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 Prologue 
 
    “Are you certain?” 
 
    Regent Magne spoke with the authority you would expect from someone in her position. But Shen would’ve sensed the uneasiness coming from her, even if he weren’t an oracle. The Regent had every reason to be concerned. She remained steadfast though, her head held high and proud as she looked at the old man next to her. 
 
    “I respect your time, Regent. I wouldn’t ask you to go all this way to play a trick on you.” 
 
    “Do not pretend you have not played a trick or two in your life before.” 
 
    “You know me too well.” He gave the woman a smirk to try and lighten the mood to little effect. “I can assure you, this is no trick. You will see for yourself.” 
 
    The Regent walked down the hall with an escort of armored knights at full attention. Shen labored along with her. He thought about complaining how long the hall was before remembering why it was so long in the first place. Eventually, they reached a set of double doors. 
 
    Regent Magne reached for her necklace and pulled up until the key resting comfortably in her bosom was free. Considering how comfortable her bra was underneath her elegant dress, it was a wonder she managed to free the golden key at all. 
 
    “Lucky key…” the old man whispered under his breath. 
 
    “What was that?” She arched an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Nothing, your grace.” He coughed to clear his throat, holding his hand out to change the subject. “The door.” 
 
    She inserted the golden key into the matching golden lock. It took her more effort to turn than an ordinary lock, understandable considering the time that had passed since it was last used. She pressed her palms on the doors and pushed them open. The guards stood attentively, watching for any sign of a threat. Shen was just as attentive but more out of curiosity than fear. Even though his questions were seemingly answered by viewing the small room, new ones arose as he saw what laid inside. 
 
    The Regent stepped forward slowly. The room was dark except for the light shimmering at the center. And it wasn’t just any light. Bright, shimmering light but somehow not blinding. The light was so hypnotizing, she found herself standing a meter from it, her eyes unblinking. Perhaps she was mesmerized by it. Or perhaps she knew what it meant for the lights to shift. 
 
    The lights changed from red to orange. Then orange to yellow. Then yellow to green. All of the colors of the rainbow until repeating. At the center of the light, was the cause of it all. A bare blade. No hilt. Just a crafted piece of metal with an edge sharp and polished. Its point was driven into a piece of marble like the person who put it there didn’t intend for it to be taken out. 
 
    Shen kept his eyes on the Regent. He realized she was so distracted, he could admire the ample shape of her body for a few more seconds. A deep sigh was joined by a dreamy smile that came across his lips. 
 
    “Shen.” 
 
    She spoke his name but it took him a few seconds to realize he was the one distracted. The Regent didn’t care that an old man gawked at her. Not when she knew what was at stake. The oracle straightened up as best as he could and turned his attention to the flashing lights. 
 
    “Could this mean anything else?” she asked. 
 
    “If the blade is active, it must be used. If you use it, you lose it, as they say.” 
 
    “Who says that?” 
 
    “Um… The ancients, I suppose… Some old texts I came across before… I don’t recall exactly. It’s no matter. What does matter is the blade is indeed reacting.” 
 
    She took a step toward the light. 
 
    “How long has it been since the Maledict were here?” she asked. 
 
    The old man searched his thoughts, rocking his head back and forth as he did the math. “Perhaps a century. Even I wasn’t here back then, believe it or not.” 
 
    “A hundred years. It would be nice if I was informed during my reign it would happen. Quite rude” 
 
    “Yes, Regent. Fortunately, we have the blade here to deal with them.” 
 
    Regent Magne stared into the light. Her thoughts raced with all of the tasks before her. No matter what she’d accomplished in her life, nothing compared to what laid ahead of her. But there was some comfort in the shifting light. 
 
    She sighed a deep breath to compose herself then held her head up high, looking down her nose at the blade that continued to stare back at her. 
 
    “How many Ferrum are there?” she asked. 
 
    “I haven’t been counting. But we have records—” 
 
    “Call them. All of them. I do not want to take any chances on this.” 
 
    “Of course, your grace.” The old man stepped forward and raised a comforting hand to the small of the taller woman’s back. Even at this moment, Shen put aside his juvenile thoughts to comfort the Regent, though she continued to stand tall in defiance. “The one destined to wield the blade is on Earth. We will find them. The scriptures are never wrong.” 
 
    “I wonder… Who is the one who will raise the Zeal Blade and fulfill the prophecy?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Clayton smacked his lips on another bite of pizza. He chomped on it with the ravenous appetite of someone who hadn’t eaten in weeks. Even the man next to him thought Clayton was getting sloppy. 
 
    “Hungry?” 
 
    Clayton shrugged with indifference. He never cared too much about what other people thought of him. It’d been that way ever since he was a child and now that he was in his 20s, he became even less self-conscious. 
 
    He tore off another bite, speaking with his mouth full. 
 
    “After what I’d just been through, you’d be hungry, too. It took me 12 hours to get that last trophy.” 
 
    “Is that a record?” 
 
    “Not a record. My highest is around 15. Maybe one day I’ll actually get to 24. Think about it, Leo. An entire day spent on a gaming session. I think I’d get a lot of trophies.” 
 
    “You should call the record books. They’d make note of it.” 
 
    “Nah. I don’t do this to get put in the record books. This is all for me.” 
 
    Clayton spoke proudly of his achievements. And they were achievements. More than 400 and counting. He’d gotten a platinum trophy for every game he played. Most people wondered how someone like Clayton found the time to spend all of his time gaming but they got the answer when they realized just who he was. 
 
    He swallowed down another slice of pizza then washed it down with a gulp of soda. He helped himself to another piece, dangling the cheese down to his mouth while he leaned up against the wall of the convenience store. It was late in the evening, just past midnight when most people were asleep. That was one of the reasons Clayton enjoyed coming out so late. The other reason being it gave him a chance to talk to Leo, who worked at the convenience store and grew accustomed to late night pizza sessions with Clayton. 
 
    “I don’t know how you do it,” Leo said. 
 
    “It’s not easy. But every game is designed for you to beat it. You just gotta figure out how the mechanics work. You play enough games, you start to realize they’re all the same.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” Leo chuckled and shook his head. “How do you sit in front of your monitor all day, gaming on your computer? Do you ever get bored of it?” 
 
    Clayton scrunched his face in a combination of confusion and amusement. He thought Leo was joking though the man was genuinely curious. 
 
    “What’s more enjoyable than playing a game?” Clayton said. “I get out of my apartment when I need to.” 
 
    “Having pizza with me after midnight isn’t what I’m talking about. Someone young like you. You should be out there. Going to clubs, getting drunk, hooking up with chicks.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s what you mean.” Clayton shrugged with indifference and took another bite of pizza. “I’ve tried all that. Drinking. Drugs. Girls. They all just take away from the real fun I could be having.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true expert in his field. I admire you, Clayton.” 
 
    “You know, if you need money, you don’t have to wash my balls.” 
 
    “I don’t need money. I get by just fine. You know I do. Besides, there are people who need the money more than I do, which you seem to be handling. How was that last donation?” 
 
    “Great. Got a whole bunch of toys for the children’s hospital. Even have a few high-end systems set up so they can game, too.” 
 
    “Maybe one day they’ll be able to accomplish as much as you have.” 
 
    “Let’s not get crazy now, Leo.” 
 
    They shared a laugh. It was a quiet night outside of the convenience store. Neither man had a care in the world. But Clayton especially had nothing to worry about. After a long gaming session, his only priority was to fuel up on some late-night pizza and soda to see what else he could accomplish before his fatigue finally hit him. He wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    “You ever wonder what it’ll be like if you do get bored?” Leo asked. 
 
    “I thought about it before. The truth is, I don’t think I ever will. I get the platinum trophy for one game, there’s another trophy waiting. There’s an endless supply of things to do. And with my money, you know I won’t have any trouble having access to them.” 
 
    “That’s the plan, huh? Just live your days out in front of your PC.” 
 
    “That’s the dream of every gamer, isn’t it?” 
 
    “When you put it like that…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Leo. I put you in my will.” 
 
    Leo’s eyes lit up, and with good reason. Clayton had inherited a fortune. A rich uncle he never actually met left everything behind to him. 
 
    “All I need right now is another slice of this pizza before I gotta get back to work.” Leo munched on the last slice while Clayton relaxed up against the wall. 
 
    Clayton looked out into the streets. He was used to staying out this late, since most of his time during the day was spent in front of a computer monitor. But a strange feeling washed over him as he stared out into the distance. 
 
    “What is that?” he mumbled to himself. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do you… Do you see someone out there? I feel like someone’s watching us…” 
 
    “I think you’ve been spending too much time with all of those games and having trouble telling the difference.” 
 
    “Ha… Maybe you’re right…” Clayton turned toward Leo and smiled. Leo was an older, middle-aged man. A bit pudgy with thinning hair. His beard was long, the same as his darkened locks. Clayton felt comfortable around him even though the man was twice his age. He was the only man Clayton talked to on a regular basis. Leo telling Clayton there was nothing to worry about was all the reassurance the younger man needed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Which one is the Ferrum? The fat one or the young one?” 
 
    Rena turned to the man next to her, wondering if she would actually have to answer his question. But he just stared at her and kept waiting for a response. 
 
    “The young one, of course,” she stated it bluntly. 
 
    “I’m only wondering. I’ve never seen a Ferrum before.” 
 
    “He is perhaps destined to face the Maledict. I doubt an old man has the bearings to wield the Zeal Blade.” 
 
    “Maybe if he leveled up a little—” 
 
    “Iolas. Speak to the Ferrum and transport him with haste. There is no time to waste.” 
 
    “Hey, that rhymed—” 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    “All right, all right.” Iolas put his hands up to avoid further scolding. Only a woman like Rena could command the kind of respect she did. Iolas wasn’t the man to try and test her, despite his size. 
 
    While Rena marched back into the darkness of the alley, Iolas called out to her. 
 
    “Rena. Do you think I can try some of that pizza before we go back? It sounds interesting…” 
 
    “Do what you need to do. Just make sure you acquire the Ferrum. We have a long journey.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Clayton lived in a modest apartment with all of the amenities a single man needed. He never had any friends or women over. There were no pets running about. He didn’t even have a television or a couch because it would get no use. Everything Clayton needed was in the powerhouse PC tower right next to him. 
 
    As he sat in his comfortable lounge chair, he sorted through the list of games, wondering which one he would conquer next. 
 
    “Let’s see what we got here… First-person shooters… Fighting games… Ugh, never been good at those… Action… Puzzle… Maybe another RPG… Just need to find one…” 
 
    Fueled by a belly of soda and pepperoni, Clayton slicked his bangs over his head and cracked his knuckles. There was no telling how long he would be gaming tonight, so he needed to do everything he could to make himself comfortable. 
 
    “Nothing looks interesting… How am I supposed to decide?” 
 
    He leaned back in his seat and shifted his eyes toward the time on his monitor. It was already one in the morning. He’d spent more time talking to Leo than he realized. If he was gonna get started, he’d have to pick something soon. 
 
    But before he could decide, there was a sudden knock at the door. His heart jumped into his throat and he nearly fell out of his seat. 
 
    “What the hell…” 
 
    He stared at the door. Never mind that it was the middle of the night. Nobody ever bothered visiting Clayton. He knew something was up. 
 
    He waited a few seconds and laughed off his nervousness but then another knock followed. 
 
    Then another. 
 
    “Crap…” 
 
    He grabbed his phone, ready to call the police. But something came over him. Curiosity. Bravery. Sheer stupidity. Whatever it was, terrible judgment won the moment and Clayton suddenly found himself up from his chair, inching toward the door where the knocking continued. 
 
    He flipped the switch and looked through the peephole. Standing there was a bald man in what looked like a robe. Anybody dressed like that had to be homeless and looking for a handout, Clayton thought to himself. He figured maybe word of his donation to the hospital had gotten out and this man had somehow found him. 
 
    Clayton slowly opened the door just a crack to get a better view. The first thing Clayton noticed was just how tall the man was. Clayton wasn’t short by any means but still had to crane his neck just to look at him. And when he did, he saw the wide grin on the man’s face. 
 
    “Clayton Brooks,” the man said. 
 
    “…Who are you?” 
 
    “Iolas. May I come in and speak to you?” 
 
    “I don’t know if you realized this, but it’s one in the morning. It’s kinda the wrong time to be asking to step inside of someone’s apartment. That’s something serial killers and burglars do.” 
 
    “I assure you, I’m not here to kill you or steal from you.” 
 
    “Probably wanna maim me… Look. It’s late. Maybe you should just come back tomorrow.” 
 
    “It’s important. It’s about your uncle.” 
 
    “My uncle?” Clayton held back his surprise. “What about him?” 
 
    “Did you ever wonder who he is?” 
 
    Clayton was only growing more confused. A stranger showed up to his door late at night. Now he was talking about an uncle he thought nobody knew about. 
 
    “This is getting screwy,” Clayton thought to himself. If Iolas was dangerous, he was doing a good job of hiding it with that childlike grin of his. Clayton also considered the possibility Iolas was just one of those smiling psychos he read about on the news. 
 
    “Come back tomorrow.” Clayton shut the door, finally regaining his senses. 
 
    “Clayton, please! It’s an emergency! We need your help!” 
 
    Clayton raised his phone up to his ear, ready to dial the police, but stopped when he heard the desperation on the other side of the door. 
 
    “You might be our only hope! You might be the one. Please…” 
 
    “I must be dreaming.” Clayton shook his head and reluctantly opened the door back up to find the smile on Iolas’s face was gone, replaced by the desperation he’d just heard. He stepped outside of his apartment and closed the door behind him. He figured he would have a better chance running if Iolas did actually try anything. “Who needs my help?” 
 
    “Nalore. The Maledict are coming. You might be the one who will pull the Zeal Blade from its resting place and vanquish the evil.” 
 
    Clayton blinked his eyes in disbelief, trying to process what Iolas just said. And when it finally hit him, all he could do was burst into laughter. 
 
    “That’s funny.” Clayton looked down at the brown, unkempt robes the man wore and finally felt some relief. “Did Leo put you up to this? If you needed some money, you didn’t have to come up with a story like that. I mean, I would’ve helped you—” 
 
    “I’m sorry. There’s no time to waste.” 
 
    Without warning, Iolas suddenly grabbed Clayton by the forearm. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Clayton was silenced by the lights that shined all around them, rising from the ground and consuming them whole. The lights grew so bright Clayton was forced to shut his eyes. But the moment only lasted for a few seconds. 
 
    Clayton freed his arm from Iolas’s grip and stumbled back. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re…” His words trailed off when he noticed his surroundings. His apartment building was nowhere to be found. It was suddenly day with the sun shining up in the sky. To one side, there were trees that led into a seemingly endless forest. The green grass of the valley in front of him stretched all the way to the horizon. 
 
    Clayton stepped forward, his mouth slightly agape and his eyes narrowed toward the scenery. 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    Iolas smiled sincerely, knowing Clayton was only just seeing it for the first time. 
 
    “We’re in Xeylon. Welcome home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Clayton had the means to run a top-of-the-line, high-end machine that would’ve rivaled any PC on the planet. To him, maximum settings were the minimum settings. He never got out of his apartment much because he didn’t have to. The lush environments of every game he played were more immersive than any place he’d ever been to. 
 
    So when he found himself standing in an open field with a view unlike anything he’d ever seen before, he wasn’t sure what to think. 
 
    The sky had never looked so blue. The grass was soft underneath his socks. There was a mild breeze against his skin. He could smell the arbor around him and almost taste it on his tongue. 
 
    “This… This feels real…” 
 
    No VR headset had ever given him this type of experience. The only thing left to think was that this was a dream. And having acknowledged it, he expected to wake up. 
 
    But he didn’t. 
 
    Clayton jerked his head around toward the man who greeted him at his apartment. Iolas looked just as he remembered. Tall, bald-headed, somehow imposing and harmless at the same time. 
 
    Iolas had his hands behind his back as he looked out toward the distance. 
 
    “This is real.” Iolas held a hand out to encourage Clayton to take in the view. “This is the Serene Valley.” 
 
    Clayton shut his eyes, shaking his head as if it would wake him up from his strange dream. But still nothing changed. 
 
    “Have you ever wondered about your uncle? Did you ever think why he left you a small fortune so you didn’t have to worry about going to school or finding a job?” 
 
    “I never knew much about my uncle. I never knew much about my family at all, actually. I grew up in an orphanage. Never knew my real parents. Never knew… anybody.” 
 
    “That’s because they’re from Xeylon.” 
 
    Clayton raised an eyebrow at Iolas. He had no reason to believe the stranger’s story. Whatever Leo put in the pizza would eventually wear off and he’d wake up in front of his PC at any moment. But as long as he was here, Clayton figured he would play along. 
 
    “Who is my uncle?” 
 
    “You have no uncle. The money you were given was put in place by the powers that be in the city of Nalore to ensure that you, a Ferrum, would be taken care of and be ready to fulfill your destiny when the time came.” 
 
    Clayton had so many questions but Iolas seemed more than willing to be patient with him. 
 
    “What about my parents? Where are they?” 
 
    “I’m afraid your parents are no longer with us. The records indicate they have passed a long time ago.” 
 
    “No matter,” Clayton sighed. “I never really knew them to begin with… I suppose since I have no parents and no rich uncle who left me a big inheritance, my next question should be…” 
 
    “Ironblood,” Iolas finished his sentence. “You have the warrior’s spirit inside of you. Very few in Xeylon possess it. You are destined for greatness. The reason you were sent to Earth is so you can enjoy your life because when you’re called upon, you must fulfill your destiny.” 
 
    “And what exactly is my destiny again?” 
 
    “Your destiny is undetermined. But as a Ferrum, you have the potential to wield the Zeal Blade.” 
 
    “That’s why you brought me here? To use this… Zeal Blade? I suppose there are some bad guys over that hill who you want me to kill.” 
 
    “Not over the hill.” Iolas smirked, happy that Clayton seemed more than willing to believe his strange circumstances. “But darkness is on the horizon.” 
 
    “I need a moment to process all of this.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Clayton took a step back, pressing his fingers to his temples. He didn’t have a headache. He had no cold. He wasn’t even sleepy. Only some mild indigestion from his late-night meal bothered him slightly. The details seemed simple enough. 
 
    “Let me get this straight… I’m a Ferrum from Xeylon. I was sent to Earth and given a life of leisure until I’d be called upon to wield a Zeal Blade and save Nalore?” 
 
    “Yes,” Iolas said bluntly. 
 
    Clayton’s lips curled into the biggest smile he’d ever had. He was excited. He was nervous. He was confused. He was anxious. A torrent of emotions had him not sure what to think. The only thing he knew for sure was that the world around him wasn’t going away and he didn’t imagine he would be waking up anytime soon. 
 
    “I spend all day in front of my PC,” Clayton said. “I’m in a world I’ve never been to. All of my combat experience is done with a keyboard and mouse or a control pad.” 
 
    “You will learn, Clayton Brooks. You will learn.” 
 
    Iolas patted him on the shoulder. Clayton felt strangely reassured at the man but still another question bothered him. 
 
    “What about my apartment? I think I left the door unlocked…” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Iolas chuckled softly. “If we can provide you with the fortune of a fictitious uncle, we can make sure your home is safe, should you wish to return.” 
 
    “Can I return? Like, if I want to go back now, can I?” 
 
    “Is that something you want?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be?” 
 
    “Of course. Earth has been all you’ve known. Perhaps I should put it to you this way. Your destiny in Xeylon is something you could have never imagined for yourself. Ahead of you is a great journey. You will be tested. But should you succeed, you will achieve something greater than anything you’ve ever done in your life. It will be a grand achievement.” 
 
    “Achievement?” 
 
    Clayton raised an eyebrow. The light bulb turned on in his head. He spent all his days hunting achievements for every game he played. Now he was seemingly placed in a world and deemed its potential savior. This was an achievement like nothing else. 
 
    Or maybe he was just thinking foolishly. 
 
    Whatever it was, Clayton found himself growing fonder of the prospects. 
 
    “All right.” Clayton nodded, his smile enough to make Iolas do the same. “A grand achievement in a real game. I can dig that. I need to know how things work around here.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. Rena!” 
 
    Iolas’s sudden thundering bellow nearly knocked Clayton over. And when Clayton saw the figure emerge from the darkness of the trees next to him, he nearly fell over again. 
 
    It was a woman, he knew that much from the shape of her figure and the curves of her chest. But her skin was a rosy pink and her shoulder-length hair was an eye-catching violet. She moved closer and Clayton got an even better look at her. 
 
    She wore an armor top that was rusted metal. Her skirt matched as did her bracers and shin guards. On her hip, there was a short blade, dull but still dangerous. 
 
    Her skin. Her armor. Her weapons. All of that would have been striking enough. But it was her body that had Clayton even more distracted. She was lean and sinewy, her stomach defined and muscled. He knew she was a warrior. Or at least, she looked like one. 
 
    She moved toward Clayton and put her hands on her waist. 
 
    “Clayton Brooks.” Her voice was stern. “You are the Ferrum.” 
 
    Clayton’s jaw slowly dropped. His eyes did the same as he unwittingly looked up and down her body. But he shifted his gaze toward something curious on her head, noticing how pointed her ears were. 
 
    “Nice cosplay,” he said without thinking. “How long did it take you to make those ears?” 
 
    “Umm…” Iolas mumbled to himself. He knew what Rena was capable of and quickly started to wonder how he could make himself disappear. 
 
    Rena herself bit her tongue, narrowing her round, violet eyes at Clayton. 
 
    “There are no elves on Earth,” Iolas blurted out. 
 
    Rena’s face softened and she nodded. 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “I imagine it is strange for you to see someone like me.” 
 
    “Strange?” Clayton replied. “I wouldn’t know where to begin with how different you look from everybody else.” 
 
    If Clayton hadn’t been so experienced with all of the RPGs he’d played, he wouldn’t have been ready to see someone like Rena before him. 
 
    “There are many people in Xeylon unlike anything you’ve ever seen before,” Iolas said. “There’s a reason I was tasked with bringing you back.” 
 
    Rena kept her gaze locked on Clayton. Her eyes, the same deep violet as her hair, shifted up and down Clayton, trying to size him up. Clayton remained mostly oblivious to that fact. 
 
    “I am Rena Ordain.” 
 
    “Rena… Nice to meet you. I’m Clayton—” 
 
    “I know your name, Ferrum. I just said it.” 
 
    “Oh… Right…” 
 
    “I have been tasked with being your warden. There are more details to discuss but your objective is clear. The start of your journey begins in Nalore, where it will be determined whether or not you are worthy to wield the Zeal Blade. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “I… Uh…” 
 
    Clayton couldn’t help but notice how shapely Rena’s chest was. He wondered why she had such little armor. In the games he played, it didn’t need to make sense. Here, it seemed a little… inappropriate. But considering he was on another world, that was the least strange thing he’d seen so far. 
 
    “What is it, Ferrum?” She raised her voice. Clayton bit his tongue, holding back to avoid gawking at the elf woman standing before him. 
 
    “The journey to Nalore isn’t long, is it? Iolas here grabbed me before I had a chance to put my sneakers on.” 
 
    Iolas reached inside of his robe and dropped a small pair of leather boots before Clayton. 
 
    “Always come prepared. That should be good for now until we reach the city,” Iolas said. 
 
    Clayton sat on the grass and put the short boots on while Iolas and Rena watched. Clayton couldn’t help but chuckle to himself. 
 
    “Look at that,” he said to himself. “Level one boots. I feel like a real adventurer out here.” He shifted his eyes up toward his two companions. Iolas was only confused. Rena looked like she wanted to kill something. Clayton swallowed anxiously and looked in the other direction. “Never mind…” 
 
    Rena reached for her waist and pulled a dagger from her belt. 
 
    “Iolas and I will be your escort to Nalore. You do not need to worry about any dangers we may face but should the need arise, you can use this to defend yourself.” 
 
    She placed the dagger into Clayton’s palm. Clayton looked down at it, not hiding his disappointment. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “I mean… This is all you have? I know I don’t have any combat experience but I think I can swing a sword. This dagger is like… What can I do with it? I’ve got steak knives in my drawer that can cut more—” 
 
    Rena swiped the dagger from Clayton and in one swift motion, turned the blade toward him, pressing it against his throat. The metal was cold and made Clayton’s hair rise on his skin. The elf moved her face to his, close enough for him to feel her breath against his cheek. He would’ve been turned on if he wasn’t inches away from bleeding to death. 
 
    “Perhaps you’d like a demonstration of how much this blade can cut,” she said. 
 
    “Then again, you can never take for granted a good steak knife.” Clayton chuckled nervously. 
 
    “Rena…” Iolas put a hand on her shoulder and made her pull back. She flipped the dagger back around and placed it back into his hand. 
 
    “Come along,” she said as she walked through the grass. “We have a long journey ahead of us.” 
 
    Clayton admired her shape from behind, still confused as to why she wore so little armor but grateful for the view. 
 
    “She could’ve killed me,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Iolas put a hand on Clayton’s shoulder to comfort him. “Rena is stern but she won’t kill you… I don’t think…” 
 
    Clayton wasn’t exactly reassured. He didn’t know what to make of the world around him. He figured he would get the answers he needed as they began their walk. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Clayton went along with the story Iolas and Rena had given to him. At the very least, he could admire the scenery of the Serene Valley. There was something nice about a fresh breeze after being trapped inside of his apartment. His city was filled with so much smog from all of the traffic and business, going outside didn’t always give him the breather he wanted. He looked at the clear blue sky, unwittingly twirling his dagger in his fingers. Iolas, who was walking alongside him, took notice and chuckled. 
 
    “I thought you said you had no combat experience. You seem to be handling your weapon quite well.” 
 
    “Oh, this?” Clayton looked down at the dagger he was spinning and shrugged. “Every kid twirls their pen around. You get bored in class sometimes. I got a lot more bored than most kids. Glad I’m done with school.” 
 
    “Done with school but you still have much to learn.” 
 
    “It seems that way… How about you, Iolas? What’s your story?” 
 
    The tall man shrugged, running his hand back over his slick head and scratching it. 
 
    “I have no story. I’m just an ordinary citizen in Nalore. There are thousands like me.” 
 
    “Thousands… What do you do in Nalore?” 
 
    “I’m a fisherman. I spend most of my time on the docks and on ships. I bring the fish in and sell them at the market. I make enough money to take care of myself and get all of the fish I can eat. It’s a simple life but more than I can ask for.” 
 
    “That sounds nice… How did you get the responsibility of bringing me back to this world?” 
 
    “Every citizen is responsible for making sure the Ferrum get here safely. The safety of the realm is everybody’s top priority. Regent Magne requested that all living Ferrum be recalled.” 
 
    “Regent Magne? I’m guessing she’s the ruler or something.” 
 
    “Regent Magne presides over the city of Nalore, the land and all its subjects. You are a Ferrum. You’ll meet her soon enough.” 
 
    “She sounds interesting.” 
 
    Clayton was comfortable around Iolas though he was still mostly just a stranger. On the other hand, the woman who walked in front of them still seemed distant, both physically and emotionally. 
 
    “What about her?” Clayton asked. “What’s her deal?” 
 
    “Rena Ordain is a paladin. A member of the Royal Guard. She was the one who informed me I was tasked with going to Earth and bringing you back.” 
 
    “A member of the Royal Guard… Seems fitting. She’s pretty serious. Is that an elf thing or a Royal Guard thing?” 
 
    “Elves are just as wide and varied as humans. Rena is a paladin. A protector and a warrior. I only met her shortly before you did. If you wish to learn more about her, perhaps you should ask her yourself.” 
 
    Clayton continued to admire her figure from behind but stopped staring, not wanting to draw any more of her ire. 
 
    “What’s it like in Nalore?” 
 
    “You’ll see many humans. Many elves. I imagine the personalities will be as diverse as the crowd in the place you once called home.” 
 
    “Maybe. I didn’t spend too much time around other people back there. Just the man at the convenience store I’d have late dinners with… You probably already knew that though. How close of a look are you keeping on me?” 
 
    “When the Ferrum are brought to Earth, their movements are tracked. Your location was known at all times.” 
 
    “You weren’t watching me that close, were you? Because there were times when I was sitting at my computer, alone, and…” Clayton suddenly felt sheepish about the prospects of someone from another dimension spying on him while he enjoyed himself. Iolas seemed oblivious to it though, shrugging with his eyes focused on the open valley ahead of him. 
 
    “How you lived your life on Earth was up to you. Our only importance was making sure you were safe in case you needed to be recalled to Xeylon like you are now.” 
 
    “Xeylon…” Clayton sighed and looked up at the sky. “Seems a lot like Earth.” 
 
    “It’s the reason we chose that planet and that dimension in the first place.” 
 
    “You guys even speak English here, too.” 
 
    “We are speaking the language you understand. To you, it sounds like English but to others, it would be something else.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    Clayton’s questions were answered sufficiently enough to give him some confidence. He knew what he was doing. He knew where he was headed. And he was surrounded by two people he could trust, though he hadn’t exchanged more than a few words with the elf. 
 
    “The Maledict. Who’s he?” 
 
    “It’s not a he. The Maledict are a blight. Every few decades, they come from a darkness that appears in the sky. I don’t know where exactly. I’m only a commoner. But I’ve heard stories of vile beasts that would make you tremble.” 
 
    “And only the Zeal Blade can stop them?” 
 
    “That is the story told from generation to generation. There are few who were here during the last coming who could give you a first-hand account, as it was a long time ago.” 
 
    “Why can’t someone else use the Zeal Blade? What’s so special about it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I imagine it is special, given all of the effort taken to protect and recall the Ferrum from Earth.” 
 
    “How many Ferrum are there?” 
 
    “I don’t know that either. Perhaps your questions will be answered when we arrive in the city.” 
 
    “Sorry. Just trying to pass the time…” 
 
    “Don’t apologize. I enjoy your company, Clayton.” 
 
    Iolas slapped Clayton on the back so hard he nearly knocked him over. A man like Iolas always forgot how much bigger he was compared to everybody else. Clayton didn’t take it personally though he wasn’t happy about the prospects of a big mark appearing on his back from Iolas’s friendly reassurance. 
 
    Rena suddenly stopped in her tracks, digging her armored boots into the grass and turning toward the west. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Clayton shrugged. “Did you forget something—” 
 
    “Stop.” She raised her hand up and quieted him. “Be quiet. Something is coming.” 
 
    “Something is coming? Like what—”’ 
 
    “What part of ‘be quiet’ don’t you understand?” 
 
    “I suppose the ‘quiet’ part—” 
 
    She snapped her fingers and Clayton stopped trying to be smart about it, though he looked in every direction and couldn’t see anything. The grass fields were wide enough that he could see all the way to the horizon. Iolas didn’t seem worried either, making Clayton hold back a laugh at Rena’s sudden caution. 
 
    “There’s something here,” she whispered. 
 
    “Where is it?” Clayton shrugged again. “I don’t see anything—” 
 
    Clayton cut himself off when he heard it. A soft rumble in the distance. The wind seemed to pick up. He turned toward the cluster of trees and watched as a pack of wild beasts charge at them at lightning speed. They were quickly upon the group, close enough for Clayton to see they were leopards. Their fur was a soft orange but that was the only thing soft about them. Their roars filled the air and reverberated in Clayton’s ears. Now wasn’t the time to admire them. 
 
    “What the hell?” Clayton stepped back and nearly stumbled to the ground. It didn’t help that he was still getting used to his new boots. 
 
    “Stay back!” Rena raised her weapon at the leopards and began slashing at them. Clayton marveled as the elf gracefully spun around, slicing at the beasts and drawing blood. They clawed at her but failed to respond with the same kind of violence. 
 
    “It’s okay!” Iolas moved in front of Clayton to shield him from any harm. Still, Clayton raised his dagger up ready to strike if any of them came close. 
 
    Rena downed the leopards but another pack emerged from the arbor next to them. They bared their fangs, covered in blood and dripping with saliva. Their mouths watered like they were starving. In their eyes was an undeniable appetite for violence. Even Clayton didn’t have a system that could make anything appear as lifelike as this. 
 
    Rena didn’t falter. She continued to move around the grass, twisting and dodging with an elegance that made it hard for Clayton not to notice. Something about the way she fought had him hypnotized. Never mind how attractive her physique was. Rena bathed herself in the violence like it was something she was accustomed to. 
 
    “Look out!” Iolas shouted. 
 
    Clayton was so distracted he didn’t notice the leopards that had suddenly appeared behind him. Without thinking, he raised his weapon up and pierced the neck of the feline just as it pounced. The leopard bared its teeth. Its roar was loud enough for Clayton to feel. But Clayton clenched his jaw and stood his ground, ignoring his fears and digging his heels into the grass. He dug the dagger deeper into the leopard’s neck and felt the blood gush down his fingers and trail over his hand until the life slowly disappeared from the leopard. Its lifeless body dropped to the ground and Clayton stared down at the beast. 
 
    “Clayton!” 
 
    Iolas’s yell interrupted Clayton’s moment of triumph. Clayton quickly turned toward the other leopard charging at him. 
 
    “I can do this,” Clayton thought to himself as he raced toward the leopard. He knew the beast would leap in the air and try to pounce him. Using what little flexibility he had, Clayton ducked out of the way. The leopard slashed Clayton across his t-shirt and drew blood. It was at that moment, Clayton realized this was no dream, as the beast’s attack was more than just a pinch. 
 
    Clayton’s resolve wasn’t broken though. He rose up before the leopard could turn around to attack again. With all his strength, Clayton drove the dagger down into the back of the leopard’s neck. It writhed underneath him, struggling to break free. But as Clayton continued to push, more of the life drained from the leopard until it lay dormant. 
 
    “Clayton! Clayton, are you all right?” 
 
    Iolas rushed up to him. Clayton was sweating hard. His heart pounded. A rush of adrenaline made it hard for him to stay still. 
 
    “Should’ve spent more time on my treadmill,” Clayton lamented as he struggled to catch his breath. If he’d known he’d actually be fighting wild beasts, he would’ve trained for it. But the danger was over and he could rest easy. 
 
    Rena finished downing the last leopard. She held her sword at the ready but the rumble from the forest ended. Her sword bloody, she put it back on her belt and sighed in relief. She walked toward Clayton, who noticed she didn’t have a single injury outside of the tinge of sweat on her pink skin. 
 
    “You’re bleeding,” Iolas said. 
 
    “Yeah.” Clayton sighed and looked down at the rip across his shirt. “At least I won’t have to worry about laundry… I thought you said this place was called the Serene Valley?” 
 
    “You handled yourself well,” Rena said. 
 
    “I guess I picked up a thing or two from those mouse clicks… Never thought I’d have to use this thing…” Clayton chuckled and looked at his bloody dagger. “This thing is a little more dangerous than I thought it was.” 
 
    “I told you.” Rena looked like she was about to smile but stopped. Almost an emotion was enough for Clayton to know she wasn’t completely emotionless. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re all right?” Iolas asked. 
 
    “I’m fine. It’s just a scratch. I…” 
 
    Clayton was interrupted when Rena reached forward. She pressed two fingers against the claw marks and rubbed the blood between her fingers. 
 
    “Interesting…” She spoke the words softly, barely audible to the other two. “Come along. We have to get back to Nalore before the sun goes down. The beasts at night are much more dangerous.” 
 
    Clayton raised an eyebrow in confusion, watching Rena walk away like nothing had happened. “And… what the hell was that?” 
 
    “Your blood is thick,” Iolas said proudly. “Ironblood. You are a Ferrum.” 
 
    Clayton looked around at the leopards and stared at their carcasses. Then he noticed something next to one of the bodies. It glimmered underneath the sunlight, making him squint. He reached between the bodies and pulled it out. He smiled when he realized what it was. 
 
    “A gold piece…” 
 
    “The beasts drop treasures.” 
 
    Out of all the things he’d seen so far, he didn’t question why a group of defeated felines left behind gold pieces. 
 
    “It’s a fancy way to make a living.” 
 
    “Fancy but dangerous.” 
 
    “We should find whatever gold they’ve left behind.” 
 
    “Quickly.” Iolas gave Clayton a hearty thump on the shoulder, almost driving the poor man into the ground. “It’s not much farther to Nalore.” 
 
    Clayton gathered what he could then walked with his companion while Rena led them. He couldn’t help but wonder what was in store for him in Nalore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Clayton and his companions walked toward the horizon and over the hill. When Clayton saw what was down in the valley, his heart stopped for a moment to take in the view. 
 
    “Wow…” 
 
    Sure enough, it was just as Iolas described. A sprawling city lay before him like something from ages ago. It was surrounded by a three-story tall wall of brick and mortar with archers at every watchtower on the corner. Along with the knights that stood guard near the city gates, there were ordinary people dressed in simple leather pants and linens. 
 
    It went without saying Clayton felt completely out of place. He was in a world he’d only seen on a computer monitor. He’d been transported to a place that was a combination of the Renaissance and medieval times. 
 
    “Is that…” 
 
    “Nalore.” Iolas smiled at Clayton’s awe. “Come along. They are waiting for you, Ferrum.” 
 
    The people walked in and out of the city gates, going about their day. The closer Clayton got, the more amazed he became. 
 
    Inside the gates, there were several markets where men and women peddled their wares. Food and drink. Weapons and armor. Clothing and materials. Potions and herbs. If you thought of it, there was someone selling it. 
 
    Children ran through the streets while patrolling knights on horseback made sure to keep the peace. Clayton looked around, unable to fight a smile as he admired the scenery. 
 
    “This is crazy,” he sighed. “I feel like I’ve traveled a thousand years into the past.” 
 
    “I can assure you you’re in the present. This is where your family is from. This is where you were born.” 
 
    The sights and sounds were overwhelming to Clayton. The exotic smells filled his nostrils like nothing else. They flooded his senses to the point that he got lost in the crowd. 
 
    “You there!” A sudden voice from one of the stands came from an older woman. Long, stringy white hair. A face so worn and wrinkled it looked like her eyes were closed. She hunched over in her rags and pointed right at Clayton. Clayton wasn’t thinking when he slowly walked over to her. “You… You’re a Ferrum.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Clayton swallowed nervously. 
 
    “Besides your clothes? I’ve lived long enough to know what a Ferrum looks like. It’s been too long. It was only a matter of time until the Ferrum would be called again. Here… Take this…” 
 
    She reached down for one of the pouches on her table and extended it to Clayton. Clayton was just about to grab it when a hand suddenly snatched it away. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Rena held the pouch, a hard stare locked on Clayton. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Clayton shrugged. “The woman was just—” 
 
    “Come here.” She put a hand on Clayton’s shoulder and led him over to the side. “You are a Ferrum. Ironblood. People will look to take advantage of you. Even in the city. Beware of those attempting to curry favor.” 
 
    “She’s just an old woman. What could she possibly try to do with me?” 
 
    “Perhaps nothing. But I would still advise you to be wary.” 
 
    “Including you?” Clayton raised an eyebrow at the stern elf. 
 
    “Even me. Come along now. You must get ready for your audience with the Regent tonight.” 
 
    She slapped the pouch against Clayton’s chest and began walking away. Iolas, who had been silent this entire time, put a hand on Clayton’s shoulder. 
 
    “She is a Paladin. Don’t—” 
 
    “Don’t hold it against her,” Clayton sighed. “I know, I know.” 
 
    Clayton looked into the pouch and saw what looked like dried fruit. He took a piece out and chewed on it. It stuck to his teeth and was as sweet as candy. If this were a dream, it was becoming the realest dream he’d ever been in. 
 
    He walked back over to the stand and pulled out one of the coins he’d picked up, placing it down into the old woman’s palm. 
 
    “Thank you, Ferrum. I wish you well on your journey. Not for me. For all of Xeylon.” 
 
    Clayton gave her a nod before continuing his walk just inside of the city gates. 
 
    “Where are we going now?” Clayton asked Iolas. 
 
    “We must get you situated. I imagine you have a special place for yourself at the Regent’s Keep.” 
 
    Clayton didn’t have to search far to know what he was talking about. The castle stood high above the rest of the city on top of a hill in the distance. It was bigger than any house or mansion he’d ever seen. 
 
    Rena led the way through the crowds. Clayton admired the sights as much as he could, reminding himself to come back and visit when he had the chance. “Should’ve brought my phone,” he thought to himself, wondering if it would even work in the dimension he was in now. 
 
    The three of them eventually reached the entrance to the keep. A line of armored knights blocked the path. They were motionless, so frozen Clayton thought they were only suits of armor. And with how glistening their steel armor was, that was a possibility. 
 
    “I’m afraid this is where I leave you,” Iolas said. 
 
    “What?” Clayton replied. “But I’ve only just arrived.” 
 
    “And you have arrived. That is my duty. You saw me out there. I am no fighter. If you are to fulfill your destiny, there will be many more battles in your future. Battle I can’t fight with you.” 
 
    “Maybe I can visit you. I’ll see you again, won’t I?” 
 
    “Perhaps. You can find me on the docks. Remember that when you’re out there. I wish you well, Ferrum.” 
 
    The two companions shook hands before Iolas bowed his head and left. He was the last connection Clayton had to the world he lived in all his life. Clayton suddenly felt alone. 
 
    “Hey.” Rena’s stern voice reminded him that he wasn’t alone. “Come along now. The audience with the Regent is tonight. You must prepare yourself.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Clayton was escorted through the halls of the Regent’s Keep. Everywhere he looked, there was something that amazed him. The walls were constructed of stone and mortar and they certainly smelled like it. Banners hung from the walls. Torches lit the pathways. There was an armored knight at every corner standing on guard. Clayton would have gotten lost if not for Rena’s familiar shape continuing to lead the way. 
 
    They took no detours and quickly reached a doorway in one of the larger hallways. 
 
    “Step inside,” Rena said. “Remove your clothing and make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    “Remove my clothing?” Clayton raised an eyebrow at the elf. When she realized what she’d said, she rolled her eyes and looked away. Clayton wondered if it was possible for her to blush with skin as pink as hers. 
 
    “Someone else will be inside to assist you and prepare you for the evening’s festivities.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose I can ask who that someone else is…” 
 
    “A consort. I do not have a name.” 
 
    “A consort, hmm? I like the sound of that. Then again, consort might mean executioner in this world… Maybe that’s what this is all about. Maybe this is all some elaborate scheme to get me to think I’m saving your world when I’m really just a sacrifice.” 
 
    Rena reared her head back, her eyes shifting up and down Clayton. 
 
    “Fascinating what a lifetime on Earth can do to one’s mind. You have quite the imagination, Ferrum.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it.” Clayton gave her a wink to no effect. 
 
    “I will see you tonight at the festivities. Until then, I bid you farewell.” 
 
    She turned around to walk away. Clayton watched her leave for a moment before calling out to her. 
 
    “Rena… Thank you for bringing me here.” 
 
    She slowly turned around and nodded before spinning on her heel and leaving. 
 
    Clayton looked at the wooden door and pondered for a second what was behind it. 
 
    “Welp… Here goes nothing.” 
 
    He pushed it open and stepped inside. It was a small room, no bigger than his apartment. But there were no amenities. Torches at every corner of the room illuminated the center, where there was a pool of water. Clayton inched closer to it, wondering if there was some dangerous sea monster lurking in it, but there was only the stone base at the bottom. The water was completely still. 
 
    “I guess they want me to take a bath or something.” 
 
    Clayton peeled his torn shirt off and examined the claw marks on his chest, lamenting the possibility of a noticeable scar. He kept going, pulling off his boots and socks, then tugging his pants down to his ankles. As soon as he did, the door swung open. 
 
    “Jeez!” He stumbled forward in surprise, his legs caught in his pants, and he nearly fell in the water. When he landed against the stone ground, he wished he had fallen into the water. “Ouch…” 
 
    “Oh, no! Are you all right?” 
 
    The sweet voice filled his ears, so he knew it wasn’t Rena. Clayton looked up and wasn’t sure whether he should be relieved or frightened to see another human. The young brunette looked to be about his age. Her hair was long, tied in a ponytail above her head. Her eyes were brown and kind. Along with the smile on her face, Clayton assumed he had nothing to worry about from her. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Clayton worked his way back up to his feet, his hands over his naked body. “I forgot to lock the door.” 
 
    “It’s all right. People know not to come into the rejuvenation pools unless they’re authorized.” 
 
    “Rejuvenation pool?” Clayton looked at the water to make sure he was seeing it right. “It looks like a regular bath…” 
 
    Clayton looked the young woman up and down. She was dressed in nothing more than what looked like a silky thin, red bathrobe. He knew there was nothing underneath because her figure was clear behind the fabric. 
 
    “My name is Faith.” 
 
    “Clayton. Nice to meet you, Faith.” 
 
    “You are a Ferrum.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been told.” 
 
    She examined the scar on his chest, squinting and the small trickles of blood. 
 
    “You are a Ferrum.” 
 
    “Yes, apparently bleeding means I’m Ironblood, though there’s iron in everybody’s blood, so that doesn’t really make much sense…” 
 
    “Step inside of the water. I’m here to prepare you for your evening with the Regent.” 
 
    “All right…” 
 
    Clayton kept his hands over his privates as he stepped toward the small pool. Faith had a friendly grin on her face, watching him the entire time as he lowered down into it. 
 
    “Cold…” he muttered to himself. 
 
    Faith reached into one of the pockets of her robe. She held out what looked like stones in her hands. Clayton watched as she plopped them into the water. 
 
    “What is that—” 
 
    He got his answer quickly as the water came to life all around him. It bubbled into a bright, neon green. It was cold and hot all at the same time. Clayton shuddered from the feeling, gasping at the pleasure electrifying his skin. 
 
    “Oh… Wow… I guess that’s what you mean by rejuvenation pool.” 
 
    Faith giggled at Clayton’s curiosity then reached for the waistband of her robe. Clayton was so distracted by how good it felt, he didn’t notice the woman baring her body. She stepped into the water with a soft splash. Clayton jerked his head and just saw her bare breasts, small but firm, as they disappeared underneath the water. 
 
