’t describe it.” 
 
    I took a few steps until I had placed myself directly under the hole in the tunnel ceiling. The sun cast a warm light around me, and all I could see were bright golden rays and an extremely clear blue sky that was more saturated than any sky I’d ever seen before. I inhaled deeply and straightened my spine as I turned to Maaren. 
 
    Then I grinned at the hunter. “Beam me up, Scotty.”  
 
    Maaren rolled her bright green eyes at me as she lifted her Hand up, and I felt the little pulses of air beneath my feet as I rose slowly. 
 
    “Who’s Scotty?” Edora hissed at Maaren. “What the hell is he talking about?” 
 
    “It’s an old human show,” the hunter replied with a giggle. “I’ll show it to you sometime.” 
 
    “Who’s rotting brain cells now, huh?” Kal laughed. 
 
    I tilted my face up to the warm golden sunlight that met me as I ascended through the dirt and rock. The hole was actually more like a long tube that went about ten or twelve feet through the side of the mountain, and I was surrounded by it for a brief moment. When I was about halfway to the top of the hole, I felt a strange shift in the air around me, almost like I had a fan blowing frigid air directly onto my face. I shivered as my entire body went cold, and for a second or two, I worried I was going to freeze to death. 
 
    But just as quickly, the sensation passed, and I was acutely aware of a change in the very molecules of the air around me. It felt like the air was heavier, almost like humidity without the dampness. The sky seemed brighter now, and the warm orange rays of the sun had changed to an almost fiery red that beat down on my body and caused me to sweat profusely. Finally, my head broke through the top of the hole, and I gasped at the sight before me. 
 
    The first thing that hit me was the intense brightness and richness in the colors around me. The colors were so highly saturated it seemed like I was living in an artist’s famous painting. The green of the grass in front of me was a rich emerald, the likes of which I had never seen before, and it was so bright it almost felt like I was in a dream. But there was none of that weird fuzziness that came with a dream. 
 
    Nothing before me looked familiar at all, at least, not like anything that could possibly grow in our realm. The first thing I noticed was the grass. The blades were long and skinny, like compressed cat grass, and had such a bright emerald hue that it looked like polished stones had been shrunk and twisted into the shape of grass and planted in the dirt. It waved and swirled in the light, warm breeze that blew across the realm and whispered through my hair like a gentle caress. 
 
    None of the plants looked at all familiar, nor did they look like something that could possibly be natural. They all had vibrant colors that spanned the rainbow, and were nothing like the dull browns and greens I was so used to seeing. Some plants were fuschia, some plants were a brilliant blue, and some plants were even striped like someone had come along and painted them. The plants crept over each other and crowded the space like some strange, otherworldly jungle. There was an enormous bush with branches that were a bright magenta and leaves as purple as a gemstone. 
 
    I took a step forward and ran my finger delicately across the leaves on the bush, and it almost seemed to wince under my touch. The moment my hand left the plant, it shook itself off like a wet dog and pulled its roots up from the ground. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I breathed as I leapt backward. 
 
    I watched in awe as two huge roots pulled out of the ground and turned into something that resembled feet as the bush quite literally walked away. 
 
    The traveling bush had left a small empty space in the grass, but it wasn’t empty for long. The bright red dirt underneath quickly roiled and shifted as a tiny mound formed, and then a perfectly white flower popped up from the ground. Its petals formed a circle around a bright yellow center and waved in the breeze like hair. 
 
    I looked up and noticed there were also trees scattered about the jungle in front of me, and they must have stood at least eighty feet tall. They were tall and skinny like a palm tree, but with bark that was striped a bright blue and orange, and deep black leaves that reminded me of midnight with a new moon. I craned my neck as I stared up at them, and to my surprise, one of them bent over and tipped its top down as if it, too, examined me. 
 
    The nether realm itself must have been alive. 
 
    As I stared back at this tree and tried to wrap my head around this wondrously terrifying new place, I heard a rustle in the plants not too far from me. 
 
    “Milton, back up,” Edora suddenly warned from behind me. 
 
    I turned to see the Unseelie’s eyes were also fixated on the source of the sound, but her expression was unsure. I did as she asked, but kept my eyes on the forest as the sound grew closer and louder. Finally, a creature emerged. 
 
    The biggest rabbit I had ever seen in my entire life hopped out from under the yellow foliage. It was at least the size of a pitbull, and had fur such a bright, iridescent blue that it could have blended right into the sky. The only thing that would have given it away were the dark blue, glittery spots that dotted its back. It’s eyes were the same emerald green as the grass, and it hopped rather slowly as it lazily sniffed the ground. 
 
    “What is that?” I muttered to the Unseelie, but she just shook her head and put her finger to her lips in the universal gesture for “be quiet.” 
 
    It was too late, though, and I quickly saw why her warning was important. The rabbit’s head whipped toward us, and all of a sudden, its bright green eyes darkened and changed color until they were a terrifying blood red. The beast snarled at us with teeth so huge and sharp they could have come from a lion and then, with no warning, it bounded toward us. As it ran, claws sprung from its front paws as it leapt up into the air and aimed for my throat.  
 
    Edora was too quick and well prepared. The moment the rabbit hit the top of its arch, she swung her axe and chopped off its head with an ear splitting crunch. 
 
    Bright blue blood splattered against my face and left a warm trail as it dripped down onto my shirt. 
 
    At this point, every item of clothing I wore was covered in blood of some sort. I guessed that just came with the whole “saving the world” thing. 
 
    The rabbit’s head bounced along the ground and rolled under the magenta bush, which shook itself angrily once again, pulled up its roots, and stomped off to a new location deeper in the jungle. 
 
    “Welcome to the nether realm,” Edora said breathlessly as she turned to me and grinned. 
 
    “Well, Kal, it looks like we can eat rabbit after all,” Maaren called out from behind us. She had already brought everyone else up, and they must have seen the display. 
 
    “That’s not a rabbit,” the dwarf wailed. “And I’m definitely not eating it.” 
 
    “It’s called a Brimbee,” Edora corrected her. “And trust me when I say that is possibly the least terrifying thing around here.” 
 
    “She’s not joking,” Maaren sighed. “I forgot how weird this place is.” The hunter gaze around the jungle like she looked at an old friend whose presence was far less than welcome. 
 
    “Yeahhh,” Ariette agreed, her face skeptical. “This is not what I expected. Like at all. It seems almost … I don’t know, nice?” 
 
    “Don’t let the surface stuff fool you, this place is as dangerous as it gets,” Edora warned. 
 
    “How fun,” I chuckled sarcastically. 
 
    Though I was joking around, I did check my gun in my holster and made sure it was readily available. I wasn’t going to be surprised by another dangerous animal again. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Edora grunted and turned to walk along the edge of the jungle. 
 
    “Do you know where we’re going?” Danira asked curiously at the Unseelie’s purposeful stride. 
 
    “Yep.” She nodded. “To the Unseelie city. They took it over when they forced us out of here. And the path should be right about … here!” She stopped about twenty feet down from us and turned to face the jungle triumphantly. 
 
    We all hurried to meet her and see what she had found. Every single one of us had our hands on our weapons. Ariette and Maaren had drawn theirs and held them aloft, ready to swipe at anything that crossed their path. I took one last look at the dead carcass of the Brimbee and turned to follow Edora’s gaze. 
 
    There was a path carved into the bright red dirt in front of us, and it curved and twisted through the jungle plants until we couldn’t see it anymore and it was shrouded in darkness. The plants dipped and swayed as the breeze ran through them, and sometimes it shook a little bit. I couldn’t tell if those plants were alive and moved of their own accord, or if some dangerous animal lurked in the depths and laid in wait for us. 
 
    Either way, we didn’t have much of a choice. 
 
    “Shall we?” Kalista asked casually as she marched ahead. 
 
    “Stay on the path, guys, don’t venture out into the jungle,” Edora warned as she followed the dwarf. 
 
    “Wasn’t planning on it,” Maaren muttered. “That’s like, survival one-oh-one.” 
 
    “Why?” Kal piped up. “Are we going to run into more terrifying bunnies?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Maaren replied. “Or a banshee, which can kill you with a single scream. Medusa wanders around the forest, too. She’ll turn you to stone. There are penanggalans, which--” 
 
    “I think I got it, thanks,” Kalista rasped out in a small voice. “Path equals life, and forest equals death.” 
 
    “I’m glad we’re on the same page,” Maaren laughed. 
 
    We lined up and began to follow each other single file on the narrow red path. As the plants surrounded us, I realized the nether realm didn’t even smell real. Instead of the usual earthy scents I was used to, the heavy aroma of vanilla and citrus hung in the air, as if somebody had come through and sprayed cheap perfume through the air just moments ago. I kept my eyes and ears peeled for any sort of movement as we trodded along down the path. 
 
    It struck me, as I walked along and stared at the brightly striped trees that towered above us, how strange it was that the nether realm was so bright and beautiful. The sun was brighter, the colors were brighter, and everything was so much nicer to look at, and yet it was insanely dangerous and terrifying. But the Valley of Light, which was supposed to be a stronghold of good and a tribute to the heroes of the past, was dark and terrifying. It must have just been one of the dark ironies of the Fae world. It really was true, not everything that glittered was gold. 
 
    After a few dozen more minutes of walking, we had ventured into the darker depths of the jungle where the sun was obscured. And yet somehow, even in what should have been a dark and scary place filled with weird plants and terrifying animals, the vibrant colors were still clear and bright even with the lack of sunlight. It was like some sort of odd, drug induced hallucination. 
 
    Just then, there was a rustle in the foliage a little ways ahead, just a few feet in front of Kalista. It was loud and harsh, and the dwarf stopped in her tracks immediately, creating a pileup of bodies behind her. Once we recomposed ourselves, we waited with bated breath and drew our weapons at the ready. 
 
    A tiny, deer-like creature leapt from the depths of the jungle and onto the path like a gazelle. The thing was only about a foot tall at the shoulder, and very compact, but that wasn’t at all the most interesting thing about it. Its fur was an alternating pattern of bright green and dark green stripes, and its huge doe eyes were a saturated violet color, not unlike Kalista’s own eyes. It had two tiny ears perched at the top of its head that flicked forward as it looked at us with curious eyes. 
 
    My breath was loud in my ears as I waited to see what this creature would do. But, to my surprise, it didn’t attack. Instead, it glanced around at the women in front of me until its bright eyes landed right on my face. And then, it dipped one striped leg forward and bowed its tiny, heart shaped head deeply before it popped back up, looked at me from under thick blue lashes, and hopped off into the jungle. 
 
    “What the hell was that one?” I breathed in surprise. 
 
    “It’s a Jeeran,” Edora whispered back as she pushed Kal gently forward in a silent command. “I’ve never seen one do that before. That was … strange.” 
 
    “I told you guys they’re sentient,” Maaren retorted. “Last time I was here, I swore to you one of those things helped me find my dad.” 
 
    “I think you might be right about that,” Edora mumbled, still in shock. “That was unbelievable.” 
 
    “Are we close?” Danira asked in a hushed whisper as she looked around the jungle, ready to jump into action at the first sign of danger. 
 
    “Just about an hour more,” Edora replied with a nod of her head that shook her beautiful red curls up and down. “We’re still pretty far away.” 
 
    As we wandered through the strange darkness of the jungle for a little while longer, I continued to be completely amazed at the vibrancy of the nether realm. If it weren’t for all the dangerous animals and the fact that the place was currently inhabited by a gang of crazy terrorists, I would actually think the nether realm was be a great place to live. 
 
    At the very least, it’d be interesting.  
 
    A few of the pink fuchsia bushes uprooted themselves suddenly to our right and scattered off into the depths of the jungle. At first, I didn’t see anything. But as we continued forward, there was a soft purring noise that shook the ground beneath us. It sounded just like a regular house cat, but I knew for a fact there were no orange tabbies in the nether realm. 
 
    And then, on the path ahead of us, something rustled the branches of the trees in the forest. I couldn’t see any more than a shadow, but it looked huge.  
 
    “Don’t move,” Edora muttered, and I could hear the fear that laced her voice. 
 
    The large shadow stepped out onto the path and revealed itself as a sphinx. It had the head of a woman, with pretty golden curls and bright blue eyes, but the body of a lion with muscles that rippled as it walked. There were also two huge, iridescent wings attached to its shoulder blades that looked like a cross between a fairy’s wings and bird wings. 
 
    The pretty pink mouth was pursed as it let out those soft purrs, and she prowled toward us carefully. Her blue eyes watched us as we all froze and waited to see what she planned on doing. 
 
    I debated whether or not I should just kill the creature right then and there. This realm was dangerous and deadly, and this thing looked more dangerous than anything we’d encountered here so far. 
 
    Kalista piped up, her voice full of attitude, before I could make my decision. 
 
    “If you’re going to ask us what walks on four legs in the morning, two at noon, and three in the evening, the answer’s man,” she called out boisterously.  
 
    I held back a chuckle at the small woman’s proud attitude. 
 
    The sphinx just looked her over and let a creepy smile spread across her pink lips. 
 
    “That’s not at all what I was going to ask,” she said slowly. Her voice was silky soft, like butter against my eardrums, and I felt like I was strangely drawn to her for some reason. 
 
    “Alright, then, we’ll just keep going,” Kal retorted and started to stomp forward. 
 