    “What are you… What are you doing?” He was half-confused and half-excited at the prospects. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Ferrum. I’m here for you. Your audience with the Regent is not to be taken lightly.” 
 
    She cupped some of the water in one hand and ran it over the wound on his chest. Clayton immediately felt some relief. 
 
    “You’ve had a long journey,” she whispered into his ear. “Let me take care of you.” 
 
    Clayton didn’t protest. Not that any man would have in his position. He sank into the ledge he sat on in the pool and leaned back, his eyes closed while Faith continued to run the bubbling water over his body. 
 
    “What do you think of Nalore?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s… interesting. There’s nothing like this back home. Not that I’ve ever seen, anyway. How is Nalore?” 
 
    “Nalore is a fine city. I’m very comfortable here.” 
 
    “You say you’re a consort. What exactly does that mean?” 
 
    “It means what it means.” 
 
    “That… doesn’t answer my question…” 
 
    “Perhaps you’d like me to show you.” 
 
    “Um… I suppose I should tell you I just got here and I don’t have much money.” 
 
    Faith giggled and pressed harder into the wound on Clayton’s chest as if washing it away. Then she leaned forward and whispered right into his ear. 
 
    “You’re a Ferrum. For you, my services are free.” 
 
    The feeling of her breath on his skin made all of Clayton tingle. All of him. And when she leaned forward and pressed her body against him, he tingled even harder. 
 
    Clayton could remember the last time a naked woman had been this close to him. An ex-girlfriend when he just turned 18 he didn’t care for much. Being with Faith already eclipsed every experience he had with his lone, forgettable ex. And Faith was doing everything he could to make sure he forgot it. 
 
    Her hand pressed against Clayton’s chest, she trailed it down his stomach and along his waist. 
 
    “You’re quite fit. Do you train, Ferrum?” 
 
    “I, uh… I train…” 
 
    A jog around the block to make sure he wasn’t sitting in front of his computer all day was training, though probably not what Faith imagined. Clayton made it a point not to mention his steady, late-night diet of pizza and soda. 
 
    “Yes, I can tell you train. I can tell just fine…” 
 
    Her hand moved toward her waist. His eyes closed, now Clayton was expecting to wake up. This was always the part of the dream where he woke up. But Faith didn’t hesitate in taking his swollen length around her delicate fingers. She wrapped it quickly, massaging his shaft with her thumb and pumping him softly. 
 
    “Don’t wake up… Not now…” Clayton willed himself to enjoy the moment as best as he could. 
 
    He was already enjoying the feeling of the bubbling green water intoxicating him. Now Faith was making sure that he was being stimulated even further. She pumped his shaft up and down. The taut flesh swelled in her palm and made her giggle in delight. 
 
    “Do you like it?” She asked a question she already knew the answer to. Clayton had to swallow to clear his throat before responding. 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “Just relax, Ferrum. All of your stress. All of your fatigue. Let it all go.” 
 
    She moved closer to him, gently kissing his cheek. The feeling of her lips sent another shudder up his spine. Her breaths were pillowy soft against his skin. Clayton was on a cloud, floating without a care in the world as Faith pushed him closer and closer to the edge. 
 
    “Release all your worries… There are no concerns here… You’re with me, Ferrum… Everything is all right… Release… Release… Release…” 
 
    She chanted the words, a soft whisper into his ears that felt like commands. Clayton’s muscles began to tighten up. Sensing he was near his end, Faith stroked him even faster, massaging his length until pushing him toward his orgasm. 
 
    Clayton’s jaw dropped and a gasp pushed its way from his throat. Hard contractions made his body spasm as he came. Faith giggled in delight, enjoying the feeling of his shaft throbbing in her palm. 
 
    “That’s it… Just like that… Let everything go, Ferrum…” 
 
    Faith continued to stroke him until he was no longer rigid. Clayton swallowed again and sank into his seat. If the moment weren’t already enjoyable enough, a sudden kiss sent a jolt of electricity through his spine. He leaned forward as if gaining another spurt of energy. A taste of her tongue left him wanting more but he pulled back, realizing just how tired he was. When he opened his eyes, Clayton saw the satisfied smile on Faith’s face. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” she asked. 
 
    “I feel… fine.” 
 
    “You seem to have recovered.” 
 
    She eyed his chest. Clayton raised up from the water just enough to notice the claw marks were gone. He touched his skin in disbelief. 
 
    “Rejuvenation pool…” 
 
    “I’ve laid out a fresh set of clothes for you. Your audience with the Regent will be tonight. Is there anything else you need before then?” 
 
    “Just one thing. What exactly is gonna happen at this audience?” 
 
    “It all starts with a banquet. Then the process of finding out who is the one destined to wield the Zeal Blade will begin.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you can tell me what that process is.” 
 
    “I’m only a consort. I don’t know such things.” 
 
    “Yes. Of course.” 
 
    “Is there anything else you need?” 
 
    “I’m fine for now. Perhaps tonight, I don’t suppose another dip in the rejuvenation pool would be out of the question.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Faith gave him a wink and stepped out of the water. Clayton admired her slim physique, watching the waters of the pool drip down her breasts and over the rest of her body. 
 
    Clayton was content for the moment. But he was prepared for anything to happen at the audience tonight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    The banquet hall was as spacious as any restaurant Clayton had ever been in. The stone walls stretched several stories high with colorful banners hanging from them. Minstrels stood off to one side of the room, playing music to create a lively atmosphere. There was conversation in every direction. Clayton looked at the servants as they made their way around the tables, serving the dozens of guests that had crowded into the room. He’d never been to any medieval or renaissance fairs but he imagined even those couldn’t capture the spirit of something like this. 
 
    “Pretty crazy, huh?” 
 
    Clayton turned toward the man in front of him. He was young, around his age. His cheeks were a little chubby along with the rest of him. Clayton knew the stranger was just like him, even if it weren’t for the similar linens and leather he’d been provided to wear. He seemed harmless enough judging from the friendly expression on his face. 
 
    “Crazy indeed… You’re a Ferrum, too?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “Apparently,” the stranger said. “I was taking a crap when some guy kept pounding on my door. Don’t even know why I bothered answering. My name’s Bernard. This guy right here is Grant.” 
 
    Grant looked like he was still in college. His brown hair looked like it had been combed with his hand. His clothes were already unkempt though Clayton knew he’d just acquired them only recently. Clayton didn’t take Grant’s silence personally. He couldn’t blame him. Grant still seemed bewildered at his surroundings, his eyes constantly shifting around like he wasn’t sure where he was. 
 
    “Have you met any of the other Ferrum?” Bernard asked. Clayton shook his head, listening closely to what his pudgy tablemate had to say. “There are a few dozen of us it seems. I think they separated us by region. You’ve got Ferrum from all over the world it seems.” 
 
    “It seems that way…” 
 
    Another man took a seat right next to Clayton. He didn’t look lost like Grant and he seemed to have more enthusiasm than Bernard. His blond hair was groomed so perfectly on his head, like it was freshly cut. The same for the hair along his strong jawline. Clayton imagined he was some businessman or someone else important back on Earth. He seemed a few years older than everybody else at the table. A bit of a pretty boy, Clayton thought. 
 
    The man sat up straight and beamed a confident smile at Clayton. 
 
    “Hello,” the man said with a nod. “Thomas Stanton.” 
 
    He shook Clayton’s hand firmly with an excitement he didn’t bother trying to hide. 
 
    “Clayton Brooks.” 
 
    “All right, Clay.” He turned toward the other two men at the table and introduced himself just the same. “This is really something, isn’t it? One moment you’re cruising down the street, looking for something to do. The next, you’ve got some babe pulling you to another dimension, telling you to save her world. I always knew I was something special.” 
 
    “That might not be the case,” Bernard said. “From what I heard, they only need one Ferrum to take the Zeal Blade and deal with the Maledict. The rest of us might as well be cannon fodder.” 
 
    “Fodder?” Grant spoke suddenly. 
 
    “Relax. I didn’t mean it like that. What I meant was they brought us all here to see what we’re all about. But it’s not like the Regent needs all of us.” 
 
    “The Regent,” Clayton said. “What do you know about her?” 
 
    “Not much outside of the fact that she’s in charge of the city.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to meet this broad.” Thomas rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “If she’s anything like my consort, I’m gonna have a good time.” 
 
    “I don’t know if comparing the Regent to your consort is such a good idea.” 
 
    “I think it’s a good idea. Just you watch. Once I take this Zeal Blade and deal with the bad guys, I’ll have her on her knees thanking me.” 
 
    Thomas was cocky, confident and every word you could use to describe a man who was full of himself. Clayton was amused at his enthusiasm, if only because it made him feel like he wasn’t alone in the strange world. 
 
    The festivities began as food was served. Roasted bird and beef. Fresh pie. Steamed and seasoned vegetables. The world might have been foreign but the food was a delight. It was certainly a change of pace for Clayton, who only used his microwave to cook anything. Bernard, Grant, and Thomas were all smiles as they stuffed themselves. The servants in the dining hall were in just as good a mood, happy to provide their guests with everything they needed. 
 
    Clayton grabbed a stein and took a sip from it. The sweetness surprised him. Another sip and he realized there was alcohol in it. 
 
    “Wow… They’re letting us drink.” 
 
    “Of course we’re drinking!” Thomas let out a hearty bellow. “We’re heroes! Champions of the realm! We should be celebrating this moment!” 
 
    While the blond man drew the attention from some of the other guests in the room, Clayton kept his head down and enjoyed his meal. He laughed to himself, thinking it was strange Thomas was celebrating something without knowing what exactly he was getting into. 
 
    Clayton did his best not to get drunk. Even though he had every opportunity to drink back home, he mostly stayed away from alcohol, as too much interfered with his long gaming sessions. 
 
    The four men all got to know each other as the evening wore on. Bernard was an engineering student almost finished with college. Grant was in medical school and just started his residency. Thomas lived off the fortune from a rich aunt he never knew. And that was something they all had in common. Each one was the benefactor of a stranger they’d never met. Their lives were set before they were even walking. It wasn’t difficult for Clayton to put the pieces together. 
 
    An hour into dinner, the lively conversation was interrupted by the blare of trumpets. Everybody quieted and turned their attention to the podium at one end of the room. 
 
    “You think this is the part where they sort us now?” Bernard quipped. Clayton chuckled and shook his head, his attention focused on the curtain off to the side of the room. He watched as a figure slowly emerged. It didn’t take him more than a second to realize she was the Regent. 
 
    Regent Magne walked with the elegance one would expect from someone in her position. Her long gown was weaved with intricate white and golden textiles. It squeezed her body down into a slim physique, accentuating her chest and highlighting the necklace that rested above it. She had a youthful face. Powdery pale skin that showed no signs of age, making her red lips that much more striking. Her hair was platinum white. Clayton didn’t wonder for more than a second if it were real or not, considering he’d already seen much stranger things. 
 
    “Look at that,” Thomas sighed. “What a babe.” 
 
    The Regent stood at the center of the podium and raised a hand in the air. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming,” she announced. “I am Regent Magne, sole ruler and protector of the wonderful nation of Nalore. You, Ferrum, were all destined to be here. As has been explained to you, a great threat looms. The Maledict have returned as they always do. A champion must rise and drive them back. As has been done before, you will do again. And when you do, you will receive richer rewards greater than anything you know in the homes you left behind.” 
 
    “I’ll do what it takes to get a piece of that ass,” Thomas muttered to the table. “Except maybe risking my life…” 
 
    “You will risk your lives for this nation. But you have Ironblood in you. I have no doubt you will all succeed. The trials to determine the lineage of the Zeal Blade will begin tomorrow. There is no need for a night fraught with doom and peril. Tonight is a joyful time for our people. A time when we test our mettle and drive back the darkness that threatens us once again. Eat. Drink. Celebrate. Tomorrow, you will rise and answer fate’s call.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about!” 
 
    Thomas bellowed loud enough for everybody in the room to hear, rising from his seat and holding his mug in the air. Grant looked at him in embarrassment. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Bernard muttered between his teeth. 
 
    Clayton was too busy looking at all of the ghastly looks on the faces of everybody in the room. But he noticed the Regent was smiling. She raised her hands up and applauded, acknowledging Thomas with a bow of her head. Everybody else in the room raised their glasses in an impromptu toast. The festivities resumed as the Regent excused herself. 
 
    Dessert was served, a flaky pie filled with an assortment of sweet, exotic fruits. Grant enjoyed himself in silence along with Clayton. The two of them listened to Thomas and Bernard talk about the Regent’s announcement. 
 
    “Trials,” Bernard said. “You guys hear anything about them?” 
 
    “Trials, schmials,” Thomas scoffed. “You heard what she said. We’re Ferrum. It’s fate we were meant to be here. And when I wield that Zeal Blade, I’m gonna get all of those riches she’s promising me. Which reminds me. I think I’m gonna hit the hay early. I’ll be the first one at those trials, ready to smash ’em down.” 
 
    Thomas stuffed the rest of his pie into his mouth and hopped up to his feet. He left without saying goodbye. Bernard stood up and stretched. 
 
    “He’s probably right,” he said. “There’s no telling what’s waiting for us. They might have us slay a dragon or something. Maybe I’ll see you guys tomorrow. Take it easy.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Clayton said. “See you…” 
 
    While the conversation was loud in the dining hall, Clayton and Grant sat quietly at the table. Clayton wasn’t much different from the man in front of him. His hair wasn’t as messy and he was maybe a few inches taller but to the people in Nalore, they might as well have been twins. 
 
    “You all right?” Clayton asked him, noticing how quiet Grant had been this entire time. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Sure. What is it?” 
 
    “Did you have a chance to go back home? After they explained what you were doing here…” 
 
    “I don’t think I did. But I thought it might be a little fun.” 
 
    “Fun… I don’t know why they sent us to Earth. I just miss it that much more after spending my life there.” 
 
    Clayton had some sympathy for Grant. Grant had every reason to have reservations. 
 
    “Why did you come?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Grant shrugged, poking at his pie with his fork. “They told me I had an obligation because I’m a Ferrum. Said it could be my destiny to save this world.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s not. Maybe you don’t feel up to it because it’s not your destiny.” 
 
    “You don’t think it would be a bad thing if I left, would it? I mean, my entire life, I never cared much for adventuring. When I think about what I left behind, the life I had… I was a doctor, Clayton. I think I’d have an impact on the lives there.” 
 
    “There’s still a chance. You don’t have to do this, Grant.” 
 
    “I look around and I see people… Real people around here. I can’t let them down either.” 
 
    “These people were never around your life. You don’t owe anybody anything. It’s your choice. It should be, anyway…” 
 
    “I’m old enough to make my own decision…” Grant got up from his seat, a soft smile on his lips as he looked at Clayton. “The Regent mentioned risking our lives. Are you sure you’re up for that?” 
 
    Clayton considered it. He was so caught up in the splendor of another world, he never stopped to think of just how dangerous it was, even after his encounter with the leopards. But there was something inside of him. A desire telling him this was greater than any achievement he’d ever accomplished back on Earth. 
 
    “I’m sure with people like Rena by my side, I’ll be safe.” Clayton’s irrational confidence made Grant smile. 
 
    “…Do me a favor.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “By the time you wake up tomorrow, I likely won’t be here. Whatever the Maledict is, make sure you deal with it. Not for me but for all these people here.” 
 
    “You got it…” 
 
    Grant excused himself. Clayton watched him the entire way as he left the dining room, wondering if it was the last time he’d ever see him. 
 
    As Clayton sat alone at his table with his piece of pie, he started contemplating his own decision. He didn’t have the same obligations Grant did but a part of him was homesick. 
 
    “If I were back home, what would I be doing now?” 
 
    He imagined himself sitting in front of his PC, watching the meter fill as he got another platinum trophy and tacked another achievement to his list. It was enough to fill him with the resolve he needed to go through with what was ahead of him. 
 
    Completing the trials. Wielding the Zeal Blade. Defeating the Maledict and saving Nalore. That was next on his achievement list. He was doing it for himself. But now Grant had asked him a favor. Nothing would stop Clayton from keeping it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “I didn’t see you at the banquet last night.” 
 
    Clayton walked just behind Rena down another one of the endless number of halls in the keep. The stern elf walked with a focused determination, her posture as rigid as it always was. 
 
    “It was a long night. I was acquiring the details of the trials and what it would entail. That is my duty above all else.” 
 
    “You’re a part of the Royal Guard, aren’t you?” 
 
    “The Regent has many guards. I am only one woman but each person in the keep is just as responsible as keeping her safe. Protecting you means protecting her.” 
 
    “Makes sense. I just figured I’d asked since you said you’d be there.” 
 
    “Did you miss me, Ferrum?” She stopped in front of a doorway then turned toward Clayton. 
 
    “Yes, I did actually.” Clayton smiled at her. He’d already seen once that her exterior wasn’t as hardened as she intended it to be. He sensed maybe he was beginning to break through. But his hopes of seeing her smile were dashed again when she pressed her palm to the door next to her. 
 
    “Step inside.” 
 
    “All right,” he sighed. 
 
    He walked into the room, distracted by Rena so much that he was taken aback by what looked like a dimly-lit laboratory. Wooden tables were littered with flasks and tubes, each one filled with bright-colored concoctions. Off to another side of the room, there were all sorts of strange mechanical devices. Clayton couldn’t even begin to imagine what they were used for. And at the end of the room, there was one man who stood at the center of it all. He hunched over what looked like a small, stone tablet. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the man to take notice. He walked over to Clayton, his eyes wide with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Ah, another Ferrum. Let me take a look at you now…” 
 
    The old man was a foot shorter than Clayton but looked even shorter because of how bad his posture was. What little hair he had was white and thinning. His brown robe was dirty but Clayton didn’t hold it against him, seeing as how he himself didn’t change during some long gaming sessions. Clayton wasn’t sure what to think of the strange man, even as he had his ears tugged and his skin pinched. 
 
    “What do you think?” Rena asked. 
 
    “He’s a Ferrum all right.” 
 
    “You can tell all that by pinching me, huh?” Clayton raised a curious eyebrow at the strange old man. 
 
    “Oracle Shen, this is Clayton Brooks. Clayton, this is the oracle. He’s an important seer in this city.” 
 
    “A seer, huh? I suppose you know what’s gonna happen then.” Clayton chuckled to himself. It didn’t get a similar response from the others. 
 
    “A wise one, are you? What is it about living on Earth that makes everyone so strange?” 
 
    “Sorry.” Clayton tried to apologize but Shen had already turned his back to him. 
 
    “Step right up. Let’s see how much essence you’ve got inside of you, sonny.” Shen motioned for Clayton to come to him then tapped the stone tablet. “Just place your palm right here on this stone.” 
 
    “All right…” 
 
    The stone tablet was on a small pedestal, in front of an empty space in the laboratory. Clayton pressed his hand on the tablet and immediately noticed something happening. A small flame appeared before him and the fire continued to grow. 
 
    “What do you see?” Shen asked. 
 
    “I see… I see… Numbers?” 
 
    “Is that a question or an answer?” 
 
    “It looks like… It looks like a stat sheet.” Clayton marveled at it. Out of all the things he’d seen in Nalore, this was something that was more familiar to him than anything else. 
 
      
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 4 
 
    Available Points 3 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 (Increases by 100 at every 10th level) 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 5 
 
    Constitution 5 
 
    Agility 4 
 
    Dexterity 4 
 
    Wisdom 5 
 
      
 
    “What… What is this exactly?” 
 
    “You are a Ferrum,” Shen explained. “As such, you have unique abilities. Through your experiences, such as vanquishing foes in battle, you gain essence. Essence in turn increases your level. And when you gain a level…” 
 
    “I get an ability point. Seems simple enough. I’m a little disappointed my agility is lower than I expected it to be…” 
 
    “You don’t look very agile.” Rena chimed in. It was the one time Clayton wasn’t too enthusiastic about seeing her satisfaction. 
 
    “Should I distribute these ability points now? I feel like I should with the trials coming up… Any recommendations? Rena? Shen?” 
 
    “I know nothing about what abilities you’ll need,” the oracle responded. “But I do know it will require a certain amount of strength to lift Zeal from its resting place. How much strength that is, I don’t know exactly.” 
 
    “I’ve never been on the trials myself,” Rena added. “I only know for sure that you will need to be at your best if you wish to do your part to deal with the Maledict. I can give you a better explanation of those attributes with a demonstration when we head back out into the fields.” 
 
    “Hmm… Let’s see…” Clayton considered the possibilities. He didn’t want to make any immediate decisions. But he also wanted to be at his best heading into the trials. “Is there any chance I can respec after this?” 
 
    The oracle raised an eyebrow in response then turned toward Rena, who could only shrug with the same kind of confusion he had. 
 
    “Never mind,” Clayton sighed. “It’s three points. It’s not like that’s gonna make that big of a difference… I hope…” 
 
    Clayton took Shen’s advice and stuffed all three of his points into Strength. As soon as he did, he noticed something changing. He looked at his arms and felt them firm a little bit. He never lifted weights back home, so even just some growth was noticeable. 
 
    “Hey! All right! That’s what I’m talking about!” 
 
    He flexed his arms with a big grin on his face. Rena crossed her arms and stared at him. She wasn’t amused. “Of course she’s not amused,” Clayton thought. 
 
    “Go out there,” Shen said. “Slay beasts. Complete the trials. The essence you gather will be retained in your spirit. Return here or to tablets throughout the city.” 
 
    “Throughout the city… That’s convenient.” 
 
    “Previous generations did everything they could to assist the Ferrum against the Maledict.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “There is little more I can do for you. The path of your destiny leads you toward Zeal and nowhere else. I wish you well on your journey, Ferrum.” 
 
    “All right.” Clayton turned toward Rena. “Is it time for the trials to begin?” 
 
    “Almost,” she said. “There’s only one more thing we need to do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    There was nothing quite like the smell of molten steel. It was so pungent that it was no wonder that people got sick from just a whiff of it. Clayton stood inside of the shop and did his best to get used to it, wondering if ability points spent on constitution would’ve helped him stomach it better. But he managed to maintain his composure long enough to admire the scenery. 
 
    On one side of the shop, there were weapons of every type you could imagine. Swords. Axes. Spears and maces. All sorts of blades and blunt objects used to maim and flatten out whoever was unfortunate enough to be on the other end. 
 
    On the other side of the shop, shields and armor were on display. From full-plate metal to thin leather, there was protection for every situation imaginable. Clayton marveled at how much time and metal was put into all of this. And the one responsible for it all was at the other end of the shop, a mask over his face as he hammered a piece of red-hot steel on an anvil. 
 
    Rena stood next to Clayton as they waited for the blacksmith to finally acknowledge them. He was a big man, not surprising considering the strength it took to hammer metal throughout the day. He ran a hand over his slick bald head to wipe away the sweat then scratched his mustache. 
 
    “Never seen you in here before,” he said with a smile. “My name’s Simmons. How can I help you?” 
 
    “He is a Ferrum,” Rena explained. “He needs a weapon for the trials.” 
 
    “The trials. Well… I don’t usually do this, but considering the fate of Nalore is on the line, you’re free to pick one weapon of your choosing.” 
 
    “I can choose?” Clayton’s eyes lit up like a child on Christmas morning. 
 
    “One weapon.” Simmons held up an index finger to reiterate his point. 
 
    Clayton looked at the wall of weapons, realizing the decision was more difficult than he expected it to be. He grabbed a short sword from the wall and balanced it in his hand. 
 
    “A short sword would be a wise choice,” Rena said. “It would be proper training for you if you wish to wield the Zeal Blade, though from my understanding, the Zeal Blade is wielded with two hands if you don’t have the proper strength.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea. You got any two-handed swords?” 
 
    Simmons raised an eyebrow at Clayton, unsure if he should insult the man who could potentially be the savior of the realm. 
 
    “Come on!” Clayton pleaded. “I can handle it.” 
 
    “There’s one right in front of you,” Simmons sighed. 
 
    Clayton put the short sword down and with both hands tight around the hilt, he used all of his strength to lift the greatsword up. 
 
    “Careful now…” Rena raised her hands up as if getting ready to catch him. 
 
    “I got it… No… No problem…” Clayton rested the sword on his shoulder. But he could immediately feel his knees beginning to buckle. “Oh crap.” Just before Clayton tumbled forward into the rack of weapons, Simmons stepped up and took the hilt from him with both hands. 
 
    “Stick to the short swords.” He said it bluntly, placing the longsword back where it was. Rena did her best to hold back a laugh. Clayton noticed her amusement. When she noticed he was looking, Rena crossed her arms and clenched her jaw. 
 
    “Just pick a weapon,” she said. 
 
    “Okay, okay.” Clayton scratched his chin and pondered for another moment what to pick. “Swords are boring. Zeal is a sword though… Axes are cool. But this is my chance to use something else nobody has ever used.” 
 
    “Maybe you should think about your attributes.” 
 
    “Say… That’s a good point. My essence says I don’t have any dexterity and I’m not very agile at the moment. What’s a weapon that relies on strength besides a longsword?” 
 
    “I’ve got just the thing.” Simmons moved toward the rack and picked a weapon off the wall. “Two hands. Good practice for Zeal or the longsword if you’re so inclined. Just swing. You don’t have to worry about aiming because you’ll probably land.” 
 
    “I’m more of a sword and board kinda guy but I think this’ll do. What do you think, Rena?” 
 
    Clayton took the great hammer from Simmons and managed to hold it without using too much energy. A thick oak handle with a block of solid iron as big as Clayton’s head gave it a considerable heft. Clayton became enamored with the thoughts of how lethal a swing could be. 
 
    The elf looked down her nose at Clayton then nodded in approval. 
 
    “That will do,” she said. 
 
    “Now for some armor—” 
 
    “No armor,” she said. “Full-plate mail will only slow you down. Your constitution should suffice for now. A simple pauldron and some shin plates will do.” 
 
    “No problem.” Simmons grabbed some leather armor and tossed them to Clayton. “On the house.” 
 
    Clayton held the armor up with his free hand and frowned in disappointment. 
 
    “This leather doesn’t look like it’ll provide much protection…” 
 
    “You do not have the amount of essence needed to wear anything greater,” Rena said. “When the time comes, perhaps you’ll don something else.” 
 
    “Anything else for you two?” Simmons asked. 
 
    Clayton and Rena looked at one another. Clayton noticed something in those deep violet eyes of her. He almost mistook it for confidence. But he knew better than to say anything. Not when he knew their journey had only just begun. 
 
    “The walk through the fields to the trials will be long, Ferrum. Let’s not wait.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Clayton headed back out into the Serene Valley with Rena leading the way. The fantasies of acquiring essence were enough to distract from whatever dangers lied ahead. He was still admiring the subtle changes in his body, peering down at the slight bulge in his bicep. His arm was strong enough to comfortably wield the great hammer resting on his pauldron. Along with his newfound muscles, Clayton appreciated the intricate details of his weapon. The wood was polished. The iron was shaped perfectly with flat angles. Clayton chuckled to himself, thinking he actually felt like he was on an adventure. It caught the attention of Rena for a moment, who raised an eyebrow at him but continued on her way. 
 
    “What do you think?” Clayton said. 
 
    “What do I think about what?” 
 
    “I look good, don’t I? I look like a Ferrum.” 
 
    “I have never met a Ferrum before, so I have nothing to compare you to.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. I look like a warrior.” 
 
    “A warrior…” Rena stopped in her tracks and looked him up and down. “Perhaps in the future. But you have a long way to go, Brooks.” She continued on her way. Clayton didn’t take offense to it, as he’d already gotten used to Rena’s demeanor. 
 
    “I’m only gonna get stronger, right? Why don’t you just take me to that forest over there? I can bash leopards and wolves and whatever else is in there and collect essence. The Maledict won’t stand a chance if I overlevel.” 
 
    “There is no time to overlevel. You have many tasks to complete and will have to make do with the essence we acquire on your journey.” 
 
    “It’d be nice if I just gathered all the essence in the world.” 
 
    “You don’t have that luxury. It’s important you spend your essence wisely. As such, a reminder of what that all means. Strength, is what you already know. You need it to wield the weapons you do. The stronger you are, the less effort it will take to attack and the harder you can swing. Strength will also benefit you when you need to carry something.” 
 
    “That’s convenient. What about constitution? I guess that means how tough I am. I feel pretty tough already—” 
 
    Without warning, Rena suddenly spun around and slugged Clayton with a hard punch to the gut. It knocked the wind out of him and made him fall to one knee. He pressed his hammer into the grass to stop from falling over completely. 
 
    “Constitution is your ability to withstand blows.” Clayton was too busy recovering to listen to her explanation. “The greater your constitution, the longer you can stand before you fall.” 
 
    Clayton thought about getting angry but smiled after catching his breath. Rena held her hand out and helped him back up. 
 
    “You know, a soft slap on the wrist would’ve had the same effect…” he mumbled. 
 
    “You needed to feel it to truly understand. There are more dangerous things than a punch from me.” 
 
    “That’s… unsettling…” 
 
    They continued their journey through the valley. Clayton whistled while Rena led the way. 
 
    “Agility,” he said. “You seem to have a bit of that.” 
 
    “I have a bit, yes. Constitution is good for taking a blow but sometimes it’s better to just avoid it completely. Agility helps you move around the battlefield. It gives you a particular advantage against slow opponents.” 
 
    “And what about dexterity?” 
 
    “Those leopards we fought the other day. How would you use your hammer against them?” 
 
    “How would I use it?” He scrunched his face in confusion. “I’d swing and crush ’em.” 
 
    “Where would you swing?” 
 
    “Probably at their head. That seems like a good idea.” 
 
    “But leopards are quick and agile. Some foes may be immobile but the leopard won’t hold back and allow you to ready your attack.” 
 
    “So I need dexterity to make sure I hit my target.” 
 
    “Strength gives you what you need to wield and use your weapon. Dexterity gives you the precision to aim it.” 
 
    Clayton was giddy at the thought of how he could improve himself. Every stat was a benefit. But there was another he didn’t understand at all, despite his experience with so many RPGs. 
 
    “Wisdom.” He hadn’t seen any application of it in Xeylon yet. “I went to school. I think I’m smarter than your average bear.” 
 
    “Wisdom has little to do with your intelligence and more to do with the world around you.” 
 
    “That sounds like drugs talking, Rena…” 
 
    “There is a greater force around us. Something that is beyond our comprehension. Ancient texts speak of the powers of those before us. With greater Wisdom, you can begin to understand those powers. If you are to fulfill your destiny, there is little doubt the Maledict will attempt to use those ancient powers against you.” 
 
    “Then I guess it is pretty important. Let’s just take it one step at a time though. Don’t wanna get carried away.” 
 
    “Sensible. I can agree with that.” 
 
    “All right! We’re in business!” 
 
    Clayton walked through the fields with a bounce in his step. With the sun shining and sky bluer than anything he’d ever seen on Earth, the view mesmerized him like nothing else. The scenery was so nice Clayton found himself no longer distracted by the elf, though she looked just as lean and physically fit as he remembered. 
 
    Rena steadily marched through the grass with her hand on her hilt in case there was another attack. 
 
    In the distance, Clayton saw what looked like another Ferrum and his companions in battle. 
 
    “Should we help them?” he asked. 
 
    “Every Ferrum must go on their own journey.” 
 
    “They seem to have everything in hand. I wonder why nobody has attacked us.” 
 
    “There will be battle where we’re headed.” 
 
    “Where we’re headed… You never told me where we’re going.” 
 
    “I suppose there is no point in keeping it from you. Our destination is the Death Labyrinth.” 
 
    “The Death Labyrinth? That… That doesn’t sound very safe…” Clayton slowed his steps. Rena kept walking on like nothing was wrong. 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s just a name.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s a relief—” 
 
    “It’s more of a cavern than a labyrinth.” 
 
    Rena’s quip was enough to distract Clayton from his sudden anxiety. He rolled his eyes and chuckled while he kept following after her. 
 
    “It’s good to see you have a sense of humor. You know, Rena, I know the whole fate of Xeylon is on the line but you don’t have to be so serious.” 
 
    “The fate of our world is at stake and you do not think it is serious?” 
 
    “Hold on. That came out wrong. What I meant was, you don’t always have to be so tense. We’re out here in the open fields. It’s not like we can’t take a moment to relax—” Before Clayton could finish, a screech filled the air. He looked up toward the sky. “Is that…” 
 
    “Vultures. Ready yourself.” 
 
    The buzzards were larger than Clayton was used to seeing. They flapped their wings hard enough that he could feel the wind against his skin. 
 
    Clayton tightened his grip around his hammer, choking up on it like a baseball bat. The anticipation bubbled in his stomach and up to his chest. 
 
    Steady… Steady… No big deal… Use that strength of yours. Clayton assured himself the vultures were no problem. A half dozen of them continued to circle in the sky, inching closer and closer. Rena held her blade and dagger out, ready to strike. 
 
    One of the winged beasts screeched as it dived down. Clayton reared back and swung with all of his might. 
 
    Whiff. 
 
    He hit nothing but the air in front of him and hammered the grass. Just as he tried to raise his weapon up for another strike, Clayton was pecked on his shoulder. His pauldron protected him but he was still knocked to the ground. Rena rushed up and stabbed the vulture in the chest. It squawked and flapped its wings, its terrible cries ringing in Clayton’s ears. Another stab silenced it. 
 
    “Up! Quickly!” Rena assisted Clayton back to his feet just as another pair of vultures dived down. Clayton swung again, this time managing to clip one of them in the wings. Rena sliced at the other one and cut some feathers from it. 
 
    While Clayton’s target flailed on the ground, he rushed up to it and attempted to hammer it into the grass. He let out a yell but again missed and hit the grass next to the vulture. 
 
    “Dammit,” he thought to himself as he lifted his hammer back up to his shoulder. He raised his hammer up over his head but the other vultures had descended upon him. He was suddenly in a whirlwind, being scratched and pecked at from every direction. He clenched his jaw and endured the cuts and scrapes then swung with all of his might. The massive hammer clobbered one of the vultures and sent it tumbling to the ground. 
 
    Rena was busy with another vulture, drawing blood but unable to take it down. She was in no position to assist Clayton, though she was trying her best to do just that. 
 
    “Crap…” Clayton continued muttering to himself. He wasn’t just worried about the danger of meeting his end. The embarrassment of falling to a bunch of buzzards terrified him more than anything else. He gathered his strength again and swung hard. 
 
    As if it weren’t already bad enough, Clayton eyed more vultures that had suddenly appeared in the sky. He lamented thinking about how beautiful the view was now that there were rabid beasts descending on him. From every direction, they swooped in on him. 
 
    “Brooks! You must fight back!” Rena shouted over the shrieks of the beasts and got through to Clayton. He twisted his hands over the solid wood of his hammer and swung again. He missed but his violent swing was enough to make all of the buzzards back away. All of the vultures ascended back into the sky, circling above the duo and readying for another attack. 
 
    Rena moved to Clayton’s side and looked up at them. 
 
    “Stay calm… They are only vultures… You will not fall…” 
 
    “I’m thinking I should’ve gone with the sword,” Clayton quipped despite his fatigue. 
 
    “Focus. One swing will bring them all down—” 
 
    A vulture swooped in on them. Clayton and Rena swung at the same time. Clayton’s hammer knocked the bird in the body right onto Rena’s blade, impaling it in a violent splatter of blood. She unsheathed her weapon from the body and readied for the next attack. 
 
    Clayton regained his bearings. The weight of the hammer. How it felt when he swung. The direction it would go. He’d gotten used to his weapon and became more confident. 
 
    Two more vultures dived at them. Clayton grunted and aimed as best as he could. He clipped them just enough to slow them and allow Rena to cut them down. 
 
    Despite that, there were still a number of vultures circling the sky. 
 
    “Steady, Brooks… You can do this…” 
 
    “I can do this… I can do this…” 
 
    He chanted the words to himself. His eyes locked on the birds, he wondered which one would dive down toward him. Suddenly, a burst of energy appeared in the sky. Clayton turned his head as what looked like fire engulfed all of the vultures. 
 
    What the hell? Clayton wasn’t sure what he was looking at. The vultures were in flames, flapping wildly to put themselves out. 
 
    “Go! Attack!” 
 
    The vultures fell low enough for the both of them to reach. Unable to fight back, the birds were downed one by one by the duo until the grassy area was covered with carcasses. 
 
    “Yes! That’s what I’m talking about!” 
 
    A renewed energy gave Clayton the strength to pump his fist in the air. His celebration was interrupted when he saw someone approaching them. 
 
    A younger woman. Human, from what Clayton could tell. Her skin was pale and seemed to shimmer underneath the sun. Her hair was long, a shining blond and wavy, flowing in the direction of the breeze. Her figure was what had Clayton more distracted than anything. A long white skirt that covered her most intimate areas just right and a top that accentuated her chest. Her body was petite and slender but not frail. She was wearing little else, not even a pair of shoes to protect her feet from the grass. 
 
    She walked toward Clayton and he noticed how much her eyes stood out, a deep green that was a sharp contrast against her skin. 
 
    “Ferrum.” Her voice was softer than he expected it to be, kind and warm. “I apologize.” 
 
    “Apologize?” Clayton raised an eyebrow in confusion. “I’m guessing it was you who set those birds on fire.” 
 
    “I am Sage Jalise. I was meant to accompany you earlier on your journey to the labyrinth but only got word. It’s good fortune I was able to catch up with you.” 
 
    “No problem. You just helped us out big time. The more the merrier. Ain’t that right, Rena?” He slapped the elf on the shoulder, who responded with as little enthusiasm as she could. 
 
    “These trials may prove to be difficult,” Rena said. “It will be good to have someone with your abilities with us.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled. Glad to have you aboard, Jalise. I’m Clayton—” 
 
    “Clayton Brooks. The oracle spoke of you. Lady Rena and I will be by your side on your quest.” Jalise nonchalantly walked forward through the grass, the jewelry on her wrists ringing with every step. Clayton stood next to Rena, admiring Jalise’s figure but curious for other reasons as well. 
 
    “Magic,” he said. “She has the power of the ancients. Maybe I should invest in some wisdom…” 
 
    “You will need everything at your disposal if you are to fulfill your destiny, Ferrum. Come along. The labyrinth awaits us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Clayton took a moment to get used to Jalise. In contrast to the intensity of Rena’s face, Jalise had an appearance that was considerably more delicate. There were no blemishes on her pale skin, giving her a youthful appearance. Clayton estimated she was around his age. Though quiet and demure for the most part, Jalise carried herself with a poise that gave Clayton more confidence as they headed toward the Death Labyrinth. 
 
    And Clayton would need every bit of courage he could muster for the caverns. The massive caves were so large, there were more entrances than he could count. He watched from every direction as the Ferrum also on their journeys disappeared inside of them. 
 
    They moved to one of the entrances. Clayton examined the blackened cavern walls. There were cobwebs in every corner. Bugs skittered in the cracks. He peered far enough down the hall and could barely see light on the other side. 
 
    “I don’t suppose I could ask what I’m supposed to do in there,” he said. 
 
    “You will be looking for a Spectral Stone,” Jalise explained. 
 
    “A Spectral Stone?” 
 
    “The ore from the stone is rare. It can only be acquired in this cavern. Once you acquire it, it will be melted down and used to make a hilt. Should you wish to raise Zeal from its resting place, you will need the stone.” 
 
    “Makes sense. How come you guys haven’t been mining stones out of this place if you know the Maledict are coming?” 
 
    “Only the Ferrum can acquire the stones. Until then, the labyrinth is dormant.” 
 
    “Are you telling me nobody has been in here in decades?” Clayton already knew the answer to his question. The musty smell from just near the entrance forced him to steel his resolve because there was nowhere else to go but inside. 
 
    “You are not alone on this journey.” Rena did what she could to reassure him. 
 
    Clayton took a deep breath to steady the heart beating hard in his chest. His hammer slung over his shoulder, he nodded to his companions. Jalise grabbed a torch from the wall and with a twirl of her fingers, lit a flame to light the path. 
 
    “You’ll have to teach me that sometime,” Clayton said. 
 
    Torch in hand, Jalise led the way with Clayton just behind her. Rena was on the end to make sure they weren’t being followed. While they moved down the hall, Clayton couldn’t help but notice the way Jalise sashayed her hips with every step she took. Her feet bare, there was an innocence about Jalise that was captivating. So captivating that Rena took notice. 
 
    “Hey!” Rena snapped her fingers. “Stay focused.” 
 
    “I’m focused… I’m definitely focused.” His gaze locked on the sage’s hips. 
 
    “On the path.” 
 
    “Oh… Right.” 
 
    Rena rolled her eyes and sighed but Clayton had regained his wits. 
 
    The hall started to spread wider as they headed deeper into the caverns. They moved into a room that was different from the rest of the cave. The walls were carved with intricate designs as was the floor. The architecture made it clear someone was here. At one end, there were several stone columns with a doorway that was blocked by a massive gray stone. 
 
    Clayton walked up to the stone and ran his fingers over it. The stone was cold and dusty like nobody had been near it in ages. 
 
    “I think I can put a dent in this with my hammer.” 
 
    “More like that will put a dent in your hammer.” Rena moved closer to the stone. “It is too thick.” 
 
    “I’ve got the strength to spare. I keep slamming into it and eventually it’ll crumble.” 
 
    “She’s right.” Jalise stood next to the wall and ran her fingers over some of the intricate patterns. “You will not take the stone down with your hammer. It is blocked by the magic of the ancients. To prevent non-Ferrum from entering.” 
 
    “All right… I’m a Ferrum. How do I get this thing to open up?” 
 
    “It says here… ‘Step into the center and face your fears. Provide evidence of what beats in your heart.’” 
 
    “What do you suppose that means?” 
 
    The three of them looked at one another. Clayton scratched his head and mumbled the apparent riddle to himself. 
 
    “Evidence of what beats in my heart… Hmm… What beats in my heart?” 
 
    “Blood.” Rena stepped toward Clayton and grabbed one of his hands. “You are Ironblood.” 
 
    “Okay… How do I prove that to them?” 
 
    They all searched the room. Jalise spotted the small block at the center of the room on the ground. She narrowed her eyes and saw a small crevice in the architecture. 
 
    “Here.” She pointed toward the floor. “These designs. I’ve seen them before. It’s asking for an offering.” 
 
    “An offering…” Clayton reached into the pouch on his waist. “I did get some gold from those vultures just now.” 
 
    “Not gold.” Rena grabbed one of Clayton’s hands and pulled her dagger from her hip. “Blood.” She sliced his palm and a red streak appeared. 
 
    “Ow!” he yelped. “You could’ve warned me.” 
 
    “Warning you would’ve only made it more painful. Quickly.” 
 
    “Okay, okay… Jeez…” Clayton muttered to himself while he held his hand over the crack in the ground. A few drops from his wound dripped down. “Nothing’s happening. You cut me for no reason—” 
 
    A howl filled the room, echoing off the walls. The sound of it made Clayton especially terrified. 
 
    “Oh, crap… Where’d that come from?” Clayton shifted his eyes around the room. Rena readied her blade. Jalise held the torch up and raised her other hand up, energy crackling in her palm. Clayton squeezed his hands tight around his great hammer and kept looking around. Then he spotted it. 
 
    A white mist seeped through the cracks of the walls. 
 
    “Stay back!” Rena put her sword and dagger up. 
 
    They huddled around one another and watched as the mist gathered together. It became thicker and thicker until taking shape. 
 
    “What is that?” Jalise was confused. Rena was just the same. But Clayton knew what it was and he struggled to respond immediately. 
 
    “It’s… a… It’s a coyote.” 
 
    Sure enough, the mist had gathered into the shape of a coyote. Though seemingly made of smoke, to Clayton, its fangs were just as sharp as a real one and its eyes just as menacing. 
 
    “A coyote?” Rena was so distracted by her confusion, she was caught off guard when it suddenly lunged toward them. Clayton let out an embarrassing scream as he swung his hammer at it. It clocked the coyote right in the jaw and down to the ground. The beast lay still before returning to mist and seeping through the cracks where it came. 
 
    As soon as the mist was gone, the stone door rose and created a new pathway for them to walk through. 
 
    “Coyotes?” Rena was still confused. “You are afraid of coyotes?” 
 
    “Hey!” Clayton took offense to it. “Have you ever seen a coyote?” 
 
    “I do not know that I have…” 
 
    “Exactly! They’re out there. In the middle of the night, in the darkness. You don’t see ’em but you can hear ’em howling. You go to sleep one night then the next morning, you find some rabbit carcass on the highway.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s good reason to fear them,” Jalise said, though obviously hiding an amused smile. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Clayton saw Rena was clenching her jaw, as if holding back the same as the sage. She quickly regained her composure and walked through the stone path. “Come. There is no time to waste.” 
 
    Jalise waved her hand and a green energy left her palm. It floated toward Clayton, who raised his hand up and felt the wound Rena gave him disappear. 
 
    “A healing spell… Thank you, Jalise.” 
 
    She bowed her head and the two of them moved quickly to join Rena. 
 
    They descended deeper into the labyrinth. The air was clear though not completely surprising, since nobody had been down there since the last coming of the Maledict. And with so many paths in the labyrinth, there was a chance they were the first group to walk this path in ages. Clayton marveled at the size of the structure and how much lower they were getting. But his awe was quickly replaced with an uneasiness as he saw all of the skeletons around them. The armor indicated they were probably human at one point. 
 
    “Those aren’t Ferrum, are they?” He chuckled nervously. “I’d hate to think I’d turn into one of them.” 
 
    “The Labyrinth was not always a dwelling for the trials,” Jalise explained. “Long ago, ancient civilizations fought battles here. That was written in the texts.” 
 
    “A bunch of dead bodies. I don’t know if I feel comfortable around them. And…” Clayton silenced himself when he saw movement from one of the skeletons. He stopped in his tracks and grabbed Rena by the shoulder, tugging her to a halt. “Did you see that?” 
 
    “See what?” The elf looked around. 
 
    “One of those skeletons. It moved.” 
 
    “I see nothing moving. Perhaps only a scurrying rat.” 
 
    “No, it was definitely moving more than a rat would.” Clayton tightened his grip on his hammer and approached one of the skeletons. The pile of bones dressed in rusted armor was lifeless. But that still didn’t stop him from raising his hammer above his head. 
 
    “Brooks. What are you doing—” 
 
    Clayton swung before Rena could finish. The hammer crashed down and shattered the skull into dust. Seemingly putting his own fears to rest, Clayton breathed a sigh of relief. His relief only lasted for a few seconds. 
 
    “Crap.” He knew something was wrong. The rattling of bones around him was enough to tell him that. They watched as the skeletons stirred. One by one, they rose to their feet. They didn’t give the group a chance to think. They charged forward with terrifying shrieks. 
 
    “Stand tall!” Rena shouted as she sliced at her attackers. She moved with the grace she always had. The skeletons were great in number but Rena danced around them, balancing on her toes and slicing them down one by one. 
 
    Jalise held the torch in the air and shot blasts of energy. The flames engulfed the groups of skeletons. They stumbled back and burned until smoke rose from their ashes. 
 
    Strength was Clayton’s best asset at the moment and he used all of it. He slammed his hammer down on the skeletons. They were big enough targets that he didn’t miss. A giant sweeping motion from one side to the other sent one skeleton colliding into the next. The bones crumbled underneath the impact of the iron. 
 
    The group fought valiantly. Though sweating and breathing hard, they managed to get through the battle without any significant injury. Rena eyeballed Clayton, who responded with a shrug. 
 
    “I told you I saw something moving.” He grinned at the elf, happy that the ordeal was over. Neither Rena nor Jalise said anything as they continued down the path. “All right. Let’s keep this thing moving, I guess…” 
 
    Clayton shrugged again, unsure if he should be excited about what he’d accomplish or worried about what laid ahead. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Clayton made sure to stay on guard. Rena kept her head held high like she always did. Jalise raised her torch and led the way but there were still crevices in the darkness. It was silent except for the sound of their footsteps. Not even roaches or rats had made it down to the depths they reached. 
 
    The spacious caverns led into a long hallway. Clayton looked at the unintelligible scriptures carved on the wall. 
 
    “I got a bad feeling about this…” 
 
    “Quiet,” Rena said. “There’s something up ahead.” 
 
    They moved forward into the hall. Clayton was surprised to see the room that stood before him. It was a giant circle carved into the base of the cavern with darkness in every direction. The ceiling stretched so far up that there was nothing but black above them. On the ground, intricate patterns decorated the floor. Clayton stepped toward the walls. 
 
    “Why is it so dark?” He narrowed his eyes to get a better view. Jalise raised the torch to light the path and they both realized there were no walls at all. They were on a raised platform. Clayton shuddered at the thought of how far the depths went. “It looks like we’re at a dead end. Maybe we walked the wrong way.” 
 
    “There was no other path,” Rena said. “Perhaps another blood offering will light the way…” She pulled her dagger from her belt and moved toward Clayton. 
 
    “You know, you seem really eager about making me bleed.” Clayton raised his hammer to defend himself, wondering if even that was enough to stop the elf. 
 
    “And I suppose you have a better idea?” 
 
    “We just got here. Maybe it requires elf blood to light the path. Did you think of that?” 
 
    “Elf blood,” she scoffed. “And what of the other Ferrum on their trials? They do not have elves in their parties.” 
 
    “How unfortunate for them…” 
 
    Before Clayton and Rena could bicker any further, Jalise raised her hand up. 
 
    “Stop!” The young sage got their attention immediately. “Listen…” 
 
    Clayton perked his ears up. He steadied his breathing and listened to the silence. 
 
    “I… I don’t hear anything,” he said. “Maybe a little elf blood—” 
 
    “Listen!” Jalise interrupted him again. “There’s something there…” 
 
    “Something where?” 
 
    “There.” She moved toward the center of the circle and held her torch up. They all peered into the darkness. There was nothing there but Clayton felt something. An uneasiness rising in his stomach, up his chest and into his throat. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have eaten so much last night,” he lamented. 
 
    Rena narrowed her gaze on the darkness and slowly drew her blade. Jalise held her hand up and readied a spell. Clayton twisted his hands around the handle of his weapon, both in an attempt to prepare and to calm the nerves bundling inside of him. He grew so anxious he started to bounce back and forth on the balls of his feet. 
 
    “Come on…” He stepped forward to the darkness with his weapon raised.  “Just come out already. You’re there—” 
 
    “Look out!” Rena shouted just as it appeared. 
 
    A shadow emerged from the darkness in the blink of an eye. It moved toward Clayton, forcing him to stumble back in surprise. 
 
    “Crap!” He yelped as he struggled to get back to his feet. He blinked his eyes to make sure he saw what he was looking at. “Is that…” 
 
    “A death dragon,” Jalise muttered. 
 
    Clayton knew what a dragon looked like. He’d seen them countless times in the games he played. But seeing one up close and in person was like nothing else. This dragon was particularly menacing, consisting of nothing but bone. The ashy ivory was scarred and worn but the beast’s massive size made it more intimidating than anything Clayton had ever encountered so far, real or otherwise. 
 
    It perched on the edge of the platform and let out a wail that reverberated through the entire cavern. It flapped its wings and a gust of wind forced all three of them to dig their heels in to stop from falling over. 
 
    “How the hell are we gonna beat that thing?!” Clayton shouted. 
 
    “There is a way!” Rena raised her weapons up. “We will find it!” 
 
    The dragon swooped toward them. Clayton moved out of the way just to avoid getting snatched by its beak. Jalise tossed a fireball in its direction, clipping one of his bone wings and temporarily stunning it long enough for Rena to move close and swipe at it. The steel slashed against the bones of the dragon and made it scream in pain. It rose up from the platform and disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    “I can hear it. I can still hear it.” Clayton looked up into the darkness, searching for any sign of it. With as large as the beast was, the flapping of its wings was unmistakable. But surrounded by darkness, there was no telling what direction it was coming from. 
 
    “Steady yourself, Brooks. You must strike when you have the opportunity.” The paladin had her sword ready and waiting. Just as the dragon reemerged, Rena charged forward and swiped at its claws. She managed to knock some of the bones off and send them flying down to the chasm below. 
 
    Jalise followed up with another blast of fire that engulfed the dragon. “Now, Clayton!” She shouted out. Through either fear or bravery, Clayton followed her orders and rushed toward the dragon with a yell. He leapt to his feet with his hammer reared back and slammed it right into the center of the dragon’s skull. Thick cracks appeared in the bone from how hard he’d swung. The dragon stumbled back, its cries more terrible than before. 
 
    Clayton admired his handiwork for a second longer than he should have. 
 
    “Watch out!” Rena’s warning was too late, as the dragon swiped at Clayton and knocked him to the ground. The strike was so powerful it knocked the hammer from his hands. He landed on his back with a thud. The wind exited his lungs and left him gasping for breath. 
 
    “Jeez…” He could only think about how uncomfortable he was. The dragon didn’t relent, moving close and swinging with its claws. Clayton just managed to move in time so his pauldron took the brunt of the blow. But his linens were ripped from the sharp bone across his skin. 
 
    Rena moved quickly and swiped at the dragon’s wings. Another chunk of bone went flying and forced the dragon to ascend back into the darkness. 
 
    “Up! Up!” She grabbed Clayton and dragged him back to his feet. He was still catching his breath as he picked his hammer up. 
 
    “Now what?” Clayton hunched over and gasped to try and regain his composure. 
 
    “It’s hurt.” Jalise searched the darkness, her eyes shifting back and forth. “I can sense it.” 
 
    “I’m hurt.” 
 
    “What did I get myself into?” Clayton was beginning to have second thoughts. Maybe being an adventurer wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Maybe he should’ve just stayed in his apartment and killed monsters from the comforts of his chair. Maybe some overcooked pizza just the way Leo made it would be nice right now. 
 
    While Clayton lamented his situation, Rena tightened both hands around the hilt of her weapon. “Jalise is right. The dragon is dangerous but it is vulnerable. We can defeat it. We must work together.” 
 
    “Work together,” Clayton said. “I thought we’d been doing that this whole time.” 
 
    “Jalise. Set fire to its wings. Prevent it from leaving the platform. I will stab its legs to slow it down. You, Brooks… You must be the one to beat it.” 
 
    “What do you think I’m trying to do? I cracked that thing as hard as I could.” 
 
    “Swing harder. You have the strength to do it. I believe in you.” 
 
    The way the elf looked into Clayton’s eyes stilled his heart for a moment. Even in the darkness of the cavern, the violet of her gaze had never been so striking. 
 
    “You can do it, Clayton.” He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned toward Jalise. The woman smiled softly at him. He’d only just met her but for some reason, it gave him the irrational confidence he needed to ignore the doubts in his mind. 
 
    “I can do this.” He closed his eyes and gathered himself. His hands gripped the oak of the hammer tight. 
 
    Another screech from the dragon filled the darkness. Just as Clayton opened his eyes, he saw the dragon flying straight toward them. 
 
    “Now!” he shouted. 
 
    Jalise clenched her jaw and thrust her hand forward. A massive ball of fire shot out toward the beast and caught its wings, engulfing the bones in flames. 
 
    “Rena!” Clayton yelled. 
 
    The elf rushed forward with a primal scream and dug her blades into the dragon’s leg. The steel crunched through the bone, powder and dust from the ivory filling the air. 
 
    Clayton followed after her. With all of his strength, he pressed his boots into the ground and jumped into the air. He aimed for the dragon’s massive skull. Knowing he’d probably missed, Clayton brought his weapon from his side, swinging it left to right with all of his strength. The iron slammed into the side of the dragon’s head. Its jaw shot off into the darkness. Another hard swing sent more fragments of bone into the air. Over and over, Clayton continued to hammer the dragon in the head. 
 
    The beast’s squeals grew desperate. It writhed to break free but struggled underneath Rena’s blade still digging into it. Another fireball from Jalise prevented it from flapping its wings. 
 
    Clayton kept swinging until the dragon grew more and more lifeless. One last swing sent it stumbling back and into the chasm of darkness below. Silence filled the chambers again. 
 
    Clayton collapsed to his knees. Sweat dripped from his brow. His lungs burned as he tried to breathe. His muscles ached. But he had never felt such relief in his life before. 
 
    “You did it.” Rena grabbed him by the arm and pulled him back up to his feet. 
 
    “I don’t know why you can’t just let me rest,” Clayton gasped. He smiled at the elf. She didn’t smile but Clayton could still sense how proud she was of him. 
 
    “Look!” Jalise said. 
 
    Clayton turned toward the center of the platform. A small pedestal appeared with a shimmering light on top of it. Clayton walked toward it, his eyes unblinking. 
 
    “Is that…” He moved his hand toward the light and grabbed it. The light immediately vanished. He turned his hand over and saw the rock in his palm. Every color of the rainbow pulsed through it in waves. 
 
    “You’ve found the Spectral Stone,” Jalise said. 
 
    “Hey,” he scoffed. “Was there ever any doubt?” He looked at Jalise and Rena, who both shifted their eyes away from him. “Don’t answer that. It was a rhetorical question—” 
 
    “Come on.” Rena put a hand on his shoulder. “We are finished in this labyrinth. Let us return to Nalore.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    The banquet hall that evening was bustling as much as it was the night before. The servants made their way around the tables, tending to all of the Ferrum who had managed to complete their trials. 
 
    Bernard chomped on a chicken leg like he hadn’t eaten in weeks. Thomas cut a piece of beefsteak and chewed on it with his mouth open. Clayton didn’t think any less of them for it. After everything he’d been through, he had little doubt the other Ferrum deserved what they’d gotten. 
 
    “This is the life, isn’t it?” Thomas spoke with his mouth full. “Another task done with little effort. Essence that makes me better in every way. A personal consort to heal my wounds. And a belly full of meat and mead. It’s funny. I had enough money back on Earth to get most of this. But I don’t get the adventure with it.” 
 
    “Yeah, all it took was for you to risk your life.” Bernard joined in with a hearty chuckle. Clayton quietly observed the two, enjoying a meat pie and washing it down with a bubbly concoction that wasn’t quite soda but tasted similar to it. 
 
    “Maybe back in the place we know, it’s a risk. But look around. They’ve got all sorts of magic and wizardry. All the money in the world can’t buy something like a rejuvenation pool. Our lives are never in doubt. Nalore is doing everything they can to protect us because they know how important we are.” 
 
    “That might be the case but I don’t think everybody agrees with you. Notice anything different around here?” 
 
    Thomas shifted his head around the banquet hall and shrugged with indifference. But it didn’t take Clayton long to figure out what Bernard was getting at. 
 
    “They’re missing,” Clayton said. “More than half of the Ferrum from last night aren’t here.” 
 
    “Grant left because he knew the dangers,” Bernard added. “It’s not a surprise some of the other Ferrum left after seeing what was in that damn labyrinth. One minute I’m studying, the next I’m swinging a sword and some wolf is trying to rip my throat out.” 
 
    Thomas stuffed another hefty chunk of steak into his mouth and swallowed it down with some of the sweet mead. The blond maintained a confidence that Clayton was almost envious of. 
 
    “Relax,” Thomas said. “You saw how deep those caverns went. We all got a Spectral Stone or whatever the hell it was called. I say the worst part is over.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Bernard asked. 
 
    “It’s like I’ve been telling you. They’re not gonna keep sending us out on errands just to get us killed. We’re Ferrum. We have to be alive if we’re gonna save ’em from the Maledict.” 
 
    “You know, they only need one Ferrum to wield the Zeal Blade.” 
 
    Bernard’s comment was enough to make Thomas straighten up. The three men at the table looked at one another. Clayton felt an uneasiness in his gut when he saw that even Thomas had lost some of his confidence. 
 
    “You’re making a bigger deal of it than it is.” Thomas took another gulp of alcohol and belched loud enough to get the attention of the other tables. “I was talking to one of my guards. They said it’s our destiny to vanquish the Maledict. It’s dangerous, I’ll give you that. But what do a few scratches matter when we can just hop in a pool right after? With all of the essence we’re building, I feel like I can tear down a mountain.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ve got a point.” Bernard smirked as he went back to his chicken leg. 
 
    “I worked out every single damn day on Earth but I’ve never felt as strong as I do now. I’m already level 17.” 
 
    “Level 17? How’d you get that high?” 
 
    “Don’t know. But I feel stronger, faster, lighter… I can run into a brick wall and tear it down.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’d be such a good idea… I’m only level 12. How about you, Clayton? You know where you’re at.” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Clayton shook his head. “It was such a long walk from the trials, the first thing I wanted to do was hop in the pool and recover.” 
 
    “Ah, the pool.” Thomas sighed with a blissful grin on his face. “I could spend hours in that thing.” 
 
    “I don’t think they brought you here so you could lounge in the water all day,” Bernard said. 
 
    “Maybe not. But once this whole situation with the Maledict gets sorted out, I think I’ll stick around and bathe in the riches they’ll provide for us.” Thomas stuffed the rest of his steak into his mouth. Still chewing on a big piece, he already went to work carving another slab that had been prepared for him. 
 
    It was true the Ferrum were being pampered. Clayton would be lying to himself if he said he didn’t want to indulge in the luxuries. But not knowing what was ahead of him was enough to keep him focused. 
 
    The festivities in the banquet hall were in full swing when Regent Magne appeared. She stood on a podium and greeted everybody with a warm smile. She wore an emerald green dress, so tight it accentuated her body. It wasn’t just her outfit that made her stick out to Clayton. Regent Magne carried herself with an undeniable elegance. 
 
    She raised her hand up and the hall fell silent. 
 
    “Your quest for a Spectral Stone has been completed. I cannot begin to imagine how difficult your trials were. As you can see, there are many Ferrum who were unable to complete the task. There is no shame in turning away from the danger. No one would blame you for walking away now. 
 
    “You have accomplished something great but your journey is only just beginning. Tomorrow, you will all gather on the Nalore Hillside. You will all climb the summit. There, Zeal will be waiting for you. Only one of you will earn the right to seize the blade and chase back the darkness that threatens our city. 
 
    “Thank you all for what you have done. Eat. Drink. Celebrate what you have accomplished. Just know… Tomorrow. You will continue to walk down the path of your destiny.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talkin’ about!” Thomas broke the silence with a loud bellow. He stood on his wooden seat and raised his stein to the air. Bernard chuckled when he noticed how wobbly the chair was underneath Thomas. But a wobbly chair wasn’t enough to deter the boisterous blond. “For Zeal! For Nalore! For you, Regent Magne!” 
 
    He gulped down the rest of his alcohol and let out a satisfied sigh. Everybody in the room cheered and joined him in his toast. Bernard and Clayton looked at one another. Bernard wiped his bangs from his forehead and shrugged as he drank with the rest of them. Clayton wasn’t sure what to think, his attention still focused on what was ahead of him tomorrow. 
 
    The celebration continued into the night. More drinks were poured. More food was served. The sweet desserts in particular had the entire hall giddy. But Clayton, either stuffed or distracted, excused himself from the rest of his meal. 
 
    He headed out of the hall and was surprised to see Rena standing there. The elf leaned against the wall, her arms crossed. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you,” he said. 
 
    “My duties are to the Regent but I have a responsibility to watch over you, too, Brooks.” 
 
    “And have you been watching me the whole time?” Clayton teased her, raising an eyebrow and smirking. Rena responded with a half-hearted sigh and eye-roll Clayton had gotten used to at this point. 
 
    “We have an important manner to discuss. Have you had an adequate meal? I would advise you not to imbibe too much.” 
 
    “I ate a lot. I didn’t have a sip of alcohol though. Unless you count that bubbly stuff. Kinda tastes like soda…” 
 
    “There is no alcohol in fuzz.” 
 
    “Fuzz? Is that what you call it? Who calls it fuzz? That’s weird—” 
 
    “Enough idle chatter. We must prepare for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Is it really that serious? It can’t be more dangerous than what we went through today… Can it?” 
 
    Clayton smiled and waited for Rena to confirm. But the uneasiness in his belly grew when she continued to give him that hardened stare of hers. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 11 
 
    Available Points 7 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 200 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 8 
 
    Constitution 5 
 
    Agility 4 
 
    Dexterity 4 
 
    Wisdom 5 
 
      
 
    Clayton stood at the Essence Stone, poring over the stats that appeared in the flames before him. He sighed while scratching the side of his jaw. 
 
    “What is wrong?” Rena asked. 
 
    “I did a lot of work. Fighting those birds. The labyrinth. Then those beasts we fought on the way back to Nalore. Thought I’d gotten a lot more essence than that… Do you think there’s a chance we can head back out to the fields and get some more before tomorrow?” 
 
    “It would be unwise. The fields are more dangerous during the evening. Jalise has retired.” 
 
    “You’re still here. We get some essence then I take a dip in the rejuvenation pool to recover.” 
 
    “The effects of the pool are more potent on Ferrum. Even still, there is no substitute for a peaceful slumber. You will need it.” 
 
    “I guess I’ve gotta make do with what I’ve got.” 
 
    Clayton was provided modest quarters. A window provided just enough moonlight so he wasn’t in complete darkness. A torch on the wall kept him warm. There was nothing more than a comfortable bed, a washroom and the stone tablet he was examining at the moment. Not that he was one to complain. He spent most of his time back home on his PC. Right now, his situation was little different, only the stats he viewed were more important. 
 
    “I don’t know anything about what’s happening tomorrow on the hillside,” he said. “Any recommendations, chief?” 
 
    “I was not informed of the specifics. No doubt you will encounter great challenges.” 
 
    “That’s not much help…” 
 
    “I have told you before. You can either play to your strengths or patch your weaknesses.” 
 
    “It’d be nice if I could do both… Lemme see… I think strength helped me a lot with the hammer. Didn’t feel too good when that dragon swiped me, so constitution is a must. A little agility would be nice, too. I’ve never been too light on my feet. Need some dexterity in case I run into some birds. Wisdom though… Say, Rena. You think I could ever throw fireballs like Jalise does?” 
 
    “The texts of the ancients are available to everybody.” The elf moved up next to Clayton and observed the stats in the flames along with him. “It takes a lifetime of studying to be capable of what Jalise does. But… You are a Ferrum. It would be foolish to put a cap on your abilities.” 
 
    “So there is a chance, huh? I don’t know if it’d be much use to me tomorrow though. I think I’ll stick with the gameplan I’ve got. It’s been working so far.” 
 
    “Sensible.” 
 
    Clayton distributed his stat points. Three points in strength to make sure he could wield the Zeal Blade. Two points in constitution to help him stay upright. And a point each in agility and dexterity so he could move a little better. 
 
    Clayton confirmed his decision and immediately felt something inside of him. His muscles not only grew slightly but they were hard as well. He felt a little lighter on his feet, too. He patted his chest to test his newfound growth and chuckled with satisfaction. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Brooks?” 
 
    “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    “You need every advantage you can get. Tomorrow, one Ferrum will rise and pull Zeal from its resting place. It will not be your fate that will be decided. All of Nalore, perhaps all of Xeylon is at stake.” 
 
    “When you put it like that, how can I possibly fail?” 
 
    Rena put a hand on Clayton’s shoulders and looked him in the eye. She was a few inches shorter but still held her head up high, looking down her nose at him. 
 
    “We have not known each other long but I have seen what you are capable of. There is something great inside of you, Ferrum. You will prove it tomorrow.” 
 
    So many emotions swirled around in Clayton’s head. It was strange to think that just a few days ago, he never thought elves existed. Now one was giving him the pep talk of his life. 
 
    A sudden knock at the door made them both turn their heads. 
 
    “Come in.” Clayton watched as the young sage Jalise stepped inside of the room. 
 
    “I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” Her voice was as meek and polite as Clayton remembered. 
 
    “Not at all.” Rena walked toward the door. “I was just making sure the Ferrum was prepared for tomorrow. I will see you both on the hillside.” 
 
    Rena excused herself without another word. Jalise had her head down. Clayton held back a laugh at how demure she was compared to Rena. 
 
    “Rena said you were already sleeping.” 
 
    “I should be. But there was some work to be done. I have something for you.” She was carrying something in her hands. Clayton examined it closely as she held it out to him. 
 
    “Is that…” 
 
    “The Spectral Stone. The ore was cast and this hilt was made just for you.” 
 
    “Wow…” Clayton took the metal from her. The weight was noticeable but nothing he couldn’t handle when he gripped it in both hands. A bright ruby in the shape of a heart rested on the pommel, glimmering more than the rest of the metal. “What’s this? It looks like a heart.” 
 
    “I spoke to the oracle who examined the stone and the blacksmith who cast it. Spectral Stones have a mind of their own. They are created with the Ferrum who wields them in mind. The heart represents something significant to your essence. It is what the oracle instructed the blacksmith to do.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with the old man. He seems like he’s got the right combination of magic and science running through his head.” Clayton waved the hilt around, pretending the blade extended from it. Jalise smiled softly in amusement. “You got any advice for me tomorrow?” 
 
    “Advice? I don’t know if I can give you any advice.” 
 
    “Sure, you can. I wouldn’t have completed the trials without you.” 
 
    The way she twisted her lips and pondered to herself made Clayton chuckle. She reminded him of his ex-girlfriend, only Jalise wasn’t a complete headache who constantly got on his nerves. 
 
    “You will face many challenges,” she said. “The other Ferrum will be pushing as hard as you. Just push yourself. Know that you can do this and I am sure you’ll succeed… I am sorry. I’m used to reading ancient texts and they always speak in riddles—” 
 
    “It’s all right. I understand. I won’t let you or Rena down tomorrow. I will carry the Zeal Blade and fulfill my destiny.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    The Nalore Hillside was located just outside of the city, right along the Serene Valley. The mountain tops were just as tall as they were wide. Clayton creaked his neck up toward the summit and was blinded by the sunlight. It was a beautiful day in Xeylon like all of the other days since he’d first arrived. But he knew how treacherous the climb would be. 
 
    Rena and Jalise stood by Clayton’s side. The sage kept her head down, her eyes closed and her lips moving while she chanted something like a prayer. Rena stood like a statue carved from granite, barely moving except for her chest as she took soft breaths. 
 
    Bernard, Thomas, and the other Ferrum were lined up with their escorts at the foot of the hillside. Thomas wore a suit of chainmail Clayton was envious of. It was noticeable how high his essence level was. 
 
    Bernard smirked at Clayton when their eyes met. They had gotten this far, but there was no guarantee that even they would be the ones to wield the Zeal Blade. 
 
    A crowd of thousands had gathered. They were silent as Regent Magne strolled to the center of the line to address them all. 
 
    “Just as it has been done for generations, this generation will now decide who will pull Zeal from its resting place. Ferrum… The greatest threat our people have ever known looms. The Maledict are dangerous but they will be defeated by the one who leads us. Today, we learn who will lead us. Do what you must to reach the summit where Zeal has been placed. Put your hilt down and raise Zeal to the sky for all to see!” 
 
    The crowd cheered in unison. Clayton was already anxious. The thundering applause shaking the ground beneath his feet didn’t help. 
 
    “Steady… Focus… You can do this.” Clayton closed his eyes to gather himself. Jalise and Rena each put a hand on his shoulders to ease the tension that had become so obvious. Knowing he wasn’t alone was enough to steady the beating in his chest. 
 
    “Rise, Ferrum!” Regent Magne raised her arms. “There is no more time to waste! Fulfill your destiny!” 
 
    “Yeah!” Thomas screamed into the air and raced up the hillside before everybody else. The other Ferrum quickly followed and ran up their paths. Clayton and his group were the last to move. 
 
    “We must move fast but we must be cautious,” Rena explained. “Haste alone will lead to certain failure.” 
 
    Clayton gave her a nod and proceeded up the path. Jalise and Rena followed close behind him. 
 
    The steep climb proved to be tricky. With his great hammer strapped to his back, he was grateful he had the strength and stamina not to strain himself. He dug his boots into the grass and proceeded up until the base of the hillside had already grown in the distance. 
 
    “Look out!” Jalise raised her hands up and cast a fireball forward when they reached a plateau. She knocked a wild hyena off the side of the hill but the rest of the pack were already charging. Clayton and Rena readied their weapons. 
 
    The hyenas were swift. They darted in and out, snatching with their razor-sharp fangs. Their claws were pointed enough to pierce the thickest armor. But they were no match for Rena. The elf twirled around their attacks, taking every opportunity to slice and slash with her sword and cut them down. 
 
    Clayton was not as graceful as his counterpart. Violent swings hit the air and drained him of his stamina. The fire Jalise shot from her hands was enough to set their bodies ablaze and slow them down. It gave Clayton the chance to finish the job, pounding their bodies into the grass. 
 
    He bent down to gather some of the coin they’d left behind when Rena suddenly grabbed him by the arm. 
 
    “There is no time for that.” Rena pulled him up and the group quickly continued their ascent. 
 
    The other Ferrum were nowhere to be seen but they could be heard. Nobody would be able to ascend the mountain without going through their own ordeals. Clayton ignored them all though. His hands tight around his hammer, he climbed up the mountain and kept a cautious eye for any danger. 
 
    They’d gotten so high that the crowd cheering at the base of the hillside was barely visible. The air grew thinner. The plateau they reached seemed a little smaller, blocked by fog that covered the other side. 
 
    “Did I ever mention I’m not too fond of heights?” Clayton muttered to his companions. 
 
    “Stay away from the edges,” Rena replied. 
 
    “That’s great advice. Why didn’t I think of that—” Clayton’s remark was interrupted by a great roar behind him. He turned around and saw the wild boar charging toward him. Its hooves thumped against the ground as it galloped forward, shaking the ground beneath them. Clayton held his hammer at his side. 
 
    “Steady… Wait for it…” He had to time it just right or risk getting run over. “Now!” He swung with all of his strength and caught the boar just before it was on him. The blow was hard enough to send the boar rolling on its side. Before it had a chance to get back up to its feet for a second attack, Rena dashed toward it and put an end to it. 
 
    “That wasn’t so tough—” Again Clayton was interrupted. Only this time, there was more than one roar. More bloodthirsty boars rushed forward through the fog. They were smaller than the one that just fell but growled with the ferocity that wouldn’t be taken lightly. 
 
    Rena moved around them. She slashed at their fur and drew blood. But her blade was too delicate to do enough damage to stop them. 
 
    “Jalise! Fire! Now!” Clayton yelled out between swings of his hammer. 
 
    The sage raised both hands into the air and intricately twisted her fingers into precise patterns. Her eyes closed, she stood off to the side while the others continued to fight. Beads of sweat continued to drip down the sides of her face as she wove intricate patterns in the sky with her fingers. 
 
    “Jalise! Hey, did you hear me?” Clayton grew desperate as his stamina faded. The boars converged on him, tearing at his linen shirt with their sharp claws. Rena moved with the same nimbleness she always had despite the sweat covering the pale pink of her body. “Jalise—” 
 
    She yelled out and thrust her hands forward. The flames burst from her palms and shot forward in a line. 
 
    “Crap!” Clayton just managed to roll out of the way. Rena did the same. The fire engulfed the boars completely, charring their fur and forcing them to struggle to put it out. 
 
    “Now!” Rena yelled. “Finish them!” 
 
    Clayton and Rena worked together to put the violent beasts down. They didn’t put much of a fight but it still took Clayton all of his stamina. He had to pause to catch his breath between each swing. Eventually, he managed to put an end to the struggling boars. Clayton had only begun to recover when more roars came from the fog again. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?!” he exclaimed. “We can’t keep fighting these damn boars!” 
 
    “You are right.” Rena put a hand on his shoulder. “You must finish the ascent alone.” 
 
    “What? You can’t be serious. I can’t just leave you—” 
 
    “Jalise and I can handle ourselves. Acquiring the Zeal Blade is paramount.” 
 
    Clayton stared at Rena. The elf clenched her jaw, almost angry that Clayton hadn’t left. When he turned toward Jalise, she smiled softly with a nod. 
 
    “You must go,” the young woman said. “We will be all right. Fulfill your destiny, Clayton.” 
 
    “What choice do I have?” Clayton bowed his head to them and ran through the crowd of boars charging toward him. He turned around to see Jalise setting fire to them and Rena putting them down like they had done before. “Stay focused. You’re close.” 
 
    Clayton continued his climb. He was so high the clouds were beneath him. The air near the atmosphere grew cold. He sighed and saw his breath before him. He kept digging his boots into the ground until there was nowhere left to climb. The fog of the clouds on the previous plateau had disappeared. 
 
    He’d reached the summit. He knew it because of the shimmering light on the platform across from him. A slab of marble sat there with a blade thrust into it. The blade itself wasn’t remarkable but the light shining from it was something else. It shifted through the colors of the rainbow. The brightness was hypnotizing. 
 
    “The Zeal Blade…” 
 
    “It’s beautiful, ain’t it?” 
 
    Clayton was so distracted, he didn’t realize someone else had made it to the top of the hillside, too. He looked toward Thomas, who walked toward the blade. Thomas’s chainmail was covered in blood along with his longsword. 
 
    “You made it,” Clayton said. 
 
    “I did. Shame Bernard isn’t here. It would be something if the three of us all got here.” 
 
    “That’d be something.” 
 
    Their ascent was seemingly over. But when the smile left Thomas’s face, Clayton realized the hardest part of his journey was right now. 
 
    “How are we supposed to decide?” Clayton said. 
 
    They stared at one another. Their smiles gone, they both immediately came to the same conclusion. On cue, they raced toward the blade at the same time. The Zeal Blade grew brighter with every step they took. 
 
    Thomas was faster though. Clayton cursed the advantage of extra essence Thomas had. Clayton couldn’t catch up to him. Just as he reached the weapon, a powerful gust of wind knocked both of them back and sent them tumbling in the opposite direction of the blade. 
 
    Clayton steadied himself, slamming his hammer into the ground to push himself back up to his feet. A piercing shriek filled his ears. He raised his head and watched the figure emerge from the clouds. 
 
    “Holy…” 
 
    He was near speechless as he saw the monstrous eagle appear before him. It was the size of a small house. Its claws were like knives. Even its beak looked like it could punch a hole through him, regardless of the kind of armor he wore. Even its brown feathers looked like thick plating. 
 
    Thomas was experiencing the same kind of awe. He was motionless as he squeezed his hands tight around his hilt. 
 
    The eagle landed on the other side of the platform and let out a terrible squeal unlike any animal Clayton had ever heard. It blocked the path to the Zeal Blade, digging its claws into the ground. 
 
    “There’s only one way.” Clayton knew the beast was there for a reason. He couldn’t stop now. Not when he was so close. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 
 
    “All right, Clay. We beat this thing and then we get back to our race. After this, whoever gets to the blade first gets it. Fair and square. Deal?” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    They both readied their weapons and inched closer to the beast. A single flap of the eagle’s wings created a gust of wind that almost knocked them down. They pressed forward slowly. But Thomas had other ideas. He suddenly charged forward with his weapon raised in the air. 
 
    “Thomas! Wait—” Clayton’s warning fell on deaf ears. Thomas already made up his mind. And so did the winged beast. It swooped toward Thomas and the two of them met in a violent collision. Thomas just managed to swipe at the feathers on its chest but he took the brunt of the blow and fell back to the edge of the summit. The eagle swooped forward. 
 
    “Clay! Help!” 
 
    The eagle landed right in front of Thomas, stalking its prey. Clayton was about to run and help but something caught his eye. The blade shimmered a crimson red that had Clayton hypnotized. 
 
    “There’s nothing in my way. I could take the blade. This is my destiny.” 
 
    “Clay! Please!” 
 
    “But what if Thomas was the one meant to wield it?” 
 
    The eagle inched closer. Clayton grunted in frustration, angry that the answer wasn’t so obvious. He thought of taking the blade and beating back the Eagle with it but there was no guarantee he had the time. 
 
    Clayton knew he couldn’t take that chance. 
 
    “Dammit… Hold on, Thomas!” He grabbed his hammer and chased after the eagle. He swung as hard and fast as he could, slamming the iron into the eagle’s body. It hurt the beast and made it squeal in pain. It was just enough of a distraction for Thomas to rise up and dig his sword into its chest. A nightmarish roar filled the sky and echoed down all the way to the city. Blood gushed from the gaping wound. Despite the beast’s flailing, Thomas continued to drive his weapon up before pulling it out to let the wound leak completely. 
 
    Somehow, the eagle was still standing. But it was no longer the threat it once was. Clayton brought his hammer to his side and pressed his boots down into the ground. 
 
    “One more!” Clayton swung like it was the last time he’d ever use his hammer and crashed the iron into the eagle’s head. The blow sent it stumbling forward and over the edge of the plateau. The two of them watched as the massive bird fell below the clouds. A loud splash followed and they assumed it hit the water at bottom of the summit. 
 
    “Thanks.” Thomas closed his eyes and gasped a deep breath. “If you didn’t do that, I was a goner.” 
 
    “I couldn’t just leave you behind.” 
 
    They both turned toward the Zeal Blade. Clayton narrowed his eyes when he saw something strange happen. The light shifted from green to red and back. The other colors he saw coming from it before had disappeared. 
 
    “Take it,” Thomas said. 
 
    “…What?” Clayton was taken aback. 
 
    “You deserve the weapon. You had it and you gave it up. I don’t deserve it. You do.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “You are worthy. There’s no question about that.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Hurry! There’s no time to waste. The others are coming. And I don’t wanna take any chances with something else flying at us.” 
 
    “All right.” Clayton chuckled and shrugged. Taking the Zeal Blade wasn’t a difficult decision. After everything he’d been through, he was more than willing to go through this. Thomas’s blessing only made it that much easier. 
 
    The two of them walked together toward it. Clayton stood right before it and watched as the light continued to burn red. He pulled the Spectral Stone hilt he carried with him from his pouch, his eyes locked on the blade. 
 
    “I don’t know how this works exactly…” He swallowed hard in anticipation as he moved his hilt forward. He couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “Brooks! Look out!” 
 
    Clayton jerked his head back when he heard a familiar voice behind him. He spun around and saw Rena on the other side of the summit. Even from a distance, he could see the fear in her violet eyes. 
 
    “What?” A split-second of doubt entered his mind. The other half-a-second later, something else entered him. A sharp pain in the center of his gut like nothing he’d ever felt before. 
 
    Clayton slowly turned his head toward Thomas. Gone was the man who was so willing to let him take the weapon. 
 
    “Sorry, Clay,” Thomas said. “I have to wield the blade. It’s my destiny.” 
 
    Clayton’s mouth was agape. Fear. Anger. Shock. Searing pain. All of the emotions caught his words in his throat. But his silence said more than enough. 
 
    He looked down and saw this was real. Thomas’s sword was inside of him. The blood leaked from his stomach and dripped to the ground, thick and red. Thomas pulled his weapon free and more blood gushed from the wound. 
 
    Clayton dropped the hilt in his hand and collapsed. He blinked his eyes and watched as Thomas pressed his own hilt down onto the blade. He pulled the sword from its resting place and green light engulfed the summit. 
 
    “Brooks! Brooks!” Rena yelled. 
 
    Clayton watched as Rena and Jalise ran toward him, their eyes full of desperation. But they were too far to do anything. Clayton looked up at the sky and watched as the green light shined above him. Thomas had never looked so proud of himself. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Thomas said. “Nalore will be saved.” 
 
    Clayton was helpless to defend the sudden hard kick that sent him over the edge of the summit. 
 
    “Clayton!” 
 
    A faint scream filled his ears as he plummeted through the sky. He soared through the air and landed with a hard splash in the water. His pain was quickly replaced by endless darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “I’ve accomplished many great deeds in my life. I’ve traveled all over the world. I’ve slept with the most beautiful women you could imagine. I’ve driven fast cars. I’ve made money with the fortune I was blessed with. But there was always something inside of me. A burning desire that pushed me to keep moving forward. 
 
    “As I look out at all of you on this day, I realize what my destiny is. All of my deeds put together don’t compare to this. I am humbled to be standing before you. I… I can’t put into words what this means. But words don’t matter at this point. I know what really matters. 
 
    “A great threat looms. Darkness is on the horizon, heading toward this city. I know that some of you are quivering with fear. We have endured before yet you still have doubts. I want you all to know what a great honor it is for me to be selected as your champion. To wield this weapon… I will make sure it is put to great use. The evil that threatens this land will be punished. Long live, Nalore!” 
 
    Thomas thrust his sword into the air. The great hall erupted with cheers. It was hard not to be filled with confidence. The Zeal Blade shimmered with a glowing green light that inspired everybody who looked at it. Just a single weapon represented the future of the city. If there were any tension before, Thomas had quelled it. He was always sure of himself but now, standing proud in his armor and his head held high, he felt like he was capable of anything. Everybody in the room was celebrating. Everybody except for one person. 
 
    Rena stood off to the side of the great hall. Her arms crossed, she didn’t bother trying to hide her emotions. She furrowed her brow in a mix of anger and frustration, watching helplessly as the festivities continued. 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Stanton.” Regent Magne took the center of the great hall. She smiled and held her hand up to quiet the enthusiasm of her audience. “In just a few days, Lord Stanton will take the Zeal Blade and fulfill the prophecy like the other Ferrum have before him. The Maledict may threaten the peace of this land like they always have. But they are always defeated. This time will be no different. It is a joyous time in Nalore. We bear witness to our greatest triumph. A hero has arrived from the other world to vanquish the darkness. 
 
    “I consider myself a ruler of the people. As Regent, I urge all of you not to worry. Everything is in good hands. Our savior has revealed himself. Today is a time for celebration!” 
 
    Another burst of cheers echoed through the great hall. Seeing the smile on Regent Magne’s face made Rena uncomfortable. But it was Thomas’s smile that made her sick to her stomach. 
 
    He continued to hold the Zeal Blade in the air, as if taunting her. When their eyes met, he didn’t stop smiling. She shifted her gaze away in disgust to stop her emotions from getting the better of her. 
 
    The festivities in the great hall were like nothing else. The smell of food and wine filled the room. The laughter and conversation was enough to drown out the music of the minstrels. At the center of it all was Thomas, who bathed in the adulation. There was no shortage of people who wanted to shake his hand and get a closer look at the blade. 
 
    Rena watched the Regent closely until she was finally alone. Rena marched past the other guards and greeted her with a bow. 
 
    “Regent Magne.” 
 
    “Lady Rena.” 
 
    “I was wondering if I could speak to you—” 
 
    “There is nothing for us to discuss.” Rena had already mentioned what happened on the summit earlier but the Regent failed to give a response. 
 
    “But there is something to discuss. I saw it with my own eyes. He stabbed Clayton and sent him plummeting to his death.” 
 
    “Perhaps you misjudged what you saw.” 
 
    Rena would’ve taken offense but she knew she couldn’t with the Regent. She bit her tongue and sighed a hard breath through her nose to maintain her composure. 
 
    “I know what I saw. That man is not worthy to wield the blade. You know it.” 
 
    Regent Magne stayed motionless at the head of the great hall, watching her subjects surround Thomas and shower him with praise. Rena stared hard at the Regent as if she were trying to melt a hole through her. 
 
    “What would you have me do?” Regent Magne swallowed to clear her throat. 
 
    “Tell them the truth.” 
 
    “The truth? Tell them the Ferrum destined to save our city killed another of his ilk? Look at them, Rena. They are laughing and smiling. Clayton’s sacrifice will not be in vain.” 
 
    “It is not right—” 
 
    “Tell me something. What does it matter who wields the blade as long as it is used to save the city?” The Regent slowly turned toward Rena. Rena didn’t answer immediately. There was no point because Regent Magne already knew the truth. “You are a part of my guard, are you not?” 
 
    “Yes—” 
 
    “And you swore to protect me and this city, above all else, did you not?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then do your duty. If not for me, but for the innocent people of this city. Perhaps they will live in ignorance of what kind of man their savior was but they will live.” 
 
    “You should ask them if they are so willing to live in ignorance.” 
 
    “I do not have to ask them. I am Regent of Nalore. I make that decision for them.” 
 
    “Regent Magne—” 
 
    “The celebration will go into the night. I suggest you join the festivities or leave. There will be no further discussion of this.” 
 
    Rena sighed to maintain her composure. She knew there was little else she could do. 
 
    “All is not lost,” the Regent said. “Clayton Brooks is a Ferrum. Oracle Shen knows how important he is, even without the power of Zeal.” She took a seat upon her throne and the smile returned to her face as the celebration continued. 
 
    Rena left the Regent’s side and exited the great hall. She could still hear the celebration in the distance behind her. Her frustration was about to get the best of her when Jalise came pacing toward her. 
 
    “Did the Regent say anything?” 
 
    Rena shook her head. 
 
    “I didn’t think so,” Jalise said. “This is a strange situation.” 
 
    “The Regent has made up her mind. Have you spoken to Oracle Shen?” 
 
    “He awaits us.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Brooks… Brooks…” 
 
    Clayton heard the voice in his head as he drifted in the water. The pain in his gut reverberated through the rest of his body. 
 
    “Brooks… Brooks…” 
 
    “I’m dead… I must be…” he thought to himself. But the sound of his name continued to ring in his thoughts. 
 
    There was nothing though. Just an endless sea of darkness, swallowing him whole. No matter how far he swam or ran or jumped, his surroundings never changed. There was nothing. Just… emptiness. 
 
    “Brooks… Brooks, wake up.” 
 
    Clayton continued to float in the sea of darkness. But something didn’t make sense. He could hear his own thoughts. He could feel the darkness. And that feeling alone was enough to know there was a way out. 
 
    “Brooks… Brooks!” 
 
    Clayton’s eyes shot open. His mouth open wide, he struggled to breathe like a newborn unsure of how to use his lungs. The pain in his chest burned until he was finally able to force a rush of air down his throat. He gasped over and over. An endless marathon through the darkness had come to an end but drained him of everything. 
 
    Slowly but surely, he regained his senses. He blinked his eyes to make sure he was seeing things right. Still, he couldn’t believe what he was looking at. 
 
    An old man stood by his side, one eye closed as he examined his specimen. Jalise stood at the other side of the table. The young blond had a soft smile on her lips. Her eyes were narrowed like she was trying to hold something back. And at the foot of the table was Rena. She clenched her jaw to maintain her composure though it took a considerable effort to remain as steadfast as she always was. 
 
    “Just relax.” Oracle Shen pressed a hand on Clayton’s shoulder and steadied him. “You’re still recovering.” 
 
    Clayton noticed how hard it was underneath him. He seemed to be resting upon a stone slab. But his uncomfortable bed was the least of his worries. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Jalise asked. 
 
    Clayton’s jaw dropped. He searched for the words but there was nothing. He was sure he was dead and now, somehow, he wasn’t. He tried to get up but found that his strength had left him. 
 
    “Hey.” Shen pushed him back down with little effort. “What part of ‘you’re still recovering’ don’t you understand?” 
 
    Clayton shifted his eyes around and recognized his surroundings. He was at the top of the summit just a moment ago. Now he was back in the oracle’s laboratory. 
 
    “Do you remember anything?” Rena moved next to him. 
 
    “I remember…” Clayton closed his eyes and the memories came back to him as vivid as the moment he experienced them. “I was at the summit. Thomas and I had beaten the great eagle back. He told me to take the Zeal Blade. Then I heard a voice. Yours or Jalise’s. Then the pain. It was sharp and deep. A shock through my whole body.” 
 
    Clayton lowered his hands down to feel for the wound but there was nothing. It was at that moment he realized he was completely naked. 
 
    “Hold on a second… Where are my clothes?” 
 