    Before Kal could get any closer, the sphinx leapt the distance between herself and the dwarf with an animalistic yowl, and bared her razor-sharp teeth. The hacker stumbled backward a step, and I made my decision. 
 
    It was time to bring this bitch down.  
 
    I called upon my Hand and felt the cells vibrate in it as I searched for the sphinx’s blood. The connection was made almost instantly, and I immediately tried to stop the creature’s heart. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    I furrowed my brows together in frustration and stared down at my palm. I called on her blood once more, but again, nothing at all happened. 
 
    Slowly, the sphinx cocked her head in my direction and laughed softly. “There is only one way you can kill me, human,” she growled out. “Your weapons and magic are no good in my world.” 
 
    “Look,” I started, my tone diplomatic, “I don’t want to kill you. Just let us by you without hurting us, and we’ll leave you alone. Good?” 
 
    “No,” she whispered tauntingly. “Where is the fun in that?” 
 
    I was about to try to appease her further when Ariette huffed out a breath and barreled forward with her sword high in the air. She pushed past Edora and Kal and summoned forth two lightning bolts. They cracked down over the sphinx’s head but did nothing but ricochet off her harmlessly. Then the elf swung her sword hard at the sphinx’s head, but it bounced off her neck as if it were made of titanium. The creature didn’t even respond to the attempted assassination, and instead just stood there calmly as Ariette reeled back. 
 
    “I didn’t lie to you, young elf,” the sphinx said calmly. 
 
    “Fine,” Ariette huffed. “What do we need to do? Answer some sort of riddle?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly,” the sphinx smiled. “It’s always a pleasure to hear that someone knows of my work.” 
 
    “And what happens if we don’t?” I asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Well, then,” the creature sighed, “I suppose I’ll have a very filling dinner.” 
 
    “How comforting,” Danira grunted. “I really wish I’d packed that C4 I’d planned on bringing.” 
 
    “The Phobos would prefer the Racmoth not enter their land, and I have assured them he won’t,” the sphinx added and leveled her blue eyes at me. “But a match of wits is too good for me to pass up.” 
 
    Great. So not only did the Phobos know we were on our way, but they also had a deadly sphinx in their corner. I racked my brain to think of what I knew about sphinxes. Truthfully, it wasn’t a ton. But the one thing I did know was that if we answered her riddle correctly, she would be forced to commit suicide like some sort of ancient warrior that’s faced defeat. 
 
    Failure wasn’t an option. We had one shot to answer this riddle, and we had to answer it correctly. 
 
    “So what’s your riddle?” Maaren demanded, her face intensely serious. 
 
    “So demanding,” the sphinx cooed. “You get one chance to answer my riddle. Don’t waste it.” 
 
    “We don’t need a lecture,” Edora grunted as she ran a hand through her curls. “Just get on with it.” 
 
    The sphinx tilted her head and let that creepy smile spread across her lips. She looked us up and down hungrily, like she had already imagined what we’d each taste like. 
 
    “What is everywhere, but we never see it?” she asked, and then she lay down right in the middle of the fiery red path and stared at us with those wide blue eyes. 
 
    “That’s it?” Kalista asked in astonishment. 
 
    The sphinx simply nodded her head silently. 
 
    “Huddle,” Maaren ordered as she yanked Kalista away from the sphinx. 
 
    We formed a tight circle in the dirt path, and none of us said anything for a moment as we racked our brains. 
 
    “Just tell me there aren’t more of these things hiding around this jungle,” I said to Edora finally. 
 
    “Uh, okay, there aren’t,” she answered, totally unconvincingly. 
 
    “Focus team,” Danira grunted. “I’d really rather not end up in that cat’s belly at the end of all of this.” 
 
    “Okay, who has ideas?” I asked as I racked my own brain for an answer. It really made no sense to me. 
 
    “Magic?” Ariette offered up halfheartedly. “We never really see it.” 
 
    “It’s not everywhere,” Danira pointed out. “If it was, humans would have it, too.” 
 
    “Okay, not magic,” Ariette nodded. “Anyone else?” 
 
    “Love,” Kalista said thoughtfully. “It could be love.” 
 
    “Too abstract.” Edora shook her head quickly. “And definitely not everywhere. You met the guys at my village, after all.”  
 
    I took a deep breath as I tilted my head back to look up at the thick black leaves of the trees. My brain was completely, hopelessly empty, and I could feel my frustration rise. But I knew anger would definitely not help the situation. I couldn’t think clearly when I was angry. I took a few deep breaths to calm myself and concentrated on the flow of air in and out of my nose for a few seconds. 
 
    Then it hit me. 
 
    Air. 
 
    That was it. That was the answer. I blew another breath out as I turned it over in my mind. Air was absolutely everywhere around us. If it weren’t, there wouldn’t be living things. But we never saw the air itself. 
 
    “Air,” I whispered as I brought my head back down to face everyone. “The answer’s air, you guys.” 
 
    “Air,” Edora repeated slowly as she thought it over, before she nodded vigorously. “Milton, you’re right.” 
 
    “Air,” I called out to the sphinx as we broke the circle. 
 
    I stepped forward as the creature’s blonde head tilted, and she rose slowly. For a split second, my stomach did a backflip inside my torso, and I wondered if we’d given the wrong answer. But then, the thunderous look of anger that flooded the sphinx’s face assured me I was right. 
 
    “You filthy human!” she shouted out, and then the creature suddenly lunged toward me with her razor sharp claws drawn. 
 
    I stumbled backward a step, completely caught off guard, and grabbed for my gun. Seconds before the monster was on me, the sphinx exploded into a shower of bright pink and blue glitter. 
 
    “Man, this place is weird,” I whistled to my friends. “I dunno what I expected, but that was certainly not even on the list.” 
 
    The pieces of glitter fell to the bright red dirt and disappeared as I stared at the space in shock. 
 
    “Yes, go Milton!” Kalista shouted out as she leapt into the air. 
 
    The dwarf then proceeded to do a strange little dance where she pumped her arms and spun in a circle as she muttered “go, Milton, go, Milton,” under her breath. 
 
    I chuckled as I watched the dwarf, but the laughter quickly died in my throat as Edora stepped past me. 
 
    The Unseelie began to examine the path in front of us with a concerned expression on her pretty blue features. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I turned back around to follow her gaze. 
 
    She stepped forward carefully, and I followed her. Kalista’s song trailed off as the other women fell into step behind us, and we took a few careful strides down the path before we saw what had made Edora so curious. 
 
    Right where the bright red path should have continued on into the jungle, a giant, strange looking rose bush stretched off to each side and into the forest. It had giant orange thorns about the size of my hand, and bright blue leaves. The flowers were a traditional, pink rose, and the branches were so thick I couldn’t see through them. 
 
    Worst of all? The bush was so wide it was almost like a wall of thorns that extended all the way across the jungle. 
 
    Edora reached forward as if she was about to touch the bush, but its branches shifted and twisted until a giant orange thorn lashed out at her. The Unseelie gasped and ducked away just before it pierced her chest. 
 
    “That’s not good,” I muttered as we stared up at the giant plant. 
 
    “To put it lightly,” Edora said, “I’ve never even seen this plant before. This is a little bit beyond not good.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Just as we were studying the deadly new plant, there was the sound of rumbling hooves in the distance, and my team readied their weapons. Maaren held her double headed axe aloft and stepped forward just a bit as she peered into the jungle. If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought the sounds were being made by a horse. But that seemed far too mundane compared to everything we’d seen in the nether realm so far. 
 
    A human hand suddenly wrapped around one of the petals of a huge orange flower and pushed it to the side. A large figure made its way onto the pathway in front of us, and my mouth fell open with surprise. 
 
    Before us stood a centaur. 
 
    The creature had the torso of an extremely muscular man, with bulky muscles that rippled under his tanned skin and sandy blonde hair that hung just above his piercing blue eyes. But where his legs should have been, there was the body of a horse. The fur was a shiny brown color, and his black, hairy tail flicked back and forth lazily as he stared at us proudly. 
 
    Almost immediately, the centaur was joined by two others just like him. One of them had dark, coffee colored skin and equally dark black eyes, with a shiny bald head and gray fur on his horse body. The other had skin so pale it was nearly translucent, with a white, fluffy horse body to match. 
 
    The three creatures stared at us for a long moment, and then they turned in unison to stare up at the rose bush-like plant that blocked our path. The first centaur sighed deep and long. 
 
    “The Phobos must be aware of your presence,” he said in a deep and gravelly voice. 
 
    “They do,” Edora spoke up. “So I take it you’re on our side?” 
 
    The centaur gave her a long, hard look up and down with his piercing gaze. 
 
    “Your side?” he chuckled, and my stomach did a backflip as I wondered if we were about to be under attack by a group of centaurs. “Not your side. The Unseelie are the reason we are trapped in this ghastly realm to begin with. But, we are on the side of the Racmoth. The Phobos would see every one of our kind turned into nothing more than pack mules and herd animals. That, we will not be. The Racmoth is the key to stopping a terrible fate such as that.” 
 
    With that, all three of them turned to face me and bent their torsos forward in a deep and regal bow. It was quite an interesting sight to see. They moved in perfect unison. Not a single one was even a centimeter off. 
 
    “Uh, thank you,” I said when I found my voice. 
 
    “You’ve set off quite a stir in this jungle, Racmoth,” the second centaur with the coffee skin muttered. “The Phobos do not want you here. I’ve never seen them this spooked before.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured as much when they sent a sphinx after us and put this giant thing in our way,” I replied as I motioned to the bush in front of us. “If you’re on our side, I suppose we should know each other’s names. You can call me Racmoth if you’d like, but I prefer to go by Milton.” 
 
    “Noted,” the first centaur said. “I am called Kitar.” 
 
    “I am Kanen,” the second one said. 
 
    “And I am Kofa,” the third one said. His voice was slightly higher than the other two, and it sounded much younger. 
 
    “This is Ariette, Danira, Maaren, Kalista, and Edora,” I said as I pointed at each of the women, and they each gave a nod as I said their names. 
 
    “Oh, we know that one,” Kitar rumbled as he glared at Edora. “Her reputation proceeds her.” 
 
    “Great,” I tried to make my voice sound chipper. “So then, any chance you can help us get to the Unseelie city and stop the Phobos?” 
 
    “We can,” Kitar assured me. “We waited here the entire night to ensure we could help you and your friends reach the city when the time came. You have shown great prowess against the sphinx.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I just answered her question.”  
 
    “Can I ride you?” Kalista blurted out, and then clapped a hand over her mouth immediately in embarrassment. “That came out wrong. I totally meant I want to hop on your long, muscular--shit! I just want to be on top of you! You know what I mean.” 
 
    “That is okay, Ms. Kalista,” Kofa assured her with a soft smile. 
 
    Kal tried to return the gesture, but her fist was still shoved in her mouth, and it looked a lot more awkward than she meant it to. 
 
    “We were actually going to suggest that ourselves,” Kitar said calmly as he looked at me. “We would be happy to escort your team to the city, but these jungle floors are dangerous if you don’t know what you’re doing. Step on one Blisterbus Flower, and voilà! Dead. We can guide you, and we can move much faster than you all can.” 
 
    I was a little surprised at the suggestion. Something about riding a completely sentient being seemed strangely wrong to me, but it also didn’t seem like we had much of a choice. Not to mention, I wanted to heed the centaur’s warning. These Blisterbus Flowers didn’t sound like something I wanted to mess with today.  
 
    “Okay!” Kalista blurted out with excitement in her voice. Kofa knelt down, and Kal instantly leapt toward the creature. She straddled his back and swung her legs forward and backward like an excited child. 
 
    Maaren joined the dwarf on Kofa, and Ariette and Danira quickly climbed up onto Kanen’s back. Edora glanced at me and took a deep breath as she eyed Kitar warily. 
 
    “Come on, I’ll be right behind you,” I whispered in her ear. 
 
    The Fae’s red curls brushed the tip of my nose, and I once again inhaled her woodsy scent. Finally, Edora nodded and stepped forward. In a single motion, the Unseelie woman dashed toward the centaur, leapt up into the air, and landed gracefully on his back. 
 
    “Did you need a hand up, Milton?” The Unseelie quirked her dark blue lips up into a smile as her golden eyes danced with mirth. 
 
    “I think I’ve got it, but I’ll let you know,” I retorted. 
 
    Kitar knelt down so the bulk of his body was almost on the ground. I placed both my hands on the middle of his back as I pushed myself up. His fur was soft and warm, and I was comforted to know this massive body was underneath me. I pulled myself as close to Edora as I possibly could, and the feeling of her tight ass against my dick made all sorts of dirty thoughts race through my head. 
 
    “Hold on tight,” the centaur warned, and then he broke into a slow canter. 
 
    The other two centaurs joined him immediately, and then Kitar shot forward at breakneck speed. 
 
    The jungle plants turned into a blur around me, and my body was thrown forward into Edora’s back. She snapped forward, too, and wrapped her arms around Kitar’s torso in an effort to make sure she didn’t fall of and fly backward into the forest. 
 
    I stared at the blur all around me. That was all I could see. Stripes of blue, green, orange, yellow, fuchsia, purple, and every other color under the sun bled together and created something that could have been art, if I’d had a camera and been able to take a picture of it all. The light breeze that had whispered through my hair was gone now, replaced by lukewarm winds that whipped against my cheeks and stung so much I was sure they’d be red by the time I slid off Kitar’s back. 
 