    “You just came back from the dead and you are worried about your own modesty.” Rena did her best not to roll her eyes. She failed and rolled them anyway. “They are somewhere at the bottom of the sea I imagine.” 
 
    Jalise grabbed a nearby linen to cover up Clayton. Clayton managed to work up the strength to sit up and make sure he was indeed in Shen’s laboratory. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. 
 
    “I thought I died,” he said. 
 
    “You did die,” Shen replied. 
 
    “Wait… What?” 
 
    “You are a Ferrum. The essence is your lifeforce. You get stronger when you acquire more of it. When you touch one of these tablets, they make a record of your essence. When you die, you don’t simply disappear. The record of your essence allows you to return. Your companions returned to this tablet and summoned your essence, making you anew.” 
 
    “Like saving a game…” Clayton scratched his head. He’d played games with save data before, so it made sense… Sort of. He never imagined he would be able to save himself in a similar manner but he was grateful his life had not come to an end. “What happened? The Zeal Blade?” 
 
    He looked toward Jalise, who put her head down, unable to hide her disappointment. Rena furrowed her brow in anger. 
 
    “They are celebrating in the great hall,” Rena said. “Lord Stanton is basking in the glory of his triumph. The people are championing him as the hero of Nalore because he wields the blade.” 
 
    “Isn’t that how it works? The Ferrum who holds the sword can beat the Maledict.” 
 
    “I do not know how you can be so calm. The man killed you and took what was rightfully yours.” 
 
    Clayton understood the point Rena was trying to make and his resentment began to bubble inside of him. 
 
    “Thomas was wrong for what he did to me. I had every opportunity to take the blade but I didn’t. Maybe it just wasn’t meant to be.” 
 
    “Do you… really feel that way?” Jalise was so timid, worried that Clayton was bottling his feelings. 
 
    “What can I do? I can’t seek revenge just to take the sword from him. I’m not more important than this city. What difference does it make who defeats the Maledict?” 
 
    “The Regent mentioned a similar sentiment,” Rena said. “It is simply a manner of honor that you should wield the blade.” 
 
    Clayton lowered his head, considering Rena’s words. He chuckled softly to himself. “Just a few days ago, I spent most of my time in front of my PC. I was an achievement hunter. My greatest accomplishments were my skill with a mouse and keyboard. I’ve been able to do so much since I’ve arrived. I feel like all of those achievements I’ve gotten in the past led me to this moment. I won’t lie. I wanted to take Zeal for myself. It would’ve been sweet. But I won’t put myself ahead of the fate of this city.” 
 
    “You are right. The priority of everybody in Nalore is the Maledict threat. But I will not allow you to forget how Lord Stanton betrayed you.” 
 
    “I won’t forget it either. My priority is to do what I can to help, Zeal or not.” 
 
    “Your priority is to recover.” Shen interrupted the conversation and moved toward the stone slab Clayton rested on. “Your body may be complete but your essence has not been restored fully. If you wish to do your part to help Nalore, you cannot push yourself.” 
 
    “The Maledict are on the horizon,” Rena said. “Lord Stanton will lead an attack with our armies and drive the evil back. I am not eager to be a part of his command but I will be there.” 
 
    “As will I,” Jalise added. 
 
    Clayton’s mind was already made up. His business with Thomas wasn’t settled but he would have to deal with it when the time was right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    After a few hours, Clayton regained enough of his strength to retire to his quarters. He still needed Jalise and Rena’s assistance to move but he was no longer confined to the hard slab in Shen’s laboratory. 
 
    He collapsed in the comfort of his soft bed and sighed a soft breath. His eyes on the ceiling, he ran a hand over his stomach to make sure the wound Thomas gave him was gone. 
 
    “Strange…” The memories of what it felt like were still fresh but he smiled knowing that his end wasn’t permanent. 
 
    He couldn’t rest easy though. Not when he knew there were still great challenges facing him. 
 
    He wore nothing but a small pair of linen briefs as he made his way over to the stone tablet at the side of the room. He pressed his palm upon it and watched as the flames formed in front of him. 
 
    “What the…” He blinked to make sure he was reading it correctly. 
 
      
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 11 (Death Sickness) 
 
    Available Points 0 
 
      
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 11 
 
    Constitution 7 
 
    Agility 5 
 
    Dexterity 5 
 
    Wisdom 5 
 
      
 
    The numbers hadn’t changed since the last time he saw them. Just then, there was a knock at the door. “Come in.” Jalise stepped inside and bowed her head. 
 
    “Are you occupied?” 
 
    “What could I be busy with?” 
 
    “We recovered this from the summit.” She placed the Spectral Stone hilt in his hands. 
 
    “Not much use for it now…” He smiled then tossed it on the stand next to his bed. 
 
    “I wanted to check on you. To make sure you are all right. It is not every day one is reborn from death.” 
 
    “I appreciate your concern but I’m fine. Actually… There is something I wanted to ask you… I’m looking at my essence. My levels haven’t changed. The journey up the hillside, I was sure I killed something. Shouldn’t I have gotten some essence from that?” 
 
    “You must go to a tablet to make a record. If you fall like you did, you lose the ability points you did not use and your essence level remains static.” 
 
    “I see… Lose your essence when you die… That makes sense I guess…” Clayton moved back toward the bed and took a seat. “All of that hard work just to let Thomas get the blade and lose my essence.” 
 
    Jalise walked over and gave him that soft smile of hers in an attempt to comfort him. “The circumstances are not ideal but someone did acquire the Zeal Blade. I hope there is some comfort in knowing you are doing your part for this city.” 
 
    “There is. I intend on joining the armies when they march toward the Maledict. I don’t know what it is I’m facing but I’ll face it head-on.” 
 
    “I expected nothing less of you.” Jalise took a seat on the bed next to him. Clayton thought it was interesting, since the sage was usually quiet and reserved, but he didn’t question her. “Back in your world. On Earth. What was it you did? I imagine you are quite accomplished.” 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it.” Clayton chuckled at the thought of all the achievements he acquired. There was no way he could explain to her the games he played but he figured he’d try anyway. “I work with a tablet like this stone one over here. There’s no fire but there are stats and an interface. I don’t control myself. I control someone else. And I do battle with them.” 
 
    “You… control people?” 
 
    “Not directly. Imagine a general directing his army and then seeing what the results are. Hypothetically.” 
 
    “A simulation.” 
 
    “Yes! Exactly. A simulation.” 
 
    “It is no wonder you are such a great warrior.” 
 
    Clayton couldn’t contain his laughter but Jalise scrunched her face, puzzled at his amusement. 
 
    “Nobody back home has ever called me a great warrior.” 
 
    “I believe it is because they do not know what you are truly capable of, Clayton.” 
 
    “Maybe. The opinions of the people back home never mattered to me. I lived my life for me and no one else. As long as I was enjoying myself, that was all that mattered.” 
 
    Jalise dropped her head down. Clayton noticed how she began twiddling her fingers. He wondered why she seemed nervous but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Can I ask you something, Clayton?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Back home… Did you have anybody in your life?” 
 
    Clayton wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly. He didn’t respond immediately, out of fear of getting the wrong idea. But his hesitation only made the young woman’s cheeks blush. Her skin pale, it was more than noticeable. 
 
    “There was one girl but she turned out to be a real crazy one. Why are you asking?” 
 
    “I know it is none of my business. It is just… Do you remember the light coming from the blade?” 
 
    “It was so bright, I can see it even when I close my eyes. The colors of the rainbow. When I got near it, it was red… But the last thing I remember was Thomas wielding it and it was green. Red and green. Maybe the sword sensed it’s almost Christmas…” 
 
    “I spent a lot of time in the libraries. Ever since I was a child, all I did was read. I had no family or friends. The ancients were my companions.” 
 
    Clayton smiled at her honesty though Jalise still seemed anxious. “I guess that makes you and me a lot alike in some ways. You and your books. Me and my games.” 
 
    “I read the ancient scriptures of the Zeal Blade. The lineage of who wielded it goes back for generations. The Maledict were defeated every time by a champion, a Ferrum from another world.” 
 
    “That’s how it was explained to me.” 
 
    “Each Ferrum is unique. The Zeal Blade draws energy from the one who wields it. It senses the Ferrum’s strength and amplifies it. Each color is associated with a strength.” 
 
    “I see… Thomas’s is green. Does that mean anything?” 
 
    “Green is the color of envy. The blade sensed his desire for power and amplified that.” 
 
    “Makes sense. When I had dinner with him, he mentioned all of the things he owned and places he’d been to with the fortune he had. But I would’ve assumed that just from him stabbing me in the gut.” 
 
    Jalise remained staring at the floor like she was unable to look Clayton in the eye. He didn’t think anything of it, his curiosity occupied by the information she gave him. 
 
    “It was red for me. What does red mean?” 
 
    “Red is passion. You have lust in your heart.” 
 
    “Lust… That can’t be it. I spend all my time playing video games. Women are the last thing on my mind.” 
 
    “On your mind, perhaps. But the Zeal Blade can sense what is truly in your heart. You cannot deny your own essence.” 
 
    “Not that it matters anyway.” Clayton shrugged with indifference. “It’s not like I’m using the weapon.” 
 
    “But you have the strength inside of you.” Jalise raised her head up and put her hand to Clayton’s chest. Looking into her deep green eyes, Clayton suddenly forgot what he was thinking. Jalise had a youthful beauty about her. He’d be lying to himself if he denied it. Her being so close wasn’t helping with him keeping his composure. 
 
    “Just relax… She’s just trying to help you.” Clayton shook away the thoughts of what she might be getting at. But Jalise persisted, slowly trailing her delicate fingers down his chest and over his stomach. The essence he put in strength gave him some noticeable muscles he was grateful for at the moment. 
 
    “You are a great warrior, Clayton. There is a passion inside of you. I want to do everything I can to draw that passion from you.” 
 
    “You’ve already done enough for me, Jalise.” 
 
    “I have not.” 
 
    She stood up from the bed and moved before him. Clayton watched as she reached behind her neck and unclasped the collar of her top. The fabric quickly fell down and revealed her breasts. 
 
    “Wow…” Clayton did his best to maintain his composure, staring at the milky white flesh. The shape of her body was just as pleasant as he imagined it. 
 
    Jalise didn’t stop, pulling her skirt down to her ankles and stepping away from it. Clayton eyed the mound between her legs, a small tuft of hair just above her entrance, the same color as the flowing locks on her head. His heart thumped inside of his chest. He swallowed to wet his suddenly dry throat. Jalise’s figure was nothing short of amazing to him. The way the moonlight cast shadows on her pale skin made her look even more delicate. 
 
    “There is a lust inside of you, Clayton. The passion only a Ferrum possesses. If you truly wish to do everything you can to fulfill your destiny, you must embrace the desires in your heart. Your lust is your strength. Release your desires.” 
 
    Clayton felt her words. In his heart. In his body. And especially below his waist. His linen underwear strained against his length. He was engorged with blood. 
 
    The demure sage was no longer shy. She reached down and massaged his rigid flesh with her hand and pulled a sigh from him. While she stroked him, she leaned close and whispered into his ear. “You are still recovering. Let me help you.” Her warm breath against his skin made him shiver in anticipation. He didn’t protest her requests. 
 
    He moved on the bed and laid back. Jalise moved onto the bed between his legs. She tugged the linen down and freed his aching flesh. Clayton looked down at the beautiful sight, watching as she didn’t hesitate to take him into her mouth. It caught him by surprise and made his whole body tense up. It felt so good he was already on the verge of bursting. 
 
    “Wow…” He sighed a deep breath, almost laughing at his situation. A young, beautiful blond like Jalise was going down on him. Out of all the things he’d experienced, this felt like a dream as much as anything else. 
 
    He enjoyed the sight of her bobbing her head up and down. Her tongue licked the underside of his shaft and made him twitch. The sounds of her mouth on him grew louder, making it more difficult for him to hold back. 
 
    Clayton reached out and put a hand on her shoulder in an act of desperation. “Jalise… If you keep that up I’ll explode…” 
 
    She pulled her mouth from him and wiped her lips with her fingers. “That was my intention… But I believe there are better ways of drawing your passion from you…” 
 
    She crawled toward him. Their lips tangled in a soft but intense kiss. Clayton stuck his tongue out and enjoyed the taste. Down below, he could feel the heat from her entrance near his length. He imagined he was somehow getting even harder just for her. 
 
    Jalise straddled him, one hand pressing on his chest and another wrapped around his length. They stared deep into each other’s eyes as she guided him toward her entrance. Clayton felt the warmth of her folds against his tip. She lowered herself down and engulfed the rest of his length. 
 
    Warm. Wet. Squeezing his shaft just right. Jalise was everything Clayton wanted her to be. 
 
    He reached up and cupped her breasts as she proceeded to rock back and forth in a slow, sensual rhythm. She tilted her head back, her eyes closed and her face pointed toward the ceiling. Clayton had all kinds of thoughts about her when he first laid eyes on her. Now he was with her, inside of her. This was what she meant when she spoke of the lust in his heart. 
 
    Clayton could no longer deny it. 
 
    He wrapped his hands around her waist as his body took control. His hips shifted, driving his length deep into her womb with every stroke. Jalise whimpered as she bounced on top of him. Her breasts heaved to the rhythm she was forced to move. 
 
    “Yes… Just like that… Do not stop…” There was desperation in her voice. She pleaded with him to give it to her and he complied. 
 
    Clayton had found a renewed vigor. He pushed himself up and inside of Jalise, impaling her completely on his thickness. His whole body began to tighten up. His end was near and nothing could stop it. 
 
    “Release your desires… Don’t hold back…” 
 
    Clayton clenched his jaw. He was driving himself into her furiously. The sound of their bodies colliding joined the squeaking of the mattress beneath them. He pushed as hard as he could and lost himself. 
 
    A deep groan escaped him as he came. His body seized up. His length throbbed. Thick spurts of his seed spilled into her. 
 
    Jalise trembled on top of him. She tightened her walls and drained him. “Yes… Just like that…” She pressed her hands on his sweaty chest, bracing herself while she guided him through his orgasm. 
 
    Clayton enjoyed the moment for as long as he could until he was completely spent. He sank into the mattress, sweaty and exhausted. Jalise sealed their moment together with a kiss. 
 
    They didn’t say anything. The only sounds they made were their hard breaths as they tried to recover. 
 
    As Clayton closed his eyes and drifted off to an inevitable slumber, he noticed something else. There was a warmth inside of his body. Not a warmth that came from the satisfaction of an orgasm. 
 
    “Is that… my essence?” He wondered if what Jalise spoke of was actually true. But his questions would have to wait for another day, as the fatigue of death was too much to overcome. For now, he could rest peacefully with the sage who just satisfied him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    The city of Nalore had some time to spare before the Maledict made their presence known. But they used every moment they could to prepare. 
 
    Thomas, now with the official title of Lord Stanton, became one of the commanders of the Regent’s Royal Army. More than a thousand soldiers trained and prepped for the coming battle. The Ferrum who had stayed behind also prepared. Thomas himself became accustomed to wielding the power of the Zeal Blade. He gathered as much essence as he could, slaughtering every beast he found. The people of Nalore cheered his greed for power, as he was the champion who would save the city this generation. 
 
    While everybody worked in preparation for the coming war, Clayton remained on the sidelines. The penalty of his death lingered through his body. Time in the rejuvenation pool. Food and drink. Intimate time with Consort Faith. Even Jalise used all of the ancient wisdom she’d acquired to strengthen Clayton. But only time would allow his essence to return to its full strength. 
 
    Only a few days had gone by when the Maledict threat became clear. It was far from the city but steadily approaching. There was no more time to waste. 
 
    The Royal Army of Nalore had gathered in the Serene Valley. Clayton looked up at the normally cheery sky and saw the dark clouds blocking out the sun. The gloomy gray cast a darkness that swept the entire field. Clayton stood proudly and stared forward at the blackness on the other side. 
 
    “Is that… the Maledict?” He stared at it in disbelief. He’d never seen anything like it. A black foggy mist, blocking out what was on the other side of it. It was like a portal to another dimension. Clayton had every reason to be frightened but he remained steadfast. 
 
    “Pure malevolence.” Jalise explained. “It is a blight that comes to take over our city.” 
 
    “Maybe we can beat it once and for all.” 
 
    “We have tried. Many times. But the Maledict comes from a place nobody knows of.” 
 
    “The Maledict come but they lose every time,” Rena said. “Whatever evil lurks in the darkness is no match for the strength of the Ferrum. The Zeal Blade contains the power to send them back, regardless of who wields it.” 
 
    “I’ll just be glad when this is over.” Clayton looked up at the sky in disappointment and shook his head. “It’s a real downer being out here in weather like this.” 
 
    “We will triumph, Brooks. I have no doubt of that.” 
 
    Clayton readied himself, his hands tight around his hammer. His death lingered in his body but he had enough strength and stamina to wield his weapon. That was enough. 
 
    Thomas galloped on his horse in front of the infantry. He had a proud smile on his face. The Zeal Blade rested on his back, a powerful emerald glow shimmering from it. He spotted Clayton and brought his horse to a halt. 
 
    “Clay… I’m glad you decided to come out today.” 
 
    “Are you?” Clayton replied. He was doing everything he could to hold back his frustrations. Rena might’ve been more upset with the way she twisted her hands around her weapons. “I can’t imagine you’re glad I’m here after what happened on the summit.” 
 
    “I only did what had to be done. I already knew your death wasn’t permanent. It’s my destiny to hold this weapon, you know it is. Look…” He pulled the blade from his hand and held it up. “…I have enough strength to hold this thing with one hand. The Maledict don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “I hope you fight as well as you are confident.” 
 
    “This weapon gives me all of the confidence I need. It’ll be a simple manner. An easy day’s work. Then I’ll enjoy all of the good fortune that comes with success. You’re a Ferrum, too, Clay. Don’t think you won’t be able to bathe in the glory of our successful victory.” 
 
    “I’m not doing this for glory. I’m only doing this because it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    Thomas scoffed in response. “Tell yourself whatever you want. Just be sure to stay back when it gets dangerous. Let the weapon do what it needs to do.” He sheathed his sword and galloped to the front of the armies. 
 
    “I cannot stand that man,” Rena muttered. “I will be glad when this is over and the Zeal Blade is out of his hands.” 
 
    Clayton snickered at Rena’s blunt comments. He thought it was nice to have someone on his side, even though everybody else seemed enamored with Thomas. 
 
    The army gave Thomas their full attention. He looked down his nose at them, his head held high and proud. “Today is a great day for Nalore. Today, darkness threatens our peaceful city. But today, we fight back.” 
 
    “How about today we get on with it?” Rena grumbled between her teeth. 
 
    “I have no experience. I don’t know what they’re here for. I don’t know what they’re capable of. I don’t know what they want. That doesn’t matter. They don’t belong here. We’ll send them back to the darkness where they came from…” He raised the Zeal Blade into the air. A pulse of energy shot into the sky, parting the dark clouds above it. “…I am your champion! The Maledict will be destroyed!” 
 
    The army cheered in unison. Clayton looked around and took in the scene. For all of his faults, Thomas knew how to get the people riled up. Even Clayton forgot about his personal business with the man and got excited about getting back on the battlefield. 
 
    “I know you are anxious.” Rena put a hand on Clayton’s shoulder. “Do not push yourself. This is your first battle since you fell.” 
 
    “The only way to knock off the rust is to jump right in and get my feet wet.” Clayton gave Rena a smirk. She looked like she was just on the verge of smiling like so many times before. But instead, she just nodded… like so many times before. Jalise held her hands up and readied herself. 
 
    The knights of the army raised their swords and shields. Thomas, flanked by the other commanders of the army, pointed the Zeal Blade at the mist on the other side of the valley. 
 
    “Follow me!” 
 
    A roar erupted so loud it shook the ground beneath them. The army charged forward at the dark mist. 
 
    Vigor flowed through Clayton’s blood as he ran with everybody else. Jalise and Rena stayed by his side. All of the preparation. All of the doubts and worries. Whatever individual squabbles each person had were put on hold. At this moment, they were all working toward one objective. 
 
    As he got closer, Clayton noticed some movement from the black mist. It shot forward and took the shape of creatures, dark beasts unlike anything he’d ever seen before. Though they were made of a black smoke, they were menacing four-legged beasts. Their fangs were as sharp as any wolf’s. Their claws were as long as any eagle’s. Their roars were as loud as any bear’s. 
 
    Hundreds of black beasts emerged from the darkness and charged toward the army. The closer they got, the faster they seemed to be moving. 
 
    Clayton raised his hammer up and eyed one of the four-legged beasts moving toward him, its eyes blood red and focused. He let out a primal scream as he swung his hammer. The iron collided with the beast and knocked it to it side. One wasn’t enough. Clayton was overtaken by his determination. One swing. Then another. Then another. He only stopped momentarily to recover just enough stamina to swing again. The ill effects of his death were slowly fading away. 
 
    “Stay focused, Brooks!” Rena shouted as she moved around the battlefield. She was right in the thick of it by Clayton’s side. She slashed at the beasts and cut them down. The pink skin of her body glistened with sweat, her graceful movements taking every bit of energy she had. 
 
    Jalise stood with them. The sage had never worked so hard before. One ball of fire would shoot out from one hand while she readied another spell with another. Flames sprayed in every direction. The beasts howled in pain as they succumbed to the inferno she created. 
 
    “Look out!” Clayton ran up to Jalise and slammed his hammer down on a beast ready to pounce on her. The two exchanged smiles with one another before returning to the battle. 
 
    The stream of beasts coming from the darkness was endless. When one was down, two more creatures would emerge in its place. The army continued to fight valiantly despite how weary they were becoming. 
 
    “Keep fighting! Don’t stop!” Thomas’s shouts echoed through the battlefield. The knights yelled as they stabbed their swords and swiped with their shields. 
 
    “We can’t keep this up!” Clayton looked around and saw how unrelenting the battle had become. “How do we stop them?” 
 
    “It is up to the Zeal Blade!” Rena gritted her teeth as she stabbed another pair of beasts. “Go with him, Brooks! Assist the Ferrum with the weapon!” 
 
    Clayton hesitated to leave Jalise and Rena behind like he had once before but he knew he had little choice. He rushed toward Thomas, who was fighting alongside Bernard and some of the other Ferrum. 
 
    “You must end this now!” Clayton defended Thomas from an attack he didn’t realize was coming. 
 
    “We just have to wait for our moment.” Thomas twirled the Zeal Blade effortlessly in his hand and cut a beast in two. “I need to find the leader of these assholes… And I think I just spotted him.” 
 
    Clayton and Thomas looked in the same direction. Emerging from the dark mist was a figure different from all of the other beasts. It looked like a man, only if he were a dozen feet tall and weighed a ton. 
 
    “A Maledict ogre.” Thomas smirked with satisfaction. “I’ll enjoy cutting him down.” He rushed to the ogre. Clayton and Bernard moved behind him, taking down all of the beasts that Thomas remained oblivious to. 
 
    “Pay attention!” Clayton shouted. “You’re being attacked from every angle!” 
 
    “I don’t need to pay attention. I’ll end this quickly.” 
 
    Thomas charged at the ogre and leaped into the air. He swung the Zeal Blade down toward his target. But despite all of his strength, Thomas wasn’t fast enough. The blackened mist that made up the ogre’s fist rose up and slammed Thomas in the stomach. 
 
    “Thomas!” Clayton tried to help but more beasts converged. Together, Clayton and Bernard kept fighting. Thomas dug his blade into the ground and pushed himself back up to his feet. 
 
    “Just a slap on the wrist.” Thomas hadn’t lost his confidence. “No harm done.” More beasts emerged from the mist and charged forward but Thomas continued to ignore them. 
 
    “There’s too many of them!” Clayton said to Bernard. “We have to save him!” 
 
    “Isn’t that what we’ve been trying to do this whole time?” Bernard labored as he swung his sword at the endless stream of creatures emerging from the darkness. 
 
    The two Ferrum fought valiantly along with their brethren. At the same time, Clayton continued to watch Thomas as he tried to take down the ogre. Thomas was completely surrounded but managed to cut them all down with a violent sweep of the Zeal Blade. All that did though was cause more of them to emerge. 
 
    “There’s no more time!” Clayton hammered his way through the crowd and got as close to Thomas as he could. “Thomas! Watch out! There’s too many of them! You have to back off!” 
 
    “I don’t need to back off! Let me show you the true power of this weapon!” Thomas raised the Zeal Blade and a beam of green energy fired toward the sky. Thomas held both hands tight on the hilt and swung the sword down. The beam moved down and crashed into the ogre and the beasts around them. The explosion was so bright Clayton had to put his hands up to shield himself from it. When the light disappeared, Clayton looked up and saw Thomas holding his hands up in triumph. 
 
    “See that?” Thomas said with the biggest grin Clayton had ever seen. “Piece of cake—” 
 
    “Thomas! Look out!” Clayton’s warning fell on deaf ears. The ogre had been obliterated but a beast ten times the size of the others had emerged. It looked like a giant wolf, its eyes a sinister red and its body a thick, black smoke. 
 
    Thomas nonchalantly turned around. The proud smirk he always had disappeared. His eyes widened in fear. 
 
    “Sh—” Before he could finish, the beast lunged forward and consumed Thomas whole in its mouth. There was no struggle. There was no fight. Thomas just disappeared right before Clayton’s eyes. 
 
    “Thomas!” Clayton rushed forward to search for any sign of him. But there was nothing. There was no time for his confusion though, as the beast now set his eyes on him. 
 
    Clayton raised his hammer up and swung at the beast’s snout, knocking its head sideways. The dark beast stumbled back and howled to the sky. It looked back to Clayton and roared again. Suddenly, he saw something fall from the beast’s mouth. He narrowed his eyes at it in disbelief. 
 
    “Is that…” He took a step closer and saw a sudden shimmering red light coming from the metal that had appeared. “Zeal…” The energy that radiated from it was undeniable. 
 
    Clayton was so distracted by the light that he just barely managed to roll out of the way of the beast’s lunge. He swung his hammer and cracked the beast on the side of the head. He sent it to just long enough of a daze to get close to the blade. 
 
    “I have no choice.” He raced forward and pulled out the hilt Jalise had given to him. “I hope this works…” He picked the blade up and stuck it to the hilt as quickly as he could. The blade sunk into the hilt like a magnet was attached to it and a red aura vibrated around it. 
 
    Clayton dropped his hammer and raised the Zeal Blade up with both of his hands. It took more strength than he thought it would but he didn’t need much. “Just one swing.” 
 
    The beast regained its senses and spotted Clayton. It inched forward, its claws digging into the grass. Clayton was its prey and he knew it. 
 
    “Just one swing.” It was the only way. 
 
    The beast moved forward and in one swift movement, charged toward Clayton. He had only a split-second to react. But that was all he needed. He yelled out and raised the weapon above his head. The weight of the sword sent it crashing back down to the ground, slicing the beast in half in the process. The monster burst into a cloud of black mist and vanished into the air. 
 
    The beasts all around him started to disappear. The fighting began to cease. The blue sky returned as the dark clouds faded. And the mist where all of the creatures came from was nowhere to be found. The Serene Valley became calm once again. 
 
    Clayton dug the blade into the grass and collapsed to one knee, gripping the hilt to keep himself from falling over. 
 
    “Clayton! Clayton, you all right, man?” Bernard rushed up to him along with the other Ferrum. “What the hell was that? What happened to Thomas?” 
 
    The blade continued to radiate with a red energy. Clayton was unsure of what to say or think. He was only grateful that the battle was seemingly over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    The Great Hall of the Regent’s Keep was filled to capacity. The crowd was silent as they looked upon the podium. 
 
    Clayton kept his head down, his eyes focused on the weapon at his hip. The Zeal Blade pulsed softly with a glowing red light. He could feel the energy reverberating through it against his body. After the battle, he was as exhausted as anybody would be, but knowing it was over gave him enough energy to deal with the formalities of the moment. 
 
    Rena stood by his side. The paladin kept her head raised high. There were some cuts on her skin and her armor was more scuffed than it usually was but nothing required immediate attention. 
 
    Jalise was there as well. She was calm, breathing softly through her nose while she looked into the anxious crowd. Outside of a few strands of hair that were out of place, it was hard to tell she’d even been in a battle. 
 
    Regent Magne appeared at the entrance of the hall. Her guards cleared a path for her toward the podium. Everybody lowered themselves down to one knee. The Regent had a way about her. She was calm and polite. A ruler for the people. But she still had the poise and elegance of someone you would expect from someone in her position. She raised her hand up to make sure she’d gotten their attention before she spoke. 
 
    “My duty is to the people of Nalore. Everything I have done, I have done for the safety and prosperity of this city. It is not an easy proposition. I know there are many challenges that come with leading you, my people. But it is with great honor I can announce the banishment of the Maledict from the Serene Valley. Just like our ancestors have done before, we follow in their footsteps. The greatest threat our people have known has been diminished.” 
 
    She looked at Clayton and bowed her head. 
 
    “Lord Stanton is gone. We regret his loss and the loss of those who fell in battle against the Maledict army. But their sacrifices were not in vain. The people of this great city always rise. And with the people, a new champion has risen.” 
 
    She gently placed a hand on his shoulder and made him look up. 
 
    “Arise. You and your protectors. Arise and stand proud in achievement.” 
 
    “Achievement…” The word rang inside of Clayton’s head. He held back a smile as he got back up to his feet along with Jalise and Rena. 
 
    “People of Nalore, I give you Lord Brooks, wielder of the Zeal Blade, protector of the city, and vanquisher of the Maledict. There is still another battle yet to come but we put our trust and faith in you.” 
 
    He smiled at her, waiting for her to continue, but she said nothing. He kept waiting… and waiting… and waiting. Still nothing. 
 
    “Ahem.” Rena cleared her throat to get his attention. “Bow your head.” 
 
    “…What?” he said, unsure of what she said because of her gritted teeth.” 
 
    “Bow your head.” She grumbled it between her lips. 
 
    “Oh… Right…” Clayton turned back to the Regent and followed Rena’s instructions. The Regent raised both of her hands up and the audience in the great hall rose back to their feet. 
 
    “Let there be a celebration tonight,” she announced. “Our true champion has shown himself. It is a special day for the citizens of Nalore. Let us not forget this day.” 
 
    The audience cheered in unison and clapped their hands. A group of minstrels began playing music. Servants appeared and a spread of food was presented on the tables. In the blink of an eye, a full-blown celebration had erupted. 
 
    The Regent moved toward Clayton and spoke to him in a low whisper. 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Brooks. I apologize for what happened to you at the summit during the ascent to acquire the blade.” 
 
    “You have nothing to apologize for.” Clayton shook his head. “You serve the people of Nalore. The fate of one person, not even a Ferrum, is more important than that.” 
 
    “You speak with honor and humility. I know you are tired from the long-fought battle but I urge you to partake in the celebration. None of us would be here had you not defeated the beast.” 
 
    “Thank you. Maybe I will. But I have some business to discuss with my party before that.” 
 
    “Of course.” The Regent took her place on the throne with her guards beside her. Clayton stepped away from the podium and was immediately mobbed by citizens offering their congratulations to him. Everybody wanted to shake his hand. Jalise and Rena gave him a moment to receive all the praise he could handle before the trio gathered at a table in the corner of the keep. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Ferrum?” Rena sipped on a neon green concoction. Clayton assumed it was something to help her recover, as Rena didn’t seem like the type to indulge herself. 
 
    “I’m exhausted.” Clayton sighed and leaned forward across the table. “Exhausted but satisfied the job is done. I have few complaints.” 
 
    “What complaints could you possibly have?” 
 
    “It’s Thomas. I saw him get eaten.” Clayton couldn’t shake the image of Thomas getting consumed by the beast out of his head. He didn’t want to imagine what it was like to disappear into pure darkness like that. “Where is he?” Clayton looked at Rena, who shifted her eyes away from him. He turned to Jalise but she couldn’t look at him either. 
 
    “He was defeated by the Maledict,” Rena said. “He is gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” Clayton shook his head in confusion. “But I know he used an essence stone. There must be some record of him to bring him back.” 
 
    “It does not work like that. Not with the Maledict.” 
 
    “The Maledict swallow essence whole,” Jalise explained. “When you died, your essence left the water and returned to the flames of the tablet. The Maledict keep Ferrum essence for themselves. Ferrum have fallen to the Maledict before. When they fall, they never return.” 
 
    Clayton found some comfort in knowing he could come back from death. But now he was learning death was more permanent when it came to dealing with the Maledict. He was ashamed to admit he wasn’t eager about facing them again, knowing the possibilities were more dangerous. 
 
    “What do you care about him?” Rena asked. “The man left you for dead at the top of the summit, kicking your carcass away like a piece of rotten meat.” 
 
    “Thomas knew my death wasn’t permanent. He did what he did because he wanted the blade, not to spite me.” 
 
    “Whatever his motives were, he was not the one destined to wield the weapon. You have proven yourself worthy. That is all that matters.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right…” Clayton sighed thinking about Thomas but he knew he couldn’t let it get to him. 
 
    “You need to stay focused. Our war with the Maledict is not yet finished. There is still one more task left to accomplish.” 
 
    “Of course. It never ends.” Clayton helped himself to a mug of fuzz. The bubbly potion trickled down his insides. It was both cool and warm at the same time. He likened it to the combination of coffee and soda Leo would mix for him when the two were looking to try something new. 
 
    “The majority of the Maledict army has been defeated,” Jalise said. “But they are not truly banished until you seal them away with the Zeal Blade. Deep in the Hollow Chasms, the gateway the Maledict come through is still open. You must venture there and close the gate.” 
 
    “Is there any other way?” 
 
    “That is the way it has been done since our people have recorded our history.” 
 
    “Maybe it’d be a good idea to just destroy the gateway completely.” 
 
    “The gateway is protected by magic even the Zeal Blade is not powerful enough to destroy.” 
 
    “I see… So we slap these guys back to their dimension then put a new lock on the door. Then I put the Zeal Blade away and wait until they bust through the lock again. Not a very efficient process.” 
 
    “Prosperity in Nalore does not cease because of a few days from a Maledict invasion,” Rena said. “It is a small task for decades of peace. The greatest difficulty is over. We will only need to sweep the remnants of their army after your defeat of the great beast. There is no need to worry—” 
 
    “I’m not worried.” 
 
    “You seem worried.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not.” Clayton scoffed and rolled his eyes at the elf. Jalise giggled softly. “No, really. I’m not. You just saw me take down a Maledict beast the size of a building. I went to a place called the Death Labyrinth and lived to tell about it. What do I have to worry about?” 
 
    “I have never been to the chasms but I have heard stories of coyotes there.” 
 
    “Coyotes?” he exclaimed, nearly jumping out of his seat. “What? Where? You can’t be…” 
 
    Jalise giggled again, her smile hidden behind her hands. Rena took another sip of her drink, satisfied with the reaction she’d gotten from him. 
 
    “Whatever.” Clayton leaned back and stretched his arms out. “I’ll be ready for anything. Which reminds me, I should probably head to a tablet and check my essence before I forget.” 
 
    “You don’t need to go to a stone,” Jalise said. “You can use the Zeal Blade itself.” 
 
    “What? Are you sure?” 
 
    “The Zeal Blade is powered by the essence of the Ferrum who wields it. See for yourself.” 
 
    “All right…” Clayton got up from his seat and pulled the weapon from his hip. He held the blade up with both hands, lining it up with himself. 
 
    “Just relax and concentrate.” Jalise’s voice was whisper soft. Suddenly, the noise in the hall grew distant. Clayton watched as a burst of red energy emerged from the blade. In the energy, he saw a familiar set of numbers. 
 
      
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 16 
 
    Available Points 5 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 200 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 11 
 
    Constitution 7 
 
    Agility 5 
 
    Dexterity 5 
 
    Wisdom 5 
 
      
 
    “Five levels. Not bad. Feels like it should be more…” 
 
    “You will have time to gain more essence before your journey to the chasms.” Rena said. “Still, do not distribute your abilities frivolously.” 
 
    “Hey. Do you know who you’re talking to? I’ve been min-maxing stats for years… It’s a little different when it’s actually me but I think I can handle this.” 
 
    Clayton pored over his stats and realized how difficult the decision had become because the stakes were higher. “…Any suggestions?” 
 
    “Your expertise with the Zeal Blade will determine your success,” Rena said. “I recommend you have enough strength to wield it comfortably then focus on making sure your blows land.” 
 
    “The Zeal Blade is not like a weapon from the smith,” Jalise said. “It draws its power from you. The more you are in tune with it and understand its powers, the greater threat it is to the Maledict.” 
 
    “So… You’re telling me I need more wisdom.” 
 
    “We are not telling you anything, Ferrum.” Rena seemed eager to see just how Clayton would level himself. “We are only telling you the decision is important.” 
 
    “Thanks, Rena. I didn’t realize that until now. Lemme see…” Clayton pondered the numbers. He wondered if his struggle to carry it was due to his lack of strength or the lingering effects of his death. He needed to be able to move as well. There was also Jalise’s consideration. He realized there was no right answer. 
 
    “How about this? One point in every stat. Not very interesting but I think it’ll help…” Clayton stored the points and felt a slight change in his body. The weight of the blade eased but still required some effort. He stopped thinking too much about his level and returned the blade to his side. 
 
    Clayton took a seat back and picked at the stuffed, roasted hen on his plate. “There’s still time before we head to the chasms. I want to gather as much essence as I can before we go. Endless combat until then.” 
 
    “A good idea,” Jalise said. “But tonight, you should recover.” 
 
    Clayton took the hen into his hands and chomped on it, making a mess of his face. Jalise smiled at his appetite. Even Rena seemed amused… almost. The laughter and celebration filled the Great Hall and showed no signs of going away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Clayton usually celebrated his achievements back home with a pizza, a hot dog and some soda with Leo outside of the convenience store. So it was no surprise a belly full of food and drink from the Great Hall made him reminisce. But the splendor of defeating the Maledict army on the battlefield was more than just a big meal. His quarters were upgraded into a room in the keep that was more spacious than he needed. There was no harm in accepting it though. And as he sank deeper into the rejuvenation pool, he realized maybe this was more satisfying than everything he’d received so far. 
 
    He sat inside the pool, enjoying the view of the beautiful night sky through the open window. The green liquid bubbled and soothed his fatigued muscles. Clayton held his arm up and marveled at how much stronger he looked. 
 
    A glowing pulse from the Zeal Blade caught his eye. It rested to the side of the room with his clothes and armor. 
 
    “This is the life…” He smiled, thinking that he was actually an adventurer in another world. All of the games he completed led him to this moment. He wondered if this notch on his belt would be the one he was most proud of. 
 
    His eyes closed and a sigh escaped him. The smile stayed painted on his lips as he began to drift off. 
 
    “Lord Brooks.” 
 
    A sudden voice made him jerk in his place. He turned his head and saw Regent Magne staring at the edge of the pool. He was grateful the green of the pool bubbled enough to cover him completely. 
 
    “My apologies. I have access to every room in my keep. I know how important it is for a warrior to recover, especially from a long, hard-fought battle like you’d just been through.” 
 
    “No big deal. These pools work wonders. I feel like I could go back out there right now and take a few swings.” 
 
    “That does not surprise me. You are an amazing warrior.” The Regent circled around the pool. She moved next to the window and stared out into the distance, Clayton watching her the whole time. “It is beautiful, is it not? When the moon is out like that, you can see all of the stars in the sky. It is enough to make you forget about everything.” 
 
    “I get what you mean. Sometimes when I’m out with Leo, I just look up at the sky and wonder what’s out there.” 
 
    “Leo?” 
 
    “An old friend of mine. Back home…” 
 
    “Your home… Do you miss it?” 
 
    Clayton sighed a deep breath as he thought about it. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss sitting in my chair and pulling an all-nighter to try and beat a game. Some games can get really addicting that you forget to sleep.” 
 
    “Games?” 
 
    “Simulations.” He gave her the same explanation he gave Jalise, realizing there was no way the people here would understand what a video game was. “I spent most of my time back home in simulated battles. I guess that’s why I’m pretty good at the real thing.” 
 
    “Indeed. You are worthy to possess Zeal.” 
 
    Regent Magne lowered her head. The smile had left her face. Clayton didn’t consider himself an expert on reading someone’s feelings but even he knew something was wrong. But even with all he accomplished, he was in no position to question her thoughts. 
 
    “I came to apologize.” She said it suddenly, making Clayton even more confused. 
 
    “You have nothing to apologize for.” 
 
    “But I do. Lady Rena told me what happened on the summit. She spoke of Lord Stanton’s treachery. I turned my back to it because I only wanted to defeat the Maledict.” 
 
    “You had nothing to do with that… You did what was best for the city and its people. That’s all one can ask for from a ruler.” 
 
    “That is no excuse for what happened to you. I am sorry. You were swept away from your pleasant life and chosen to be a champion in a war you never knew existed until a few days ago.” 
 
    “When you call me champion like that, it kinda makes it all worth it.” 
 
    “You jest but it is true. I owe you, Lord Brooks. This city would have surely fallen without you.” 
 
    “There are other Ferrum. If not me, I’m sure one of them would have raised the Zeal Blade in my place.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” The Regent turned back toward Clayton and slowly inched toward him. He stayed sitting on the small stone ledge within in the pool, curious as to what else she was thinking. There was something about the look in her eyes that had him so focused. It didn’t hurt that she was undoubtedly beautiful. Clayton could see how tight her physique was underneath her dress. She had just the right amount of curves. Her body would have drawn all of the attention if her face weren’t so clean and unblemished. 
 
    “I spoke to the sage,” she said. “Jalise told me the powers of the Zeal Blade. She explained the bond it had with the one who wields it. In your case, it is powered by the desires of your heart.” 
 
    “She mentioned something like that before…” 
 
    “You have lust in your heart, Lord Brooks. That lust strengthens the blade. I want to do everything I can to make Zeal as strong as it can be.” 
 
    “I don’t know how…” His words trailed off when she suddenly reached around her back. He thought she was removing her dress. He wanted to laugh at how ridiculous the thought was. But when the corset of her dress loosened and the fabric suddenly dropped, the thought of laughing vanished. 
 
    “Whoa…” Clayton swallowed hard as he stared at the Regent’s figure. In the blink of an eye, she was completely naked before him. The curves of her body looked even more exquisite now that she was bare. Her physique was delicate, like a dancer or an acrobat. The curves of her breasts were more than ample. Her mound was smooth. Clayton grew anxious just from the thought of being close to her. 
 
    “I want to do my part to make you strong…” She dipped her foot into the pool and lowered herself down into the green liquid. “…For my people. For Nalore. For you.” 
 
    She moved next to him. Her soft, wet skin pressed against his arm. The blood pulsed through his body and surged between his legs, thickening his length in an instant. He locked his eyes on the Regent, a focused, gray-eyed stare looking back at him. still in disbelief though she was right next to him. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this, Regent…” All of the rational thoughts he had began to leave him. Her sweet scent was flowery, intoxicating him and flooding his head. Her white hair was perfectly in place, cut right around her jaw. But her face still had the youth of someone his age. Clayton realized just how beautiful she was. And she was here with him, naked, with her hand running over his stomach. “I’m sure a consort can do this.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But I know a bond with me will surely strengthen Zeal. You must succeed at all costs.” 
 
    “Are you sure about this, Regent?” 
 
    Her face slowly drifted toward his. His eyelids began to flicker just as he began to feel her so close. She whispered softly, her breath warm against his lips. 
 
    “I am sure…” 
 
    Clayton moved his face forward and kissed her deeply. He hesitated to push his tongue into her mouth but the Regent wasn’t so shy. Their tongues danced together. The sound of their kiss was as loud as the water that bubbled around them. 
 
    Clayton was in pure bliss. The pool rejuvenated him more than anything he ever felt. Her kiss was as sweet as anything he’d tasted. Her hand slowly trailing down between his legs and gripping his shaft only made it feel like that much more of a dream. 
 
    “You are significant… Truly worthy of wielding Zeal…” 
 
    She stroked his length underneath the water. Clayton gasped deep breaths, trying to enjoy the kiss and her fingers on him at the same time. He wrapped his arms around her small waist and pulled her close. Nothing was holding him back any longer. But her hand wasn’t enough for either one of them. 
 
    The Regent stood up just long enough to sit on his lap. She kept her grip tight on his length and guided him to her folds. He barely managed to keep his eyes open as she lowered herself down. Her gray eyes were more hypnotizing than before. Clayton couldn’t look away if he wanted to. 
 
    She kept moving down, closing her walls tight around him. The wet warmth of the Regent made Clayton jerk in ecstasy. 
 
    “Yes… Strengthen the blade, warrior…” 
 
    She wrapped her hands around his neck and gripped his shoulders. For a second, Clayton was grateful he invested his points into strength so he could hold her with little effort. 
 
    He put his hands on her waist. He couldn’t help himself, leaning forward and taking one of her breasts into her mouth. His tongue swirled around the swollen pink. He sucked until the flesh was rigid. He took turns between each supple breast to the delight of the Regent. She cradled his head in her arms and held him close. 
 
    She began to move her hips. She was slow at first, riding Clayton’s entire length. Clayton continued to suck on her before relenting from how good it felt to have her on top of him. 
 
    He leaned back and kept his hands on her waist while she moved faster and faster. His hips moved on their own. They quickly matched rhythms. Their bodies collided underneath the water, making the pool splash even more than it already was. The entire time, they kept their eyes locked on one another. 
 
    As his desire grew, Clayton noticed something. From the corner of his eye, he could see the Zeal Blade resting off to the side. The red glow it resonated with grew brighter. It pulsed at the same rhythm their bodies moved. 
 
    “What is that?” Clayton considered the strange reaction for a moment before the Regent cupped his face and pulled him close for another kiss. Feeling her warm, wet body against him pushed him toward the inevitable edge. 
 