    I was thankful he seemed to know exactly where he was going. A tiny doubt crept into the back of my mind as I wondered whether I’d just thrown us all into some terrible trap, but I trusted Edora. She would have known if the centaurs were not on our side, and we definitely wouldn’t have gotten on them. 
 
    And then, all of a sudden, the beast underneath me pulled to an abrupt and hard stop. I was almost flung from his back, but at the last second he reached one of his bulky arms out and wrapped them around Edora and me.  
 
    “We’re here,” Kitar rumbled, his voice not much more than a whisper. 
 
    I got my bearings back and waited until my eyes adjusted, and then I looked out in front of us as Kanen and Kofa cantered to a stop. 
 
    The centaurs had taken us to the edge of the jungle. The plants and trees were all behind us, and we stood on a thin strip of the brilliant red dirt on the edge of an enormous cliff. The jungle fell off, and below us stretched a valley that was full of buildings. We were so high up it was hard to see what was really down there, but I could clearly make out the tops of different kinds of structures. Some were large and some were small, with varying degrees of width and architectural design. It reminded me a lot of the view of Jefferson City from my room in the guild, except for one very large difference.  
 
    Here, there were almost no people. 
 
    The usual hustle and bustle of city life was nowhere to be found amongst all these buildings. Instead, it was eerily quiet. Some of the buildings even looked like they’d been torn apart, like a bomb had exploded inside of them. 
 
    “That’s our city,” Edora breathed in front of me, and I could hear the emotion in her voice. “They took it from us.” 
 
    And then, from far down below, we heard the roar of many, many voices as they cried out in what sounded like an array of grunts. I looked around until I found the source of all the noise, and I was shocked at what I saw. 
 
    The city was split in half by a huge main street, and I watched as a wave of figures marched down the dividing road. Even from so high up, I could tell there were hundreds of people clustered together to form a small gathering. I could just barely make out that there were different kinds of Fae, and they marched in a militant fashion. 
 
    The Phobos had amassed an army. 
 
    “They didn’t have that before,” Edora breathed out. “It was just about a hundred of them, or so. Nowhere even close to this number.” 
 
    “The Phobos have been slowly gathering creatures of evil to help them fight,” Kitar said. “Ogres, goblins, orcs, and the like. This is not even half of what I’ve seen. I’m not sure where the rest are.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. 
 
    This was completely unexpected. The entire time we’d been on this mission, we’d operated under the impression that the Phobos were still a small, yet terrifying, group of evil doers. This changed everything. The ones who stood before us looked intimidating, and the realization that this was only about half of them made a pit form in the bottom of my stomach. 
 
    “Did you see the other half go anywhere?” Ariette demanded, all business. “Or are they still down there?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Kitar replied calmly. 
 
    “What do you mean you’re not sure?” the elf retorted. “Have you been keeping an eye on them at all? A huge, dangerous group of rebel terrorists comes into your realm, and you’re not even sure where half of them are? I mean, really, you would think that centaurs, of all creatures, would--” 
 
    “Ariette,” I interrupted her. “They’re being as helpful as they can. It was probably too dangerous for them to watch the Phobos twenty-four seven. And even you have to sleep sometimes, you know.” 
 
    The elf glanced over at me and nodded, and then she took in a deep breath as she slid off Kanen and started to pace back and forth. I hopped off Kitar’s back and joined her. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” she asked me immediately.  
 
    I paused for a moment as I thought. 
 
    “Well,” I said slowly, “the first thing we need to do is find the leader. If I can get rid of him first, that leaves this army for us to deal with. Hasen should be here with backup soon.” 
 
    “He’s not going to know where to go,” Danira pointed out. “Kalista and I can backtrack and go meet him and the troops. When they arrive, we can lead them here to you.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “Good idea. Kofa, would you be willing to take them back to the entrance to the realm?” 
 
    “Of course.” The centaur nodded.  
 
    Danira slipped off Kanen, and Maaren slipped off Kofa’s back as the commander took her place behind Kalista. 
 
    “Hey, Milton,” Kalista called back to me as Kofa turned around to head back. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked her. 
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid, okay?” she replied with a lopsided smile that did a poor job of hiding the worry in her eyes. 
 
    “Me? Stupid? Never!” I chuckled back. 
 
    I hoped the joke would lighten the small dwarf’s mood, but her violet eyes never left my face as Kofa cantered off into the jungle. 
 
    “How do we find this leader?” Maaren asked after a moment. “This Zolderon guy?” 
 
    “Well, Zolderon technically isn’t Zolderon right now,” I pointed out. “The only way we’re going to find out who he’s possessing is to get down there and check it out for ourselves.” 
 
     “From what we’ve observed,” Kitar explained, “it would appear they are using the old city hall as their headquarters. Perhaps you should start there?” 
 
    “Of course they are.” Edora shook her head sadly. “I can’t wait until I get my hands around one of their filthy necks.” 
 
    “Maybe we wait until we’ve got an army behind us,” I suggested as I climbed back on Kitar’s back. 
 
    Maaren and Ariette mounted Kanen, and the two creatures cantered along a small dirt trail for about a half of a mile. The cliff face wrapped around the city, and I got a bird’s eye view of what we dealt with as the centaurs moved. 
 
    The army seemed to have marched itself into the giant building in the center of the city, and I saw the last of them disappear inside. The building itself reminded me a lot of the Jefferson guild. It was the only structure in the entire city with its lights on. I hoped Zolderon was somewhere in that building as I reached a hand back into the knapsack to feel for the spell, and I was comforted when my fingertips brushed across the smooth paper. 
 
    After about five minutes, the sharp cliff gave way to a jagged, but more gently sloped mountain. The centaurs hoofed their way down it, and Edora and I hung onto Kitar’s torso for dear life as we stared down at the drop. But we made it to the bottom safely, and we now found ourselves on the outskirts of the city. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to both centaurs as we slipped off their backs. “Thank you both so much.” 
 
    “Do not thank us, Milton,” Kitar said gently as he looked at me with his piercing blue eyes. “Just take them down.” 
 
    “We will,” I promised. 
 
    The centaurs bowed to us once more and then turned around to hoof their way back up the mountainside. I watched them for a moment before I turned back to the three women behind me. 
 
    We were on the very edge of the city. There were small, shack like houses in front of us, and cobblestone streets that zig-zagged into the center of town. About a half a mile away, the city hall stood tall and proud in the center of the small metropolis. Where we stood, it almost seemed like we were stuck in some sort of post-apocalyptic war. Many of the shacks had caved in roofs with burn marks. I took one look at the damage, and a sad realization churned my stomach. 
 
    Bombs. These shacks had all been destroyed by bombs. 
 
    Edora had tears in her eyes as she surveyed the damage. 
 
    “They’ve destroyed our city,” she whispered, and for the first time, I saw true, sincere emotion in her. 
 
    “We can rebuild it,” Maaren assured her. The hunter put a soft hand on Edora’s shoulder, and the red head nodded silently. 
 
    “That doesn’t make it any easier,” Edora sobbed. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Maaren agreed. “But these were just physical objects. The most important thing is that our people, my father and the rest of your family, are alive and well.” 
 
    Edora took a deep breath and calmed herself before she turned back to us, her golden eyes hard with anger. 
 
    “I have a plan,” she said firmly. “When the city hall was built, the king had tunnels built into the walls. He wanted to be able to spy on the High Court of the Unseelie when they had meetings without him.” 
 
    “That sounds like my father,” Maaren snorted. “Thank God for that.” 
 
    “Is that common knowledge?” I asked Edora, and she shook her head. 
 
    “Nope.” She smiled. “Only a few of us knew. And I am sure Zolderon has no idea.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “So how do we get there?” 
 
    “Follow me,” the Unseelie turned around and sashayed down one of the cobblestone streets. 
 
    We crept through the abandoned city blocks quietly, tucked near the buildings to keep out of sight. I halfway expected a goblin or an orc to show up and sound the alarm, but none did. It seemed the Phobos were too calm and confident to station guards around the city they’d taken by force. 
 
    The air down here was damp and heavy in a different way than the rest of the nether realm had been. It almost felt like the air itself was sad. The colors were duller, too. I wasn’t sure if that could be attributed to the Phobos, or if the city was like that anyways. With how happy and bright the Unseelie people had seemed when we visited them, I had a feeling the dullness was due to the unwanted guests. 
 
    Edora took us down some back alleys behind the buildings as we wound our way closer and closer to the city hall. It was sad to see the abandoned shops and restaurants that were scattered amongst the homes. A few of the windows had been broken, and many of the insides were completely destroyed, probably from looters that had come through. It reminded me of the sight that day in Jefferson City, when Oragon had transferred his powers to me. 
 
    Edora took us through the streets until we wound up in an alley behind the city hall. There were a few dumpsters in the back, and a broken down older car, but still no Phobos members to be seen. 
 
    The city hall towered above us for three stories. It was made out of red brick, and the entire back was completely windowless. In the center of the peaked roof sat a huge brass bell in a little tower. It reminded me of an old fashioned human village. 
 
    “Over here,” Edora whispered as she turned away from the main building and headed toward a small house on the other side of the alley. She crept through the broken-down wooden door of the dwelling, and we followed her inside. 
 
    This place was a mess. There had been a couch and bookshelf in the small room, but the stuffing was torn from the cushions and scattered everywhere. A huge pile of ashes sat in the middle of the room, remnants of what I assumed used to be the books on the walls. Maaren placed herself by the front door in case any enemies came by. 
 
    “Geez, they didn’t leave a thing,” Edora muttered angrily. “Whatever. We don’t need the books anyways.” 
 
    And with that, the Unseelie stomped over to the bookshelf and pushed her hand down on one of the center shelves. It shifted down about an inch, and then the entire piece slid to one side to reveal a pitch black tunnel about as tall and wide as I was. 
 
    “Classic,” Ariette said appreciatively. 
 
    “Classics are the best,” Edora agreed. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Ariette, Maaren, and I stepped into the tunnel first, and Edora came last. She did a quick check to make sure we hadn’t accidentally been seen before she pulled the bookshelf shut behind us and shrouded the tunnel in complete darkness. The darkness only lasted for a moment, though. 
 
    Both Edora and Ariette lit up the room simultaneously. Ariette had created blue balls of electricity that danced in the air above her Hand, and Edora had a tiny flame in her palm. 
 
    “Great minds think alike,” Ariette chuckled. 
 
    “Damn straight,” Edora replied brashly. “Come. This way.”  
 
    The Unseelie woman stepped past me and led the way down the tunnel. The dirt floor sloped gently downward for a little while, and the air was cold and damp as we trudged along for about ten minutes. Then, the floor sloped up, and I could hear voices come from somewhere off in the distance. Maaren, Ariette, and I all stopped in our tracks the moment we heard the beginnings of the raucous conversation, and we drew our weapons in defense. 
 
    “Guys, they’re not in the tunnel,” Edora whispered as she doubled back to us. “We’re in the walls of the city hall now. We can hear them, but they can’t see us.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I sighed and re-holstered my gun. “Almost like a two-way mirror.” 
 
    “Almost,” the Unseelie woman confirmed. 
 
    We walked a few more feet before the tunnel lightened up significantly, and the wall to my right became see through. It was almost like the wall was a very thin piece of fabric. I could see the army of orcs, goblins, trolls, and ogres, as well as some elves and dwarves, through the barrier, but they were discolored and slightly obscured. 
 
    Their numbers were huge. There were at least five hundred in the giant room in front of us. They milled about and talked and laughed like they were at some college frat party, not an evil meeting in territory they had seized from innocent people. The orcs were absolutely grotesque, with twisted limbs and slimy, dark green skin. The trolls were stout and hairy, and the goblins were tiny little devil-like beings with sharp, jagged teeth and pointed ears. The few ogres in the room towered above their comrades and dripped saliva from their jowls as they wandered around. 
 
    The massive space looked like it had been a nice meeting room for the entire city at one point, with rows of wooden benches and a small stage up front. But the benches had all been thrown to the side, many of them broken, and the drapes were nothing more than shreds of fabric now. The stage, though, had remained intact, and on it stood a statuesque elf, with long black hair that hung loose about his shoulders and tight, dark blue jeans paired with a gray t-shirt. He had light blue skin a very similar color to Edora’s, and I wondered if this was someone she knew. He looked absolutely normal, except for the fact that he stood in front of a crowd of monsters. 
 
    “Is that the leader?” I breathed in Edora’s ear, hyper aware of the fact that there was a slimy green goblin just on the other side of the wall. 
 
    He tilted his head briefly right after I spoke, and we all froze and said nothing as we waited tensely to see what he’d do. However, he simply wandered away aimlessly into the crowd of monsters, and we breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “No,” Edora breathed back. “That’s not Patten. His name’s Gund. I … I thought he was killed in the takeover.” Something about the way the Unseelie’s shoulders tensed up told me the whole subject was something I didn’t want to get into. 
 
    But we were still left with a huge problem. Only half the army was here, and the leader was nowhere to be seen. Which meant Zolderon was gonna be a bitch to find. 
 
    Suddenly, the elf on the stage, Gund, started to speak. 
 
    “My fellow freedom fighters,” he began, and Ariette made a small gagging noise behind me, “today is a glorious day. The harpies have sent word that Zolderon has made it to the Seelie capital undetected! They have also said the Seelie spies who were sent to the mountains to come after us ran into the tunnels where the trolls live. They have no chance of getting out of there alive!” 
 