    She bounced up and down on him, squeezing her walls tight. He shifted his body and pounded her folds relentlessly, desperate to find his end. The Regent leaned back. The beautiful sight of her wet breasts heaving with every stroke made Clayton lose control. His grip firmed on her waist and his body seized up as his orgasm hit him. 
 
    A grunt caught in his throat before escaping him. Thick pulse after thick pulse of his seed fired from his tip and spilled deep inside the Regent. The Regent herself trembled from Clayton throbbing so hard. He didn’t want the moment to end. To be in the rejuvenation pool with someone of her stature… It was as great as any achievement he’d accomplished so far. 
 
    Clayton released everything inside of him and collapsed into the stone ledge he sat upon. His muscles were tense and worn. His brow dripped with sweat. He gasped deeply with fatigue. But the waters of the rejuvenation pool helped him regain his senses and recover. 
 
    Regent Magne leaned forward with a kiss before pulling away from him. Clayton sighed as he stared at the Regent’s figure as she stepped out. Her body was wet, glistening underneath the moonlight. 
 
    “I will leave you to recover, Lord Brooks.” She stepped back into her gown and left, though the image of her nude body was burned into Clayton’s memory. 
 
    He looked off to the side and saw the blade no longer pulsed with the energy he just saw. He considered what Jalise said and realized maybe there really was a bond between the weapon and the essence of his heart. If that were the case, he wondered what else he could do to strengthen the blade. 
 
    The final task to put away the Maledict was looming. Clayton stared out the window and basked in the waters of the rejuvenation pool. There was much more that needed to be done to prepare. He closed his eyes and rested to make sure he would have all the energy he needed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 18 
 
    Available Points 0 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 200 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 13 
 
    Constitution 8 
 
    Agility 9 
 
    Dexterity 6 
 
    Wisdom 6 
 
      
 
    An evening with the Regent. A victory on the battlefield. A whole night in the rejuvenation pool. A feast that reminded him of the late dinners with Leo. Even the weakness his death penalty brought upon him was gone. Clayton had every reason to wake up early in the morning as he did. 
 
    He took the opportunity to head out into the fields with Jalise and Rena and gather some essence. Two levels weren’t much but they were enough to make a small difference. He used a point for strength to ease the burden of wielding the Zeal Blade. Another point in agility so that he could move around easier. Watching Rena fight made him want to take some of her techniques, though he thought twice about actually bringing it up to her. 
 
    It was around noon when they returned to Nalore. Clayton had been so distracted by constant tasks that he decided to explore the sights of the city. Along with Bernard and some of the other Ferrum, they headed to a local tavern to relax. 
 
    The tavern wasn’t much different from the bars Clayton had been to. There were candles instead of lights. There were minstrels instead of a jukebox. It was completely furnished with wood and steel. And the elves were definitely different. But outside of that, it was just a place to sit down and have a drink. 
 
    “I figured you would be preparing for the last part of your journey.” Bernard took a hearty gulp from his mug. The alcohol was pungent enough for Clayton to smell from across the table. 
 
    “I spent some time out in Serene Valley. Gained a few levels. I still have the rest of the day to go back out there and gain more essence.” 
 
    “I’ve been doing some training myself. Just dinged level 20. I’m thinking about putting more of my essence into dexterity.” 
 
    “Dexterity… Why’s that?” 
 
    “I’ve seen the way some of these knights fight. You think brute strength is the way to go but I think it’d save some stamina if you could cut people down with a single strike. 
 
    “Efficient. Could be interesting. I’ll have to look into it.” 
 
    “I’m sure it won’t matter to you, considering you’ve got that thing on your waist. You ready for what’s ahead? You seem pretty calm.” 
 
    “I have every reason to be.” He smiled as he took a sip of fuzz. He’d gotten used to the drink, since it was the closest thing they had to soda in this world. “The great battle in the valley was the hardest part. There are only remnants of the Maledict remaining. Only a small expedition is necessary to seal them away for good.” 
 
    “Have you thought about what you’ll do when this is over? Nalore will have no need to have Ferrum around.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’ve already made up your mind.” 
 
    “I have.” Bernard sighed and wiped the bangs away from his face. Clayton had been in Xeylon for so long, he almost forgot Bernard was just an ordinary guy back on Earth. He had every reason to return. “It’s fun. Being out here… It’s a real adventure. But I’m not needed. I think I can make a difference back where I grew up.” 
 
    “Grant felt the same way. That sounds like the right decision.” 
 
    “You don’t have to go back. I mean, you’ve got the Zeal Blade. You’d live a hell of a life out here.” 
 
    “The Zeal Blade becomes dormant when the Maledict are defeated. I won’t have it for much longer.” 
 
    “Still, you’ll be the champion of this generation. You’ll be a hero for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “True. But I do miss my PC…” They shared a laugh and toasted their drinks. Clayton knew he had a hard decision ahead of him because either option was viable. 
 
    Bernard finished the rest of his alcohol and looked off to the side with a sigh. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Clayton raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Look at ’em. The other Ferrum. Remember how crowded the banquet hall was when we first arrived? We were all so excited, waiting for them to stick a hat on us and sort us out. Now there are only a few of us left.” 
 
    “Those who aren’t here with us returned home. You know how it works. Even those who fell in battle came back because their essence never died.” 
 
    “Not everybody…” 
 
    What happened to Thomas was a sobering thought for Clayton. It was the one thing in this world that reminded him it was all too real. 
 
    “I’m sorry it happened. Even after what he did to me on the summit. But his death won’t be in vain. Look at the people in this tavern. They’re smiling and laughing and enjoying their lives. None of this would be possible without Thomas’s sacrifice.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right. There’s no point in drowning our sorrows. We’ve got a job to do. Speaking of which…” Bernard shifted his eyes toward Jalise and Rena, who were sitting together at the corner of the tavern. “…You’ve got quite the escorts with you.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re not bad on the battlefield.” 
 
    “That’s not what I was getting at. I mean, they gave me a couple of knights. They’re some real warriors, those guys. I’m not complaining. But you got a couple of lookers!” 
 
    Clayton thought about telling Bernard about the time he shared with Jalise but he bit his tongue. He didn’t even want to talk about the times he would catch himself staring at Rena, whose armor caught the wandering eye of more than a few men. 
 
    “I came here because some bald guy named Iolas dragged me here. I’m still here because these people need our help. Riches and fame and glory and power are all nice. Hell, it’s pretty fun swinging this sword around. But I’m just doing what I can to help.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good but you know this is the chance of a lifetime. You’ve gotta have some fun. I mean, hooking up with one of these elf chicks… You can’t do that on Earth, no matter how rich and powerful you are.” 
 
    “Now I’m beginning to wonder why you came here.” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that!” Bernard grinned and went to work on another stein of alcohol. Clayton chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    “I never figured you for the kind of man who’d be interested in—” 
 
    “Help! Somebody!” 
 
    A burst of sudden screams made Clayton drop his mug. He jumped up to his feet and watched as a panicked woman ran into the tavern. 
 
    “Help!” she pleaded. 
 
    Clayton looked at Jalise and Rena. The three of them raced out of the tavern as quickly as they could. They immediately saw what was wrong. 
 
    It was barely noon but the sky was black. The gray clouds circled in the sky with a beam of green light hovering over the entire city. Screams filled the streets as panicked citizens ran in every direction. 
 
    “Crap…” 
 
    Clayton managed to barely get a single word out when a black mist formed in front of them. Maledict beasts emerged from the darkness like a pack of wild animals, charging forward and attacking the nearest innocent bystanders. 
 
    “Defend them!” Clayton drew his weapon and fought off the beasts with the assistance of his companions. Bernard and the other Ferrum were just as valiant, taking down the Maledict while the citizens fled for safety. 
 
    Clayton was already used to his new weapon. He swung the Zeal Blade with vigor, taking down everything that threatened an innocent. But the stream of beasts emerging from the black mist seemed endless. With as large as the city was, he knew all of Nalore was in danger. 
 
    He looked toward the Regent’s Keep and saw the clouds forming around it. 
 
    “To the Keep! They’re going after the Regent!” Clayton and his party made their way down the streets. Everywhere they turned, someone was under attack. They did everything they could to prevent the endless slaughter but the Maledict were unrelenting. 
 
    Clayton didn’t stop. Each swing of the Zeal Blade drained his stamina, forcing him to stop. But as soon as he recovered, he would cut down another beast. 
 
    The panicked citizens of Nalore locked themselves in their homes. The Royal Army appeared and knights fought in the streets. The clouds above the city grew darker. 
 
    “Faster! There’s no time!” Clayton couldn’t hide the desperation in his voice. The keep proved to be more dangerous than any other part in the city. Beasts began to overrun the halls. The soldiers fought valiantly but couldn’t keep up with the torrent. 
 
    Clayton backed into the Great Hall with his companions. There, the Regent sat on her throne with a personal escort. They sealed the doors shut and listened to the black beasts clawing from the other side. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Clayton said. “I thought the battle was over. I thought there were no more left. I thought we only needed to seal them away in the chasms.” 
 
    “Something is wrong… Something is… different…” Jalise narrowed her eyes. The worried look on her face gave Clayton an uneasiness he wanted to be rid of more than anything. “These Maledict… They’re…” 
 
    The black mist began to seep through the doors. The wood splintered and cracked. The strain of what was behind it kept pushing until the doors to the Great Hall suddenly exploded. Clayton. Jalise. Rena. Bernard and the Ferrum. The armored knights of the Regent’s personal guard. Everybody readied themselves. 
 
    But there was no attack. There were no violent, wolf-like beasts waiting for them. Just a slow-moving cloud of black smoke that drifted toward them. 
 
    “What is that…” Clayton narrowed his eyes at the smoke and watched as it grew thicker. It slowly started to take shape in front of him. A green light suddenly appeared within the smoke. Then another. They moved toward the top of the mist like two eyes and suddenly, Clayton saw the figure it had formed. “…Thomas?” 
 
    It was him. His whole body was made of the black mist of the Maledict. Everything except for his eyes, which shimmered bright and green. 
 
    “What’s up, Clay?” Thomas’s voice echoed like it was coming from another reality. “I see you took my sword from me.” 
 
    “Thomas…” Clayton took a step forward, not wanting to believe what he was looking at. “…The Maledict…” 
 
    “It’s over, Clayton. You are not the hero you were meant to be. It’s all right. There’s peace in the darkness. It feels good. All of Nalore will understand soon enough.” 
 
    Clayton didn’t understand what was going on. He only knew he had to do something. He rushed forward with his weapon raised and pointed at Thomas. Just as he swung, his target vanished into the mist. Thomas reappeared behind Clayton. 
 
    “There’s no fighting it.” Thomas’s laugh echoed through the hall. “You can’t run from the darkness. It’s time for this city to accept its fate.” 
 
    Black mist seeped through the cracks in the walls. Clayton watched helplessly as it engulfed the knights. They struggled to fight it but quickly succumbed to it. The mist hardened them, turning them into black stone. 
 
    “Regent!” Rena shouted. The elf rushed forward to try and help the Regent but she was too late. Regent Magne remained stuck in her throne, her face frozen in agony as she turned to stone like the others. 
 
    “We have to get out of here!” Jalise grabbed Clayton by the arm. “Before it’s too late!” 
 
    Clayton looked around and watched as the hall continued to fill with the darkness. 
 
    “Dammit…” He stumbled forward and ran for the exit. The other Ferrum behind him weren’t fast enough. Clayton turned around just to see Bernard getting taken by the black smoke. 
 
    “Quickly!” Jalise begged for Clayton to move as they raced through the keep. Everywhere they looked, they saw more of the castle’s inhabitants being consumed by the smoke. Clayton kept his head down, slicing through the beasts that tried to block his path. Rena and Jalise followed close behind him until they were out of the castle. 
 
    “What the…” Clayton felt a dread in his chest unlike anything he’d ever seen. The entire city was being consumed by a black cloud from above with the swirling green light piercing through it. “We’re trapped…” 
 
    “No!” Rena grabbed Clayton by the arm. “The docks! It’s the only way!” 
 
    Rena led the way down the steps away from the keep. Jalise used everything she could to cast fire and push away the beasts. Clayton breathed hard but kept swinging despite how much his stamina had been drained. 
 
    They moved forward through the streets. Everybody had been consumed by the smoke. Clayton kept his head down to avoid having to see the terror stuck on their faces. 
 
    When they arrived at the docks, they saw all of the ships and boats sailing toward the sea. 
 
    “Find a boat!” Clayton said. “Hurry—” 
 
    “Clayton!” A familiar voice filled his ears. Clayton turned and felt a second of relief wash over him. 
 
    “Iolas!” 
 
    “Get on!” 
 
    Jalise and Rena hopped onto the boat and Clayton followed. Iolas raised the anchor and worked with Rena to row as fast as they could. Clayton stood on the edge of the boat with Jalise by his side. They both looked toward the clouds as they descended upon the city. 
 
    Nalore had been swallowed whole by the darkness. Clayton dropped his head and closed his eyes, wondering if now he would wake up from this dream. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    “I don’t spend much time too far out at sea these days but I’ve seen quite a bit in my lifetime. I’ve seen white sandy beaches. I’ve seen the bluest waters you could imagine. I’ve seen the tropical forests. And I’ve seen all the creatures that lurk within them. But I’ve never seen anything like those… those things. Something like wolves. Or dogs. Rabid beasts. Even from a distance, their viciousness was apparent. What were those… things?” 
 
    Iolas had a bewildered look on his face as he stared at the fire before him. Rena’s attention was taken by her blade, examining the rust upon it. Clayton remained silent while Iolas asked Jalise for answers. 
 
    “The Maledict is simply a darkness.” The sage was calm, her eyes lost in the dancing flames. “Pure malevolence. The texts say they take the form of something cruel and vicious, destroying everything in their path. Those beasts are the manifestation of evil.” 
 
    The group had traveled far enough that they could no longer see Nalore across the water. But the image of Nalore being consumed stayed in Clayton’s mind, a haunting nightmare that made his heart thump harder in his chest. He looked around and saw the other survivors who managed to escape. They all made camp on the beach, huddling around fires to stay warm from the coming night. 
 
    The desperation of everybody around Clayton made it hard for him to focus. He cleared his throat to address everybody. 
 
    “It was him. It was Thomas. You all saw him, didn’t you? Jalise, what happened to him?” 
 
    “I don’t recall reading anything like that. When Ferrum fall to the Maledict, they are simply gone. It appears he has taken a form of the Maledict.” 
 
    “But the Zeal Blade should be enough to stop him. That’s what I was brought here for, wasn’t it? I have to go back—” 
 
    “Even with your weapon, you are still just one man.” Rena stood up and stabbed her sword into the grass. “The armies are gone, turned to stone by the mist. With infinite stamina, you would not be able to cut them down.” 
 
    “What are you saying? We keep running? There’s no telling if the Maledict will continue our way.” 
 
    “I did not say that either. But with Nalore fallen, you must look elsewhere. There are others in Xeylon. If we can convince them of the threat of the Maledict, perhaps they will join your cause.” 
 
    “You’re saying we should seek help?” Clayton got up to his feet. “Do you think they’d help us? Why would they when they haven’t before?” 
 
    “Because Nalore never needed any help. The Zeal Blade was enough to push back the darkness so that Nalore could maintain its own sovereignty. It appears something different will need to be done.” 
 
    “Right… What do you know of this part of the world? Will they be willing?” 
 
    “I’ve been here before.” Iolas roasted a piece of meat over the open flames. The food was just enough to distract him from how dire the situation was. “There are no kingdoms in the area that I know of. But there are villages. Maybe they can point you in the right direction.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll head out to the villages. I’ll search for help and gather as large an army as I can. It’ll also give me a chance to gather some essence. I need to be as strong as I can be if we’re gonna win this fight.” Clayton turned toward Jalise. “How much time do we have?” 
 
    “I do not know,” she replied. “This is unprecedented. Days… Weeks… But I know we must make haste. I fear the Maledict presence is only getting stronger with the essence of a Ferrum.” 
 
    “I will find all the allies I can. I will level up until I’m brimming with strength. The Maledict will not escape the fate of the Zeal Blade.” 
 
    “There is one other option…” Iolas spoke calmly. “You can ignore the Maledict completely.” 
 
    Clayton scoffed at the thought. “We’ve already considered that. After everything I accomplished, I won’t sit on the other side of the world. I wouldn’t even be comfortable, knowing the Maledict was heading in my direction—” 
 
    “Not here. I mean, you can return home. The home you always knew.” 
 
    Clayton narrowed his eyes in slight disbelief. “You mean Earth…” 
 
    “I took you from a comfortable life. You can return to that life, Clayton Brooks. You would have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “How could I return? I don’t even know how I got here in the first place…” 
 
    “I brought you here because you’re a part of this world. But you’re also a part of Earth. You could return simply by willing it.” 
 
    “Wait… Are you telling me I could go back, just like that? I could’ve returned to Earth whenever I wanted to, without any other means?” He looked at Rena, who stared at him blankly. Jalise had no expression upon her face either. Clayton put the pieces together in his head by himself. 
 
    “You can leave,” Iolas said. “Forget about all of this. You are only a young man. It’s unfair to put the burden of an entire nation, an entire world, on your shoulders. Even with a threat like the Maledict on the horizon, I have no doubt the citizens of Xeylon will rise and fight back the darkness. Let this world sort itself out. You should know that if you leave, only someone from Xeylon can bring you back. That is your connection. Not even the Maledict can summon you here.” 
 
    “It is true,” Rena said. “To be obligated to a birthright you knew nothing about… I will not fault you if you return to the life you always knew.” 
 
    “It would be wrong of me, of anybody, to force you to sacrifice yourself,” Jalise said. “It must be your decision and your decision alone. We will honor it. Should you wish to return, you would find yourself in the same spot you left.” 
 
    “Even if we wished it otherwise, only Oracle Shen has the means to bring you back from your world. If you returned, we could not bring you back to Xeylon without his aid. Your decision would have some permanence to it this time.” 
 
    Clayton was frustrated with himself. Not because of what he was told but because there was a part of him that wanted to return to Earth. He could relax in his apartment without a care in the world. He could play games until he was old and gray like he wanted to do ever since he was a child. But he also knew he could never live in complete ignorance. 
 
    The bonds he’d forged with those with him now. Everything he’d accomplished up to this point. They were more than just memories. He held his head high as he addressed his party. 
 
    “I know who I am and what I am. I’m more than just a man with a long list of digital achievements. Sometimes, I wanted to quit but I pushed through. I willed myself as much as I could because I knew I could do it. This isn’t a game. There won’t be a trophy that I can stare at and put on display for everybody to admire. No… This is something greater than that. I won’t leave Nalore behind. If those people can be saved and the Maledict can be stopped, then I will search all of Xeylon to find the way.” 
 
    Rena looked proudly upon Clayton and nodded. Jalise smiled softly as if she were trying to mask her tension this entire time. 
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” Iolas chuckled heartily and took a hearty bite of fish. “A true Ferrum.” 
 
    “We must get started,” Clayton said. “You said there was a village around here—” 
 
    “You’ve had a long day, Clayton. We were out at sea for hours. Stop. Rest. Even the greatest warriors need to regain their strength. The Maledict will be waiting for you.” 
 
    Clayton looked at Rena, who seemed to be in agreement with Iolas. They all took a seat around the fire while Iolas passed around sticks with the fish he’d caught upon them. For a moment, it was peaceful on the shores. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Iolas rested comfortably by the fire, his head on the grass and his belly heaving with every breath he took. Rena leaned up against a tree with her arms crossed. Even when she slept, she looked like she was capable of killing someone. Jalise sat on the shores of the beach. She dug her toes into the sand as she stared out into the water. Clayton walked next to her and looked into the view just the same. 
 
    “You should be sleeping,” he said. 
 
    “Perhaps. You don’t need to worry. I don’t require much. Sages are taught how to preserve their energy and use only what’s necessary. Otherwise, casting so many spells would cause great fatigue. Shouldn’t you be sleeping?” 
 
    “I’m a little restless. A nice dip in a rejuvenation pool would do me wonders about now.” 
 
    “Perhaps we’ll find one in one of the villages in the area.” 
 
    “There’s no telling how long it will be until we even find one. Which reminds me…” 
 
    Clayton pulled the Zeal Blade from his waist and held it before him. He focused his thoughts and the crimson energy swirling around it formed into the numbers he’d seen before. 
 
      
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 20 
 
    Available Points 2 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 300 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 13 
 
    Constitution 8 
 
    Agility 9 
 
    Dexterity 6 
 
    Wisdom 6 
 
      
 
    “Two levels… I thought I’d gained more with how much I fought in the city.” 
 
    “Fighting the Maledict is particularly draining. It would be more efficient to find essence from the creatures of this world.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure to do that… Now it’s just a matter of where to put these points. I feel like I need everything. I need to be as strong and sturdy and fast as I can be… I don’t know what I’ll need.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you should wait.” 
 
    “Wait? Why would I do that?” 
 
    “There will be many battles to come. There is no point in deciding until this very moment.” 
 
    “Saving points… Not a bad idea, considering I haven’t come across any way to respec…” 
 
    Clayton waved away the numbers and decided not to level immediately. 
 
    “Might I make another suggestion?” Jalise stood up from the sand. “It’s true you’ll need to be strong and agile to deal with the Maledict army. But there is a great power in the Zeal Blade itself. A power greater than any essence you can gather. You must understand this if you wish to succeed.” 
 
    “Are you saying I need more wisdom?” 
 
    “That’s part of it. But there’s more to your weapon than how sharp its edge is.” 
 
    “You mentioned that before. I saw it glowing once. I was with…” He cut himself off, realizing he was about to go into the intimate details of the time he spent with Regent Magne. Jalise seemed to know what he was getting at. Her pale cheeks blushed slightly but she said nothing. “I saw an energy coming from it. This red light around it… It pulsed brighter than I’d ever seen it.” 
 
    “It has a connection to you. It knows of the passion within you. You must use that passion to reveal the strength of the blade.” Clayton had both hands wrapped around the hilt. Jalise put her hands on top of his and turned the blade upside down, pointing the tip toward the sand beneath them. “I was doing some reading into it. You wield the Zeal Blade. That means you can unlock its true power.” 
 
    “How would I do that?” 
 
    “Just focus… Feel the essence that runs through your body. Let that essence flow into the blade itself…” 
 
    Clayton swallowed hard as he tried to focus. Their hands lowered and the blade dug into the sand. He remained staring at his weapon. Suddenly, the ruby heart on the pommel began to shimmer. Clayton kept his eyes upon it, watching the energy radiate until surging into the air in a small screen before him. 
 
      
 
    Zeal Blade 
 
    Core Level 3 
 
      
 
    “Feel the energy,” she whispered. “Feel it inside of you.” 
 
    “I feel it…” Clayton sighed softly as he read the details. There was a warmth inside of him like his blood was on fire. 
 
      
 
    Passion of Consort Faith - Vigorous: The blade requires less stamina to swing 
 
    Passion of Jalise the Sage - Torrid: Flames can be channeled from the blade 
 
    Passion of Regent Magne - The Queen’s Touch: More essence is gathered from creatures defeated by the blade 
 
      
 
    “What do you see, Clayton?” 
 
    “I see… The people I’ve been with…” 
 
    “I am there?” 
 
    “Yes…” The other blessings were self-explanatory but it was Jalise’s that made him curious. “I see… abilities. It says I can channel fire from the blade because of you. I did something similar on the battlefield before but I don’t know how I did it…” 
 
    “I channel the elements when I cast a spell. You must be able to do the same if you’ve done it before. Try it.” She released her hands and stepped away. 
 
    Clayton pulled the sword up and the numbers disappeared. He pointed it out into the water. 
 
    Jalise moved behind him and whispered into his ear. “The air. The water. The earth. The elements are all around you. Channel those elements into your weapon.” 
 
    “Channel the elements…” 
 
    “Feel it rush through your blood… Feel it tingle through your skin… Imagine it flowing from your hands and into your weapon—” 
 
    A sudden burst of fire shot forward from the sword and out into the water. The fireball was small but enough to make Clayton take a step back in surprise. 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    “I believe that’s it.” Jalise smiled softly at him, a teacher staring at a proud pupil. 
 
    “Wasn’t much of a fireball… Maybe I need more wisdom.” 
 
    “You will need wisdom and much more. I will be here to guide you the entire way.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jalise.” 
 
    He stared at her, not saying a word. He held his gaze for so long that the sage started to blush. Clayton didn’t know what came over him when he put his hand on her chin and brought her face to his. A soft kiss made the Zeal Blade pulse with energy, though they were too distracted to notice it. 
 
    “You must create more bonds,” she whispered. “Strengthen the core of the Zeal Blade.” 
 
    “I’m sure there will be many women to meet in the next village—” 
 
    “It is not simply a matter of satisfying your loins. The blessings you receive must be created from true passion. You must satisfy your heart’s desires, not your bodies.” 
 
    “I… I understand.” 
 
    “You must rest now, Ferrum. There is much to accomplish tomorrow.” 
 
    She didn’t resist when Clayton brought her in for another kiss. The night was peaceful and they enjoyed their moment together. But they both knew their peace wouldn’t last for long. Their journey was only just getting started. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    At first glance, the Zeal Blade wasn’t a particularly imposing weapon. It was approximately three feet long. The edge was thin and sharp but mostly unremarkable. Despite its relatively small design compared to some swords, there was a considerable amount of heft to it when it was being wielded. Clayton hadn’t handled any other swords before but he knew the Zeal Blade was something special. The custom hilt designed just for him along with the crimson aura resonating on the blade was what made it stand out. 
 
    He rested his hand on the pommel as they made their way on the dirt road. He was tall enough so that the tip wasn’t dragging across the ground. Not that it mattered anyway. Not knowing what he was heading into, Clayton was ready to draw his weapon on anything that moved. A part of him was eager to test his skill with it because he needed all the essence he could gather. 
 
    Rena and Jalise walked with him up the hillside along the trail. There was no evidence there were other travelers outside of the faded tracks on the ground. With no particular direction to aim at, they all believed they would eventually find something to aid their quest. 
 
    Rena led the way with Jalise and Clayton just behind her. It was a peaceful day with the sun out and not a cloud in the sky. There was nothing but a vast empty space before them that seemed to stretch for miles. 
 
    “Maybe I need more stamina…” Clayton huffed, noticing how much steeper the climb had become. 
 
    “Perhaps you do,” Jalise said. “Did you do any stamina training back where you’re from?” 
 
    “Ha! I spent most of my time in front of my PC. I took a walk and stretched my legs when I needed to but I wouldn’t call anything I did stamina training.” 
 
    “I was required to undergo stamina training ever since I was a child.” 
 
    “Required? That sounds kinda harsh.” 
 
    “It’s not what it sounds like. I always wanted to be a sage. I was fascinated by the wisdom of the ancients. I did everything I could to learn how to read the texts and understand them. The scholars in Nalore supported me. I figured out for myself how much stamina it takes to wield the spells that I do.” 
 
    “Interesting… So you knew since you were a kid you wanted to be a sage. I can respect that.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it for the respect. I know I can help people but it was something I wanted to do. Some girls grow up wanting to be warriors. Others want to become merchants and open a shop in the bazaar. It was always my dream to be a sage. What did you dream of becoming when you were a child?” 
 
    Clayton chuckled and shook his head. “All I wanted to do was relax and play video games.” 
 
    “The simulations you spoke of before.” 
 
    “That’s right. I guess I’m living that dream now with what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Then you are walking the correct path toward your destiny.” 
 
    Jalise’s warm smile was almost enough to make him forget how much he was laboring up the hillside. Every step he took just made it seem like the top was even farther away. He wiped away the bead of sweat from his brow and swallowed to wet his dry throat. 
 
    “Are we near the top?” he groaned at Rena. The elf ignored him, digging her heels into the ground as she effortlessly marched up the hill. Fortunately for Clayton, it wasn’t much longer until they got to the top of the hill. 
 
    “There.” Rena looked down at the valley and pointed in the distance. “Up ahead. Do you see it?” 
 
    Clayton squinted and barely made out the small cluster of buildings. There was some farmland where people worked in the fields. Others tended to the livestock. On one end of the village, a wooden building was under construction. Considering the only other town he’d been to was Nalore, it was a stark contrast from what he was used to seeing. 
 
    They descended down toward the village. When they arrived, they got looks from everybody. Clayton didn’t know if it were because of his weapon or his outfit or because Rena was an elf, which was a good possibility since everybody in the village appeared to be human. 
 
    They stopped near the entrance of the village when an older man walked up to them. His wrinkled trousers and linen top were covered in dirt, like he’d spent all day in the fields. His hair was all but gone outside of a few white strands along the sides of his head. The wrinkled, weathered skin on his cheeks sagged a bit. His beard was bushy and white. Underneath it was a friendly, toothy smile. 
 
    Clayton was on guard despite the stranger’s seemingly welcoming demeanor. 
 
    “Hello, travelers. Welcome to Wenham. Name’s Hersch.” 
 
    “Hersch… I’m Clayton Brooks. This is Rena and Jalise.” 
 
    “You must be lost.” 
 
    “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    “Indeed, it is. We don’t get many travelers to Wenham. Not unless you’re heading out to the water but there are better places to bake underneath the sun.” 
 
    A few of the villagers had gathered around Hersch, their eyes filled with wonder. That was enough for Clayton to know Hersch was telling the truth about not getting visitors very often. 
 
    “We’re from Nalore,” Clayton said. “A malevolent evil called the Maledict has taken over the city. We need help.” 
 
    “Never heard of Nalore,” Hersch said. “Been living in Wenham all my life like most people here. Never heard of the Maledict either. I’m afraid I can’t help you with that.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s someone who can. Is there someone around here? A larger village or a kingdom? Who has the largest jurisdiction in this area?” 
 
    “There are no kingdoms in this area unless you feel like walking to the other side of Xeylon. But there is someone who might be willing to give you some assistance.” 
 
    “Really? Who?” 
 
    Hersch didn’t respond immediately. He straightened up, stroking his beard as he looked Clayton up and down. Clayton raised an eyebrow. He turned to Rena, who just gave him a confused shrug. Jalise was just as puzzled. 
 
    “You look like you can handle yourself, Clayton,” he said. “I’ll tell you what. You seem like good people, so I’ll be honest with you. I’ll point you in the right direction if you help me out. We got a deal?” 
 
    “That depends on what kind of help you need.” 
 
    “You see that thing right there?” He pointed at the construction on the other end of town. “We could use a few extra laborers to finish the job. You appear capable enough.” 
 
    “I have been feeling pretty strong lately.” A flex of his biceps made Clayton look on in admiration. Rena rolled her eyes, causing Jalise to giggle in response. “We help you with construction, you tell us where to go.” 
 
    “That’s what I…” Hersch’s words trailed off, his attention taken by something over Clayton’s shoulder. 
 
    “That’s what?” Clayton was confused at Hersch’s sudden change in tone. The friendly expression on his face left him. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Clayton and his party turned around and looked into the distance. They saw a small group heading toward them on horseback. The entire attention of the village was on them. Everybody had stopped what they were doing. 
 
    As they got closer, Clayton got a better look at them. A half-dozen of them. They wore red cloaks with hoods over their heads that made it hard to see their faces. 
 
    “Just stay calm now.” Hersch put his hand up in an attempt to calm everybody. “I’ll handle this.” The group on horseback pulled right up to the old man. The lead man hopped off of his horse and pulled his hood down. 
 
    His head was shaved clean and shined underneath the sun. One eye was completely white, the scar on his face indicating he’d probably lost it in battle. He had a smarmy smile that showed off how many teeth he was missing. Clayton didn’t have to look at the stranger for long to get a good idea of him. 
 
    “What brings you here today, Ozin?” 
 
    “What do you think?” the man called Ozin replied. “I’m here to collect my tribute.” 
 
    “Tribute? You just collected it two weeks ago. It’s not time for that—” 
 
    “We’re changing the schedule. The others and I have been dealing with more trouble lately. If you want our protection, then you need to make the payment.” 
 
    “Warlocks,” Jalise whispered suddenly. 
 
    “What?” Clayton replied. 
 
    “Warlocks. They cause nothing but mischief. They must have some business arrangement.” 
 
    “Arrangement? Looks more like extortion…” Clayton looked around and saw the apprehension from all of the townsfolk. “…I should do something.” 
 
    Clayton didn’t give it another thought. He marched up next to Hersch and glared at Ozin. The one-eyed man took a second before realizing how hard Clayton was staring at him. 
 
    “Hmm…” A satisfied smirk formed on the corner of Ozin’s lips. “I’ve never seen you here before. You new in town?” 
 
    “You could say that,” Clayton said. 
 
    “It’s always good to see a new face in Wenham. You’ll like being here. You can add to the tribute. I’ll make sure to protect you.” 
 
    “I don’t need protection…” 
 
    The smile slowly left Ozin’s face. His hands behind his back, the man looked at the other men on horseback for a moment. Clayton moved his hand to the pommel on his hip. 
 
    “Fancy sword you’ve got there,” Ozin said. “Haven’t seen anything like it before. I’m guessing the blacksmith here didn’t craft that for you.” 
 
    Clayton didn’t say anything. He just steadied his hand on the pommel, waiting to grip the hilt. 
 
    Ozin took a step forward and raised his hand up. “Let me explain something to you… The people of Wenham are safe because of me. You don’t want to do anything to mess with that safety. I can promise, you wouldn’t like it.” 
 
    A small burst of energy appeared in his hand. The other warlocks on horseback made a similar display. Clayton turned around to make sure Rena and Jalise were thinking the same thing. The paladin was quick enough to draw her weapons in the blink of an eye. Jalise had the wisdom to match the warlocks. 
 
    Clayton knew what he had to do. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Ozin asked. 
 
    “Clayton Brooks.” 
 
    “Clayton Brooks… Interesting name…” 
 
    “He’s new here,” Hersch interrupted. “You’ll have to forgive his ignorance—” 
 
    “Shut up, old man. I want to hear Clayton Brooks apologize for being so… confrontational. Better yet, I think that sword of yours will be a better apology.” 
 
    “You want the sword?” Clayton said. “All right. You can have the sword—” 
 
    He pulled the blade from his belt and swiped at Ozin, cutting him across the chest and making him stumble back. The warlocks on horseback all fired their spells forward. One of the blasts caught Clayton on the pauldron and made him reel back. 
 
    Hersch quickly ducked for cover. The other townsfolk screamed as they raced for shelter. 
 
    Rena charged forward. She let out a primal scream as she lunged at one of the warlocks and knocked him off his horse. He met a quick end when her blade met his throat. 
 
    Jalise deflected the spells aimed at her with scorching fireballs. The clash of light erupted in a blinding spectacle. It was bright enough for Rena to dash in then knock two more off their horses and finish them. 
 
    While Jalise and Rena dealt with the others, Clayton got back to his feet. Ozin recovered from the swipe. The warlock rose up both hands and charged a spell over his head. 
 
    “Crap!” Clayton held his weapon up and just managed to deflect the blast. Ozin readied another spell. Clayton knew he didn’t have much time. He dug his feet into the dirt and moved as fast as he could. He reared back with the Zeal Blade. Ozin lowered his hands to fire. Clayton shouted out as he thrust, piercing the warlock in the chest. 
 
    Clayton stood up straight and moved closer. He dug his sword in deeper even though it was already poking out the other side of the warlock. He moved close enough to look Ozin in the eye. Ozin’s one good eye furrowed with anger before slowly becoming lifeless. 
 
    He unsheathed his weapon from the warlock’s body. He was able to catch his breath when he saw Rena and Jalise had done their part to defeat the other bandits. 
 
    Hersch emerged from his hiding place and looked upon the destruction in disbelief. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “Better than them.” Hersch laughed softly. “Those men have been coming around for years now. Small town like this, we never had the means to put up a fight. Thank you, Clayton. I owe you. This whole village owes you a debt of gratitude. I’ll tell you what you need to know. You don’t have to help with the building—” 
 
    “I said I’d help you with the construction, so I’ll help with construction.” 
 
    “I… I suppose I can’t refuse you.” 
 
    “Just one question.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Ozin mentioned a blacksmith in this town. Where is he?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Strange? It looks like ordinary steel but it’s got an aura like nothing else. I’ve heard of enchantments before but I’m guessing that’s not what this is. It’s not that big but I can’t even pick it up.” The puzzled blacksmith Akron scratched his temple as he looked down at the Zeal Blade before him. “You selling this thing?” 
 
    “You’d have to be like me, a Ferrum, to wield it.” Clayton chuckled. “What would you even do with something like this?” 
 
    “I could put it on display. It’d be some attraction. People from all over the world would come to Wenham to see the… What’d you call this thing now? Zeal Blade?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “The legendary Zeal Blade.” 
 
    “I appreciate the compliment but it’s pretty important.” Clayton picked the sword up and returned it to his hip. “Actually, I came to ask you for something else. Do you have any armor?” 
 
    “Sorry. We’ve got no need for armor around here. We’re just ordinary farmers.” 
 
    Clayton looked around the small shop. The blacksmith seemed capable enough with a few swords, axes and knives hanging on the wall. But it was nothing compared to the blacksmith he’d seen in Nalore. 
 
    “Maybe you can make some for me,” Clayton said. “I can pay you.” 
 
    “Well… I’m not much of an armorer but I’ve got a few schematics lying around. It might take me a while though.” 
 
    “Me and my companions have other business to attend to. Before we sail back to Nalore, we’ll return here.” 
 
    “I’ll try to have something ready before then. No promises.” 
 
    “That’s all I can ask.” 
 
    Clayton exited the blacksmith’s shop. Jalise and Rena waited just outside for him. 
 
    “What was that?” Rena said. “The Zeal Blade does not need any maintenance.” 
 
    “It’s not my weapon. It’s my armor. I took a blast from that warlock and it knocked me down. I don’t have the constitution but maybe some armor will help with that. I’ve been fighting too long with just a pauldron.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But I’ve warned you before. Heavy plates will wear you down. Be cautious, Ferrum.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m just… trying to be as prepared as possible.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Clayton worked with the village to help with construction. He never imagined he would be carrying planks of wood and moving bags of mortar but with his newfound strength, he found the task more enjoyable than anything. Along with Rena and Jalise, the three of them helped the city make considerable progress. 
 
    They met with Hersch at the edge of town after a few hours. 
 
    “Thank you, Clayton. You did your part. I guess it’s only fair I do my part.” Hersch turned toward the north and pointed. “There’s a path up there. You can keep walking and you might eventually run into another village like this one. Don’t think it’ll be much help though. Probably not what you’re looking for. Closest thing to a kingdom around here… You wanna go a couple miles down the path and then veer right at the blackened tree.” 
 
    “The blackened tree? That seems kinda vague…” 
 
    “Don’t worry. You can’t miss it. Once you find it, just follow that path and you’ll find…” 
 
    “…What will I find, Hersch?” 
 
    “They call it the Grim Citadel. I guess you’ll find out why when you get there.” 
 
    “The Grim Citadel? Death Labyrinth. Hollow Chasms. Just once, can we go to a place that’s pleasant?” Jalise hid her smile like she always did. Rena waited patiently for him to finish his rant. 
 
    “You’re free to stick around here.” Hersch smiled and patted Clayton on the arm. “We could use a man like you around here. Don’t have too many fighters in our ranks.” 
 
    Clayton looked around the small village. It was indeed peaceful, with most of the people comfortably laboring underneath the clear sky and warm sun. “I’d consider your offer if the situation was different. But I have something to do.” 
 
    “You’re on a great journey. Perhaps there’s something I can do to assist you.” Hersch walked over to a chest resting next to one of the house. He pulled out two small glass vials with bright green liquid in them then held them out to Clayton. “These should help you.” 
 
    “Are these… potions?” 
 
    “Rest is always the best medicine. But should you ever find yourself in a situation where you can’t lay your head, these will work in a pinch.” 
 
    “Jalise is here to fix most of my wounds but it never hurts to have a little backup. Thank you, Hersch. I have another favor to ask you.” 
 
    “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “South of here. There are people along the shores, forced to evacuate the same as me. If you could provide them a place to stay, I’m sure they’d be grateful.” 
 
    “I understand. I’ll send some people out there and lead them here. We can never have too many hands on deck.” 
 
    “Thank you, Hersch.” 
 
    “I wish you well, Clayton Brooks.” 
 
    Clayton nodded and headed north through town with Jalise and Rena in tow. Clayton’s stamina was low. But he pushed forward, knowing there was little time to recover. 
 
    “The people are fine on the shore,” Rena said. “Why did you tell Hersch to bring them to town?” 
 
    “Because we don’t know for sure if they’re going back to Nalore,” Clayton said. “If we can’t save the city, they have to get used to life here.” 
 
    “We will save Nalore. They will see home again.” 
 
    Rena’s words instilled Clayton with more confidence. And he knew he needed every bit he could muster with the unknown in front of them. 
 
    He turned toward Jalise. “Have you heard of the Grim Citadel?” 
 
    “I have heard the name. Perhaps in passing from one of the ancient texts. But I can unfortunately offer you no more insight.” 
 
    “Hopefully it’s just a name. I mean, how bad could it really be?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
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    The sun went down and nighttime came. Clayton monitored his stats and saw he’d gained only a single level after his encounter with the warlocks. He was eager to get more essence but knew the more important task was to gather allies. As he headed down the path past the blackened tree, he began to wonder if the allies he was looking for were in this direction. 
 
    “Do you guys celebrate Halloween in Xeylon? Because I feel like I’m in one of those horror movies where the guy can avoid his fate if he just turns around…” 
 
    It started with a single blackened tree. Then another. Then another. Soon the lush green forest they walked through turned into devastation. It was as if a wildfire had swept through and burned every tree and bush until there was nothing but blackened ash. Even the sky seemed to be darker than the other nights he’d spent in Xeylon. 
 
    They headed through the burned forest and eventually noticed movement around them. Creatures skittered around near their feet. Unintelligible sounds filled their ears. A cold wind sent a shudder up Clayton’s spine. Eventually, they came upon a city. The stone buildings looked little different from structures in Nalore. 
 
    “I think we found it…” Clayton felt a moment of relief as he headed through the city gates. But his relief disappeared when he began looking around. “…You guys notice anything strange about this place?” 
 
    “There is nobody here…” Rena was just as puzzled as Clayton was. Upon closer inspection, there were no lights coming from inside the buildings. They thought it was strange, considering the street lights seemed to be working. 
 
    Clayton walked down the roads, looking in every direction for any sign of life. “I swear I hear something…” But no matter where he looked, everything was still. It was as if the entire town was deserted. “I think the old man set us up. Some kinda sick joke—” 
 
    “Look.” Jalise pointed in the distance. Sitting up on a hill, there was a stone castle. 
 
    “Probably deserted like everywhere else. I guess it can’t hurt to check.” 
 
    The building sat ominously above the rest of the city. As they climbed up the steps toward it, they all noticed there were no lights inside. Bats circled above the building, flapping their wings loud enough to drown out the sound of everything else. Clayton kept his sword at his hip but gripped the pommel tight, ready for whatever might appear. 
 
    The castle looked old, the stone walls showing signs of age. But despite the bricks that were missing, it seemed as sturdy as anything. Clayton would have marveled at how impressive it was if he wasn’t so distracted by all of the bats that continued to hover above them. 
 
    They stood at the entrance to the castle and looked at one another. 
 
    “No door,” Clayton said. “But something tells me we’re not exactly free to let ourselves in. This thing got a doorbell?” 
 
    “I am sure if we are not invited, they will let us know,” Rena said. 
 
    “I’m sure they will. Though I’ve kinda had it with surprise attacks today. It’d be nice to know if there’s a monster in there about to bite my head off.” 
 
    “If you are so frightened, I will take the lead—” 
 
    “No, no, no.” Clayton chuckled and put his hand up to her. “I’m the one with the Zeal Blade. I should be the one in charge. Jalise…” 
 
    The sage nodded and raised her hand up. A small ball of fire appeared to help light the way. 
 
    “Well?” Rena crossed her arms, an eyebrow arched in Clayton’s direction. 
 
    “Right,” Clayton sighed. “Just a haunted house. It’s like Halloween. I’m trick or treating and trying to get some candy—” 
 
    “Stop stalling.” 
 
    “Okay, okay…” Clayton tightened his grip on the pommel, ready to unsheathe his weapon if he needed to. He stepped inside of the castle with Jalise lighting his way. 
 
    The main hall of the castle looked like it hadn’t been occupied in ages. The wooden banister was splintered and covered in dust. The chandelier above was concealed completely with cobwebs. The red carpets that led down the halls were surprisingly unwrinkled, as if someone had straightened them out. But what caught Clayton’s eyes were the paintings on the walls. They were all portraits of women, pale and good-looking, Clayton thought, but mostly unremarkable. 
 
    “Those people…” Clayton walked up to one of the portraits and squinted to get a better look. “Royalty, maybe. You think they still live here?” 
 
    “I do not see how anybody could live here,” Rena said. “I saw no livestock. I saw no farmland. There is no access to food or water. If those people lived here before, they are surely dead by now.” 
 
    “Heading to a haunted castle… Whose idea was this again?” 
 
    Jalise walked forward, the ball of fire in her palm lighting the path. She pointed down the hall toward a large set of double doors. “I think this is the way.” 
 
    Clayton moved toward the doors. They were two stories high. On each door, intricate images were carved into the marble. He sighed a deep breath then swallowed as he pressed both hands to the doors. “Here goes nothing…” 
 
    The doors didn’t budge immediately. He used a considerable amount of strength to finally push them open. The doors crashed into the walls with an echoing thud. Bats fluttered above them in the night sky, as there was no roof, either destroyed or removed. 
 
    Clayton walked forward and looked around. “This must be the Great Hall…” Some of the stained glass windows were shattered, allowing more than enough moonlight to see everything. There were some wooden pews that looked like they hadn’t been used in ages. The red carpet from the main hall led all the way across the floor to the other side. What appeared to be a single throne sat the end. 
 
    Clayton moved toward it for a reason he couldn’t figure out. Every step he took, the bats above him flapped louder. They shrieked and shrieked until he stood right at the steps before the throne. The noise from the bats grew so loud he could barely hear himself think. 
 
    He turned toward Jalise and Rena and saw that the bats had surrounded them completely. If they wanted to go back, there would be some resistance. 
 
    “Maybe we should get out of here!” Clayton stared at the throne and watched as a group of bats moved upon it. He narrowed his eyes in slight disbelief as the bats slowly started to come together. “What the—” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the bats were gone, replaced by the figure of a woman. The first thing Clayton noticed was how white her skin was, paler than the moonlight that filled the room. She wore an elegant black dress that hugged her body. It was split down the middle, all the way down to her navel and just above her modesty. Clayton trailed his eyes up her slim waist and the curves of her breasts. He looked into her eyes, a dull yellow that seemed unnatural. Her hair was black and short just above her ears. More interesting than that though were the tiny red horns on her temples. 
 
    She grinned, biting her lips and revealing two teeth that were longer than they should have been. Her face was just as pale as the rest of her body, her skin smooth and unblemished. She appeared to be attempting to look as innocent as possible but Clayton knew better. 
 
    He looked around and the bats had changed as well. Dozens of pale women in gowns had appeared out of nowhere, sporting similar horns on their heads. They had no expressions on their faces as they crowded around Jalise and Rena. The elf furrowed her brow in anger as one of the women moved closer. Jalise kept the fireball in her palm raised near her head. 
 
    “Perhaps you should stay.” The woman on the throne kept her eyes locked on Clayton. “It’s been a long time since we’ve had guests.” 
 
    “No surprise.” Clayton held his hands out. “Look at this place. You might wanna look into sweeping the cobwebs every now and then. And I gotta be honest with you, it smells a little funny…” 
 
    “You’re very amusing.” Her grin grew even wider. “I like when they make me laugh.” 
 
    “Thanks. You know, you should tell Jalise and Rena how funny I am. None of them seem to laugh at my jokes—” 
 
    “Who are you and what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Right. Almost forgot why I came… My name is Clayton Brooks. These are my companions, Jalise and Rena. We’ve come from Nalore—” 
 
    “Nalore? You’ve traveled from across the sea to visit me? I’m flattered.” 
 
    “We’re not actually here to visit. We were driven away by the Maledict.” 
 
    “The Maledict? Oh, yes, that’s right. The blight upon your city. I’ve heard of it. That doesn’t explain what you’re doing in my castle.” 
 
    “Something happened. I was supposed to defeat the Maledict but they grew in strength. They attacked us and took Nalore.” 
 
    “How unfortunate. Go on…” 
 
    “I can beat the Maledict. With this weapon…” He put his hand on the hilt of the Zeal Blade. “I can push them back to the darkness they came from. But I need help. I need an army to fend them off.” 
 
    “Okay. I see where this is going…” 
 
    The woman stood up from her seat and paced back and forth on her heels. She turned sideways and Clayton noticed the black tail she had. It slithered behind her back like a snake. He thought that was strange, but the tiny black wings on her shoulder blades were even more interesting. 
 
    She bit her index finger, that grin of hers seemingly tattooed onto her black lips. 
 
    “Can you help?” Clayton asked. “I’m guessing you’re the ruler or something. Queen—” 
 
    “Grand Monarch Velour. Don’t make me repeat it.” 
 
    “Grand Monarch… I can beat the Maledict. I just need troops to fight the beasts that emerge from the darkness. I can do it. I promise you.” 
 
    “Interesting. You come to me and ask for help. You appear quite desperate.” 
 
    “I…” Clayton swallowed to clear his throat, realizing just how dire the situation was. “…I am desperate.” 
 
    “And why would I fight for you? What do I have to gain from it?” 
 
    “The Maledict have taken Nalore. There’s no telling if they’re getting stronger. There’s a chance they could come here and spread all over Xeylon. You wouldn’t be safe.” 
 
    “I think I’m safe here. The Maledict are on the other side of the sea, on that lonely island where Nalore sits. If the Maledict come, I will be prepared to fight.” 
 
    “But there would be no need to fight if you beat them now—” 
 
    “We are wasting our time.” Rena suddenly chimed in. She didn’t bother trying to hide her frustration. “We cannot expect any help from a succubus. They indulge themselves and care not about anybody else.” 
 
    Velour seemed to take offense to it, though she was still smiling. She walked down the steps near her throne and approached Rena. She moved close enough to the paladin to smell her. 
 
    “It’s been a long time since I’ve had an elf.” Velour bit her lips. Rena gritted her teeth, staring hard at the succubus. “Perhaps I should indulge myself with you.” 
 
    “Please,” Jalise interrupted. “We need all of the help we can get. Innocent people will be lost if we don’t do anything.” 
 
    “You still haven’t given me good reason as to why I should help. I have nothing to gain…” She walked back to her throne and stopped when she moved next to Clayton. She narrowed her eyes curiously as she eyeballed him. Clayton raised an eyebrow at her as she leaned forward. She took a deep inhale next to him and sighed. “Ferrum. You’re a Ferrum.” 
 
    “I am. Only Ferrum can wield this weapon.” 
 
    “Quite intriguing… Perhaps I will help you. But only if you prove your allegiance to me. A favor for a favor.” 
 
    “A favor for a favor. Seems like everybody needs help these days… What is it?” 
 
    “The woods east of here. It’s home to the arachnids. Acquire the venom of a great arachnid and bring it to me. Then I will consider lending you the army of the Citadel.” 
 
    “What do you want with the venom of a great arachnid?” Rena asked. 
 
    “That’s not your concern. Bring the venom. That is my condition.” 
 
    Clayton looked to his companions. They knew they had little choice. Clayton scratched the side of his head and sighed. 
 
    “Spiders,” he sighed. “Okay. I can handle a few spiders. Just as long as there are no coyotes…” 
 
    “Make haste, Ferrum.” Velour leaned back on her throne. She shifted her eyes up and down Clayton, examining him like he was a piece of meat. A vial appeared in her fingers and she flipped it toward him. “Get me the venom. Before I change my mind.” 
 
    Clayton stared at the empty vial and nodded. “Arachnid venom. Coming right up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    “I don’t trust her,” Rena grumbled as she cut through the ashen brush of the woods. 
 
    “What choice do we have?” Clayton sighed. “There’s no time to waste. If Velour has an army, then she can help us win this fight. If it makes you feel any better, I don’t trust her any more than you do. I say we get her the venom, come to an agreement, and then we search for more allies. A group like them… They look like they can handle themselves.” 
 
    “I am not eager to fight alongside succubi but if she keeps her end, I will do what is necessary.” 
 
    The trio left the Grim Citadel and headed toward the woods Velour pointed them to. With nothing but dead foliage around them, the moonlight lit their path. 
 
    Clayton turned to Jalise. “What do you think?” 
 
    “She is a succubus, just as Rena said. I have never dealt with one of her kind before.” 
 
    “But you have read something about them, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. They are manipulative. Deceitful. Conniving and cunning. They bring you close for a hug with one hand and stab you in the back with the other.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jalise. That’s exactly what I wanted to hear…” 
 
    “But this Velour… She seems different. I doubt she would send you into the forest just to meet your doom. She has nothing to gain from that.” 
 
    “Any idea what she’s doing with this spider venom?” 
 
    “I know of no spells that require spider venom but it does have some healing properties. The venom of a great arachnid would be more powerful.” 
 
    “If she’s got a cold and needs some medicine, I’ll be glad we’re doing it for her.” 
 
    “Just make sure to watch your back,” Rena said. “Great spiders are dangerous.” 
 
    “Spiders,” Clayton scoffed. “We’ve fought boars and demons and all sorts of monsters. Hell, I beat a giant eagle on the summit. What’s a few spiders—” 
 
    “Do not let your pride be your downfall. We are searching for venom. Even if you are to defeat a spider, a single bite could be your end. Recovering from your death would take several days. Days we do not have to spare.” 
 
    “All right, all right. I get the picture… Don’t get poisoned…” 
 
    Clayton held the Zeal Blade over his shoulder, searching the darkness around them for any sign of movement. Hidden among the dead trees, the group came upon a large cavern. Clayton immediately noticed the bones near the entrance. The walls and ceilings were littered with cobwebs. Small spiders, black and covered with hair scurried in every direction. 
 
    “I think we found the spider cave we’re looking for…” 
 
    “You must look in every direction,” Rena said. “Arachnids can be hiding anywhere.” 
 
    Jalise held a ball of fire up in her palm and lit the path before them. The group wandered into the cave, descending lower until the moonlight from the entrance disappeared. Clayton clenched his jaw to steady himself but the growing amount of bones all around him were impossible to ignore. More spiders appeared on the walls. If that weren’t enough, a foul stench filled his nostrils and made him grimace. 
 
    “What is that smell? Geez…” 
 
    “Arachnid venom is potent,” Jalise said. “That is the stench of death and decay. We are headed in the right direction.” 
 
    “Just point out the first spider we come across so I can stab it and get the venom.” 
 
    “Velour wants the venom of a great arachnid. Not any spider will suffice.” 
 
    “Do you think she’ll be able to tell the difference?” 
 
    “You already do not trust her. Do you want to risk drawing her ire?” 
 
    “I suppose you’ve got a point…” 
 
    They moved through the cavern until the walls ascended high above them and into the darkness. They were in a large clearing in the center of the cave. Clayton looked around with the help of Jalise’s fire and saw skeletons lining the walls. It was impossible to tell how long the bones had been there. Then he noticed something else. 
 
    “Wait… Do you hear that?” He narrowed his eyes as if it would help him hear better. They all fell silent and listened to the sound. “It sounds like… It sounds like water… Dripping… Is there a lake nearby here or something?” 
 
    “Perhaps there is a lagoon in this cavern,” Rena said. 
 
    Clayton moved forward and kept searching for where the dripping sound was coming from. Every step he took, it grew louder and louder. “It’s close… I can hear it…” He took another step then suddenly felt something underneath his foot. Something soft and wet. “What the…” He looked down at his heel and saw the small puddle he’d stepped in. 
 
    Jalise held her flame closer so he could get a better look. The liquid he stepped in was green. Along with it were the body and legs of a spider Clayton had unknowingly stepped on. He put his foot back down then suddenly felt a drop on his boot. Jalise and Clayton immediately turned their heads up to see where it had come from. She held her hand up to try and light the cavern but the ceiling stretched so high it was still dark. 
 
    “I think I see something…” Clayton squinted, straining his eyes to get a better look. “Something is moving… It looks like—” His eyes met another set of eyes. Several eyes. 
 
    “Crap!” Clayton stumbled back as the squeal filled the room. A giant spider descended from the ceiling. Clayton pushed Jalise out of the way just before it pounced on them. 
 
    The spider was like nothing Clayton had ever seen before. Its black body was as big and wide as his dinner table back home. Eyes black and empty. Dark legs long and hairy as they pushed it forward. It showed its fangs, dripping with the green fluid Clayton had stepped in. 
 
    Rena yelled out a battle cry as she charged. A precise blow on top of the spider’s body made it squeal. A shot of green venom just missed. 
 
    “Watch the venom!” she shouted. “Do not let it get into your system!” 
 
    “Great advice!” Clayton turned around and saw another spider that had descended. He raised the Zeal Blade up and slashed it. He missed its body but managed to slice one of its legs off. The spider crumpled to the ground, squealing as it spit venom from its mouth. 
 
    Jalise grunted and cast a fireball large enough to engulf the creature in flames, lighting up the entire cavern. 
 
    More spiders descended, their squeals echoing off the walls in a terrifying chorus. Jalise fired at them, lighting them up before they had a chance to attack. 
 
    Rena spun around and avoided all of the venom headed in her direction. Deep stabs left the spiders with their legs curled up, their hairy bodies a bloody mass of bile and venom. 
 
    Clayton slashed violently at the spiders who rushed toward him. He again missed their bodies but cutting their legs off was enough to stop them from advancing. When they stopped advancing, he drove the Zeal Blade into their bodies. 
 
    “How many more of these damn things are there?” Clayton used all of his stamina and had to recover. Luckily for him, Jalise was more than capable of firing enough to keep them at bay. 
 
    “Keep fighting!” Rena’s elegance didn’t falter as she continued dancing around the spiders that continued to try and pounce on her. 
 
    The spiders backed off suddenly and circled their prey. Clayton looked around in confusion, his hands tight around the hilt of his blade. “What’s going on? What are they doing?” 
 
    He got his answer quickly when they all shot their web forward. The white strings were thicker and stickier than he expected them to be. He had to use all his strength just to cut through them. 
 
    Jalise burned her way out of the webbing but the spiders persisted. Rena managed to break free and quickly stab two more of the spiders. Another pair descended to replace them. 
 
    Clayton’s frustration boiled over. He shouted and broke free from the tangled web. He ran toward the spiders and with a large sweeping motion, sliced at the circle surrounding them. They were all cut down one by one until finally the squealing stopped. 
 
    Clayton pressed his blade down into the ground to catch his breath. The only other sound was the venom that dripped from the ceiling and the twitching legs of the dead that surrounded him. 
 
    “All right.” Clayton straightened up and sighed deeply to recover his stamina. “Which one of these is a great arachnid?” 
 
    “None,” Rena said. “These are merely spiders.” 
 
    “What do you mean merely spiders? Some of these things are the size of a bear.” 
 
    Jalise and Rena looked at one another. That was enough for Clayton to know they weren’t done. 
 
    “Over there.” Jalise pointed. “We must continue our descent.” 
 
    “Gee… I wonder what we’ll find down there.” Clayton knew it was foolish to think it would be so easy. 
 
    The group moved through another spacious entrance and into another clearing of darkness. Jalise cast a bigger ball of fire in her hands to light the room they were in. Clayton looked around and saw the webbing. On the walls. On the ceiling. All over the floor. 
 
    Clayton took a step forward and noticed something strange. 
 
    “Do you guys feel that?” He looked down at the ground and took another step, his foot sticking the floor. But that wasn’t what had him so distracted. He took another step and shook his head. “The floor… It feels like it’s moving underneath me. It’s like it’s…” 
 
    “…Like it is made out of web.” Rena finished his sentence. The two of them looked at one another and made the same realization. 
 
    “We’re right in the middle of a spider’s web. Holy—” 
 
     A thundering scream interrupted him. Clayton turned his head just in time to see it. A spider trampled through the webbing in their direction. Clayton realized just how large it was the closer it got. Its legs. Its body. Even its eyes were massive. It was the size of a truck. It bared its fangs, dripping with red venom that looked like blood. Clayton was so in shock it barreled right into him and knocked him to the floor. 
 
    “Clayton!” Jalise shouted out. 
 
    Clayton was in a daze from landing so hard. A sudden swipe from the spider’s massive leg against his face blurred his vision. He struggled to figure out which direction he was looking at. He tightened his grip on his sword and dug it into the ground, pushing himself back up to his feet. 
 
    Rena and Jalise rushed forward but the spider swung its leg and sent them flying back. Jalise crashed on the hard web and fell unconscious. Rena had the wind knocked out of her. Clayton tried to swing at the spider but his entire body was caught in a sudden burst of webbing. The web thickened around him, freezing him in place. 
 
    “This isn’t good…” Clayton looked around, trying to figure out how to free himself. 
 
    The spider wrapped all of its legs around him, coating Clayton with more webbing. 
 
    “It’s okay. They’ll find your essence. Your death won’t be permanent.” Clayton tried to find some comfort in the inevitable as the webbing tightened around him. He looked at his surroundings and saw webs in every direction. 
 
    “Brooks! Brooks, you have to break free!” Rena’s voice was distant, not that it would have helped much if she was closer. 
 
    “What do you think I’m trying to do?” he muttered to himself. 
 
    The spider scurried back along the giant web it was on, rubbing two of its legs together like it was about to feast on Clayton. 
 
    “Killed by a giant spider… Hopefully the death penalty isn’t so bad… Unless…” 
 
    Clayton’s whole body was frozen in place but his hands were still wrapped tight around the hilt of the Zeal Blade. 
 
    “…I hope this works.” 
 
    He shut his eyes tight and focused all of his energy. 
 
    “Come on, dammit…” He felt the Zeal Blade beginning to rumble in his palms. The great spider began to squeal again. 
 
    “Come on!” Clayton shouted out and he saw the numbers appear before him. 
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    The battle with the spiders in the previous room had given him three levels to the ones he already had. 
 
    “Wisdom, wisdom, wisdom! All of it!” 
 
    He spent all of his available points in a single stat and felt the rush of energy pulse through his hands. The Zeal Blade began to quake in his grip with an energy he never felt before. 
 
    The spider moved closer to him, its venom-dipped fangs extending closer and closer. Clayton shut his eyes and breathed deeply. 
 
    “Focus… Focus… Focus…” 
 
    He was clenching his jaw so hard it started to hurt. But he could feel the surge in his palms. It extended to the hilt and in his sword. The blade pulsed with a burst of fire. 
 
    The spider screeched as it lunged forward with its teeth. Clayton yelled out just as the flames erupted from his weapon. The spider reeled back as the fire quickly spread over the rest of the web. The smell of burned webbing filled the room, just enough for Clayton to struggle free and fall back down to the web on the floor beneath him. 
 
    Rena rushed up to him and got him back up to his feet. Up above them, the great spider continued to scurry back and forth, its web lair engulfed. It descended back down to the floor and charged at Clayton. Clayton raised his weapon up and focused like he just did once before. A burst of flames fired from the tip and blasted the spider. Its terrible shrieks echoed through the cavern. 
 
    The spider writhed in pain. Clayton pulled the vial from his pouch and quickly rushed up to it. “Steady…” He held the glass to one of its fangs and gathered as much of the venom as he could. “That should do it.” 
 
    He raced over to Jalise. He and Rena helped get her back to her feet. The trio raced out of the caverns as the stench of burning web filled their nostrils. Even with Jalise on one of his shoulders, Clayton had never run so hard in his life. As soon as he got out of the cavern, he collapsed to his knees. The cold air had never felt so soothing against his skin. 
 
    He turned toward Jalise and Rena. The two of them looked just as exhausted as he felt but they were still in one piece. As he held the vial up and examined it, he couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “Piece of cake.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Velour held the vial of liquid between her fingers. She tilted her head, examining the venom underneath the moonlight. “I half-expected you to return with the green venom. Most people assume a great arachnid is the first spider they come across.” 
 
    “What would you have done if I came back with the green venom?” Clayton’s eyes widened with curiosity. 
 
    “You’d be butchered where you stand.” She gave Clayton a wink and a devilish grin but Clayton was too distracted by the women around him to notice. Rena and Jalise remained wary just the same. The great hall of the Grim Citadel was no less ominous to them than it was when they first arrived. 
 
    Velour palmed the vial and walked down from the podium. She moved right up to Clayton. She was shorter than him, her face right around his chest. She looked him up and down like she had once before. Clayton’s curiosity continued to grow. 
 
    “We did what you asked,” he said. “I need your people to fight with me to push the Maledict back.” 
 
    “The Maledict…” Velour sighed. “Strange to think my people would get involved in something on the other side of Xeylon. The women in this city are more than capable. I have little doubt we will have trouble with the Maledict, though I’ve only heard of them in rumors. 
 
    “We can beat them. Together. I know we can.” 
 
    “Perhaps I’ll lend you the strength of my army—” 
 
    “Yes!” Clayton pumped his fist in the air. 
 
    “But we must seal the contract.” 
 
    “No problem. Where do I sign?” 
 
    “Meet me in my chambers. Do not keep me waiting, Ferrum.” Velour burst into a flood of bats that flew up into the sky. The group surrounding them changed just the same. The loud flapping filled the hall until they disappeared into the night. 
 
    “All right…” Clayton dusted his hands off and turned to his companions. “Seal the contract in her chambers. Wonder why she didn’t just make me sign it here…” 
 
    Rena gave him a blank look. “You cannot be that foolish.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Velour is a succubus. She will prey upon you.” 
 
    “Hmm… Maybe she just has all of the paperwork in her room and didn’t wanna bring it down.” 
 
    Rena closed her eyes, rubbing her fingers against her temples to stop herself from saying anything more. 
 
    “What do you think, Jalise?” Clayton asked. “Do you think Velour is up to something?” 
 
    “It’s possible but I sense her good nature. I doubt she would ask for venom simply to inject you with it for her own amusement. But even if Rena’s suggestion is correct, it should be a risk you’re willing to take. The strength of the Zeal Blade is forged through the bonds of your passion. If you lose yourself to your lust, this may be an opportunity to prepare the weapon for the coming battle.” 
 
    “You have a point… Then again, it’s not like I have any choice.” 
 
    “Do what you must, Brooks,” Rena said. “Secure her allegiance. If you perish, we will find your essence and revive you.” 
 
    “Hmm… Hope this doesn’t kill me…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Grand Monarch Velour’s chambers had the same atmosphere as the rest of her castle. There was no ceiling and the walls were crumbling with missing stones. There was a dresser with a mirror in front of it. Clayton wondered what use a succubus had for a mirror before realizing he’d never actually met a succubus before in real life. On the other side of the room, there was a bed two times larger than an ordinary one. The sheets were red and appeared soft, some combination of velvet or silk. There was little else of note in the room, so Clayton found himself standing there patiently, the door closed behind him. 
 
    It was only a few seconds when he heard the familiar flap of bats approaching. He looked up, watching the bats as they took the form of Velour. The succubus grinned, the fangs on the top row of her teeth biting her bottom lip. 
 
    “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting, Ferrum.” 
 
    “No problem. But if we can get this show on the road, that’d be nice.” 
 
    “In a hurry to get back to Nalore? If you have time to venture and get me some venom, then you have the time to spend with me.” 
 
    “I guess you’ve got a point… I’m here. Now what?” 
 
    “Remove your clothes.” 
 
    Clayton blinked at her, waiting to see if she were joking. But Velour just kept staring. Clayton shrugged and started with his belt. The shin guards on his legs and his pauldron followed. He peeled his shirt off and set it on the floor. Velour didn’t move her eyes away from him. 
 
    “Are you gonna watch me undress the whole time?” 
 
    “Are you shy?” 
 
    “No… I just think it’d only be fair if I got to see you naked, since we are making a temporary alliance.” 
 
    “Ooh… I like it when a man takes charge.” Velour raised her hand and snapped her fingers. Clayton watched as her black dress slowly dissolved into dust all around her, revealing the rest of her pale white body. The curves of her breasts seemed more bountiful. Black nipples matched the color of her lips. Between her legs, her mound was smooth with just a touch of pink. Clayton felt his desire twitch between his legs, drawing another grin from the succubus eyeballing him so closely. 
 
    “I can sense it,” she whispered. “There is a lust inside of you… Stronger than ordinary men…” 
 
    “I can sense it, too.” Clayton snickered at his own joke, though he would’ve been the only one to do it even if there were others around. He tugged his trousers down and followed with his underwear. His length was already hard, the figure of the succubus already making the blood rush through his veins. 
 
    Velour’s throat bobbed up and down, a hard swallow as she focused her eyes on the most appealing part of Clayton at the moment. 
 
    “Considerable…” 
 
    “Considerable. I’ve never heard anybody put it that way but I guess that’s a compliment.” 
 
    “It is indeed.” Velour twirled the vial of venom between her fingers as she moved closer to him. 
 
    Though he was completely naked and out in the open, he wasn’t cold. There was a warmth radiating from the succubus that made his heart race. A bead of sweat formed on his brow. From the corner of his eye, he could see the Zeal Blade on the floor beginning to pulse with a familiar crimson glow. 
 
    “I hope I didn’t go to all that trouble just for you to make me drink that.” 
 
    “Oh, the venom isn’t for you…” She removed the seal from the venom and held it to her lips. Clayton watched curiously as she tilted her head back and gulped down every last drop of it. She let out a satisfied sigh and smacked her lips. “…It’s for me.” 
 
    “Clearly… That won’t kill you, will it?” 
 
    “Not at all.” She giggled as she moved closer to Clayton. “Great arachnid venom has many properties. To humans, it can be lethal. But to my people, it does wonders. It cures ailments and heals wounds. It’s invigorating.” She pressed her hand against his chest. Her touch was warm despite how cool her skin appeared. Clayton let out a soft breath as he stared down into the succubus’s yellow eyes. She stood on her toes and moved her face close to his, whispering into his ear. Her breath against his cheek made him shudder again. 
 
    “The venom does many things… You’ll never find a stronger aphrodisiac.” 
 
    Clayton pondered what she said for a moment then scrunched his face in confusion. “Wait a second… I risked my life in a cave of venom-spitting giant spiders because it’ll make you hornier?” 
 
    “What do you know of succubi, Ferrum? I’m sure you’ve heard stories of us preying upon men, sinking our teeth into flesh and sucking the life from our victims.” 
 
    “I guess now you’re gonna tell me that’s not true.” 
 
    “No… It’s true. Every assumption you likely have is true.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make me feel too good…” Clayton grew uneasy though his shaft continued to pulse with desire. His body and his mind were in two different places. 
 
    “You are Ironblood. I could never suck the life from you. In fact, trying would be quite dangerous to me. I need the venom to survive… I need it for this…” 
 
    She moved back to him, wrapping her hands around his neck and pulling his face close. Clayton resisted slightly but the taste of her lips was too much to resist. It was sweet. Soft. Like licking a piece of candy that he couldn’t get enough of. 
 
    “Should I be kissing you with that venom on your tongue?” Clayton managed to have some wits about him. 
 
    “Traces of venom aren’t lethal. I assure you, I never leave a drop remaining when I swallow something.” 
 
    “Kinky…” 
 
    His hands moved on their own, trailing down the small of her back and cupping her ass cheeks. She squealed with delight into his mouth, hopping into the air and floating with the wings on her back so she didn’t have to tilt her neck to kiss him. 
 
    “Take me, Ferrum… Let us have each other… We make our bond and I will swear the allegiance of the Citadel until the Maledict are purged from your city…” 
 
    “If that’s what I have to do…” 
 
    “It’s what you have to do.” 
 
    “Then how can I refuse?” 
 
    He moved his face back to hers. Their lips pressed together and their tongues tangled. Sloppy kisses filled the night sky. 
 
    Clayton firmed his grip on her ass, enjoying the softness of her bottom. Velour ran her hands through his hair and pulled him closer, kissing him like she was trying to consume him. 
 
    Between his legs, Clayton could feel just how hard he’d gotten. Velour spread her legs and the warmth emanating from her sent tingles all over his skin. He was slowly losing his senses to his desires. He was so distracted by the succubus he didn’t realize he was moving. 
 
    He opened his eyes and found himself nearly parallel with the moon next to him. “What the…” He gasped as he looked down, realizing Velour’s chambers were meters on the ground below them. 
 
    “Relax…” She put a hand on his chest to ease him. “I have you. It’s no effort for a succubus. Watch…” She wrapped her legs around him and pulled the rest of her body away. Clayton braced himself for a fall but the succubus continued to effortlessly hold him, her wings flapping gently behind her. 
 
    “All right.” He swallowed anxiously. “Just make sure you keep your arms or legs around me at all times.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem.” She moved back to him and they resumed their kisses. He moved his head down her neck and made her giggle in delight. His tongue trailed down her chest, licking her nipples. He sealed his lips around them and sucked until they perked in his mouth. The pleasure was too much for either one of them to handle. 
 
    “Take me, Ferrum… I can’t wait any longer…” 
 
    Clayton reached down for his length and positioned it near her entrance. The heat from her folds made him twitch with anticipation. He pressed his tip inside of her and the wetness made him shudder. Velour kept her arms and legs wrapped tight around him as he plunged deep. 
 
    Clayton never imagined what it would be like to take a succubus. Only a few days ago, he didn’t even know they existed. Now he was floating in the sky and inside of one. It was nothing short of incredible. 
 
    His hands moved to her hips as he started to thrust up. Deep strokes made her whole body moved to his forceful rhythm. Her breasts heaved. Her mouth hung open with a blissful grin. Clayton stared into her eyes and focused all of his energy into giving them what they both wanted. 
 
    The pleasure was already too much but then he felt something else. A sudden movement between his legs forced him to look down. Velour’s black tail had slid underneath his length and between his legs, searching for his entrance. 
 
    “W-what are you doing?” he gasped as he continued pumping into her. 
 
    “Just wanted to have a little more fun. You’ll like it.” 
 
    “Maybe I will… I just… I don’t want you to get that thing dirty.” 
 
    She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around him, whispering into his ear. “Who says it isn’t dirty already?” 
 
    “I… I need to focus.” 
 
    “Oh, all right.” She sighed and the feeling of her tail between his legs disappeared. 
 
    Clayton moved his hands up the small of her back and grabbed her shoulders from behind. They held each other tight in one another’s arms as Clayton increased his pace. 
 
    “That’s it, Ferrum… I want to feel the strength inside of you… Ironblood…” 
 
    She kissed his neck softly. He shut his eyes and focused. His end was in sight. The feeling swelled inside of him like a dam overflowing. 
 
    “I’m gonna… I’m gonna…” He gave the succubus a brief warning but the explosion burst inside of him. His body trembled with the strength of a hard orgasm. Clayton planted his length deep into her, enjoying the feeling of her warmth tightening around him. 
 
    Suddenly, a sharp pain shot through his body. He groaned through his orgasm, Velour’s fangs suddenly driven into his neck. His blood was emptying from him, making his eyes roll. 
 
    But the pain subsided. His orgasm was different. Warm though draining. 
 
    He held Velour in his arms and cradled her close. He was inside of her, emptying his seed. She was biting him, sucking on the blood she craved until she had her fill. 
 
    “The contract is sealed,” she whispered into his ear. “You have my army.” 
 
    They floated in the night sky in one another’s arms. The silhouette of their bond cast a shadow on the pale moon next to them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Zeal Blade 
 
    Core Level 4 
 
    Passion of Consort Faith - Vigorous: The blade requires less stamina to swing 
 
    Passion of Jalise the Sage - Torrid: Flames can be channeled from the blade 
 
    Passion of Regent Magne - The Queen’s Touch: More essence is gathered from creatures defeated by the blade 
 
    Passion of Monarch Velour - Intoxicating Thirst: Dealing damage with the blade absorbs essence and heals minor injuries 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… That should be useful.” Clayton pored over his stats. The Zeal Blade stabbed into the grass, he rested his hand over the pommel with another hand running along his neck. “I don’t know if it was worth it though…” 
 
    Jalise leaned forward, her gaze narrowed on the two punctures on his neck. “She knew exactly where to bite. Both of her fangs dug right into your artery. How do you feel?” 
 
    “I feel fine, I guess. A little light-headed. I know I need more points in constitution but I never thought I’d need it for something like that.” 
 
    “I see no reason you won’t recover fully. Even the scar will fade. I think you must take any chance you have to strengthen the Zeal Blade.” 
 
    “Lucky me.” Clayton laughed at the thought. A beautiful young woman like Jalise was encouraging him to sleep with as many women as he could. He considered how lucky he was for a moment before remembering all of the problems he had to deal with. 
 
    He pulled the weapon from the ground and took a seat next to the bonfire. The group found a clearing in the forest that appeared as comfortable as any. It was late at night but the fire was bright enough to light their surroundings. 
 
    Clayton closed his eyes and sighed. He suddenly felt something wash over him. It sank through his clothes and over his skin like water. He let out another deep sigh of relief and opened his eyes to see Jalise waving her hands. 
 
    “A healing spell. For your wounds. It won’t substitute for your fatigue but should take care of any minor injuries.” 
 
    “Thanks. I took a few bumps back in that cave. Feels like my bruises are gone.” 
 
    “You’ve had a long journey so far. It is good to take the time to rest and recover.” 
 
    “I’m tired. I’m fatigued. I’m sleepy and exhausted. And I can’t remember the last time I ate. Where is Rena, anyway—” 
 
    Before he could finish, the paladin appeared from between the trees. She held the carcasses of some small creatures in one hand, her dagger bloody in the other. 
 
    “I am right here, Ferrum.” Rena grabbed some sticks and skewered one of her kills. 
 
    Clayton grabbed the stick from her and squinted at it. “Never had rabbit before…” 
 
    “It will suffice.” 
 
    The trio roasted their impromptu dinners over the flames. Creatures stirred in the darkness surrounding them. The sky was clear. Clayton removed his pauldron and chuckled to himself. 
 
    “This reminds me of when I was young. Me and some of the other kids from school used to go out camping. We would gather sticks and roast a bag of marshmallows.” 
 
    “Marshmallows?” Jalise said. 
 
    “They’re soft balls of sugar. They’re really not that good. But something about roasting them over an open fire with a stick makes them taste so much better.” 
 
    “Did you spend a lot of time camping?” 
 
    “No… Just when I was younger. I knew what I wanted. With the fortune I inherited, nothing was as fun as playing video games, so I did that. Maybe it was for the best. How about you, Jalise? You ever go camping?” 
 
    “Oh, no. I wanted to be a sage ever since I was young. Reading the texts of the ancients was more fascinating than anything.” 
 
    “But you learned how to cast fire spells. You ever think about the practical applications of magic besides setting creatures on fire? You’d be pretty useful back on Earth.” 
 
    “Fire and all other spells have their practical uses. But there is always a threat to Nalore. I was assigned you as my Ferrum. This is what I have been planning for my entire life. I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    Clayton turned to Rena. She’d been silent this entire time except for her lips smacking on the meat. She stared into the flames, her thoughts lost in whatever it was she was thinking. 
 
    “How about you, Rena? You ever go camping?” Clayton smiled at her but she remained staring at the fire. 
 
    “There was never any time for camping. A paladin’s training is rigorous, even at a young age. To be a part of the Regent’s guard is even more rigorous.” 
 
    “I figured that… Still, you must have some time to relax and enjoy yourself… Right?” 
 
    Rena still didn’t look at him, taking another chomp of rabbit between her teeth. 
 
    “Rena?” 
 
    “Your meat is burning.” 
 
    “…What?” Clayton turned his head and saw the rabbit engulfed in flames. “Crap!” He pulled it away and immediately began blowing on it, fanning the flames with his other hand. Jalise giggled softly as the smoke rose into the air. “Black and crispy. Just how I like it.” 
 
    He picked at the meat with his fingers. The fat dripped down to the ground. His mouth watered when he saw how tender and juicy it was. Jalise eyed him closely as he ate a piece. A few bites and he nodded in approval. 
 
    “Not bad,” he said. “I could get used to this. Maybe not as good as the pizza and soda back home but still satisfying.” 
 
    “Have you considered what you will do after the Maledict is gone?” Jalise asked. 
 
    Rena slowly shifted her eyes toward Clayton, something he noticed immediately. 
 
    “I haven’t had time to think about anything else,” he said. “Finish one task before you finish another.” 
 
    “That is the proper mindset.” Rena finally spoke up. “Tonight, your task should be to recover. It may be a long journey until we find someone willing to aid us.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem.” Clayton held the rabbit meat to his mouth and took a big bite. For a moment, they forgot about their troubles and enjoyed the peace of their surroundings. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jalise slept peacefully next to the fire with her head sunken into the grass. Clayton leaned against a rock. His face pointed toward the sky, his mouth hung open with every breath he took. His own loud snore woke him up. He smacked his lips and looked around, immediately noticing Rena was nowhere to be found. But he quickly spotted her off to the side of the clearing. She leaned up against a tree as she stared into the darkness. 
 
    Clayton walked up next to her and yawned. 
 
    “Why are you not sleeping?” she said. 
 
    “Why aren’t you sleeping?” 
 
    “You do not have to worry about me. I will get the adequate rest I need.” 
 
    “Must be all of that paladin training you got, huh?” 
 
    “We are taught to prepare for the worst. Our bodies are conditioned for it.” 
 
    Clayton shifted his eyes up and down the elf’s body. Her pink skin was stretched tight over her lean muscles. “Definitely conditioned,” he thought to himself. 
 
    “I was thinking earlier,” he said. “I’ve been on this journey for so long with just these shin guards and a pauldron. I’m eager to return to Wenham and see what Akron has smithed for me.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should temper your expectations. Remember that no amount of armor will save you from the threats we face.” 
 
    “You seem to think that way. Your armor barely covers you.” 
 
    “It covers the most vital areas.” 
 
    “I’d say your stomach is pretty vital—” 
 
    “When you go into battle, do you do so with the intention of being hit?” 
 
    Clayton narrowed his eyes in confusion then shook his head. “I don’t think anybody does.” 
 
    “No, of course not. When an opponent swings at you, you move out of the way. That’s why I wear the armor that I do. More armor only slows me down. I have no intention of getting hit.” 
 
    “That decision isn’t always up to you.” 
 
    “Armor provides a false sense of safety. You rely on your equipment more than your own abilities. You need to be reminded of your own frailties sometimes.” 
 
    “I see your point… I don’t really have the luxury that you do though. I put all my points into strength just to carry that sword over there. I had to spend most of the rest on wisdom so I could burn through the webbing. Don’t have much agility to move around. Don’t have the dexterity to hit what I’m swinging at all the time. And my constitution is so low I can’t take a good hit. Now that I think about it, I’m grossly unprepared.” 
 
    Clayton snickered at the uncertainty of his situation. Rena remained stone-faced like she always was. Clayton stopped laughing, her expression a reminder of how dire their situation was. 
 
    “Do you think we can do this?” he said. “Do you really think we have what it takes to clear the Maledict from the entire city?” 
 
    “What do you believe, Brooks? Do you believe our situation is hopeless?” 
 
    Clayton thought about it for a second. He wondered if Rena had some ulterior motive. But he would’ve answered the same regardless. 
 
    “In every game I ever played, there was always a point where I got stuck. I never went online to look up the answer because I wanted to figure it out for myself. There always was an answer. This isn’t a game. But I know there’s an answer here, too. It might take me some time to figure out but I’ll find it.” 
 
    He kept his eyes on Rena, who just kept staring out into the forest. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    “It is not what I think. It is what I know. All of my life, I have trained to prepare for the battle against the Maledict. I was taught a Ferrum from another world would arrive, wield the Zeal Blade and lead us to victory.” 
 
    “Do you still feel that way?” 
 
    She slowly turned toward him and nodded. “Yes. You are the one.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rena.” 
 
    “Do not thank me. If my words at this moment are what you need to motivate you, then we have already lost.” 
 
    “I… I think I get what you’re saying.” He smiled at her but she just turned back toward the forest. 
 
    “Get some sleep. I promise you I will get the rest I need to continue our journey.” 
 
    “Okay…” He thought about saying something else but instead headed back toward the bonfire. He took a few steps when she called out to him. 
 
    “Brooks… No heavy plate armor. But perhaps you’ll be able to handle some light chainmail.” 
 
    Clayton smiled softly then took a seat back next to the fire. There was no telling what was waiting for them on the path ahead. But he wasn’t worried. He grew anxious about what he would face before closing his eyes and drifting off to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    The sun shined bright enough to pierce through the tall trees above them. Clayton admired the scenery all around him. The smell of the arbor cleared his lungs. The animals scurrying in the brush provided a peaceful ambiance. A good night’s sleep and a belly full of rabbit meat had him invigorated. Jalise walked by his side while Rena marched forward in front of him. 
 
    He chuckled softly, shaking his head at his surroundings. 
 
    “Is something funny?” Jalise gave him a look. 
 
    “Something’s funny, all right… If I were back home, I’d be sitting in front of my PC, probably deciding what game to platinum. I imagine there are forests like this back home but I never got to experience it quite like this. To think… I’m out here on a journey, trying to do something incredible. I… I feel like I should be enjoying this as much as I can right now. Even with all the craziness we have to deal with.” 
 
    “That’s the right attitude to have. The scholars I studied always spoke of how powerful the mind is. I had to learn how to focus my energy to cast spells. I find it helps in my everyday life when I face challenges.” 
 
    “Right now, the only challenge I wanna deal with is enjoying this place here. After spending a day at the Grim Citadel, this is a welcome sight. Everything looks so alive out here. In fact… Look at that thing.” Clayton pointed at the fawn between the trees gnawing on some leaves. He stopped in his tracks to watch the animal peacefully enjoy its early morning meal. The animal perked its head up and stared back at Clayton when it realized he was staring. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m not gonna do anything.” Clayton slowly approached the animal with his hands up. He inched toward the fawn, the friendly grin on his face growing even wider. 
 
    “Brooks! What are you doing?” Rena’s voice startled him and made the fawn jerk its head. 
 
    “I just wanna pet this deer over here. I’ve never been this close to one before.” 
 
    “You know we have no time for that. Besides, there are others likely to be with it. They may trample you if you’re not careful.” 
 
    “This little thing won’t trample me. It’s harmless—” 
 
    The fawn turned around and galloped deeper into the forest. Undeterred, Clayton immediately started walking after it, ignoring the protests of Jalise and Rena. 
 
    “He is a strange man,” Rena sighed. Jalise chuckled softly as they followed. 
 
    They moved off the path and into the forest. Clayton ignored all of the brush and trees. He paid no mind to the birds chirping and the bugs at his feet. His attention was focused solely on the fawn that continued to bounce away. 
 
    “Come on…” Clayton whispered to himself. “Just a little pet for the ol’ Ferrum. I’m not gonna hurt you.” 
 
    The fawn came to a halt. Clayton stopped in his tracks and inched closer to it. Rena crossed her arms and watched with curiosity. Jalise had a tight-lipped smile, clutching her hands together in hope that he would succeed. 
 
    Clayton managed to get close enough to the fawn to reach his hand out and pet it on the head. Its clean fur was soft underneath his touch. A beam of sunlight shined through the trees, giving it a golden brown sheen. 
 
    “Look at that.” Clayton moved his hand underneath its chin and rubbed it gently. “I think he likes me.” 
 
    Just as he said it, he felt the fawn move away and skip down in the other direction. 
 
    “Some modesty would do you good in this case, Brooks.” Rena said. Jalise held back a laugh and put her head down. 
 
    “Nah, he likes me.” Clayton shook his head. “He just wants to show me something. It’s still early. We’ve got time.” 
 
    Clayton headed deeper into the forest. They were so far off the path that it was no longer visible. That didn’t matter to Clayton, who kept the fawn in his vision. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Jalise said. “Up ahead…” 
 
    Clayton perked his ears up and could hear it. “Water? Out here in the forest?” The sound grew louder as he moved forward. Then he saw it. A small waterfall two stories high cascaded down into a shallow pond. “Wow…” 
 
    The fawn bent down and sipped on the clean water. Clayton pet the deer on its head before leaning forward and splashing some of the water on his face. 
 
    “Oh, man… I could use a rejuvenation pool right now but this will have to do.” He cupped the water and swallowed it down, wetting his parched throat. They’d journeyed for so long that he didn’t realize until now how thirsty he was. 
 
    Jalise joined him while Rena turned around to take in their surroundings. 
 
    “Come on, Rena,” Clayton said. “You can relax. Nobody out there is going to attack us.” 
 
    “You do not know that,” the elf replied. “It would be wise to remain cautious.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about elf physiology but I know you’re thirsty. Hell, you haven’t had a bath in days. Maybe you should strip that armor off and take a dip.” 
 
    “Bathing is not a priority right now.” 
 
    “Suit yourself. I think I’m gonna take a dip and wash off all this filth that’s been building up.” 
 
    Clayton took another gulp of water and felt more refreshed than he had in a long time. 
 
    “Brooks…” 
 
    He ignored Rena’s voice as he unstrapped his pauldron. He peeled his shirt up over his head and dropped it to the ground. 
 
    “Brooks…” 
 
    “What?” He finally looked up and saw why Rena was calling his name. 
 
    Dozens of people had surrounded him. Men and women, their bodies bare. Their skin was a shade of light green. Their hair was a bit darker like the leaves of the trees around them. They all stood silently and stared at the group. 
 
    “Jalise?” Clayton said. 
 
    “I believe these are the people of the forest.” 
 
    “We are the people of the forest.” One man stepped forward. His body was ordinary, except for the color of his skin and messy green hair. His eyes had a tint of yellow that made it more obvious he wasn’t human. He moved close to Clayton, who grabbed his hilt in response. Jalise quickly grabbed his wrist. 
 
    “We are not hostile,” the sage said. “We are peaceful people.” 
 
    “You are outsiders,” the man said. 
 
    “We are outsiders. But we mean to cause you no harm.” 
 
    “Then you are not responsible for the toxicity?” 
 
    “Toxicity?” Clayton shook his head in confusion. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. But if something is wrong, maybe… maybe we can help you.” 
 
    He looked at Jalise and Rena. They both nodded in approval. 
 
    “My apologies,” the man said as he bowed his head. “Call me Mano. I… We appreciate any assistance you can give us.” 
 
    “And who are we exactly?” 
 
    “We are the dryads of the Elderberry Woods.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The trio followed Mano with an escort of dryads deeper into the forest. Clayton looked around and noticed how much they blended in with their surroundings. Some of them appeared to even be a part of the brush itself. 
 
    “Something is wrong,” Clayton said. “I don’t know what it is but I can feel it. Everybody here looks… sad.” 
 
    “They are sad because they are sick,” Mano said. “Ixia is showing the worst signs of the sickness.” 
 
    “Ixia?” 
 
    “The mother tree. Come. I will show you.” 
 
    Clayton swore he saw some of the trees moving. But he noticed that the trees themselves had changed as well. Gone was the lively green foliage. Some of the trees were almost as black as the stumps in the Grim Citadel. They came upon a small clearing with a large tree sitting at the center of it. Its trunk was massive, too thick for even a group of people to wrap their arms around it. The branches stretched to the sky, high enough to block out the sun. Mano moved close to the tree and put a hand to it. 
 