    “So you thought,” Ariette muttered cockily. 
 
    An enormous roar of approval and thunderous applause rose from the crowd of monsters, while we all looked at each other in horror. This guy wasn’t even in the freaking nether realm! He’d made it back to the capital to carry out whatever crazy plane he’d hatched. I was about to spin around and take us all straight out of the nether realm when Gund continued. 
 
    “I know you are all quite eager to join him,” Gund called out, “and we shall. As soon as Zolderon has taken possession of the king, we can go forward with our plan to rid the world of the human scum, the terrible underlings we’ve been forced to coexist with since the Great Collision. And the result? We shall create an ordered land where every race knows its place!” 
 
    Again, shouts and claps of agreement rose from the nasty beasts in front of us. I watched in horror as they smiled gleefully, like the mass destruction of races was akin to a birthday cake. 
 
    “Within the week, friends, we will be in the Seelie capital, and our new lives will begin!” Gund grinned out proudly at the crowd, but I turned away in disgust and started back up the tunnel. 
 
    I’d heard everything I needed to hear. Zolderon wasn’t in the nether realm, he was going after the Seelie King. 
 
    I realized as I stomped back up the tunnel with the team in tow that he had planned this for a long time. That’s why all of those higher-up Seelie had been taken. He had probably tried to possess each one of them, but now he finally decided to just go for the gold and take over the king’s body. 
 
    “HC, stop!” Ariette whispered as soon as we were out of earshot of the Phobos army. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I have to get to the capital, Ariette!” I all but yelled as I spun around to face her.  
 
    Shock covered the elf’s features, and she stepped back quickly. 
 
     “Milton, would you relax for a second?” Maaren demanded as she stepped up next to Ariette. “We’ve got half an army in that room, and they don’t even know we’re here.” 
 
    “What? Are you suggesting we take them out ourselves?” I asked, calmer now but still hesitant. 
 
    “Actually,” Edora said thoughtfully, “that’s not such a bad idea.” 
 
    “You look like you’ve got a plan brewing in there,” Maaren said curiously as she watched the other Unseelie intensely. 
 
     “I was thinking …” the Unseelie started, but then she paused and looked around with sad and nostalgic eyes. “I don’t know if I can, though.” 
 
    Edora bit her plump bottom lip and rubbed a tired hand over her face as she struggled with whatever nostalgic thoughts had popped into her brain. 
 
    “Edora,” I said softly and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Whatever you’re thinking, we have to give it a shot. We can’t just let half of their army get away.” 
 
    “This entire building is heated with a gas furnace in the basement,” Edora answered finally. “If we let out the gas and get far enough away from the place, we can use our magic to detonate the whole place like a giant bomb.” 
 
    “And take out the army in one fell swoop,” I finished for the Unseelie. “We have the element of surprise, since they think we’re dead. That’s the perfect plan.” 
 
     “And what happens if they end that meeting and leave before we get the chance to light the place up?” Maaren asked hurriedly. 
 
    “We better not give them that chance,” I replied with a nod before I turned back to Edora. “Lead the way.” 
 
    The fire on her fingertips let out a few, bright orange sparks as Edora excitedly turned back down the dark tunnel and led us into a different direction. We began to descend into the belly of the city hall building, down toward the furnace room. We walked through the dark tunnels, bathed in our own orange glow, until the Unseelie stopped and turned toward the wall. 
 
    “This is it,” she said as she stared at a large square door cut into the side wall of the tunnel. 
 
    A huge brass ring was attached to the center, and the Unseelie lifted up a careful hand to give the ring a firm tug. The door swung open toward us, and we passed through the hole in the wall and into the furnace room.  
 
    It was a strangely small room, with plain white walls and a cobblestone floor that matched the streets outside. A huge, black furnace sat in the center of the room, with aluminum tubes that stretched out from it and ran into the ceiling to help heat the entire building. 
 
     “So does anyone know how to make this thing leak gas?” Ariette asked as she stared up at the bulky furnace. 
 
    “Ah, finally something from my human days that can help,” I teased as I sauntered up to the furnace. “I actually had a job installing heating and cooling units for a while.” 
 
    I wandered around the object until I found the thin pipe that fed the gas into the furnace when it was on. Next to it was the little green knob that turned on the gas itself. I took a deep breath as I reached out for it, and then screwed it all the way forward until a light hiss emanated from the gray pipe to my left. 
 
    “We’re going to need to make a quick exit,” I said to the team, and they nodded in confirmation. 
 
    I wrapped my fist around the gas pipe and yanked as hard as I could. The metal creaked and protested before it finally gave way and snapped apart, and the hiss grew louder as the putrid smell of gas assaulted our noses. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Ariette ordered, and we all dashed back through the door and into the tunnels as the gas smell grew stronger. 
 
    Edora and Ariette didn’t dare bring up their lights this time, so we had to try and navigate the tunnels completely sightless. Edora knew where we needed to go, thankfully, and we followed the dark outline of her figure as she led us back through the twists and turns of the underground maze. Finally we came to the end of the tunnels, where a crack of daylight illuminated the edges of the bookcase. Edora shoved it forward with a grunt, and we stepped back into the brightness of day, in the abandoned house. 
 
    “We’re going to need to get farther away than this,” Ariette pointed out as we caught our breath for a brief moment. 
 
    I walked over to the door and cautiously listened to see if the army had left the city hall and crawled back out into the abandoned streets. There was no sound. Everything was still dead silent. 
 
    “Back up the slope,” I ordered breathlessly. 
 
    We quickly followed the path we’d taken earlier and eventually made it back to the beginning of town. The wind whistled through my hair, eerily loud in the silence of the town, but I kept my ears peeled for any sign that the army was headed out. 
 
    When we reached the edge of the town, we all quickly paused as we looked at the jagged slope of the rocky red mountain in front of us. I hadn’t thought about how difficult the journey had been for the centaurs. 
 
    “Here, take my hand,” Maaren said to Edora as she held out her dark blue arm. 
 
    “What? I--” Edora started, but Maaren interrupted the Unseelie. 
 
    “Just do it, I won’t bite,” the hunter insisted. 
 
    Edora grabbed ahold of her hand hesitantly. 
 
    “Make a chain guys. I can’t fly us all separately,” Maaren said as she looked at Ariette and me. 
 
    I quickly laced my fingers into Ariette’s warm hand, and she herself grabbed Edora’s. 
 
    Maaren took in a sharp inhale as she looked at the red slope, summoned her Hand, and then sprung into the air. Right when she reached the high point of her jump, the Fae created a pocket of air directly beneath her body that helped her rise up into the sky. The momentum was strong enough to pull Edora into the air, who in turn took Ariette, who then took me with her. 
 
    I dangled from Ariette’s hand as I watched the buildings of the town grow smaller. Even though we were flying via the Hand of Air, Maaren’s spell was only directed on herself, and the rest of us simply dangled helplessly behind her.  
 
    And then, just as quickly as we had started, my feet touched down on the soft red earth at the top of the slope, completely unharmed. I turned to look out over the city below us, relieved to see there were no signs of any Phobos members on the streets. 
 
    “Where should I aim?” Ariette asked Edora as she stepped up next to me. “I want to be the one to light these bastards up.” Her blue eyes were laser focused on the city hall building, and she twisted her hand around like she was an athlete doing pregame warmups.  
 
    “First floor, bottom left window,” Edora said as she pointed to the spot she’d described.  
 
    Just then, the huge door to the city hall flew open, and ogres, goblins, and other Phobos members started to make their way out of the building. 
 
    “Not so fast,” Ariette muttered. 
 
    Her ocean blue eyes were hard and narrowed, angry in a way I had never seen them before. We all fell into a tense silence as Ariette took in a deep breath, and sparks danced from her fingertips. Finally, Ariette thrust her Hand forward with a loud cry of effort, and there was a thunderous crash as a gigantic bolt of electricity sprung out of her hand. It lit up the already bright day in a strange shade of bluish white as it zig zagged down to the grimy brown window Edora had pointed out. 
 
    The lightning struck the window, and the entire building exploded like a giant bomb, complete with the loudest boom I’d ever heard. Brick, wood, glass, and fire sprayed across the entire town as we all stepped back in amazement, safely out of harm’s way. It was like a grotesquely beautiful fireworks display. A heat wave rolled over us, and the raging fire crackled and burned as it swallowed up the entire city block closest to the city hall. 
 
    More importantly, it killed every single Phobos within the vicinity. 
 
    “Holy shit, that worked better than I thought,” Edora breathed. The smell of the explosion finally rolled over us, and she wrinkled her blue nose as she took in the scent of gas mixed with charred flesh and burnt wood. 
 
    “Yes!” Ariette screamed out and turned to me excitedly for a double high five. 
 
    “Take that, Zolderon!” I laughed out loud. “I hope you like half-off sales!” 
 
    The clatter of horse’s hooves sounded out of the jungle behind us, and Kitar emerged from its depths. The centaur looked slightly frantic until he saw us standing there, watching the city hall burn proudly. 
 
    “What was that?” the centaur demanded, his brow furrowed with worry as he stepped up to the edge. 
 
    “We just took care of that little monster army problem,” I replied, purposefully nonchalant as Kanen emerged behind him. 
 
    “Kofa has reported your friends are here,” the second centaur rumbled, “but I guess you won’t be needing them anymore.” 
 
    “Oh no, we need them,” Maaren sighed. “The Phobos have gone to the Seelie capital. This war isn’t over yet, only the first battle.” 
 
    “Which we won, I’d like to point out,” Ariette said proudly. 
 
    “Can you guys take us back to the Dracun Mountains, where Kofa dropped off Kalista and Danira?” I asked Kitar. 
 
    “Of course, Racmoth,” Kitar replied graciously as he knelt. 
 
    Kanen followed suit, and the four of us climbed onto the backs of the centaurs as the crackle of the burning town echoed behind us. Edora looked back at it, her expression tight and drawn as the fire from the explosion started to overtake the entire town. 
 
    “I’m sorry about this,” I said quietly to the Unseelie. 
 
    “It’s fine.” She shook her head. “It wasn’t mine anymore, anyways.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to Hasen and get those troops to the capital,” Ariette called out from Kanen’s back. “We’re going to need them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Kitar started off at a quick canter before he shifted into super speed, and the jungle blurred into a rush of vibrant colors.  
 
    Edora fell back into my chest for a quick moment as the g-forces overtook her, but she quickly hauled herself forward again.  
 
    I watched a deep purple blush creep up the back of her neck. 
 
    “Sorry,” she muttered quietly. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured her. “You can push your body up against mine any day.” 
 
    We traveled for nearly an hour, and then we finally pulled to an abrupt stop at the front of the jungle, right where the tunnel we’d originally planned to use, the one through the Dracun Mountains, came out. The harpies had all been inside of the powderkeg of a building. With those flying beasts all destroyed, I realized it would probably be easier to just go over the mountains, instead of trying to navigate the mountainous passages. 
 
    Kofa was waiting near the tunnel entrance, and he pranced up to us when he saw us arrive. 
 
    “Your friends are on the other side of the mountains,” he informed us. “Your leader brought quite a lot of troops to aid you.” 
 
    “Can you guys take us over the mountain range?” I asked the centaurs.  
 
    They balked and looked at each other worriedly for a moment. 
 
    “The treaty,” Kitar finally said hesitantly. 
 
    “Screw the damn treaty,” Ariette grunted as she patted Kanen’s soft fur. “The Seelie could use all the help we can get.” 
 
    The centaurs shared a silent conversation as they looked at each other for a brief moment. Finally, Kitar nodded his agreement. 
 
    “Great,” I said hurriedly as the horse below me stepped nervously around on the red dirt and kicked up little clouds. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We took off like a shot as the centaurs dashed over to the purple mountains and climbed the rock as quickly and carefully as they could. As we mounted the top of the tallest peak, there was a shift in the air that marked the split between our realm and the nether realm. It was like I could suddenly breathe easier, like the air itself was lighter and more fitting for my human lungs. The only drawback was that the colors were duller. The sky once again held thin grey clouds against the pale blue, and the sun wasn’t so warm against my skin. Even the purple of the mountain below us seemed to dull and become less vibrant as we descended. 
 
    Far below us, at the base of the mountain, we could see Hasen, Danira, and Kal, and nearly a hundred of the Jefferson Guild’s finest soldiers. The three of them were huddled together, and the soldiers all stood at attention, ready for their orders. 
 
    When we got closer, I saw they all wore dark gray t-shirts and tight leather pants. Some had swords, some had axes, some had crossbows, but they all shared a look of fierce determination spread across their faces. There were elves, dwarves, nymphs, and even a fairy or two. 
 
    Behind them, a fleet of vans and cars sat in the sand silently, ready for a quick getaway if needed. Every single one of them flew the flag of the Jefferson Guild, and its light green fabric flapped in the breeze proudly. 
 
    “Kal!” I cupped my hands around my mouth and hollered as loudly as I could. “Danira!” 
 
    All at once, everyone looked up at me, and I could just barely see the shock and surprise register on their faces before the centaurs picked up their pace once more and closed the final gap between my friends and I. Once we hit the red sand of the desert, the four of us hopped off the centaurs’ backs and dashed toward Hasen frantically. 
 
    “They’re headed to the capital,” I said, short of breath as the panic actually set in for the first time. “We need to move quickly. The Phobos have a head start on us.” 
 