    “Look,” he said. “Do you see this?” 
 
    Clayton moved up to the mammoth tree and nodded. “The bark is black. I’m guessing that’s not normal.” 
 
    “Ixia is the mother of the forest. Her roots are in the soil. She is connected to all of what you see around here, not just in this forest but in every forest in Xeylon. She is sick. A toxicity is affecting her. It is beginning to affect the rest of us.” 
 
    Jalise put her hands along the bark and shook her head. “I don’t know much about dryads. I’ve had no encounters with them. But there is no denying something is wrong.” 
 
    “Could it be a warlock?” Clayton asked. “Maybe they’re causing more trouble.” 
 
    “This appears to be more than petty mischief. If what Mano says is true, the entire forest is at risk.” 
 
    “When did this start?” Rena asked. 
 
    “It was a week ago,” Mano said. “One of the younger dryads was near Ixia and noticed her bark was chipping off. From there, it just got worse. Some of the others began to feel it as well. They fell ill and had trouble getting back up to their feet. It happened the same time the anomaly appeared.” 
 
    “The anomaly?” Clayton raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Ixia can sense everything happening in the forest. She can communicate with all of us. She was told of something deeper in the forest. Something there… A darkness. Everybody was told to stay away from it. Perhaps that is what is causing all of this.” 
 
    Clayton looked at Jalise and Rena. An uneasy feeling twisted his stomach. 
 
    “Do you think it could be the Maledict?” he said. “But that wouldn’t be possible, could it? They’re still on the other side of the sea, occupying Nalore.” 
 
    “There is no record of the Maledict crossing the ocean in the ancient texts,” Jalise said. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Rena said. “But we must consider all of the possibilities. Mano, do you know where this anomaly is?” 
 
    “I do not know where it is but Ixia does.” Mano moved close to the great tree and pressed his palm against it. He shut his eyes as he took slow, deep breaths. “Ixia is suffering… She says the pain is worsening… She doesn’t know how much longer she can endure… If you are willing, she will guide you to the anomaly.” 
 
    “Okay.” Clayton nodded. “We’ll head there now.” 
 
    “She warns you to take caution… She senses a great malevolence…” 
 
    “That’s never stopped us before. Just point us in the right direction and we’ll head there now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    The dryads had a clear presence in the Elderberry Woods after revealing themselves. Clayton walked along the path they created and noticed there was always some branch moving or some foliage shaking. Even the earth beneath seemed to be shifting with life. There was some comfort in knowing he wasn’t alone. 
 
    Mano was a few inches shorter than Clayton. His dark green hair was short and unkempt. He had the body of someone capable enough. Clayton quickly got used to the sight of seeing the naked dryads appearing sporadically in the trees. Outside of his unique features, Mano was mostly unassuming. 
 
    “How long have you been here?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “Our people have lived in these woods for centuries.” Mano pushed away some of the brush before him and followed the roots that created a path for them. “We were the first form of life in all of Xeylon. Everything grew from the dryads. Without the resources the woods provide, life could never exist. I myself have existed for more than a hundred years.” 
 
    “A hundred years, huh? You ever get bored?” 
 
    “Bored? I find all of the amusement I need in the woods. I can ask for nothing more pleasant than the life I live now.” 
 
    “What about Ixia? You say that tree is your queen. How does that work exactly?” 
 
    “When it’s time, the great elder tree grows roots and plants a seed. From that seed, a new being is born. Ixia was planted decades ago and took her place as queen after her predecessor no longer wished to watch over the forest. Ixia has a great burden. To be connected to all life in the woods… It requires a tremendous amount of will.” 
 
    “I guess that’s what made her vulnerable to the anomaly.” 
 
    “Everybody was told to stay away out of fear of its toxicity. You are outsiders. I believe it will not affect you like it has our people.” 
 
    “I hope so…” 
 
    Clayton followed the roots with Jalise and Rena just behind him. He held one hand tight on the hilt of the Zeal Blade, ready to draw his weapon at any hint of danger. The constant rustling of the brush around him put him on edge. The group moved through the woods until Mano came to a halt. 
 
    “There…” He hid behind a tree and pointed forward. “That cavern. Ixia is leading you that way.” 
 
    “Caverns,” Clayton sighed. “It’s always a cavern.” 
 
    “Not inside of the cavern. At the mouth… That’s where the anomaly is located.” 
 
    “You mean the entrance? I guess I should take a closer look.” Clayton walked up to the cavern and saw the roots underneath his feet trail toward a mound of dirt. “This must be what he was talking about…” 
 
    He bent down and pushed some of the dirt away with his hands. 
 
    “Careful, Brooks.” Rena tightened her hand around her hilt. 
 
    “It’s fine. Just some dirt.” Clayton kept pushing the dirt away, digging into the ground when he noticed something. His face slowly moved forward, his eyes squinted as he tried to get a better look. His fingers wiped more of the dirt. “What is that—” 
 
    The dirt burst up into his face in a sudden explosion. He stumbled backward, coughing violently. He quickly tried to wipe his eyes to clear his vision. 
 
    “Clayton! Look out!” 
 
    He heard Jalise’s voice along with a pair of hands on his arms pulling him away. He struggled to blink, putting his hands up and continuing to rub his face with his forearms. Then he heard it. A familiar sound. His vision was still blurred but he saw just enough to know what it was. 
 
    From the hole underneath the mound of dirt, black mist began to rise like smoke. He quickly unsheathed the Zeal Blade and felt it pulse with life in his grip. Jalise readied a ball of fire. Rena gritted her teeth and steadied her blade. They watched as the mist continued to form until it covered the entire entrance of the cave. A thick cloud of black mist appeared in the middle of the forest. 
 
    Clayton didn’t want to believe it. But he knew in his heart what it meant. 
 
    “Maledict.” 
 
    Black beasts emerged from the darkness, their eyes glowing emerald green and their fangs as sharp as any creature on Xeylon. They snarled at the group and quickly charged forward. 
 
    Clayton yelled and met them head-on. He swung with all of his might though he didn’t need to. The beasts moved so fast their own momentum impaled them on his blade. 
 
    Jalise assisted Clayton, shooting a ball of fire that downed a group of beasts before it could pounce on them. Rena twirled around the dirt and gracefully cut down the beasts so Clayton could finish them off with the Zeal Blade. 
 
    More of the creatures spilled out of the mist. Clayton was defiant at the endless stream of Maledict. He kept fighting, only stopping for a moment to recover his stamina. 
 
    “Keep fighting! Don’t stop!” Clayton inspired his companions as best he could. But it was more than just beasts emerging from the darkness. He had to gather himself when he saw an ogre stumble from the mist. It was as tall as a small building with a body as thick as a tree trunk. 
 
    Clayton readied himself as the ogre lumbered over to him. His hands tight around his hilt, he rolled just as the ogre hammered his fists into the ground. It was a mistake. 
 
    “Crap…” Clayton muttered to himself when he felt a thick thump against his chest, sending him flying to the ground. It was a reminder he needed more agility. 
 
    “Clayton!” Mano shouted and rushed forward. Clayton gathered his senses just enough to see Mano and other dryads emerge from the forest around him. They crowded around the ogre and grabbed him. Clayton watched in amazement as their arms extended into branches. They collapsed on the ogre. It struggled in their grip but couldn’t break free, falling down to its knees. 
 
    “Quickly!” Mano yelled. Clayton got back up to his feet and reared his sword behind him. He slashed at the ogre, splitting its head and returning it into the mist from which it came. 
 
    He had little time to catch his breath as another pair of ogres revealed themselves. He looked and saw Jalise and Rena beginning to fatigue though they still fought valiantly. 
 
    “Dammit… We can’t keep this up…” Doubts began to cloud his head. He kept fighting, desperate to find a way to end the fight. 
 
    “Clayton!” Jalise called out to him. “Use the Zeal Blade! Focus your energy and seal the opening!” 
 
    He looked down and saw his weapon pulse with energy. He fought off the creatures surrounding him then held his sword up to his face. His eyes closed, he breathed as calmly as he could. His heart steadied in his chest. 
 
    “Focus…” He felt the sword beginning to vibrate in his hands. There was a warmth inside of his chest. He channeled the feeling into the hilt. It moved toward the blade. When he opened his eyes, he saw the crimson radiating all around his weapon. 
 
    He looked toward the darkness near the entrance of the cavern and raised the Zeal Blade up. A beam of red energy shot toward the sky. Clayton lowered it down and aimed it toward the darkness. A loud, deafening crash filled the forest. The blinding light forced Clayton to close his eyes but he kept his weapon pointed at the opening until it disappeared. 
 
    The Zeal Blade lost its energy. Clayton fell to a knee in exhaustion but the black mist was nowhere to be found. He gasped to try and recover while Rena and Jalise fought off the remnants from the darkness that remained. 
 
    “What are you doing, Clay?” 
 
    “What?” Clayton thought he was hearing things. But he heard it again. 
 
    “Do you really think you can win, Clay?” 
 
    He raised his head up and saw a puff of black smoke take the shape of a man in front of him. He already knew who it was but the glowing green eyes of the shadowy figure made it clear. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Thomas?” Clayton shook his head, not wanting to believe what he was seeing. 
 
    “I think you know.” Thomas had a sinister smirk on his lips. “The Maledict and I have already taken Nalore. It’s time for us to spread through the rest of the Xeylon.” 
 
    “You… You can’t do that.” 
 
    “But we can. I’ll admit, it takes a great deal of energy to cross the sea but eventually, more of the Maledict army will be able to arrive. You’ve closed one seal. We’ll open another.” 
 
    “Thomas… This is crazy! Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “I never knew what true power was until they absorbed my essence. Now I know what true power is. But you can stop this.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Give me the Zeal Blade.” Thomas held his hand out. “It’s the only thing stopping the Maledict from taking over completely. Don’t worry. You’re a great warrior, Clay. You will have your place in the Maledict army.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    Clayton jumped to his feet and charged. He stabbed at Thomas but he vanished into thin air. 
 
    “You didn’t really think that would work, did it?” 
 
    Clayton quickly spun around when he heard Thomas behind him. 
 
    “I can feel your essence, Clay. You’re weak. I am levels beyond you!” Another thrust of the Zeal Blade missed. “This is pathetic. I suppose there’s only one way to get through to you.” 
 
    Clayton swung again but a sudden blow knocked him off his feet like a powerful gust of wind. He landed on the dirt and the air left his lungs. He groaned, looking up at the sky and trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “Focus… Stay conscious…” He tried to get back up to his feet but the figure of Thomas appeared in front of him. 
 
    “You still haven’t learned your lesson, Clay. I’ll get through to you eventually.” Thomas held his hand up and a sword formed in his hand. Clayton struggled to move but there was no use. All the agility in the world wouldn’t be enough to avoid the blade that pierced him right in the chest. Clayton’s jaw dropped. The blood poured from his wound. It rose into his throat, making it impossible for him to speak. “I’ll be taking this now…” 
 
    Thomas reached down for the Zeal Blade that Clayton was gripping tight. 
 
    “No… I can’t…” Clayton squeezed his hand around the hilt but felt it slipping away. 
 
    “No!” A sudden ball of fire knocked Thomas back. Jalise rushed forward with Rena right next to her. The two worked together to send him stumbling back from Clayton. He gave the two women an angry stare before disappearing in a burst of smoke. 
 
    “Oh, this is just great…” Clayton didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The stinging pain in his chest didn’t go away. 
 
    The birds chirped up in the trees. The bitter taste of copper flooded his mouth. The smell of the arbor filled his nostrils. He stared up past the tall trees around him and could barely make out the sun. The light grew brighter and brighter. He kept staring until the brightness started to fade. 
 
    He could see nothing. He could hear nothing. He could feel nothing. 
 
    The dryads finished putting an end to the last few Maledict that remained while Jalise and Rena fell next to Clayton. 
 
    “His wound,” Rena said. “You must do something.” 
 
    Jalise’s throat shifted with a swallow as she shook her head. 
 
    “…It’s too late.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    The weakness that was brought upon by death was different this time. The sense of dread. The frustrating loss of essence he could’ve used to strengthen himself. The only comfort Clayton had was knowing his death wasn’t permanent and his essence had been recovered. 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    Even groaning seemed to take more effort than usual. Clayton used his strength to push his eyes open and stare up at the darkness above him. Slowly but surely, he took note of his surroundings. The sun was down and the moon had taken its place. What sounded like an owl hooted in the treetops. The smell of the arbor returned. The taste of blood on his tongue was gone. 
 
    He felt for his chest. His body was bare but he didn’t care, grateful that the wound the Maledict Thomas had given him with was gone. Jalise appeared and looked down at him. 
 
    “Ferrum… Rest. Your essence is complete.” 
 
    “How…” 
 
    “Your being is stored in the Zeal Blade. Upon your death, your body temporarily returned to the ether. It can be lifted when the one wielding it falls.” 
 
    “The Zeal Blade… You recovered it?” 
 
    “Fortunately, Lady Rena was able to fend the Maledict away before they could attempt to take it.” 
 
    “Would they even be able to do that? They probably could since Thomas is technically a Ferrum… It’s better to be safe than sorry, I guess.” 
 
    “Now is not the time for worry. The penalty of your death will linger in your body in the coming days. There is no need to strain yourself.” 
 
    “I’m fine. Really. I might not be able to swing a sword but I can sit up.” Clayton strained as he pushed himself up. He realized he’d been lying on the grass in the center of the woods that Mano had led him to. All around him, the dryads were among the trees. The Zeal Blade rested on the ground with his clothes and armor. 
 
    “Brooks.” Rena walked up to Clayton. She had a somber look in her eyes though she wasn’t exactly in a good mood most of the time, Clayton thought. “You have returned like I knew you would.” 
 
    “Barely, it seems. What happened to the Maledict?” 
 
    “They are gone. Defeated. You sealed the rift near the cavern and they stopped coming.” 
 
    “I… I did, didn’t I?” Clayton’s memories were still foggy but everything before his death came back to him. He remembered the intensity of the beasts. He remembered the ogres that smashed him to the ground. He remembered the dryads joining the fight. “They dryads. How are they—” 
 
    “We are fine.” Mano approached with a smile. “The anomaly has gone. Our people are recovering. Ixia no longer feels the ills of toxicity, though it will take her some time to heal her wounds. We thank you, stranger. Had you not arrived, I believe we would still be suffering.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t need to be here if we’d taken care of business back at Nalore.” Clayton closed his eyes. A deep sigh took just as much energy as swinging the Zeal Blade. “We’re running out of time. We have to go back.” 
 
    “Go back?” Rena crossed her arms, an eyebrow raised in skepticism. “You can barely stand up.” 
 
    “I know… But… if the Maledict managed to make its way across the sea, there’s no telling how far it can spread. The longer we take, the greater threat they are.” 
 
    Jalise put a hand on Clayton’s shoulder. A comforting healing spell surged through his body and provided some temporary relief. “You have the power to seal the rift the Maledict spring from. You’ve proven that. The cloud in Nalore is great but the Zeal Blade is capable.” 
 
    “The Maledict will not simply let you walk up to the gates of the city to raise your weapon and seal them away. They will attack. You’ve only gained support from Monarch Velour and the Grim Citadel. Will that army be enough to take back the city?” 
 
    The situation was dire but Rena made it seem even bleaker. Clayton closed his eyes and shook his head, the answers he wanted not coming to him. “Do I have another choice?” 
 
    “You can return to Nalore and attempt to free the city,” Rena said. “Or we can continue on our journey. We can find favor with others like Monarch Velour.” 
 
    “That’s an option. But I could feel Thomas… It’s like he’s gotten stronger. He already had a greater essence level than me to begin with. I think the longer we wait, the more his stats will continue to grow. His levels are scaling to mine… I can feel it.” 
 
    “Clayton,” Mano spoke up suddenly. “If you don’t mind me saying. You will have to make a decision, one way or another. But the one thing you cannot decide is to recover. You are in no condition to leave the Elderberry Woods. My suggestion would be for you to rest. Gather your strength. You cannot make a decision now.” 
 
    It was the only thing Clayton knew for sure. He couldn’t do anything until his death penalty expired and his essence had returned to him completely. He fell back on the grass and stared up at the sky. 
 
    “Rena and I will make sure these woods are safe while you recover,” Jalise whispered. “Sleep, Clayton. I’m certain the correct decision will come to you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Clayton slipped in and out of consciousness. Thoughts of the Maledict and the burden he had of defeating them. The memories of Thomas killing him not once but twice. The struggles he made to get this far only to lose so much of the essence he’d earned. Everything ran through his mind. 
 
    There were even times when Clayton longed to go back home. The comforts of his gaming chair and nothing on his agenda but powering toward another platinum trophy were pleasant. 
 
    Jalise and some of the other dryads would stop to check on him, giving him water to satisfy his thirst. The days blended with the nights. Clayton could feel himself getting stronger. 
 
    It was late into the night when he opened his eyes and saw the stars shining above. The way the moonlight cast a shadow on the clearing he laid seemed to make the grass all around him sparkle. He looked around but the entire forest seemed to be sleeping. His head turned to the other side and he saw Ixia. The great tree Mano had led him to stood tall in all its splendor. Its bark shimmered from the moonlight. 
 
    Clayton narrowed his gaze, his eyes locked on the bark. He watched as it shifted up and down. He didn’t question it. “Probably a delusion from the death penalty,” he thought to himself. 
 
    He kept watching the bark as it suddenly opened up. From the wood, a figure emerged. It was formless at first. But then it began to take the clear shape of a woman. Her legs were long and slender, leading up to the curves of her hips. Clayton trailed his eyes up her nude body, her lime-green skin matching the foliage around her. Her breasts would have been distracting if not for her face. She looked like one of the college girls he’d see late at night during his meals with Leo, a young woman as pretty as any he’d ever seen. Dark green hair cascaded around her shoulders and down her back. Her lips the same shade of green. They curled into a smile when she spotted Clayton. 
 
    She walked toward him slowly, sashaying her hips with every step. Her yellow eyes pierced the shade beneath the trees. Clayton stared back at her. He would have been mesmerized even if she hadn’t just appeared from the great tree before him. 
 
    Clayton had enough strength to sit up. His eyes wandered unwittingly, down the shape of her breasts and to her mound which had a small tuft of hair just above it. She didn’t seem to mind, a kind smile still on her face. 
 
    “Clayton Brooks.” Her voice was like something out of a dream, a slight echo that floated through the air. 
 
    “Are you… Ixia?” 
 
    “I am Queen Ixia. I reside over these woods and the forests over all of Xeylon.” 
 
    Clayton pushed himself up to his feet. His legs wobbled slightly but he gained his footing enough to look down at the dryad. 
 
    “I thank you,” she whispered. “You sacrificed your life to remove the anomaly from these woods.” 
 
    “I did what anybody would have done.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it any less noble. You are a Ferrum. Ironblood. I can sense it in you. You are truly unique.” 
 
    “Seems to me like everybody in this world is unique.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But the ills of the forest are gone. Thank you, Clayton Brooks.” 
 
    He bowed his head to the dryad. Clayton was still in awe of her despite how amicable she appeared. 
 
    “Come. I want to show you something.” She held her hand out to him and he took it. The skin on her palm was smooth and wet like a blade of grass. She led him toward the great tree right next to the opening she’d emerged from. “I am connected to this tree. The roots dig into the soil and form a bond with the rest of the forest. Even across the sea.” 
 
    She looked up at him and smiled. 
 
    “I know of your burden, Clayton. There is a greater anomaly waiting for you. One I know you can defeat.” 
 
    “I appreciate your confidence in me.” 
 
    “It is not confidence to know something is true. You wield the weapon that can defeat the Maledict. I can sense them now, on the other side. They are afraid of your power. You will use it to defeat them.” 
 
    “The ones we defeated earlier in the forest… There are many more of them. I may have the power to seal them away but they have an army.” 
 
    “As do you. The dryads of the Elderberry Woods will not stand idly by while a great evil threatens this world. We must do our part.” 
 
    Clayton blinked in disbelief. He wanted to smile but he wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly. “Monarch Velour is a succubus. She and her minions can fly across the sea to help me take back Nalore. But you—” 
 
    “I am connected to the forests all over Xeylon. As are all the other dryads. There is no ocean wide or deep enough that our roots don’t reach. Trust in me, Ferrum. We will fight alongside you.” 
 
    “I…” He searched for the words to say but there was nothing else. “Thank you, Queen Ixia.” 
 
    She put her hands around his neck and pulled him close. He didn’t resist when she brought her lips to his for a kiss. Her arboreal scent flooded in his nostrils. He was in the middle of the forest, intoxicated by the sights, sounds and smells all around him. 
 
    He pulled his lips away. Her taste lingered on his tongue for a moment before his senses finally returned to him. 
 
    “There is a great power inside of you. A power unleashed by desire. Be with me tonight and strengthen that power. You will need it to do what you must do, Ferrum.” 
 
    A smirk curled onto the corner of his lips. He was more than willing already. The warmth emanating from between her legs hardened him between his own legs. His length swelled. The heat in his body surged through his veins. 
 
    “I would like that,” he said. “More than anything. But I wonder if I have the strength to give you what you want.” 
 
    “You have the strength of the entire forest with you.” 
 
    She reached down between his legs. Her delicate fingers wrapped around his shaft and gently pumped him. He gasped into her mouth before losing himself. The loud smacks of their lips echoed through the woods. 
 
    Clayton could feel the eyes of other dryads on him. They watched from the darkness between the trees. But Ixia paid no mind to them, so neither did he. 
 
    He let the dryad stroke his length until he was completely rigid, as hard as the branches that surrounded him. She then turned around and moved toward the gape on the great tree from which she emerged. She bent over, pressing her hands down on it and presented herself. 
 
    Clayton stared at her shape. His eyes trailed down to her folds. Her body was green but the slight pink between her legs dripped with fluid. A hard breath did nothing to ease the thumps of his heart. 
 
    “Take me, Ferrum… Unleash the power of the desire within you…” 
 
    Clayton moved closer and put his hands on her hips. His knees buckled, both in anticipation of what he was about to do and the lingering effects of his death. Both hands tight on her waist, he pressed his tip into her entrance and plunged himself inside. 
 
    Ixia’s jaw dropped. Her desire ran through her body. A soft whimper escaped her lips. 
 
    Hearing the dryad’s pleasure made Clayton grunt in ecstasy. The desire racing through him made his whole body tremble. He stayed firmly inside of her. The tightness of her warmth sucked him in even deeper. 
 
    “Amazing…” Clayton sighed as he slowly rocked his hips back and forth. His body slammed into her. The rhythm of their union filled the clearing, echoing through the trees and up into the night sky. The eyes of the dryads were unmistakable. 
 
    Clayton had only just begun but he could already feel himself beginning to labor. Ixia squealed louder and louder as if desperate to feel his length. She’d gotten so wet that it became easier for him to slide in and out of her despite how tight she was. 
 
    “Don’t stop… Don’t stop… Take me, Ferrum…” 
 
    “I… I don’t know if I can keep this up… My legs…” 
 
    He pressed his feet down into the grass and felt something moving beneath him. He thought it was just from how hard their bodies were slamming into each other. But the feeling grew stronger. Something tickled his soles and trailed up his ankles. He looked down in slight disbelief and watched as the roots surrounded his calves. The roots ensnared his legs, binding him to the grass. He worried that he was stuck but realized the roots had only fortified his position, making it easier for him to stay standing. 
 
    “That’ll work…” He chuckled to himself before picking up his pace. His thrusts became more and more vigorous. 
 
    Ixia’s jaw dropped. Her moans stifled in her throat. Clayton reached his hands up the dryad’s petite body and cupped her breasts. He pulled her close, pressing his chest against her back. Her skin was wet with sweat and filled him with even more desire. A squeeze of her breasts made her groan into his mouth as they moved closer for a kiss. 
 
    Clayton labored as he felt his end nearing. He kept pumping into the dryad, desperate to keep going but still weak. 
 
    “Don’t stop…” She whispered between his lips as she reached out with her tongue. “Keep going…” 
 
    “I… I don’t know if I can keep this up…” 
 
    “Yes, you can…” 
 
    His hands on her breasts, Clayton felt something trail along his arms. He looked toward his wrists and saw the branches from the tree in front of him tangling his arms. The branches moved with a mind of their own, extending his arms above his head. Now he was completely immobile except for his hips. He smiled knowing that was all he needed. 
 
    He slammed his hilt against her cheeks. His length drove into her folds. The wetness trickling down her legs drowned out the sounds of the forest around them. Nothing existed except for the two of them and the union they shared. 
 
    His seed swelled in his body. Clayton felt himself on the verge. He held on for as long as he could. 
 
    “I’m gonna… Ixia…” 
 
    “Let me feel you, Ferrum…” 
 
    He tightened every muscle in his body, rapidly pumping in and out of her. He held his breath and with one last thrust, lost himself. He buried his length deep inside of her as the first pulse of his seed flowed out of him. Another thick throb made the dryad shake with pleasure. 
 
    Clayton remained in his position, his body twitching the same as his shaft. The wetness… The warmth… Everything about filling the dryad up made him momentarily forget about his weakened state. 
 
    Ixia tightened around him, making sure he was completely empty before falling forward. Clayton admired the sight of his white seed trailing from her pink opening and down her thighs. He’d taken the Queen of the dryads. It was a satisfaction like nothing else. 
 
    The branches around his wrists slowly unraveled and returned to the tree before him. The roots that bound his ankles in place sank back into the earth. No longer having the support, Clayton’s knees shook and he immediately sat down to stop from falling over. 
 
    Ixia looked down and smiled before moving by his side. She trailed her hand along his chest. 
 
    “I am with you now. You will push back the darkness. I know it.” 
 
    The last thing he felt before he fell asleep was her lips against his cheek. 
 
    He had the armies of the Grim Citadel and the Elderberry Woods. It was time to take back Nalore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    A few days had passed. The group headed back to Wenham but took the opportunity to go off the beaten path. Slaying random beasts and the bandits that tried to rob them gave Clayton the chance to make up for the essence he’d lost when Thomas killed him. 
 
    The death penalty hadn’t gone away completely but Clayton benefited from his bond with Monarch Velour. Being able to recover from minor injuries whenever he dealt damage meant he was never in any mortal danger. Along with the support of the dryads all around him, Clayton was confident he could make the trip back. 
 
    They wandered through the forest with Rena leading the way. Clayton walked with his hand on his pommel. Jalise was by his side, soothing him with healing spells he didn’t need. 
 
    “Do you think there’s a rejuvenation pool in Wenham?” he asked. “It’s been ages since I’ve soaked in one.” 
 
    “I don’t think Hersch and the others can afford such luxuries,” the sage replied. 
 
    “I guess it is a luxury. I think that’s what I’ll do when we get back. We’ll free Nalore and I’ll ask the Regent to let me soak in the pool for a whole week. I’m sure Consort Faith misses me.” 
 
    “A week in the pool sounds like a gross misuse of time. I can’t imagine extracting any more pleasure after an hour.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong, my young sage. Back when I was on Earth, some games were harder to platinum than others. But when I beat one that was real satisfying, I treated myself. I got myself two whole pizzas. Ate as much as I could. Even when I was full, I just kept eating.” 
 
    “Why would you do something like that?” She laughed despite the confusion on her face. 
 
    “Because it’s part of the celebration. You have to indulge yourself when you achieve something great. Now that you mention it, I should go back and visit. Grab myself a pizza. See if my apartment is still in good shape. Leo must be wondering where I’ve been. Somebody from Nalore was supposed to be making sure my life was in order…” 
 
    “Did you have a lot of friends back home?” 
 
    “No friends, no family. It was just Leo but I only ever hung out with him during my late night meals. I guess it’s for the best that I never made many friends, seeing as how I’m here now. I’ve got enough things to worry about… How about you, Jalise?” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “Do you have any friends or family?” 
 
    Jalise didn’t answer immediately. Clayton wondered if he’d said something wrong. He had no idea what to think from the way she was blushing. 
 
    “I… I have no friends,” she said. “Most of my time is spent with the texts. It’s funny. The ones I feel like I know the most are the ancients. They’ve been dead for centuries.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve got one friend who’s still alive.” He put a hand on her shoulder. Her pale cheeks were already pink but they became redder when he smiled at her. Jalise was a beautiful woman. He wasn’t shy about making it obvious what he thought about her. “I’ll tell you what, Jalise. When this is all over, maybe you can visit home with me. I’ll show you what a good slice of pizza tastes like. We’ll have a hell of a celebration.” 
 
    “That sounds agreeable.” 
 
    “Better than agreeable—” 
 
    A wild boar suddenly emerged from the brush next to them. Just as Clayton raised his weapon up, Rena dashed forward and sliced the beast across its throat. A squeal roared through the trees followed by the animal collapsing to the ground. 
 
    “We are not much farther from Wenham,” Rena said as she sheathed her sword. “But that does not mean you should let your guard down.” 
 
    Clayton bent over and picked up the gold coin the boar had dropped while Rena went back on her way. 
 
    “How about you, Rena?” he said. “How are you gonna celebrate?” 
 
    “There is no celebration for a job we must accomplish.” 
 
    “Oh, come on! You’re a stern paladin. I get it. But we’re about to kick some Maledict ass. You gotta do something to celebrate.” 
 
    “My celebration will be knowing that we did what we were supposed to do. The Maledict beasts are banished to where they came from. The rift is closed. The people of Nalore are safe. I need nothing more.” 
 
    “Hmm…” He looked at Jalise and raised an eyebrow. “Are all elves like this?” 
 
    “Some are. Some aren’t. But Lady Rena is a unique woman all to herself.” 
 
    Clayton watched the elf walk in front of him. He’d been around her for so long that he took for granted how fit she was. The way her hips moved with every step she took was appealing in so many different ways. 
 
    “Unique.” Clayton chuckled and kept moving forward. “That’s one way of putting it. We’ll see if she’s so stern after we get this done.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The group arrived back in Wenham in the middle of the day. The townsfolk were all out. The construction of the latest building had made considerable progress, with brick and mortar taking shape around the frame Clayton had last seen. 
 
    The journey from the Elderberry Woods had left Clayton thirstier than anything else, the weakness of the death penalty notable only when he thought about it. 
 
    As soon as the trio arrived, they were greeted by Hersch. The old man scratched his beard with a puzzled look in his eyes. 
 
    “You look surprised to see us,” Clayton said. 
 
    “Do I look surprised? Must be my old age because I’m more shocked, really. I didn’t expect you to come back from the Grim Citadel.” 
 
    “Thought we’d die there, huh?” 
 
    “Not die. But the succubi that lurk around that area do have some qualms about people who trespass on their territory. You must be something different.” 
 
    “I had a conversation with their leader. I’ve earned her allegiance. How about you, Hersch? Any trouble from warlock bandits?” 
 
    “No trouble from them or anybody else. In fact, things are better than ever. We brought those people from shore into town. They’re all hard workers and doing their part. You know that building we’ve been working on? It’s a granary. We can store so much food in that thing, we won’t have to worry too much when the snow comes. Not having to pay Ozin and his friends tribute means we can keep it all to ourselves. There’s never been a better time to stay in Wenham.” 
 
    “That’s… That’s good to hear. I’m glad. We won’t be sticking around for long though. We’re heading back to Nalore.” 
 
    “I figure adventurers like you can never stick around in one place for too long. There’s someone who’s been waiting for you this entire time.” 
 
    “There is?” 
 
    “You’ll find him out in the fields.” 
 
    Clayton headed out to where Hersch directed him. The farmers were busy, hard at work despite the warmth of the sun. They wiped the sweat from their brows as they harvested their crops. Clayton looked around when he finally spotted him. 
 
    “Iolas…” 
 
    The tall man straightened up from the dirt and greeted Clayton with a smile. 
 
    “It’s you.” He looked at Jalise and Rena, bowing his head in respect. “I was wondering why it took you so long.” 
 
    “You weren’t worried about me?” 
 
    “You wield the Zeal Blade. If I have no confidence in you, how can I have confidence in anything else?” 
 
    “When you put it that way…” 
 
    “What is it you need from me?” 
 
    “Your boat is still on the shore?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “We’re heading back to Nalore. We have the support we need to face the Maledict army.” 
 
    “I thought so. We can go as soon as you’re ready. I’m anxious to get back. Farming is nice but nothing is more satisfying than a fresh catch from the sea.” 
 
    “There are still some other things I need to take care of but I will let you know. Be ready, Iolas.” 
 
    Iolas nodded and returned to his task. Clayton headed back into the village and finally took a chance to rest after the long walk from the Elderberry Woods. Jalise sat by his side and cast another comfortable healing spell. 
 
    “What other tasks are there for you to take care of?” Rena crossed her arms, looking as serious as she always did. 
 
    “I need to be at full-strength,” Clayton said. “We will wait a few days until my death penalty is completely gone. Until then, we’ll stay in Wenham and relax. Perhaps it’ll give me more time to gather more essence.” 
 
    “Do not tarry, Brooks. If you have the opportunity to strike, you must take it.” 
 
    “You’re right. But we all need to be in the right state of mind. Thomas and the Maledict are expecting us. It would be just as brainless to rush.” 
 
    “…Perhaps you are right.” 
 
    Rena took a seat on the other side of Clayton. The three remained silent, enjoying the peace and quiet of the town. 
 
    Clayton closed his eyes and eased his heart in his chest. He knew his greatest task was only just ahead of him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    “There’s nothing better than a fresh fish. Some bass or some trout. Whatever it is. In the waters near Nalore, you’ll find some of the juiciest pieces you’ll ever come across. The farther you go out, the fatter they’ll be. When you catch a fish and fry it up, the juice gets so moist and tender it just melts in your mouth.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong. I like a good fish. But give me a good piece of chicken any day. When you roast it over an open fire just right, the skin gets crispy enough that you get the perfect crunch. But underneath it, the meat is succulent. Every bite is as satisfying as the last.” 
 
    “I don’t mind chicken. But fish are always fresh. They’re clean, straight from the water. You just rub the scales off a little bit then you put it over the fire.” 
 
    “Chickens might take a little more preparation but it’s worth it. They might not come from the water but they’re certainly moister.” 
 
    “What do you think, Clayton?” Iolas turned to him. Hersch did the same. Clayton had been listening so closely to their conversation he was caught by surprise when they acknowledged him. “Do you prefer chicken or fish?” 
 
    Clayton had two sticks in his hand. One piece roasted a piece of chicken while the other skewered a fish. He pulled them away from the flames and enjoyed the aroma. 
 
    “Why not both?” Clayton took a bite from each one and smiled with satisfaction. Iolas and Hersch returned to their friendly debate. 
 
    Nighttime in Wenham was just as peaceful as the day. With all of the errands done and the stores closed, most of the townsfolk retired to their homes. Others stayed out and enjoyed the clear night. It was the perfect atmosphere to just relax. 
 
    Jalise sat next to Clayton. Her hands cradled a cup of water tightly. 
 
    “Do you want some of this?” Clayton pointed his stick of fish at her and she giggled in response. 
 
    “I’m afraid one fish is enough for me. I was never one with much of an appetite.” 
 
    “Suit yourself. It’s not just about satisfying your appetite. Sometimes it’s just about eating something because it tastes good.” 
 
    The smile on her face grew even wider when he took another bite. The char smeared across his lips and cheeks but he didn’t care what he looked like. 
 
    Even though the mood was peaceful, the task ahead of them loomed. Clayton knew Jalise was thinking about it just from her silence. 
 
    “Are you prepared?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’ll ever be prepared.” He chewed slowly, his eyes locked on the flames dancing in front of him. “If it was up to me, I’d be out there slaying monsters and gathering essence for as long as I could. Get my stats high enough so I could walk through walls.” 
 
    “It will take more than your essence to accomplish this. Is… the Zeal Blade strong enough?” 
 
    “Akron the blacksmith can’t temper it. He can’t even hold the thing.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. I’m talking about the core. It’s tied to the bonds you’ve made.” 
 
    “I’ve made all the bonds I could make. Unless you suggest I go to every house in Wenham and find someone who’s willing. I don’t think it’ll work with strangers.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about strangers.” 
 
    Jalise turned and looked at Rena. The elf was off to the side, sitting on a bench while she stared at the stars. Clayton raised an eyebrow then shook his head. 
 
    “I’ve been on this journey with Rena the entire time. Her mood hasn’t changed.” 
 
    “Her mood is the same as it has always been. She will do whatever it takes to save Nalore.” 
 
    “It seems like everybody in this world has fallen for me because I’m a Ferrum. Rena seems immune. It’s all right. I think I can get by.” 
 
    “You must try, Clayton.” 
 
    Clayton laughed softly at her suggestion. 
 
    “You find me amusing,” she said. 
 
    “No, it’s just… You and I spent time together. I spent time with others, too. Aren’t you… jealous?” 
 
    “Why would I be jealous? We shared an intimate moment together. Just because you lay with another doesn’t erase that memory. I know there is passion in your heart, Clayton. That is what powers the Zeal Blade and allows you to wield it. Telling you to deny that passion because of something as frivolous as jealousy would be foolish.” 
 
    Clayton looked over at Rena. He twisted his lips, unsure if he should take Jalise’s recommendation. 
 
    “You’re telling me I should try to sleep with her, huh?” 
 
    “Not exactly in those words but yes, you should try.” 
 
    “My ex-girlfriend said I wasn’t much of a charmer… Too bad there isn’t a stat for that.” 
 
    He took another bite of chicken and fish then set the skewers down. Jalise chuckled as he dusted his hands off. 
 
    “This might be my hardest task yet…” he muttered to himself. 
 
    He walked over to Rena and took a seat down next to her. She remained looking at the sky. 
 
    “You eat yet?” he asked. 
 
    “I have eaten.” 
 
    “You know, it’s warm by the fire. You could get real nice and cozy.” 
 
    “Nice and cozy I can spare if I have to listen to a droning conversation on the differences between fish and fowl.” 
 
    “Good point.” Clayton looked up at the sky and sighed. “It’s a beautiful night.” 
 
    He nonchalantly raised his arms up in the air and reached around Rena’s shoulder. She didn’t respond until he gently tugged her in his direction. Her head slowly turned in his direction. Her stare was so icy cold Clayton swore his body temperature dropped a few degrees just from her gaze. 
 
    “…What are you doing?” 
 
    “Listen, Rena. We’ve been on this journey together for a long time. Ever since the beginning. We’ve gotten close. We have something special—” 
 
    Rena quickly removed the dagger from her belt and held it to his throat. 
 
    “Your death is not permanent, Brooks. I will have no qualms about ending your life now.” 
 
    “…Did I mention I haven’t leveled up yet?” 
 
    She sighed and pulled her dagger away from him. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” he said. “We’ve still got some time. What do you say we head out into the open fields for a bit? I can gather a bit more essence.” 
 
    “Training…” She got up from her seat and nodded. “All right. I have no objection to that.” 
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zeal Blade 
 
    Core Level 5 
 
    Passion of Consort Faith - Vigorous: The blade requires less stamina to swing 
 
    Passion of Jalise the Sage - Torrid: Flames can be channeled from the blade 
 
    Passion of Regent Magne - The Queen’s Touch: More essence is gathered from creatures defeated by the blade 
 
    Passion of Monarch Velour - Intoxicating Thirst: Dealing damage with the blade absorbs essence and heals minor injuries 
 
    Passion of Queen Ixia - Rigid Bark: At the cost of stamina, the blade creates a shield, blocking all incoming attacks 
 
      
 
    Rena and Clayton stood alone on the open field. While Rena searched for wild beasts to slay, Clayton stuck the blade into the ground and observed the increasing strength of his weapon. 
 
    “This could be useful… Rena, I need your help with this…” He picked the blade up and held it in front of himself. She turned around and raised an eyebrow at him. “Swing at me.” 
 
    “…What?” She arched her eyebrow even higher. 
 
    “Swing at me.” 
 
    “I have seen you try to parry attacks. There would be no time for you to recover.” 
 
    “Very funny. Just do it. Trust me.” 
 
    “…Very well.” Rena raised her sword up and prepared to swing. Clayton narrowed his eyes, focusing all of his energy and concentrating. 
 
    “Do it!” 
 
    Rena shouted as she swung her sword swiftly. As soon as she did, a green barrier appeared around Clayton. The metal clanged against the shield and sent her arm back. The vibration reverberated through her weapon and up and down the rest of her body. 
 
    Clayton sighed a deep breath, a sudden wave of fatigue washing over him. Rena looked down at her sword in slight disbelief. 
 
    “How did you do that?” she said. 
 
    “It’s something I learned from Ixia.” 
 
    “Ixia? The dryad Queen?” 
 
    “Yes. I… I had a bond with her. You see this?” He pointed at the heart-shaped ruby on his pommel. “That’s my core. It’s strengthened by all of the bonds I’ve made. Do you think maybe… we have a bond, Rena?” 
 
    He looked sincerely into the elf’s eyes. She had a beautiful violet stare, like nothing he’d ever seen before. Despite how serious she always looked, she never did enough to truly intimidate Clayton. He knew he never had anything to fear from her. 
 
    But right now, he only wanted to talk to her. To see if there actually was something more to the paladin. 
 
    “All my life, I have known nothing but combat.” She looked away, her eyes focused on the grass while she lost herself in her thoughts. “I trained until I only had the strength to fall asleep. Then I awoke and returned to my training. Do you know why?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? There is a threat that has consumed the city, my city… The only home I’ve ever known. Everything I’ve ever done has led me to this moment.” 
 
    “I… I understand. But I don’t see what this has to do with what I just asked you—” 
 
    “We must remain focused. We cannot lose sight of our goal. Not when we are so close.” 
 
    “Interesting…” Clayton thought to himself. Clayton didn’t consider himself the suavest man in the world. But even he could sense that there was something coming from Rena. He decided to follow his instincts, even if they got him in trouble. 
 
    He moved closer to Rena. She didn’t budge. Despite how battle-hardened she was, Rena had an aroma that was pleasant and undeniably feminine. Clayton found himself distracted by her lean physique and the ample bosom underneath her armor. But right now, it was her violet eyes that had his attention. 
 
    “We have to focus,” he whispered, his face slowly drifting toward hers. “But we can lose focus… Just for a moment.” 
 
    His face inched closer and closer. He could feel her breath on his lips. He almost couldn’t believe it was happening. Just as his lips were about to touch hers, he felt something else. A swift blow to his stomach that made him stumble back, just enough to knock the wind out of him. 
 
    “Of course,” he would’ve sighed if he wasn’t trying so hard to catch his breath. 
 
    “You didn’t fall over.” She held her head high and proud. “But you still need more constitution.” 
 
    “More constitution… Got it?” 
 
    “Let’s see if we can get you one more level before we head to Nalore. This is our last chance to gather essence.” 
 
    Rena walked through the field in search of beasts to slay. Clayton admired her figure from behind for a moment before deciding it wasn’t worth the trouble. 
 
    “I think the Zeal Blade is strong enough…” He sighed as he followed after Rena. He needed all the essence he could gather. There was no time left before the journey back to Nalore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    It was another sunny day in Wenham. The townsfolk returned to their duties, working the fields and perfecting their trade. For Clayton and his party, it was their last moments in town. 
 
    Clayton stood in the center of town, the Zeal Blade tight in his grip as he channeled his energy. 
 
      
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 33 
 
    Available Points 9 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 400 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 13 
 
    Constitution 8 
 
    Agility 9 
 
    Dexterity 6 
 
    Wisdom 12 
 
      
 
    The trip from the Elderberry Woods made up for some of the essence he’d lost with Clayton’s last encounter with Thomas. Some late-night hunting with Rena provided a little more. 
 
    Clayton felt the essence reverberating from the Zeal Blade as he looked over the numbers. But there was also a feeling of uncertainty he couldn’t shake. 
 
    “I’m not strong enough…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jalise stood by Clayton’s side, attempting to pore over the numbers with him. 
 
    “Level 33… I don’t know if I have enough essence for what we’re trying to do…” 
 
    “You’ve grown considerably. There is no telling how much stronger you’ll become. But the things I’ve seen you do already… I have no doubts you will overcome what lies ahead.” 
 
    “Thanks for that, Jalise,” he sighed. “Now I just need to figure out how to distribute these points. Any suggestions?” 
 
    “You have encountered the Maledict before. The fight will be hard but not one you are unfamiliar with. Play to your strengths and shore up your weaknesses.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Clayton pondered every stat. 
 
    Everything was important. He decided that he would spread everything around as evenly as he could, hoping the improvements would give him the edge he needed. 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 400 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 15 
 
    Constitution 10 
 
    Agility 11 
 
    Dexterity 8 
 
    Wisdom 13 
 
      
 
    Clayton felt a rush of energy surge through his body. He looked down at his biceps. He’d gotten so used to the small bulge of his muscles that he had to remind himself of the considerable progress he’d made. 
 
    He lowered the blade down and looked at Jalise. “How do I look?” 
 
    “You appear ready, Clayton. Will we set sail now?” 
 
    “Soon. There’s just one last thing I need to do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Clayton walked into the blacksmith’s shop and looked at the modest assortment of weapons available. There was nothing quite as pungent as the smell of molten iron, he thought to himself. The rhythmic banging of a hammer coming from the back of the shop was so loud it seemed to shake the walls. 
 
    Akron raised his head up and greeted Clayton. “Ah! You’ve returned!” 
 
    “I take it you’ve considered my suggestion.” 
 
    “I’ve got just the thing. Finished it up just a few days ago.” 
 
    Clayton watched with eager anticipation. He was a kid on his birthday waiting to unwrap his present. Akron moved toward his shelf and pulled something off then held it up. “What do you think?” 
 
    Clayton turned his head sideways before nodding in approval. A smile came to his face. 
 
    “It looks sturdy enough,” he said. 
 