    “What?” Hasen cried out, and panic laced his voice. 
 
    “We took out half the army,” Ariette explained in a rush, “but they already figured us out before we got there. Half of their troops went to the capital, along with Zolderon. He wants to possess the king.” 
 
    “Danira and Kalista caught me up,” Hasen responded as he steadied his voice.  
 
    I don’t know if he even realized he used their first names, instead of his usual formal addresses. 
 
    “He could be in anyone,” Maaren pointed out. “We think that’s what the kidnappings were about. So that he’d be able to plant his spirit in some high-ranking officer.” 
 
    “This is bad,” Hasen said obviously as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’ll send word to the capital to detain any of those Fae who have returned until we can be sure none of them are possessed. You’re positive the army is gone?” 
 
    “Blown to smithereens,” Edora said proudly as she spoke to the guild master for the first time. “Your elf here was the one to deliver the killing blow.” 
 
    Hasen was silent for a brief moment as his piercing eyes looked Edora up and down. The red head stood proudly under his gaze with her posture perfectly straight and an eyebrow raised, like she dared him to question her. 
 
    But he didn’t. Instead, the guild master sighed and held out his hand. 
 
    “Thank you for helping us,” he said firmly. Edora didn’t let the surprise of his gesture win out for long, as she shook his hand with a slow nod. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here, then,” she announced as she eyed the display of cars behind the army. “Alright troops, let’s rally!” 
 
    The Unseelie shot me a wink, back to her usual sarcastic self now, and surveyed the cars. 
 
    “Which one do we get?” I asked Kal as Hasen strode over to the hundred or so soldiers and announced the new plan. There was a slight commotion as they all went through the same panic my team and I had overcome moments ago, but then they scrambled toward the fleet of cars. 
 
    “Well,” Kalista sighed, “since those flying assholes destroyed my damn van with their ugly ass claws, we get this old clunker for now.” 
 
    The dwarf pointed toward the edge of the cars, where a shiny, new van was parked. It was a sleek black with tinted, but clear, windows, and huge, heavy tires. 
 
    “No more painted windows!” Maaren exclaimed loudly. “Hallelujah!”  
 
    Kal shot the hunter vicious glare, and Maaren quickly quieted herself. 
 
    “I mean, gosh, Kal, I’m sorry about your van,” she corrected herself. “I know how much you loved that thing.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” the dwarf sighed dramatically as she strode toward the newer van. “I’ll get over it. Someday. Very, very far in the future.” 
 
    She pulled out a key from her pocket, and the headlights blinked yellow as she unlocked the vehicle and climbed up in the driver’s seat. 
 
    “It is so not fine,” Ariette whispered as we all stepped toward the van. “Kal loved her van like it was a pet.” 
 
    I slid open the side door to find a very neat, yet boring, layout. The new van just had six seats spread out in the back, with plain gray seat belts that hung down from the ceiling. 
 
    “This is nice,” Maaren said cheerily as we all chose our spots. 
 
    Kalista twisted the key, and the engine sputtered to life. The fleet of cars in front of us sped onto the road one by one in a flurry of sand clouds and a chorus of screeching tires.  
 
    “Yeah, very nice,” the dwarf agreed, unconvincingly. “The speedometer doesn’t even go past two hundred.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a good thing?” Edora asked curiously as Kalista slammed the gas, and the van lurched forward. 
 
    We came a little too close to one of the vehicles in front of us, and I started to wonder if the black windows in the Van of Death were really to blame for Kal’s crazy driving.  
 
    “Not according to Kal,” Ariette chuckled as she snapped her seatbelt in place and grabbed ahold of the dark gray safety bar over her head. “She always feels the need for speed.” 
 
    This van was much quieter, too. In a strange way, I found myself missing the loud engine pops and screechy tires of the Van of Death. It was pretty strange to be belted into an actual car seat, too, instead of just a makeshift chair that was bolted into the floor.  
 
    The fleet of cars roared down the road as we journeyed toward the capital at top speed. There was tension in the air, no matter how many jokes we cracked or how often Maaren tried to turn the conversation toward random small talk. 
 
    “Hasen got word from the capital that the Phobos troops have arrived,” Danira said darkly as she looked at her communication tablet. She flipped it over angrily and let out a heavy sigh. 
 
    “They know he’s going after the king, right?” I demanded desperately. 
 
    “He warned them,” the commander answered, “but if that thing body hops …” 
 
    “We’ll get him,” I promised her seriously. 
 
    She looked up at me with her lone black eye, and I saw a flash of fear in the commander’s gaze for the first time ever. In all the time I’d known Danira, and in all the stressful situations she’d been in, the warrior had never worn her emotions on her face like this. I tried to give her a comforting smile, but the way my stomach was twisted in on itself, I wasn’t sure it worked too well. 
 
    “So what’s the plan when we get there?” Edora asked us. The Unseelie’s face was open and trusting as she looked at me with bright golden eyes.  
 
    Ariette, Danira, and Maaren looked to me as well, and I caught a flash of violet as Kalista glanced at me in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “You guys help wherever it’s needed,” I said. “They’re mid-battle. Who knows what that looks like. I’ll go find the king and stop Zolderon. Just remember … I have to do it alone.” 
 
    “Solid plan,” Ariette said sarcastically. “Go in there alone, face who knows how many armed and dangerous Phobos members all by yourself, and find a body-hopping spirit who could be anyone, really. Very heroic, Hero Complex.” 
 
    I laughed at the ironic use of the nickname Ariette had given me back when we’d first met. It still held true, and she made absolutely sure I knew that. And she was probably right. It wasn’t the best idea to head in there alone, guns blazing. 
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled. “New plan. We go in there together, find the king, and stop Zolderon as a team. I just have to be the one to face him, when the time comes. How’s that?” 
 
    “That works,” the warrior replied lightly as she tilted her head and pretended to consider the plan very seriously. “That sounds like a much better plan.” 
 
    It sounded so simple when I laid it out like that. A single sentence to describe how we would take down the greatest evil this realm had seen in millennia. There was a sinking feeling in my gut that told me it definitely wouldn’t be so simple. How could it? Zolderon had been a step ahead of us this entire time. He’d even kidnapped high ranking officers just so he could possess one of them and use that new body as a Trojan horse. 
 
    I sat tensely in my seat as Kalista zipped down the highway with the rest of the fleet. Every single car zoomed down the paved road at top speed as we headed through the desert to the capital of the Seelie realm. It was on the outskirts of the realm, just on the border of the ocean, and about a two hour’s drive from the nether realm. 
 
    A lot can happen in two hours, but I forced myself not to draw up all the terrible scenarios that could happen in the time it took us to get there. The Seelie army had been warned, and they could surely handle a few radical elves, right? 
 
    “I’ve got an update from the capital coming through,” Danira said suddenly, about an hour into the drive. “The Phobos army has reached the border of the city, where the High Court has set up platoons of fighters. They’ll have a hard time getting through that, so it should buy us some time. According to the officers on the ground, Patten is nowhere to be found.” 
 
    “How would they know what he looks like?” Maaren wondered in confusion. “He’s an Unseelie.” 
 
    “Uh, well,” Danira stuttered and tilted her head as she considered how best to say whatever was about to come next. “It seems your father’s there, fighting alongside the Seelie. He and his forces confirmed Patten is nowhere to be seen.” 
 
    Maaren was silent for a moment, but I caught the way her full, pink bottom lip quivered, and her hands twitched in a strangely nervous fashion. The hunter’s shapely brows furrowed momentarily over her bright green eyes before she inhaled sharply and shook her head, as if she wanted to convince herself that whatever thoughts she had weren’t true. 
 
    “Good for him, then,” was all she said before she shifted in her seat to watch as the desert began to give way to the white sand and green bluffs of the oceanside. 
 
    “And the king?” I demanded. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Surrounded by only his most trusted associates,” Danira assured me. “They’ve sent him down to a secret hideout to ride out the fight. Nobody but his closest circle knows where it is. He’ll be safe until we can find Zolderon, or Patten, or whatever his name is.” 
 
    “I kind of like Patteron,” Kalista piped up from the front seat. “Like a ship name, you know? Only they aren’t in a relationship, and they’re only one person, but it still works.” 
 
    “What the hell is a ship name?” Edora wondered. 
 
    “Hello,” Kalista answered in absolute shock that the Unseelie didn’t know. “A relationship name! When two people are together you blend both their names into one and that’s how you refer to them. Likeeee, Milton and Ariette would be Miliette, for instance! Or Milton and Maaren would be Maarton. You feel me?” 
 
    “So a loss of identity, nice,” the Unseelie grunted. 
 
    “Don’t be so negative,” Kal shot back. “Or there might never be a Midora!” 
 
    I chuckled at the lively conversation as I watched the crystalline waves roll onto the shore and then peel back slowly with the tide. It was a very comforting sight. If I made it to retirement, I promised myself this would be the sight I’d wake up to every day. The crystal blue ocean and the pristine white sand. 
 
    We rode along with the cavalry for a little while longer before the calming noises of the ocean began to be taken over by the sounds of gunfire and clashing metal. On either side, the road was surrounded by green bluffs, and the ocean was far below. Ahead of us, the pavement ended abruptly as it met the giant, gray stone wall that surrounded the capital city of the Seelie realm. The wall was over forty feet tall, and stretched out and around the city for a quarter of a mile in each direction. A huge, copper gate was planted right in the center of the enormous structure, right in the pathway of the road, so only those who were allowed into the city could enter. Of course, that didn’t quite account for a massive army of radical elves with their minds hell-bent on destroying everything Seelie. 
 
    The Phobos were already there, literally knocking at the door. 
 
    I watched as a massive ogre jammed his hand into the stone and created his own hold as he crawled up the wall. Quickly, a lithe elf peeked over the top of the wall and shot a crossbow bolt right at the ugly ogre. The projectile hit the beast right between the eyes, and his body fell ten feet to the ground below. The second his lifeless corpse hit the sand, he was replaced by another monster that began to ascend the rocky wall. 
 
    There were Seelie troops outside the wall as well, and we could see the massive battle that raged on the outskirts of the city. Kalista halted the van about a quarter mile away from the fight, but the rest of the fleet sped forward and pulled up right at the edge of the battle. Guild members dashed from their cars and jumped into the fray quickly. 
 
    Meanwhile, the six of us debated on the best way to enter the castle undetected. There were over five hundred Phobos troops. I could see maybe about half as many Seelie fighters. We hadn’t been prepared for an attack of this magnitude. The capital didn’t have a huge standing army, and that did not work in our favor today. 
 
    Swords glinted in the bright sunlight, and smoke blew into the air as guns fired continuously. There were ogres, trolls, harpies, elves, dwarves, even a few nymphs that fought with the Phobos. The ogres and trolls fought directly with their hands and chose to forgo any weapons. I watched in horror as one ogre lifted an elf into the air and literally tore him in half. As red blood rained down over the ogre’s head, he held the two halves of his victim in his hands victoriously, like some sort of war trophy. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Maaren breathed next to me. “Probably not a good idea to go through there directly.” 
 
    “Anybody got any bright ideas on how we get past that wall?” I asked as I watched the fight. There was no way we’d be able to get past those Phobos troops quickly, and even if we did, we couldn’t risk opening the gate. 
 
    “I do,” Danira said, and wasted no time as she opened the side door and hopped out of the van. “Let’s move, guys.” 
 
     “Does anyone know what she’s talking about?” Edora asked as we scrambled out of the van and followed the commander. 
 
    Danira had already jumped the short distance from the green bluffs to the sand. She pressed herself up under the bluff’s lip as she made her way down the beach, headed in the direction of the capital. 
 
    “Not a clue,” Ariette answered with her blue eyes leveled on the intense fight up ahead. “But I trust Danira. She’s gotten us this far, hasn’t she?” 
 
    I could tell the Fae desperately wanted to join in on the fighting as her fingers twitched around the hilt of her sword. However, she knew the mission ahead was too important for us to get waylaid by the battle. 
 
    There was about a ten foot drop from the bluff to the sand, and we hopped over the lip of the rock and followed Danira’s lead. We hit the sandy ground of the beach and began to dash in the direction our commander was leading us. The tiny grains swallowed my feet with every step, but muffled the sound of our footsteps as we ran. Not that it would have mattered all that much, since the clang of metal, mixed with the battle cries and screams of pain rang out from the bluff above us. I didn’t think anyone could hear us even if they tried. A spatter of blood flew over the ledge of the bluff and painted the sand like some sick piece of contemporary art. 
 
    Thankfully, this time I didn’t get any on my shirt. 
 
    Then, right above us, rock crumbled and exploded as an ogre toppled over the ledge and landed right on top of the blood spatter. We all pressed ourselves up against the formation behind us, weapons at the ready, but the ogre was already dead. His black eyes were blown wide open, and a huge gash ran across his throat as dark green blood leaked out the side. The gore from the open wound mingled with the red spatter of blood on the ground, until it turned into a tiny stream that carved a path along the pristine white sand. Ocean waves roared, and the crashing tide water tickled the slimy puff of gray hair on the ogre’s head. 
 
    “Come on,” Danira grunted quietly and spun around to creep further along the sand. 
 
    The grey wall was above us now, as if it grew out of the top of the bluff, and the sounds of fighting started to steadily decline. We slunk along the white sand, against the underbelly of the wall, until Danira finally stopped. 
 
    There, in the side of the wall, was a tiny copper grate. 
 
    “Help me pull this off,” she ordered. 
 
    Ariette and Kalista both gripped the grate along with the commander, and they started to yank it from the wall. 
 
    All of a sudden, my Hand began to tingle. I frowned, because I hadn’t called on it, and the only time it had ever acted on its own was when my Fae powers had decided to upgrade. 
 
     Just as the three warriors pulled the grate from the wall, I heard a voice in my mind, as if my Hand itself warned me of imminent danger. I had this sudden urge to turn around, and as I did, I saw a giant troll and a malicious looking elf had snuck up behind us. 
 
    The elf was a dark blue color, like Maaren, but had jet black hair that was pulled back into a low ponytail. He wore a tight-shirt and dark denim jeans, and he didn’t have a weapon. His gray eyes were alight with malevolent excitement as he looked me over momentarily. The troll, on the other hand, didn’t seem nearly as excited. He almost seemed like a fighting machine, with his blank expression and torn up loincloth. 
 
    I was so thrown off by this strange growth in my powers that I didn’t register the troll’s fist fast enough. The meaty hand collided with the side of my head and sent me headfirst into the ocean. I flew at least ten feet through the air and landed with a huge splash in the salty liquid. A wave rolled over me and sent me back to the shore, and I came up spluttering, momentarily disoriented as I coughed out water that had somehow made it into my lungs. 
 
    “Hell to the no!” I heard Kalista cry out, and I pushed myself off the wet sand just in time to see the tiny dwarf take a huge swing at the elf with her axe. 
 
    The elf put up a hand just as the axe was about to collide with his neck, and the weapon stopped mid-air. It shivered for a moment in Kal’s grasp before an invisible force pried it from her grip, and the elf caught it mid-air. 
 
    In the same moment, Maaren and Edora jumped on the troll and knocked it on its back. It didn’t have time to do any sort of super speed movement before Maaren’s double-sided axe lopped the troll’s head right off. 
 
    The male elf’s hand was still raised in the air as the axe spun around and aimed itself at Ariette, who had her sword raised. She shot out a lightning bolt, and it arced from her Hand toward her opponent’s head. 
 
    However, he threw up his Hand, and Kalista’s axe absorbed the lightning bolt harmlessly.  
 
    I raised my Hand and connected with the elf’s blood, and it was like my hand was speaking to me. As I felt my target’s blood coursing through his veins, I could sense everything about him. His adrenaline was pumping hard, and the way his heart was pumping told me he was starting to grow tired. That, and the fact that he had bad cholesterol. I let a chuckle slip through my lips as I ripped the blood from the Phobos’ members body. 
 
    Unfortunately, he had also just aimed the axe at Kalista and sent it hurling straight for her head. The dwarf dove out of the way as dark, ruby red blood erupted from the elf’s body and coated yet another stretch of sand in color. The metal axe fell to the ground with a thump, just short of where Kalista had stood only moments before. 
 
    “I had it handled!” the dwarf called as she rose back up from the sand, coated in a thin layer of white sediment from head to toe. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I shot back at the dwarf with a proud grin as I surveyed the carcasses of our enemies. 
 
    “Outliers, or guards?” Maaren asked aloud as I got back to the group. 
 
    “Probably guards,” Danira grunted as she hauled herself up through the hole they’d created in the wall. “Which means somebody already found this entrance and doesn’t want anyone else getting in. Let’s go.” 
 
    We climbed through the square hole one by one and entered into a courtyard in front of the King’s castle. 
 
    We stood in a huge round courtyard, with a small patch of bright green grass in the center. The stone that paved the ground was a brilliant white quartz that glinted in the midday sun. To our right was a small tunnel that led to the actual town, where the shops and houses were. And directly across from us was a huge castle, with gray stone walls and golden towers, and a tall, dark oak door that was halfway open.  
 
    It would have been absolutely breathtaking, if we were under different circumstances. 
 
    “Patten must be in there already,” I muttered. 
 
    Just then, the beat of powerful wings sounded above us. I craned my neck to look up at the sky. There, in the distance, was a huge, winged creature that raced through the air faster than any creature I’d ever seen. 
 
    Well, every creature except one. 
 
    Within seconds, the enormous green beast touched down in the courtyard right in front of us, with his blood red eyes fixated proudly on me. I felt an overwhelming, unexplainable sense of relief as Kajul crouched down and allowed someone to slide from his back. 
 
    Herm landed on the white quartz rather unevenly and stumbled backward into the dragon’s side as he threw all of us a lopsided smile. Kajul watched us with his unblinking red eyes as the wizard made his way toward us. 
 
    “I just rode a dragon!” he exclaimed excitedly. 
 
    “You did,” Ariette chuckled as the wizard stopped in front of her. “Good to see you, Herm.” 
 
    “And rather well, I might add,” Kajul rumbled as he surveyed us all carefully, including Edora. “You’ve done well so far, mighty Racmoth.” 
 
    “You should be proud of yourself,” I pointed out. “None of this would have happened if it weren’t for you.” 
 
    “I am aware,” he said proudly, and I could have sworn he actually smiled. “Now, there is no time to waste. I foresaw you would need two things to finish out your journey. The wizard, and the serums from that doddery old professor. Promise me you will get him help when this is all over, Milton Bailey. The dryad doesn’t seem to be in his right state of mind.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” I smiled coyly. “But yes, I promise.” 
 
    “This is the serum,” Herm said as he held out a small vial of bright green liquid to Ariette. “Limmer made me swear to tell you to only take one drop each. He said any more would kill you.” 
 
    “And it works, right?” Maaren asked hesitantly. I couldn’t blame her. Limmer’s prior experiments didn’t leave too much room for faith. 
 
    “Unequivocally,” Herm assured her. “He tested it on a student first.” 
 
    “I’m not even going to go there,” Maaren said in horror. 
 
    “Bottoms up,” Ariette responded before she tipped the vial over carefully and let a single drop land on her tongue. Then she handed it to Kalista, who eagerly repeated her actions. 
 
    “What is that?” Edora asked as she stared at the vial. 
 
    “Power enhancer from a crazy dryad,” Kalista grunted as she squinted her eyes, like she willed the serum to work. 
 
    “That’s not appealing,” Edora pointed out. “It looks like sludge.” 
 
    “Well that’s good then,” Kal chuckled, “because the professor didn’t have any of your DNA to create it with, so you don’t get any.” 
 
    “Actually … ” Herm explained, “Limmer said this was created with a new strain of the Ghoul’s Bread, so it doesn’t need your DNA at all.” 
 
    “Where did he find another Ghoul’s Bread?” I asked in shock. “I thought it only grew on the plains?” 
 
    Herm just shrugged. “It does,” he continued, “but I guess the dryad had some sitting around in his office. He said he found it under a stack of papers that were six months overdue on grading.” 
 
    “Yep,” Ariette chuckled. “That sounds like Limmer.”  
 
    The vial got to me last, and I popped a drop on my tongue without a second thought. After all, no one had keeled over yet. 
 
    The liquid was strangely sweet, as if I had poured syrup on my tongue. Instantly, I felt a strange zing spurt up and down my spine, and it was almost like I was even more awake. 
 
    And then, without warning, Ariette let forth the most enormous electric bolt I had ever seen. It spouted forth from her hands like a water fountain and jumped through the sky until it smacked down on a section of the wall about twenty feet away. The spell sent a whole piece of the wall crumbling to the ground with a huge cloud of gray dust. 
 
    “Safe to say that works, then!” Herm said excitedly. 
 
    “Milton Bailey, you need to get going,” Kajul rumbled as he glanced back toward the battle. “The Phobos will break through the Seelie barrier within a matter of minutes.” 
 
    “Do you know where Zolderon is?” I asked, but Kajul shook his head. 
 
    “I do not,” the dragon admitted, “but you will find him. You are the Racmoth, after all. Now, if you’ll excuse me, it’s been years since I’ve taken part in an actual battle.” 
 
    The dragon suddenly took to the air so he could join in on the fighting. He flew overhead and soared over the gray wall as a giant stream of fire belched out from his mouth. Screams erupted from the edge of the capital as the white hot fire found its target. The massive beast somersaulted through the air before he dropped from the sky momentarily. When he popped back up, he held two ogres in his massive claws. With a monstrous roar, Kajul flung them out over the ocean, where they landed a mile from shore. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I gasped, even though the dragon was far out of earshot by that time. “So, team, how do we find this guy?” 
 
    “Actually, Milton, that’s why he brought me along,” Herm piped up, and I turned to look at the wizard as a proud gleam jumped into his blue eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    “I’ve got a spell I think you can use,” the wizard, Herm, explained as he dug in his pocket and pulled out a piece of scrap paper. 
 
    “Holy shit, I can see everything!” Kalista hollered out suddenly as she spun in a circle and stared through the wall. “The tide’s coming in, and there’s a boat about a mile off the shore! Guess that dryad’s not so damn crazy after all.” 
 
    “Kal, focus,” Ariette admonished quickly as we all watched Herm intently. 
 
    “I never thought the day would come when I would need to use this spell,” he said quietly. “It will detect the dark spirit and lead you to him. Kalista, since you have the Hand of Sight, I believe it will work best on you.” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud crash to our right that literally shook the very bones of the city. The buildings nearest to us rattled like there was an earthquake, and the stone underneath my feet shook back and forth so violently I nearly lost my balance. My eardrums rung with the echo of the crash, and I turned to see a giant cloud of gray dust rise above the capital. 
 
    “Did they just take down the wall?” Danira demanded. “I thought that dragon was going to join the fight. With his size and strength, this should all be over by now.” 
 
    “Kajul isn’t at full strength. He’ll have trouble avoiding any innocents if he just spouts out huge bursts of dragon fire,” I pointed out as I turned back to Herm. “And he might not be able to figure out who’s a friend and who’s a foe from that high up. We need to do this fast.” 
 
    “Alright, Hermie, tell me what we have to do here,” the dwarf announced as she stepped forward confidently. Her eyes were wide, and she glanced around a bit as she got used to the enhancement in her Hand. 
 
    I personally hadn’t felt any real difference yet, but I supposed I’d feel it the next time I connected with someone’s blood. 
 
    “Just stand still,” the wizard ordered as he took in a deep breath and shot a worried glance over at the tunnel, where we could hear the sounds of battle as they got closer. 
 
    The cries were louder now, more strangled, and it didn’t sound good at all. Everyone shifted nervously and threw their own worried looks at the tunnel as Herm took in a deep breath and placed his hands directly over Kalista’s eyes. 
 
    Ariette tightened her grip on her sword, and Maaren did the same with her axe. Edora took a step toward the tunnel, her red head tilted in concentration as she tried to pick up on the battle sounds. 
 
    “They sound like they’re coming fast,” she muttered and glanced at me with worried golden eyes. 
 
    “Begietan gaest,” Herm muttered with his hands still over Kalista’s eyes. They glowed a soft blue color for a moment before they returned to their normal pale shade, and he pulled them away.  
 
    Kal still looked exactly the same, just shocked. Very, very shocked. 
 
    I recognized the second word from my own spell, the one that would destroy Zolderon’s spirit, and wondered for a brief moment just what it meant. 
 
    “Aha! I can see the little devil!” the dwarf exclaimed as she marched toward the ajar wooden door at the front of the castle. “Herm, you’re a genius. Follow me, team!” 
 
    “Find somewhere to hide,” I ordered Herm as we all followed Kalista. 
 
    “Not this time, Milton,” he said softly, his pale blue eyes sincere. “I’m a trained member of the guild. I’ll hold them off if it gets to that.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t,” I muttered and put a hand softly on his shoulder in thanks before I turned to follow the rest of the team into the castle. “Good luck, my friend.” 
 
    “You need it more than I do!” the old wizard cackled as I began to walk out of earshot. 
 
    The door to the castle creaked eerily as we pushed it open a little bit further and entered into what would have been a grand foyer, complete with vases full of roses and a huge golden table in the center. The floor was a pristine marble with gold detailing etched into it, and gorgeous, classy red velvet curtains were draped from the high up windows. Brilliant golden beams of light passed through the windows and fell on the cream tile walls, and it gave the whole place a very expensive looking glow.  
 
    But right now, the foyer was completely empty and silent. 
 
    There didn’t even seem to be a fly to buzz around the place. It sort of reminded me of a desolate prairie in the Old West, right before a showdown. All we needed was for a tumbleweed to blow through, and the scene would be set. 
 
    My whole body was tense and on high alert as we walked through the foyer. My ears strained for any sign of life, and my eyes darted around the round space as I looked for any movement. 
 
    “Do you know where you’re going?” Edora hissed to Kalista as she circled the foyer with her golden eyes, weapon at the ready. 
 
    “It’s like I can see this path in front of me,” the dwarf whispered as she tried to explain. “Like I know where he went. This way.” 
 
    She led us through an archway toward the back of the foyer, where an enormous set of silver stairs spread out grandly and led to the upper floors of the castle, but the dwarf didn’t even bother with them. Instead, she walked around the side of the fancy stairs to a tiny door that was carved into the side of the staircase. It was the same cream color as the tile around it, and anybody else would have missed it. 
 
    “The path goes in here,” Kalista whispered as she reached a steady hand forward to push on the door gently, as there was no doorknob. “Cover me.” 
 
    Instantly, Ariette and I stepped up behind her as the door swung slowly forward. I drew my gun and Ariette raised her sword, but no evil spirit or Phobos member burst forth from the door. Instead, it opened to reveal a small, dimly lit hallway that led under the staircase. 
 
    “So can you see where he was?” Maaren hissed as we entered the cramped hallway. 
 
    The temperature dropped significantly the moment we stepped through the doorway, and it reminded me of how I’d felt in the Valley of Light. That same strange drop in temperature was present here.  
 
    Zolderon was close. 
 
    “It’s kind of like I see his footsteps, like shadows in the sand, but on the tile,” Kalista whispered back as she crept forward, eyes squinted as she carefully observed the path we were on. 
 
    The tension was palpable in the air as we crept further and further down the hallway, and got closer and closer to our final target. The temperature dropped even more, until I was sure we were reaching subzero temperatures. But there was also this intense, and weird, sadness that hung in the air. I started to feel completely hopeless and lost in a very uncontrollable way. I knew in my head that whatever I felt was definitely due to the presence of a seriously evil dark spirit. 
 
    Kalista suddenly froze up in the dimly lit hallway as she stared at a moving figure, ahead of us. The figure groaned a little and moved such a small amount it would have gone totally unnoticed if all of us weren’t on such seriously high alert. We all pulled up to a fast stop behind the dwarf and stared at the figure momentarily, before the light caught his face and Edora gasped. 
 
    “That’s Patten,” she whispered. 
 
    The Unseelie growled, lifted her axe into the air, and charged. She closed the gap instantly, yanked the guy up by his shirt collar with her free hand, and placed the blade of her axe against his throat.  
 
    When the rest of us dashed after her and got up behind her, I could see the elf was a sickly blue that bordered on green, and his eyes lolled about in his head, half shut. I could hardly see his irises, they were rolled so far back in his head. 
 
    He didn’t look at all like someone who was possessed by a powerful dark spirit, that was for sure. My stomach backflipped multiple times as I wondered if that meant Zolderon had completed his mission. 
 
    “The footsteps don’t end here,” Kalista muttered as she tugged on Edora’s arm. 
 
    “Leave him, Edora,” I ordered the Unseelie. “He’s no threat to us. Not like this, anyway.” 
 
    The Unseelie seethed with rage as she held the halfway conscious man by his shirt collar, but Kal tugged more insistently on her arm, and Edora let him drop back to the floor. 
 
    The five of us followed the dwarf further down the dimly lit hallway. We were all pretty much at a run now, but we had to take little half steps so we didn’t outrun the dwarf on her small legs. 
 
    And then she pulled up next to a thin wooden door bordered with a crack of light. Our breath was heavy with anticipation and tension. 
 
    “He’s here,” Kal mouthed as she put her hand against the door. 
 
    Before she could say anything more, there was a loud crash and a scream that emanated from inside the room. 
 
    I thrust myself forward and yanked open the door with all my might. My ears rung for a split second as I took in the room, and time froze momentarily for me as I registered the sight in front of me. 
 
    The room was small, with only a single window on the right wall over fifteen feet up. It was designed so there was only one way in or out. The room was also rectangular and narrow, with a single wooden table and two chairs that had been thrown about and strewn across the room. One chair had been broken, like someone had tried to use it as a weapon and failed miserably. 
 
    There were three Phobos elves near the door. They all had on the same uniform as their brethren in the army. On top of that, each one had varying shades of blue skin and flowing white hair tied back in a single braid. In a word, they were absolutely terrifying. They all held what looked like giant machetes with a huge spike on the end, and they had the bulkiest muscles I’d ever seen. 
 
    In the corner, the Seelie Queen cowered against the wall with two other elderly elves. Six more Phobos members had their giant weapons drawn threateningly on the queen and her advisors. On the ground in front of them was a much younger elf, with his eyes blown wide open as blood seeped from his neck. The queen and her associates stared in the opposite corner with horrified expressions, and I followed their gaze to take in the most terrifying sight. 
 
    The king, with his royal blue tunic and braided white beard, was pushed up against the wall, on his knees, with his hands out in a gesture that clearly asked for surrender. 
 
    In front of him stood a young elf who wore the bright purple tunic of the palace security. However, the elf was strangely transparent. I blinked once, and finally figured out why the security elf looked so strange. 
 
    A shimmering, transparent ghost was halfway out of the young elf’s body. His figure was all white, but I could see the deep set lines in his pointed face, and the long, flowy beard that reached out in a thin strand from his chin, so long it nearly touched the floor. He had high, sharp cheekbones and a thick, hooked nose set over scarily thin lips. 
 
    But it was his eyes that got me. 
 
    They were coal black, without the normal shine of a living person’s eyes to them. His eyes reminded me of the darkness left behind when all the lights go out, and the night turns pitch black. The eyes were not much more than two pits in the center of his face. 
 
    And they were terrifying. 
 
    The ghost’s entire torso was split off the elf, and it reached toward the Seelie king, clearly intent on taking over the king’s body. There was a maniacally excited expression on his face, like he was completely titullated by the horrors he had inflicted on the king and his brethren. The lines in his ghostly face were deep, even for a spirit, and there was an inherent darkness that emanated from him, like a feeling of complete and total despair. 
 
    There was no doubt in my mind this was Zolderon. 
 
    Zolderon’s spirit had an extreme darkness around it. Unlike Verituck, the white glow didn’t surround him like rays of the sun. Instead, it was as if his entire body was outlined in thick black ink. 
 
    And then time sped up and everything moved so fast it took all I had not to lose myself in the speed. 
 
    Zolderon whipped around the moment I burst through the door, and a creepy smile lit up his face as two of his elven squad lunged toward me. These guys were quick, and they knocked me straight to the ground. A machete sliced a huge gash across my left side as my head hit the tile, hard, and then their hands and weapons were everywhere. I kicked wildly, as hard as I could, and made contact with one of the Phobos’ stomachs. His body was tossed backward as I scrambled to flip myself over and get up. The second elf had his hands twisted in the back of my shirt, and I struggled to yank myself free and call up my hand at the same time. 
 
    This time, I didn’t even need to search for his blood. There was a huge squelching sound behind me, and the hands loosened their grip as hot liquid splattered against the back of my neck. 
 
    “HC, stop him!” Edora ordered as she stood up, a Phobo’s decapitated head in her hands. 
 
    I didn’t spare another second as I scrambled to my feet and turned toward Zolderon. 
 
    The young elf’s body had dropped to the floor now, halfway between the conscious and unconscious world, and Zolderon floated creepily in the air above the king. He smiled down at the old elf and pushed back through the air just a bit as he got ready. 
 
    But I wasn’t about to give him the chance.  
 
    The gash in my side stung, and I was freezing cold and impossibly sad, but I called on my magic and felt the power of it course through my veins, more powerful than ever before.  
 
    I felt completely invincible.  
 
    The clang of metal on metal and the grunts of my team filled the room, and the scent of charred flesh and electricity spread out as Edora and Ariette used their newly grown powers.  
 
    I stared at the evil, dark spirit in front of me and stamped my foot forward as I opened my mouth to end it all. 
 
    “ACWELLAN GAEST!” I shouted across the room as I stared at those evil, deep pits. 
 
    I felt a rumble roll through my body, like every single cell vibrated violently with the outpour of the spell and the effort of all my magic. All the air left my lungs, and my Hand felt like it was on fire as I yelled out the spell, aware of the fight around me and the clank of metal on metal. 
 
    But absolutely nothing happened. 
 
    Zolderon smiled at me, a deeply twisted, maniacal smile that sent shivers to the deep, marrow filled centers of my bones. It was like he knew something I didn’t. I had completely expected for him to burst apart, to shatter into droplets of a ghost that disappeared, or for there to be some grand explosion that knocked us all on our asses as the evil spirit blew apart.  
 
    But none of those things happened after I shouted out the spell. The vibration in my cells ceased, and I was thrown back into the tumultuous fray. 
 
    A few of the Phobos members took a flying leap at me, machetes raised, and their bodies blocked Zolderon from my view for a split second. 
 
    As quickly as I could, I called on my Hand and connected with the first one’s blood. I caught his weapon wielding wrist with my free hand and yanked it sideways as I commanded his blood to explode out of him. His eyes went wide as his entire side was ripped from his body, and his innards splattered all over the beautiful carpet. 
 
    The second Phobo’s machete came down on me, and I just barely was able to sidestep the attack. At the same time, I aimed my Hand at my attacker’s head and forced all of his blood to rush to his brain. The Phobos member’s eyes rolled back in his head as he stroked out, and then he fell to the ground, twitching and writhing in pain. Before he could make another move, I exploded his head like a gore-filled balloon. 
 
    I was able to turn around just in time to see Zolderon’s spirit take a mad dive toward the king’s body.  
 
    Son of a bitch. 
 
    “ACWELLAN GAEST!” I tried again, frustrated to the point of absolute anger. 
 
    Again, nothing at all happened. 
 
    This esteemed spell that had taken us so long to get, had forced us to travel to an entirely different realm to get, that was prophesied to be for me, and only me, and had been made to seem like this big fucking deal, had done nothing. 
 
    At this point, I was across the room, too far away to physically stop the spirit. Zolderon leapt into the Seelie king’s body and took possession of him. 
 
    The old elf’s body absorbed the spirit like a sponge, and it expanded gruesomely for a brief moment before he went back to his normal size and stood up tall. The king’s pale grey eyes turned on me, and there was a distinctly malicious glint in them as he smiled at me and strode toward the doorway.  
 
    I started to move on him, but he turned and threw a single command over his shoulder. 
 
    “Stop the human, my elite guard,” he ordered. “Oh, and do say hello to Verituck for me, ‘Racmoth.’” 
 
    The possessed king turned to walk out the door, and the six tall elves who were currently engaged with my team stopped what they were doing and turned to face me. They dashed across the room at lightning-fast speed and blocked my path. 
 
    Edora spewed a stream of hot, bright blue fire at one of the elite guard. The flames hit him in the back, and the Unseelie held her spell for a solid ten seconds. When she finally pulled away and let up her stream, the elf stood there as if nothing had even happened. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Edora growled. 
 
    “These tall MFers aren’t dying, Milton!” Kal added as she smashed her axe blade harmlessly into another Phobo’s back. 
 
    As I halted my gait and examined the deadly Phobos, I realized all of them had a strange gleam in their eyes. Their bodies were also surrounded by a strange, metaphysical shimmer.  
 
    It was the same glow that had surrounded Verituck. 
 
    “They’re possessed!” I yelled out the moment it dawned on me. 
 
    The rest of my team stopped their fruitless assault and ran over so they could form a small defensive cluster around my position. 
 
    We were face to face now, like two small armies against each other. My team was behind me as we stared down the ghost-like elves, who didn’t seem to have any interest in making the first move. The Seelie Queen and the two elves huddled in the corner, as far from the fight as they could possibly be. 
 
    “Okay, how do we get them un-possessed?” Maaren asked quickly. Her breath came in hot and heavy, and her white hair was messed up in the cutest way. 
 
    “Zolderon would have had to use a spell,” Danira muttered quickly. “These guards don’t seem to have a mind of their own. We need to kill Zolderon, and my guess is it’ll do away with these things, too.” 
 
    “Hive mind,” Kal chimed in. “I see that in my sci-fi shows all the time. Kill the leader, and the rest become harmless, empty shells.” 
 
    “HC, what happened with the spell?” Ariette demanded. “That should have worked.” 
 
    “I don’t know!” I growled and placed my hand on my gun. 
 
    “Those words literally translate to ‘kill ghost,’” Edora said, “but it can also be translated as ‘demolish ghost’ or ‘overthrow ghost.’ When you used the spell before, he was outside of any physical body, no?” 
 
    “You’re right!” I gasped. “So now that he’s inside of somebody’s body … ” 
 
    “It should work like a charm.” Edora nodded. “But you will surely need to make physical contact. A spirit doesn’t have blood to connect with, so you’ll need to make direct contact in order for your magic to work.” 
 
    I took in her words for a brief moment. I had no way to be sure she was absolutely right, but it made sense. My magic worked through blood. Someone who didn’t have blood would, theoretically, be immune to my spells. 
 
    It was certainly worth a shot. 
 
    “Alright, team. Keep these guys occupied,” I ordered. “I’ve got an evil spirit to kill.”  
 
    I leapt forward, but the evil elves all turned toward me. They were following their master’s direct orders, and I was sure they only cared about what I was about to do. My women surged forward around me, like a wall. The first elf tried to hack me with his machete, but Maaren leapt forward and parried with her axe. 
 
    I dashed forward, almost at the door, when a dark skinned elf with dead eyes tackled me sideways. I slammed to the ground, all the air thrown from my ribs, and I blindly threw an elbow at whatever I could. I made contact with the side of the elf’s face, but he was completely unaffected.  
 
    I flipped over onto my back and threw up a knee into my attacker’s stomach. His machete blade was placed against my cheek, and it slid up my face painfully as his body was tossed back off me. As we both stood to our feet, a large bead of blood began to run down my face and drip onto the floor. 
 
    The elf gripped his machete tightly, raised it above his head, and prepared to attack. Just then, Ariette came out of nowhere and slammed the hilt of her sword against his head. The blow didn’t do much damage, but it did cause him to stumble sideways and topple to the ground.  
 
    “Go!” Ariette ordered, and I nodded silently as I turned and dashed out of the room. 
 
    I looked back at my room full of friends, and I just hoped everyone would be fine until I could find Zolderon. They were strong, and badass, and I had every bit of faith in them and their powers. 
 
    But they were fighting something that couldn’t die. If I didn’t end this quickly, they would easily be outlasted by the undead. 
 
    I skidded down the narrow, dark hallway in search of Zolderon. The temperature dropped steadily, and I knew that was a sign I was getting closer. I burst through the tile door, into the grand foyer, and skidded on its slick floor. I glanced around wildly as I searched for the blue tunic, and then I caught the fabric out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    There he was. Zolderon, in the king’s body. That same inky black outline now surrounded the king as he headed calmly toward the entrance of the castle. 
 
    I dashed over the floor as the vibration of my Hand started up again, and I reached out to grab the bastard and put and end to his sorry existence. 
 
    But I didn’t get the chance. 
 
    Zolderon whipped around and threw his hand. My momentum halted, and my body flew back through the air. I smacked into the wall on the other side of the foyer before I could even register what happened. There was a sick crack somewhere deep in my shoulder, and pain flared up so much my vision swam as I tried to force myself to breathe. 
 
    Zolderon took a careful, painfully slow couple of steps toward me, and his face floated around my vision as he smiled, slow and malicious. 
 
    “So this is the powerful human prophesied to defeat me, huh?” he asked as he stopped a few feet short of me. 
 
    I started to regain my consciousness and pushed myself off the floor, but it was hard to concentrate with the pain that shot through my shoulder.  
 
    “You won’t win,” I managed to choke out, but even to my own ears it sounded like an empty threat. 
 
    “Oh,” he tutted and tilted his head in a fake pout, “but I already have. Soon, in this body, I can command the Seelie to do whatever I want. Humans and all the lesser races will take their place where they belong, under the boots of the Fae. And the best part? They will do it without a single hesitation. They must listen to their king, after all.” 
 
    The anger flared in me and overcame the immense pain I was in as every cell in my body vibrated violently again, and magic sprang into my body.  
 
    “You’re wrong, asshole,” I growled. “Not all of the Fae are radical bastards like you. They won’t just mindlessly follow your orders like one of your fucking ghost henchmen back there. The minute you call for humans and other races to be put down, they will rebel.” 
 
    Zolderon just shrugged. “Then I will find another host,” he suggested. “One that they will listen to.” 
 
    “You’re not gonna be possessing anyone, asshole,” I screamed as I lunged forward at the evil spirit. 
 
    Zolderon raised his hand once more, and my entire body froze in place. “Such gusto,” he snickered. “It’s almost a shame you have to die. You’d make an excellent ambassador to the humans. Or even better, a member of my elite guard. But you’re also a symbol, and as long as you’re alive, people will rally behind you. That’s why you must die. I’m not going to lie, Racmoth, I expected a lot more out of you.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you, ‘Your Highness,’” I growled. 
 
    Little did Zolderon know that he had fallen right into my trap. While he was distracted by his own monologue and holding my body in place, I was connecting with the fucker’s blood. He may not have had any, but the King certainly did. 
 
    In one swift motion, I used my Hand to pull Zolderon’s feet out from under his body. I immediately jumped on top of the Phobos leader and wrapped my arms around him in a violent bear hug. His nails clawed at my scalp and yanked on my hair, but I held him as tightly as I could as I ignored the screaming pain in my shoulder. Even if he froze me now, I was firmly attached to his body. 
 
    The magic pumped through my veins, and my entire being felt like it was on fire and being torn apart, bit by bit. At the exact same time, I summoned every ounce of strength I possibly could and threw all of my concentration into my Hand and my powers. 
 
    “ACWELLAN GAEST!” I shouted out, desperately loud. 
 
    Zolderon still struggled beneath me, but I had an iron grip on the frail body as my magic overtook my very being. I became a cloud of searing heat and vibration, and I felt this enormous wave of magic rise through my body, from my toes all the way to my head, before it pushed its way out through my hands, and into Zolderon. 
 
    And then everything went silent.  
 
    Zolderon froze, I froze, and it was as if time froze. The evil spirit peeled away from the king like an outer layer of skin and moved through me, a wave of icy air, before he hung suspended above me for a split second. 
 
    His eyes were wild and angry, but for the first time I saw a twinge of fear in his face. 
 
    That’s right, asshole. I beat you. 
 
    Zolderon’s face twisted into a pained grimace, and his spirit exploded into a cloud of midnight black dust that burst forth like a fireworks show. 
 
    I let out a happy chuckle and laid back on the tile floor, victorious. That was the last thing I remembered before my world went black.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    I woke up as the Seelie forces from all the other guilds rushed in. Ariette, Danira, and Kalista stood over me with worried expressions, and there was a rush of activity all around. 
 
    “Oh, thank God, you’re awake!” Ariette exclaimed the second my eyes cracked open. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked as I sat up carefully. My entire body hurt in a massive, deep way, all the way down to my bones. “The last thing I remember was--” 
 
    “Careful, Milton!” Kal exclaimed as she tucked a hand behind my shoulder to help me up. The moment she did, sharp pain radiated out and down my back, and I grunted loudly. 
 
    “Not there,” I gritted out as I leaned my weight on my other arm. “I think it’s broken.” 
 
    “Lay him down, child,” Herm said gently from behind Kalista. The old wizard smiled softly at me and gave me a nod. 
 
    “The spell,” I started as my memory flooded back to me. “It didn’t work at first. I had to touch him for it to work. Why?” 
 
    “You have strong magic, Milton,” the wizard murmured, “but not strong enough to raise the blood of a dead man from the earth. Connection is key. Zolderon had no blood, so you had to make physical contact with the next best thing: the blood of the one he had possessed. It was only when your magic had a direct funnel to Zolderon that the spell would work.” 
 
    “Magic is more complex than calculus,” I chuckled. “But at least it’s over.” 
 
    “So was it really cool?” the dwarf demanded as she stepped away from me. “Did he explode and shit?” 
 
    “Kal, let him breathe a little first,” Danira grunted. 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled to the dwarf. “It was pretty damn cool.” 
 
    “We knew you did it as soon as those elves dropped to the floor,” Maaren said proudly. “They just froze up and then fell over like toppled statues.”  
 
    Seelie from all over rushed about the foyer. The king was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “The king. Is he … ?” I started, but I couldn’t finish the sentence for fear of the answer. 
 
    “Alive,” Edora said quickly. “Weak, but alive. And I have to be honest, Milton, he looks a hell of a lot better than you do right now.” 
 
    “She’s right, HC, we better get you to the infirmary,” Ariette agreed as she looked down at me. 
 
    Danira motioned over two dwarf nurses with a stretcher, and they helped me onto it, not so gently. 
 
    “Hey, HC,” Ariette said as they started to hoist me into the air. “You were incredible.” 
 
    She leaned forward and planted a soft, warm kiss on my chapped lips. Ariette’s kiss was full of the emotion of the last week, and love flooded my heart as she pulled away and looked at me.  
 
    My entire team had stood behind me on this crazy mission, full of danger and terror, and come out the other side of it stronger than ever. 
 
    They all went back to help the wounded and the citizens of the capital as the dwarves bounced their way to the infirmary. 
 
    I figured out later that most of the Phobos army had been decimated by Kajul, as the dragon worked to help the Seelie and Unseelie troops. But the real takedown had come after I defeated Zolderon. According to the eyewitnesses, Hasen included, it was like every single member of the Phobos army had suddenly stopped, like some secret, subliminal message had told them that the war was over. They had dropped their weapons and surrendered peacefully. Most of them were now held in the same prison that had housed Kajul for all those years. 
 
    My shoulder was completely broken. The entire shoulder blade had been shattered when I slammed into the foyer wall. Thankfully, the Fae knew their way around a potion or two, and I was healed within two weeks, and ready to go home. 
 
    As for Zolderon, I had no idea what happened to him. Since he was already a spirit, my guess was he was gone for good. Absolute nothingness was a bitch, but it was still too good of a fate for such a heartless bastard.  
 
    It really had turned out the way the prophecy had foretold. When it came down to it, it was him and me, one on one.  
 
    And I had won. 
 
    It had been two weeks since that fateful day. Now, here my team stood, directly in front of a newly erected portion of the wall around the capital. The king had ordered an enormous mural to be painted on it in our honor, and the unveiling ceremony had turned into a huge deal. Fae from all over had travelled to see the team that had saved their king and defeated the greatest evil this realm had ever known. 
 
    I looked down the row next to me. We were all seated in beautiful golden chairs, right in front of the curtain. The artist, a famous Seelie painter by the name of Ocheas Vern, was the one to do the unveiling. He stood in front of his hidden creation, ready to reveal his artwork that would commemorate this event for all eternity. 
 
    Unless, of course, a giant army decided to roll through town and take down the wall again. 
 
    The Seelie king and queen were seated to my right, at the edge of the row. The king and I had barely spoken in the two weeks since Zolderon had possessed him. The extent of our conversations had been a brief visit while I was in the infirmary, with a lot of press and cameras, so he could thank me and honor me as a hero in person. Outside of that, I hadn’t seen much of him. He seemed changed, though, as if he floated around a shell of who he’d once been. 
 
    On my left, Ariette, Danira, Kalista, Maaren, and Edora were all seated with me in the beautiful golden chairs, with equally as beautiful dresses. 
 
    Ariette was in a gorgeous, dark green dress that halted at her inner thigh and showed off her cleavage. The garment was held up with a halter-like wrap around her neck, and it hugged her fit body in all the right ways. 
 
    Danira was in something more “business professional.” She wore a dress with black and white stripes that ran vertically up her body, and the garment itself was about knee-length. To top it all off, she wore a dark gray blazer on her upper body that really pulled the “commander” look together. 
 
    Kal’s outfit, on the other hand, was totally Kal. She was wearing a purple dress that matched her eyes, but she admitted herself that it was over fifty years old. Still, it looked good on her. The dress had a plunging neckline that showed off her massive breasts playfully, and the train hung off her curvy ass like a cascading waterfall of purple. 
 
    Maaren and Edora both decided to go the traditional route. They wore the “formal” clothes of the Unseelie people, a dress made out of burlap. Still, they both put their own spin on the outfit. Maaren’s was much more modern in its design, with exposed shoulders and a loose hourglass shape. Edora’s, on the other hand, was styled almost like a sundress. 
 
    Ariette must have felt my gaze on her, and she turned to smile softly at me. Her blue eyes were bright, and for the first time in a long time, completely unbothered. 
 
    “Ready to be honored, Hero Complex?” she whispered excitedly to me. 
 
    “Always,” I replied with a chuckle. “Especially when it’s alongside you guys.” 
 
    “Guys,” Kal whispered quite loudly. “Look who’s here!” 
 
    I scanned the crowd and saw all of our friends. Herm, Sal and his family, Hasen … even Kajul and Storm had made it to the unveiling. But then, I saw a sight that made my heart jump into my throat. 
 
    It was fucking Arendor. 
 
    Even more shocking? He looked happy to be here. 
 
    “Finally!” I mouthed to the rest of my friends, and they all laughed. 
 
    The king rose on my right and hobbled up to the front, just under the curtain, so he could look out on the crowd behind us. A palace attendant, a young dwarf, dashed up on stage and handed the king a microphone before he dashed off in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Hello,” the king said softly and cleared his throat. “Thank you all for coming today. As you may well know, the heroes we honor saved not only my life, but this entire realm from a dark fate.” 
 
    A huge roar of cheers and applause rose up from the crowd behind us, and I shifted in my seat to turn and glance at the thousands of people as they clapped and cheered our names. 
 
    “Well, without further ado, I would like to reveal the masterpiece Mr. Ocheas Vern has created in their honor,” the king announced. 
 
    The young dwarf dashed up on stage to take the microphone, and the king hobbled back to his seat as Ocheas climbed up on a ladder and gripped one edge of the curtain. The entire crowd counted down from three, and then he proudly swept the curtain off the wall. 
 
    I gasped audibly as the fabric fell down. 
 
    The painting was in full color, and the blues, greens, and reds jumped out at me like a sunrise over the ocean. They were especially beautiful against the soft gray of the wall. 
 
    And it moved. 
 
    The figures in front of us moved and shifted, weapons held aloft, like they were in the thick of a battle. 
 
    There was Danira, with a ball of water in front of her that tumbled and swirled. Kalista had her axe held high, ready to chop anything that came her way. Edora’s red locks mingled with the brilliant fire that surrounded one of her hands, and Maaren rose in the air behind her, her own double headed axe raised. Ariette was next to them, a huge bolt of electricity next to her and an intense expression on her face. 
 
    And finally, I was there. I had no weapon, nor was there anything amazing that burst forth from my hands. But, my Hand was raised, and it glowed a brilliant, unearthly red as I stared out from the painting with a proud expression that befit a warrior. 
 
    In short, the mural was absolutely beautiful. 
 
    More applause and cheers rose from the crowd, and my team slowly started to clap as the shock wore off. 
 
    “That guy made us look good,” Kalista mumbled proudly. 
 
    “I think he made us look like us,” I replied.  
 
    The smile on my face spread so far I thought it would jump right off my skin as I glanced at my team, and back at the mural. 
 
    We looked strong, and powerful, and completely badass. 
 
    But most importantly, we really did look like us. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Hey! Thanks for reading the last Blood Mage novel. Did you like the book? If so, please leave a review here! 
 
      
 
    So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side. 
 
      
 
    You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now! 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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