    “It is sturdy. Found some old schematics in the back of my shop. Never thought I’d use ’em. People around here don’t got much use for armor. But I’m sure this will treat you just fine.” 
 
    The chainmail seemed light in Akron’s hands. The iron was polished to a dull shine. When Clayton took it, it was light enough for him to know it wouldn’t be a burden for him to fight in. 
 
    “Go on. Try it on.” 
 
    “All right…” Clayton removed his pauldron then draped the chainmail over his linen top. He could already immediately feel a difference. The spiders. The maledict beasts. Even dueling with Thomas. The chainmail wouldn’t be enough to stop everything Clayton had faced but he knew it would make a difference. 
 
    “Take a look.” The blacksmith grabbed a mirror and held it up. Clayton paused for a moment. 
 
    The armor separated him from the common townsfolk. The Zeal Blade at his hilt shimmered with power. And the stat increases made his body more fit, lean and strong. Everything about him had changed but his face, which was the only reminder he needed to know he was in fact still Clayton Brooks. 
 
    “Wow…” For the first time since he’d arrived in Xeylon, only now did he truly feel like he’d become who he was meant to be. A warrior. An adventurer. A Ferrum. Ironblood. The sight of himself filled him with optimism and determination he’d never felt before. 
 
    Clayton reached into the pouch on his belt and pulled out all of the gold pieces he’d acquired on his journey so far. A small handful he didn’t bother to count but enough to make Akron’s eyes light up. 
 
    “This is everything I have,” Clayton said. “It’s yours.” 
 
    “Hersch mentioned what you were up to. Didn’t know what it was exactly but I know you’re trying to do good. I can’t take everything you have—” 
 
    “Keep it. Where I’m going, I have no use for gold. And when I succeed, I’ll be able to get some more.” 
 
    “Well… If you insist…” Akron scooped up the gold, an undeniably giddy smile on his face. “Maybe I can use this to hire some out-of-towners to spruce the place up. I could make better tools for the farmers and carpenters.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea. Thank you, Akron.” 
 
    Clayton stepped out of the blacksmith shop. His armor already new, it shined even brighter underneath the sun. 
 
    Jalise and Rena stood waiting for him. The sage walked up with a smile on her face, her eyes shifting up and down in admiration. 
 
    “What do you think?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “You look… ready.” 
 
    “How about you, Rena?” 
 
    The paladin paused for a moment then nodded in approval. 
 
    “Iolas has the boat ready,” she said. “Now is the time to consider whatever tasks you have left on this side of the water. Once we sail for Nalore, we will not be turning back.” 
 
    Clayton sighed a deep breath. “It’s time.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jalise rested her hands in her lap with her fingers locked together. She closed her eyes and looked at peace. Her lips twitched with a silent prayer. 
 
    Rena sat at the other edge of the boat, her arms crossed while she stared out toward the endless sea. 
 
    Iolas rowed with the concentration of a man who’d done it for years. He didn’t strain or sweat. 
 
    Clayton’s thoughts raced with the possibilities. Every movement of the oars meant they were that much closer. Whether it was to fulfill his prophecy or destiny or something else, it all led to this. The thought of how far he’d come and how much he’d leveled up made him smile. 
 
    But an inkling of doubt kept him from getting too excited. The essence he’d lost. The time he didn’t have to gather more. He’d done what he could. 
 
    The thick fog made it hard to see. Iolas rowed for hours without complaint. The entire party remained silent as they moved through the sea. 
 
    Clayton looked out into the fog and could see something on the other side. Slowly, the fog started to fade. The daytime sky had returned with the sun coming down from its apex. But it was not as bright as it could have been. 
 
    Nalore appeared just as he remembered it. A black mist had engulfed it completely, from the buildings to the docks to the Regent’s Keep on the hillside. Above the city, a black cloud swirled in a circle with a green light beaming from the center. 
 
    Clayton felt a twinge of anxiety but he clenched his jaw to push it away. Fear would be the last thing to stop him from completing his task. 
 
    “Take us to the shores of the Serene Valley,” Clayton said. “Make camp on the beach. We will make the last preparations with the allies we’ve gathered.” 
 
    “You could just attack now,” Rena said. “Tell Velour and Ixia to move their armies and surprise the Maledict.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a surprise. They know we’re here. I can feel it. I can feel him… His essence is in the air.” 
 
    Clayton looked down at the Zeal Blade. The red aura on it shimmered with a steady pulse. He turned back toward Nalore as Iolas brought the boat to shore. 
 
    He stepped onto the sand, digging his heels into it. Jalise and Rena moved next to him. The three of them stared up at the city of Nalore across the valley. The Maledict rift called out to them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    Clayton sat alone in his makeshift tent along the coast of the Serene Valley. His armor and weapons sat off to one side. He stared blankly at the kindle burning gently in front of him. All of the possibilities of what could happen tonight ran through his head. So many hopes and dreams. Nightmares and failures. The moment would have been overwhelming if he didn’t have the discipline to push everything out. 
 
    He closed his eyes to steady himself. Just as he did, the tent opened up and Rena stepped inside. 
 
    “Velour has arrived with her minions,” she said. “The army of succubi is lurking in the shadows of the forest around us. Ixia and the dryads have taken their place in the woods as well. It is a wonder they are able to travel across the ocean through their roots. They are prepared for the assault. But should you need more time, I suggest you take it.” 
 
    “I’m not tired.” Clayton slowly opened his eyes and looked up at Rena. The elf remained steadfast as she always did. “Do you need more time?” 
 
    “I have waited long enough. I am ready to take back my home.” 
 
    “I know you are.” Clayton smiled as he got up to his feet. He picked his armor up from the floor and suddenly felt a hand on his arm. 
 
    “Wait.” Rena gave Clayton a look he’d never seen before. For a moment, he thought she was worried. He wanted to laugh but the look she had didn’t go away. “There is something I want to tell you.” 
 
    “Is this about strategy? Because I’ve leveled up as much as I can. I don’t have any more essence to spare. My plan is to just go out there and swing.” 
 
    “It is not about that. It is… something else.” 
 
    “…What is it?” 
 
    The elf’s throat bobbed up and down with a hard swallow. Clayton remained patient as she looked like she had trouble finding the words. 
 
    “I have been on this journey with you since you arrived, Ferrum. I have seen you stumble. I have seen you fall. I have seen you fail and die.” 
 
    “Is that something you really wanna be reminding me about right now?” He scratched his head in confusion. 
 
    “But I have also seen you get up. You refuse to remain down. Even death itself has not stopped you.” 
 
    “I’ve played too many games. I haven’t gotten a single platinum trophy without dying at least once. No-death runs aren’t exactly my specialty… I figure Xeylon will be no different.” 
 
    “What you are about to do… It is another achievement for you. And I know you will achieve your goal. I have seen it in you. You are strong, Ferrum. The iron in your blood is undeniable.” 
 
    “Well, technically, everybody has iron in their blood—” 
 
    She placed an index finger on his lips. “Would you shut up for just a moment?” She pulled her hand away then turned her back to him. The way she had her head down made Clayton even more puzzled than he already was. 
 
    “I have spoken to Jalise,” she said. “She spoke of the power of the Zeal Blade and its connection to you. I can feel the strength inside of you, Brooks. There is no denying it. But if you are to succeed this night, you will need all of the strength you have.” 
 
    “You know I don’t have any more essence to level.” 
 
    “There is still something left.” 
 
    Rena turned back around and walked toward him. Clayton didn’t move as she moved right up to him. She stood so close he could smell her. That same flowery scent that left him in a slight daze when he inhaled too much. 
 
    Her face drifted toward his. Her eyelids flickered closed. Clayton stayed still. “Is this really happening?” He kept waiting for her to pull away. Just when he thought she would, he tasted her violet lips. Her kiss was soft, nothing like he expected. She pushed her tongue forward in search of his. He tugged on her lips with hers before gently pulling away. 
 
    He opened his eyes. She had a frown on her face. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he said. 
 
    “I have vowed to do everything I can to help you succeed. And I will even do this.” 
 
    “I… I appreciate that, Rena. But I won’t let you do this just for me.” 
 
    “It is not just for you. I… I have only been with one other person. A forgettable experience I had just to get it over and done with. You… You are worthy, Brooks. I want you… I want… this…” 
 
    She took a step back and removed her bracers. Her belt followed, the dagger and blade she used clanging against the floor. She kept her eyes locked on Clayton’s as she reached around her back and unhooked her armor top. 
 
    Clayton swallowed in anticipation. He focused his eyes on her chest as she slowly revealed herself. Her breasts fell free. They were just as ample as he pictured them. Her nipples were swollen the same violet as her lips and hair. 
 
    She didn’t stop. She loosened the skirt of her armor and let it fall to the floor then stepped out of it. A small bush of hair rested along the line below it. Her opening was a delicate pink, a lighter shade than her skin, glistening from the light of the flames next to her. 
 
    Clayton had gotten used to seeing how fit and lean her body was on the battlefield. The muscles of her abdomen. The small bulge of her biceps. Even the strength in her thighs. But seeing her pink skin stretched entirely over her bare physique excited him like nothing else. The rigidness between his legs strained the fabric of his trousers, enough for Rena to notice. 
 
    He was speechless as she walked toward him. 
 
    “I want this,” she whispered. “I want you, Ferrum.” 
 
    She moved closer to him with another kiss. Their tongues tangled together. Their lips smacked again. 
 
    Clayton could no longer hold himself back. His hands trailed down her back and toward her ass. He squeezed her firm muscles and made her gasp into his mouth. 
 
    She returned the favor, reaching toward his pants and stroking him through the fabric. Her other hand unzipped his trousers, which quickly fell to the floor along with his undergarments. Clayton separated his lips from hers just long enough to peel his shirt up over his head. 
 
    His shaft was so rigid. He wanted nothing more than to plant his length deep inside of her. Their bodies both naked, he had the opportunity to do just that. But to his surprise, Rena suddenly lowered herself to her knees. Without hesitation, she took his length in her palm and stroked him. His knees buckled so much he had to press his hands on her shoulders to stop from falling over. 
 
    She didn’t stop. Her lips wrapped around his tip. Her tongue slid on the underside of him as she began to swallow him whole. She pushed her face forward until her lips pressed against his hilt. 
 
    “Rena…” A soft groan escaped his lips. The sound of her sucking filled his ears as she bobbed her head back and forth. 
 
    The agility and dexterity she displayed on the battlefield were on full display. Her technique was firm but gentle. Clayton could feel every inch of the inside of her mouth. Wet warmth that seemed to suck him in. But she was graceful, too. Delicately teasing his shaft with her tongue and causing him to twitch. 
 
    “Don’t stop… Don’t stop…” Clayton thought he was on the verge of waking up from a dream. His hips started to move as he drove his length down her throat. Rena gagged slightly, music to his ears. 
 
    He trailed a hand up to her short hair. A handful of violet, Clayton began pumping his hips in and out of her mouth. Rena continued to moan on him. The way she sounded made it undeniable she enjoyed it. 
 
    He looked down and marveled at the sight. A beautiful elf woman was sucking him. Her eyes closed, Rena was focused. So focused it took her more than a second to hear the gasp from behind her. 
 
    Rena’s eyes shot open and she saw Jalise standing near the entrance to the tent with her hand over her mouth. Clayton’s tip pressed against the inside of Rena’s cheek for only a moment before the elf pulled away. But it was a moment long enough for Jalise to see. Even with how pink her skin was, the red on Rena’s cheeks was undeniable. 
 
    Clayton wasn’t sure what to think. It’s not as if he could hide what Jalise had obviously seen. 
 
    “My apologies,” Jalise said as she bowed her head. “I merely wanted to make sure you were prepared. Please… Proceed.” 
 
    Clayton didn’t bother saying anything. If anybody understood, it was Jalise. The sage bowed her head and excused herself. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said as he looked back down at Rena. 
 
    “…Of course.” Rena gave him a look before closing her eyes and putting her mouth back on him. 
 
    As Clayton pumped his hips back and forth, he looked toward the entrance of the tent. Through the tiny slit, he could see Jalise standing just outside, a soft smile on her lips. She watched for a moment, seemingly appreciating the sight, before she turned and left. 
 
    Clayton couldn’t enjoy Rena like this forever. The rest of her body was calling and he was already on the verge of exploding. He pulled out of Rena’s mouth and lowered himself down to his knees. Their lips tangled in another messy kiss as she lowered herself down on her back. Clayton moved between her legs and on top of her. 
 
    “Do not be gentle.” She gave Clayton a glare like he was used to seeing but he was unsure he’d heard her correctly. 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “I am a paladin. I am not so fragile you would break me. I want to bond with the warrior I know is inside you. I want to feel the iron in your blood, Ferrum.” 
 
    He gave her a nod. He pushed her leg aside with his knee, making sure she was spread just enough. His tip pressed against her folds. Her entrance dripped wet. The heat emanating from her sent a shudder through his spine. 
 
    He stared down into the elf’s eyes as he plunged himself into her. Her walls enclosed, sucking him in like a vacuum. Her eyelids fluttered and her jaw dropped. A delayed moan escaped from her throat. 
 
    The usual shouts on the battlefield he was used to hearing from her were replaced by sighs. Every thrust he gave her pushed out another groan. The warrior elf was at his mercy. And with every hard stroke, she begged for more. 
 
    “Harder! Harder!” 
 
    She demanded it from him. Clayton used all of his strength and drained his stamina in an attempt to comply but she continued to plead her demands. 
 
    “Harder! You will not… break me!” 
 
    He sat up straight and began pumping his hips. He was possessed by his desires. The lust burning in his heart had taken control of his body. The blood in his veins was on fire. His muscles strained. His heart pumped faster. All so he could ram himself into the elf as hard and deep as he could. 
 
    “Don’t stop! Let me feel you, Ferrum…” 
 
    Her breasts heaved with every thrust. She writhed on the ground, her hands reaching out for something to grab as she tried to brace herself. The elf had never looked so beautiful. 
 
    “Harder…” 
 
    She sat up and wrapped her hands around his neck. Her nails sunk into his skin. His grunt of pain was lost in her mouth as she pulled him close for another kiss. A fit of passion had fully consumed them both. 
 
    “You are a Ferrum… Let me feel your energy… Bond with me…” 
 
    She pressed her forehead to his. Clayton stared deep into her violet eyes, hypnotized by her gaze. He held the small of her back as she gyrated against him. The union of their bodies grew louder as they slammed into each other. 
 
    He shifted his grip to her waist and pounded her until he saw his end in sight. He moved to the edge as close as he could and held on. He wanted to enjoy this moment for as long as he could. But her smell… her taste… her groans… the firmness of her body… Everything about her was too much to resist. 
 
    “I’m gonna… I’m gonna come…” 
 
    “Come inside of me, Ferrum…” 
 
    Clayton plunged himself as deep as he could and released his first line of seed. A thick splash of him wet the elf’s insides. Another throb made them both tremble. His entire body quaked from his orgasm. 
 
    Rena arched her back as if to bring him even deeper. She pressed her folds down on his hilt, tightening around him to milk every last drop from his body. 
 
    Clayton spilled as much of himself as he could. She’d drained his stamina completely and forced him to recover. 
 
    She pulled away and fell back on the grass. Her legs spread, a trickle of his seed leaked from her folds and down her light pink thighs. Her hair was messy. Sweat dripped from her brow. She was still shaking slightly. But more interesting than anything else was the tiniest smile on her lips. It was barely there but it was there. 
 
    Clayton had done it. He’d actually taken Rena. He would’ve been completely speechless if he didn’t know what was coming next. 
 
    “Rest,” he said. “Gather your strength. After you are done, we will take back our home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    Zeal Blade 
 
    Core Level 6 
 
    Passion of Consort Faith - Vigorous: The blade requires less stamina to swing 
 
    Passion of Jalise the Sage - Torrid: Flames can be channeled from the blade 
 
    Passion of Regent Magne - The Queen’s Touch: More essence is gathered from creatures defeated by the blade 
 
    Passion of Monarch Velour - Intoxicating Thirst: Dealing damage with the blade absorbs essence and heals minor injuries 
 
    Passion of Queen Ixia - Rigid Bark: At the cost of stamina, the blade creates a shield, blocking all incoming attacks 
 
    Passion of Rena Ordain - Brisk Rhythm: The blade grants the ability to quickly dash short distances 
 
      
 
    Clayton pulled the blade from the dirt and decided to test his new ability. He focused his energy a few meters in front of him then moved. In the blink of an eye, he was suddenly there. “Whoa…” The movement disoriented him but he quickly regained his footing. He stopped to recover some of the stamina he’d spent then dashed back to Jalise and Rena in a snap. 
 
    “Impressive,” Rena said with a nod. “Speed rules the battlefield.” 
 
    “I can’t be reckless with it,” he sighed. “Too much and I won’t have the stamina to swing. But it should get me out of a pinch.” 
 
    Clayton looked across the open valley. The path toward Nalore was clear. While Jalise and Rena stood by his side, bats circled above his head. A group of them swooped down and took the shape of Monarch Velour. The pixie succubus looked just as Clayton remember, her black dress barely doing enough to cover the most appealing parts of her body. When she grinned, her fangs shimmered in the moonlight. 
 
    “We’re ready, Ferrum,” the succubus said. “I hope you have a plan for this.” 
 
    “I have a plan.” 
 
    “And I’m talking about more than just walking up to the front gates and kicking the door in.” 
 
    “Oh, we won’t kick the door in. I’ll break it down with my sword.” 
 
    “Hmm… My people were never too much on tactics anyway.” Velour burst into black bats and flew back into the sky. 
 
    Ixia and the dryads made their presence known. It wasn’t often you would see the trees and the brush shifting. Clayton looked out into the surrounding forests to make sure they were there. Ixia led the way as hundreds of dryads headed into the valley. The earth beneath Clayton’s feet began to rumble from their presence. 
 
    Ixia took her place next to Clayton and she looked out toward Nalore. “A great anomaly. A threat to all of Xeylon that must be stopped.” 
 
    Clayton took one last deep breath to compose himself. He was about to march forward when he suddenly felt a tug on his arm. He turned his head and was immediately met with a kiss. He closed his eyes and enjoyed it for as long as he could then pulled away to realize it was Rena. Clayton noticed her smile, which just made her go back to the usual stoic focus she always had. 
 
    He turned to Jalise and she kissed him just the same. “Fulfill your destiny, Ferrum.” 
 
    Clayton had never been more motivated to do anything in his life. Despite how much stronger the storm in front of him was swelling, he marched forward with confidence. “It’s time to take our city back.” 
 
    He walked toward the gates of Nalore with Jalise and Rena by his side. Ixia and the dryads walked along with him, making the earth rumble with their steps. The flapping of the bats blew a gust of wind Clayton felt against his face. The moonlight illuminated the path in front of them. 
 
    Clayton was anxious to fight but he would have been fine if the Maledict provided no resistance at all. Just when he thought they might not put up a fight, he saw the black mist form near the gates to the city. 
 
    “Of course…” Clayton raised his weapon and increased the pace of his steps. Everybody else began to walk faster. The bats above flapped harder. 
 
    The black rift grew even wider. A portal to another dimension and nobody knew what was on the other side. Whatever it was, Clayton was ready. 
 
    He tightened both hands around his hilt, twisting the metal like he was trying to grind it into dust between his palms. The blade pulsed with a crimson aura, shining brighter and brighter. 
 
    A howl filled the sky and a beast leaped through the darkness. 
 
    “Go!” Clayton shouted out and the army behind him charged forward. Maledict beasts spilled out of the rift and galloped in their direction. Ogres stumbled out and roared just the same as their beast brethren. 
 
    Jalise charged up a fireball and engulfed the line of beasts coming at them. They vanished into mist but another group was ready and waiting. Clayton dashed forward with his new ability and cut down a beast. Another dash and he sliced down another. 
 
    The two armies collided with a thundering crash that could be heard through all of Xeylon. 
 
    The dryads worked together, digging their hands into the grass and sending roots up to ensnare the beasts. Ixia extended her arms into sharpened branches and pierced them. They were no match for the dryad army but the rift continued to empty with an endless stream of Maledict. 
 
    The dryads continued to tangle their victims in their roots. While one dryad would hold one beast down, the others would work together to impale them with the branches they could form from their arms. 
 
    “Keep going!” Clayton shouted as he fought off the army around him. “Move to the gates!” 
 
    Rena danced around the battlefield. She had never moved so gracefully. Her teeth gritted, she grunted with every slash of her blade and every stab of her dagger. The beasts were no match for the paladin who twisted and twirled around them. 
 
    Jalise stayed by her side, casting balls of fire that stopped the beasts from pouncing on either one of them. They were a tandem that could not be stopped except by their own fatigue. 
 
    Clayton moved closer to the city but saw darkness had covered the gates completely. He swiped away the beasts that blocked his path but quickly came face to face with an ogre. The behemoth was the size of a small building. It didn’t give Clayton a chance to prepare himself. 
 
    “Crap…” He rolled out of the way, just narrowly avoiding getting hammered into the grass. He got back up to his feet and quickly sliced at the ogre with all his strength. Clayton was already feeling the effects of his levels. “Not bad…” He smiled as he cut the ogre across the knee with a powerful swipe, forcing it to the ground. He didn’t have much dexterity but he had just enough to aim at the ogre’s head and send it back to the darkness from where it came. 
 
    But fatigue took its toll on Clayton. He dug his sword into the ground to catch his breath. “Piece of cake—” 
 
    “Clayton! Look out!” Jalise’s shout gave Clayton barely enough warning to see the beasts that’d suddenly surrounded him. They converged on him at the same time from every direction. A blast of fire from Jalise only knocked a few of them down. 
 
    “This isn’t good…” Clayton dug the Zeal Blade deeper into the grass and focused all of his energy into it. Just as the beasts collapsed on him, a green bubble surrounded him and burst. The beasts exploded in every direction. 
 
    Velour swooped in with her brethren and converged on the beasts. The succubi were as dangerous as they were seductive. The sharp nails on the tips of their fingers were more like claws and they used them with eviscerating precision. They used their fangs as well, ripping into the beasts and turning them into puffs of mist. 
 
    “Brooks!” Rena twirled to a beast charging at her then cut it down. “The Zeal Blade! Seal the opening!” 
 
    “Right…” Clayton pulled the blade up from the dirt and held it up with what little stamina he had left. Jalise and Rena surrounded him along with the dryads and succubi. They kept him safe while he focused all of his energy. 
 
    “Channel your strength… Use the power of the Zeal Blade…” The hilt began to vibrate in his palms. He aimed it toward the darkness and a piercing red light shot out of it. The sky crackled in a display of blinding light. Clayton kept the blade pointed at the tear until it burst. The path to the city had been cleared. The beasts that remained were quickly finished off. 
 
    “Let’s go!” He motioned for the army to follow him to the city gates. When they arrived, Ixia grabbed his hand. 
 
    “Ferrum,” she said. “My people cannot proceed into the gates.” 
 
    “What… Why?” 
 
    “Nalore is a man-made structure. Full of bricks and buildings. Our roots cannot grow, thus we can offer you no assistance within the confines of your city.” 
 
    “Your people…” Clayton looked out onto the battlefield and saw some of the dryads had fallen in the battle. “Are they all right—” 
 
    “Do not weep. When one dryad falls, their essence returns to the dirt from where they came. Dryads are eternal.” She put her hand on his chin and brought his lips to hers. “Go… Push back the darkness, Ferrum.” 
 
    Ixia thrust her hands into the ground. The earth rumbled underneath them as massive roots appeared, forming a pathway that led above the blocked city gates. Clayton nodded to her then moved forward with Jalise and Rena just behind him. Up above, Velour circled with her minions. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    A black fog permeated through all of the buildings and onto the streets. It didn’t matter if they tried to hide or not. The citizens of Nalore were frozen in place, turned into statues and encased in terror as they tried to escape. 
 
    “There.” Rena pointed up toward the Regent’s Keep. “The great rift above the city. That is what we must stop.” 
 
    “There are other tears throughout the city as well,” Jalise said. “The Maledict are coming from every direction. It would be wise not to rush to the Keep, as we would certainly be consumed.” 
 
    “Okay.” Clayton nodded. “We make our way toward the keep. I’ll destroy whatever openings we come across.” 
 
    They marched forward through the streets. It wasn’t long until they were greeted by a group of beasts. They snarled as they charged recklessly. It was easy work for Clayton to cut them down. Minor cuts and slashes were healed by the ability granted to him by Velour. But fighting within the city proved to be trickier than an open field. 
 
    More beasts appeared from the roofs of the buildings. They burst through doors. Some even jumped through the open sewers. Through every crack on every corner, the Maledict tried to surprise the group. 
 
    Jalise charged a fireball and aimed it at a beast. Just as she cast it, she was knocked to the ground from behind. Her blast fired into the sky and exploded the roof of a nearby building. 
 
    “Jalise!” Clayton rushed to her side and helped her to her feet. 
 
    Velour swooped down with her brethren and eviscerated the beasts. But only so much of her army could fit on the path. 
 
    More beasts crowded the streets. Rena could no longer move as gracefully as she always did. A simple attack she would normally be able to avoid resulted in a slash against her gut. She grimaced in pain but kept fighting. 
 
    Clayton kept swinging. The beasts fell but when he took the time to recover his stamina, more would appear. 
 
    “We have to keep moving forward!” Rena shouted. “They will trap us here if we do not!” 
 
    “I’m trying… to move!” Clayton angrily cut a beast in half only for it to be replaced by two more running down the streets. “They’ve got us pinned down… We can’t escape. What the hell am I supposed to do?” 
 
    He looked up toward the Regent’s Keep. The great green rift swirling above it seemed so far away. 
 
    “Thomas…” The green light emanating from it was calling out to Clayton. He knew who was waiting for him. But he couldn’t get to it. “I’m stuck. I need a cheat code… a shortcut…” He turned toward Velour. The succubus squealed with delight as she tore down another beast. 
 
    “Velour!” Clayton moved up to her. “You can carry me. With your wings.” 
 
    “Is now a good time to be reminiscing about that? I suppose I can’t blame you since we did have a lot of fun—” 
 
    “I can’t stay here. Fly me to the courtyard. If I close the rift above, I’ll stop all the Maledict in the city.” 
 
    “Well, why didn’t you say so, Ironblood?” 
 
    “Jalise! Rena! Get a ride and let’s go!” 
 
    Velour wrapped her arms around Clayton. “Hold on tight, sweetie.” Velour leaped into the air. They soared through the sky and over the city. The rush of the wind against his skin was invigorating. He closed his eyes and regained his focus. In the blink of an eye, Velour was setting him down in the courtyard of the keep. 
 
    “I have to take care of my girls back in the city.” She leaned forward and kissed him, tugging on his lips with her fangs as she pulled away. “Finish the job, Ferrum.” Velour leaped back into the sky just as Jalise and Rena arrived. 
 
    Rena breathed hard. Streaks of red covered her body and armor but the determination in her eyes hadn’t gone away. 
 
    Jalise looked just as exhausted but flames were ready in her palms. 
 
    “The rift is right there,” he said. “I just need to make it to the top of the keep. All of the Maledict seem to be in the city. There doesn’t seem to be any around here—” 
 
    A thunderous roar interrupted him. Despite how dire the situation had become, Clayton still managed to roll his eyes. 
 
    “Nothing is ever easy, is it?” He turned around and his sights were immediately filled with darkness. “Is that a…” 
 
    “Dragon…” Jalise said. “A Maledict dragon…” 
 
    “Well, then… I better get an achievement for this…” 
 
    Clayton dug his feet into the grass and gripped the Zeal Blade tight. Rena held her hands up, her dagger and sword ready. Jalise balanced the fire in her palms. 
 
    The dragon lowered onto the courtyard. It was so large, every flap of its wings created a gust of wind that would’ve knocked them over if they weren’t ready. It bellowed another deafening screech that rang inside of Clayton’s head. 
 
    “What do we do?” Rena said. 
 
    Clayton held his sword up and focused all of his energy. He needed every advantage he could get if he was going to win this fight. 
 
      
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 36 
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    Hit Points 400 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 15 
 
    Constitution 10 
 
    Agility 11 
 
    Dexterity 8 
 
    Wisdom 13 
 
      
 
    The battle to Nalore had netted him three levels. Not wanting to take any chances, he put the three points into dexterity. He needed to land every hit he could manage. 
 
    “All right…” He pointed the Zeal Blade at the dragon. “Let’s rock.” 
 
    “…Let’s rock?” Rena raised an eyebrow in curiosity. 
 
    “I… I don’t really have a catchphrase—” 
 
    “Look out!” 
 
    A burst of black flames streamed from the dragon’s mouth. Rena grabbed Jalise and moved her out of the way. Clayton quickly dug his sword into the ground and blocked the fire. He gasped a deep sigh of relief but fell to a knee, his stamina completely gone. 
 
    “Foolishness…” Rena muttered before charging toward the dragon. 
 
    Clayton watched helplessly as he waited for his stamina to recover. The dragon was big but that only meant it didn’t have the speed to compete with Rena. The elf twirled around the dragon, leaping and twisting in the air. Every slice of her dagger. Every stab of her sword. She attacked the black dragon relentlessly but it wouldn’t be enough to make it fall. 
 
    Jalise stood off to the side, aiming fireballs at the dragon to keep it off balance. She couldn’t channel one large enough to consume it whole but with how the dragon squealed whenever it was hit, Clayton knew she was having an effect on it. 
 
    He finally recovered his stamina fully and pushed himself up to his feet. “Jalise… I’ll draw its attention. As soon as it opens its mouth, send some fire right down its throat. I’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    The sage nodded and readied another spell. Clayton charged forward and sliced it across its leg. The blow was powerful enough to make the dragon stumble. It screamed and turned so quickly that Rena wasn’t ready. A swipe of its massive tail caught the elf off guard and sent her flying into the brick wall behind her, knocking her out. 
 
    “Rena!” Clayton tried to rush up to her but the dragon swooped in and blocked his path. It stretched its jaw and readied another fireball. “Jalise!” 
 
    She aimed her spell at the dragon. But the beast wouldn’t fall for such an obvious distraction. It turned toward the sage and instead burst its flames at her. Jalise wasn’t nearly fast enough to move out of the way. 
 
    Clayton dashed toward her in a blink and stabbed his sword into the ground. The green barrier surrounded him and blocked the flames before it consumed them both. 
 
    “Dammit…” Clayton collapsed to one knee, completely drained of his stamina once again. He looked toward Rena, who was still out. 
 
    Jalise cast a healing spell on Clayton but it did little to help with his stamina. The dragon moved back and appeared to be readying another attack. Jalise responded by readying a spell of her own but Clayton grabbed her wrist. 
 
    “No! Don’t…” 
 
    “Why not? What are you doing?” 
 
    “If you cast another spell, it will go for you… It’s too smart…” 
 
    “Then what… What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I…” Clayton couldn’t finish. He didn’t know what he was gonna do. The sight of Rena was enough. But the fear in Jalise’s emerald eyes was even more heartbreaking. The sage was distraught. 
 
    “Dammit.” Clayton couldn’t think of anything to fix it. He steadied his heart to recover as much stamina as he could while trying to think of what to do. “If Jalise casts a fireball, she’ll die for sure. I don’t have the stamina to save her again. I only have enough stamina…” 
 
    His eyes widened as an idea crossed his mind. 
 
    “I have enough stamina… I have enough stamina.” 
 
    “Clayton…” 
 
    “You have to listen to me. Listen to me, okay?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Step aside. Move back.” 
 
    “W-what—” 
 
    “Move back. I have to be the one to finish this fight. You and Rena already hurt it. If I can just get one good swing, I think the Zeal Blade is powerful enough. You have to trust me, Jalise.” 
 
    She took a step back despite the reluctance on her face. Her hands fell down at her side as she rushed over to check on Rena. The dragon looked at her, inching closer to attack. 
 
    “Hey! Over here!” 
 
    Clayton raised his weapon over his head and viewed the numbers. 
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    “That’s it?” He scoffed and shook his head. “I hope that’s enough…” 
 
    He had the dragon’s full attention. He took another step forward with the Zeal Blade still raised in the air. 
 
    “Come on, you bastard… Let’s see if you can handle this…” 
 
    Clayton focused his energy as much as he could into the blade. The crimson aura on it turned into flames. The dragon roared, its mouth wide open with the smell of ash on its breath. A burst of fire appeared just as Clayton shot out his own fire. An inferno erupted on the courtyard in a massive fireball. 
 
    The dragon continued to spew flames. Clayton fired back as much as he could but he could never keep up with the dragon. 
 
    “Almost… Almost… Now!” 
 
    He lowered his sword down and dashed forward in a blink. With what little stamina he had left, he moved underneath the dragon’s head and thrust his blade up. The sword pierced through its neck. A screech filled the air and echoed through the entire city. 
 
    Clayton dug his heels into the ground, pushing his sword up deeper and deeper until it pushed out the other side of the dragon’s head. Suddenly, the resistance disappeared. Clayton looked around but the dragon had vanished into a puff of black smoke from where it came. 
 
    He looked toward Jalise, who was still tending to Rena. 
 
    “The rift! Head to the top of the keep and use the blade to seal it!” 
 
    Clayton headed into the keep, ready to finish his task alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    Clayton remembered the last time he was here. Running from the black mist. The beasts chasing after him. The people turning into stone before his eyes. 
 
    He moved through the keep quickly but cautiously, knowing his next move could be his last. Fortunately for him, the black mist had mostly subsided between the cracks. The castle was completely silent except for his footsteps. 
 
    He didn’t know where he was going exactly but kept ascending until he reached the apex of the keep. He’d never been closer to the storm. The green light flashed in the circle of black clouds above him, crackling like lightning. The winds were harsh and nearly knocked him over. 
 
    “All right… All I gotta do is seal this thing up and we’re good to go…” 
 
    He raised the blade up. He hadn’t even begun to channel his energy when he heard something behind him. It sounded like clapping, only that didn’t make any sense. When he turned around, he saw that it actually was clapping. 
 
    Maledict Thomas appeared. Like before, his entire being was dark except for the green glow of his eyes. Despite his current state, he managed to maintain that smug grin of his. His laughs accompanied his sarcastic applause. 
 
    “Well done. I thought you wouldn’t even make it through the gates.” 
 
    “Well, technically, we didn’t go through the gates…” 
 
    “You’re smart, Clay. I’ll give you that. Certainly worthy of wielding the Zeal Blade. But you know it’s always been my destiny to hold it.” 
 
    “What are you doing, Thomas? You know only one person was meant to use this sword and it’s only to save Nalore, not bring darkness to this city.” 
 
    “What does the city matter if you can’t wield a little power? I’m stronger than I’ve ever been. The Maledict amplifies my essence. This is the true meaning of what it is to be a Ferrum. And I’m offering you a chance to join me, Clay. Be a part of my army and we’ll take over Xeylon. What does saving Nalore compare to ruling over this entire world?” 
 
    Clayton finally understood. The Maledict corrupted Thomas enough into thinking his cause was right. In a sense, taking control of Xeylon had a certain appeal to it. But when Clayton thought of the others in Nalore, he knew he could never take Thomas up on his offer. 
 
    “I’ll give you one last chance, Clay. Don’t make me kill you again. And I will kill you. My levels are higher than yours.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re higher. But you don’t have this.” 
 
    Clayton raised the Zeal Blade up to his face and focused. 
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    Slaying the dragon had given him two levels. He quickly put them into agility, hoping the added movement speed would be enough to make a difference. 
 
    “All right,” Thomas sighed. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    He extended his arm out and a black greatsword formed in his hand. He marched forward with it resting on his shoulder while Clayton readied himself. 
 
    A lazy swing was quickly dodged by Clayton. Thomas vanished into smoke and tried to appear behind Clayton but he’d seen that move before. He blinked backward with his ability and slashed at Thomas across the chest. Clayton was just as surprised as he was that he was able to land a blow. 
 
    “Lucky hit…” Thomas furrowed his brow in anger and moved forward again. He swung with rage but Clayton moved out of the way, responding with his own swing. Thomas swung again and their swords clashed. 
 
    “Damn…” Clayton could feel Thomas’s strength as they pushed their swords against one another. His shining green eyes were even more menacing up close. 
 
    “Give up… You know you can’t beat me!” Thomas pushed him back with a hard shove. Clayton stumbled to the ground and landed on one knee. Thomas was on him, swinging and hacking like he didn’t have to worry about his stamina. 
 
    “Don’t stop… Keep going… Stay focused…” Clayton tried his best but he didn’t have the stamina or the agility to keep up. Thomas’s sword landed across Clayton’s open shoulder and drew blood. The chainmail was the only reason the damage wasn’t worse. 
 
    Fueled by the sight of blood, Thomas went back into his rage and kept swinging. 
 
    “I have to… do something…” Clayton searched for a way to fight back. He used some stamina to dash away and get behind Thomas. Thomas was ready and waiting, quickly turning around and thrusting his sword forward. Clayton just managed to sidestep it but even a glancing blow from the black greatsword was enough to draw more blood from Clayton’s arm. 
 
    Clayton’s fatigue began to get the best of him. Hard breaths couldn’t be hidden. Sweat dripped profusely from his brow. Even standing took more effort than he wanted it to. 
 
    “I told you… You can’t beat me… This is an unwinnable fight, Clay…” 
 
    “An unwinnable fight…” The words rang inside of his head. “Maybe… I don’t have to win…” 
 
    He looked up toward the harsh storm above him. “If I could just get enough time to seal the tear in the sky…” 
 
    “I’m gonna kill you, Clay. And I’m gonna take that damn sword!” 
 
    Clayton started backing up toward the edge. He moved close enough that he could see the ground all the way down below. Falling would mean certain death. 
 
    “This better work…” 
 
    “Give up already!” 
 
    Thomas charged forward with his blade in the air. Clayton stayed calm. “Steady…” He waited until the last second just before dashing forward behind Thomas. Thomas stood on the edge of the keep and quickly spun around. 
 
    “You didn’t really expect that to work, did you?” He laughed and shook his head. “You don’t even have the strength to knock me off the keep.” 
 
    “I don’t… But you do.” 
 
    The smile disappeared from Thomas’s face. He raised his sword up in rage and swung down. Clayton quickly drove his sword down into the ground. With what stamina he had left, he summoned the green barrier around him. Thomas’s blade bounced off the shield. He’d swung so hard that Clayton could still feel the reverberations of it. But Thomas stumbled back from the swing. With nothing to brace his fall, he fell off the edge of the keep. 
 
    Clayton knew that wouldn’t stop Thomas for good. He just needed enough time to close the rift. 
 
    On his knees, Clayton crawled forward and raised his sword up with the little stamina he had. If it was the last thing he did, he had to do it. All of his energy. All of his focus. All of his essence gathered into the Zeal Blade as he aimed it at the storm. 
 
    The blade shimmered with a blinding red light. The beam shot forward into the eye of the storm. The sky rumbled and the clouds screamed with thunder. 
 
    “Come on… Come on…” 
 
    Clayton kept his eyes closed. The Zeal Blade shook but he squeezed his hands tight, not letting it slip. 
 
    “Come on!” 
 
    He shouted out as the beam engulfed him and the rest of the keep completely. The dark clouds burst in an explosion that made Clayton think he’d gone deaf. Or maybe he was dead, which was a possibility he’d gotten used to. 
 
    He waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    …And waited. 
 
    Any sign of anything, really. He expected to open his eyes and see Rena and Jalise staring down at him, telling him he’d just died. But then he felt it. The cool breeze against his skin. He peeked his eyes open and the clouds were gone. There was no storm. The green light was replaced by the peace of a full moon. 
 
    Down in the city it appeared just as he remembered when he first saw it. The black mist was gone. In the streets, there wasn’t a beast to be found. 
 
    “Holy crap… Did I really…” 
 
    “Clayton!” Jalise rushed up the steps of the keep with Rena. They fell on their knees next to him. “Clayton, are you all right?” 
 
    He looked at both of them. His mouth opened but there were no words. All he could do was laugh. Jalise gave him a confused look before giggling. Even Rena managed to smile. 
 
    “You did it,” Rena said. “You saved Nalore.” 
 
    “I did,” Clayton sighed. “But it’s not over yet. I still have unfinished business.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    “Velour. Grand Monarch Velour of the Grand Citadel. At your service.” 
 
    “The Grand Citadel… I believe I have heard of you before. Across the sea. But perhaps I am mistaken, the stories have told me it was the Grim Citadel.” 
 
    Regent Magne raised an eyebrow in curiosity at the succubus queen. Velour stood out wherever she went. Standing in the Great Hall of the Regent’s Keep, her pale skin and revealing black dress made it more apparent she wasn’t from around here. 
 
    “It’s not very grim to me,” Velour said with her toothy smile. “I can assure you, my people wouldn’t want to live anywhere else. There’s nothing grim about it.” 
 
    “Perhaps not. Regardless, I owe you a debt of gratitude. As Lord Brooks has informed me, I would not be here without your aid. The city of Nalore thanks you.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t need to thank me. I’m simply recouping a debt I owe.” The succubus turned toward Clayton. He remained silent, mostly because of his own exhaustion. “I had a good time with him. An experience like no other. Ironblood. It runs through my veins now and I feel stronger because of it.” 
 
    “I see… Dire circumstances brought our two nations together. Perhaps in the future, a more formal alliance will be born.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Velour shrugged with indifference. “It’s a long flight over here though. There’s no place I’d rather be than the Citadel.” 
 
    “Thank you again, Grand Monarch Velour.” 
 
    “It was a pleasure.” She walked over to Clayton and moved her face close to his. She took a deep inhale and sighed. “There’s nothing like the scent of a Ferrum. Come visit me. I’m sure another great arachnid has hatched with venom just for the two of us.” 
 
    “You know, you should really think about investing in a laboratory to cook up some venom so I don’t have to go wandering into a cave of spiders.” Clayton’s suggestion got a laugh out of Velour. She puckered her lips and blew a kiss to him before turning around and leaving the Great Hall. Clayton admired her figure. It was the only thing that made him consider risking himself again just for an aphrodisiac. 
 
    “Lord Clayton Brooks.” Regent Magne got his attention. “Step forward. Lady Jalise. Lady Rena. You, as well.” 
 
    Clayton stepped to the podium with Jalise and Rena behind him. The audience in the Great Hall looked on proudly. 
 
    “You have done a great thing, Lord Brooks. A great evil had consumed this entire city. I still remember the darkness that seeped into this room. I remember the looks on the faces of everybody when they turned to stone. You have accomplished something no Ferrum in the history of Xeylon has accomplished. You deserve all of the rewards that come with such an accomplishment. Anything you ask, it is yours.” 
 
    Regent Magne’s offer was tempting. Clayton’s mind flooded with the possibilities. But he couldn’t enjoy himself knowing that it wasn’t over. 
 
    “I appreciate your offer, Regent. But I can’t accept a reward from you or anybody else. Not when the threat of the Maledict still looms.” 
 
    “You have been on a great journey. You have traveled across the sea and returned. Your body is weary, there is no doubt of that. I cannot in good conscience allow you to push yourself.” 
 
    “And I can’t in good conscience celebrate when there’s still more work to be done. I have to go to the Hollow Chasms. As long as the Zeal Blade is still active… I have to use it.” 
 
    Regent Magne smiled proudly then nodded. “Go, Ferrum. Complete your destiny. Head to the chasms and seal the Maledict away for this generation. Bring undeniable peace to this land.” 
 
    “It will be done, Regent.” Clayton slowly turned around to address the crowd in the Great Hall. They all looked on in eager anticipation. “I will send the Maledict back. There’s no need to worry. I promise you all. Piece of cake.” 
 
    His audience cheered. Every person was inspired. As he made his way out of the Great Hall, Clayton shook hands with everybody. When he finally got out, a face he hadn’t seen in a long time stood there waiting for him. 
 
    “Well… Looks like you accomplished a lot when you were out there, Clayton.” 
 
    “Bernard…” 
 
    The other Ferrum didn’t look worse off despite the state he was in the last time Clayton saw him. 
 
    “All of the other Ferrum left,” Bernard said. “They say they’re lucky to be alive. Frankly, I don’t blame ’em for leaving. We all left cushy lives back on Earth to be here.” 
 
    “It’s the right decision. Xeylon is not an easy place to live in. Even for a Ferrum.” 
 
    “I’ve got a great life, too. I’m set. I could sit back and relax. I won’t have to worry about a thing.” He put his hands on Clayton’s shoulders and looked him right in the eye. “You’re living the dream. You’re an adventurer. You’ve got the Zeal Blade. You’re… You’re a fuckin’ hero, Clayton!” 
 
    “I’m not a hero yet.” Clayton laughed at Bernard’s enthusiasm. “If I was a hero, Thomas would still be here.” 
 
    “There’s still a chance you could save him, isn’t there?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know. But I know he’s out there.” 
 
    “Just promise me this, Clayton. In the few days I’ve been here, I’ve had an experience like nothing else. I’ve met these people… Elves I didn’t even know existed… You met some crazy characters yourself on the other side of the sea. I know you did. But as crazy at it might seem, these people are real. The whole world is at stake. I… I care about them. You do what’s right. For them.” 
 
    “You’re not the first person who asked me to make that kinda promise. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “I know you won’t.” 
 
    Bernard patted him on the arm and turned around to leave. Clayton watched him walk down the hall, wondering if it were the last time he’d ever see him. 
 
    “Brooks.” Rena stood at the end of the hall with Jalise next to her. “Regent Magne is offering an escort of the Royal Guard. The corridors of the Hollow Chasms are narrow, so it would be futile to send anything more.” 
 
    “Why send the Royal Guard at all then?” Clayton shrugged with indifference. “The Maledict threat has been minimized. We should be capable of handling it by ourselves now.” 
 
    “Careful now… You do not want your pride to get you into trouble.” 
 
    “It’s not pride. I know I can do this. I… I can’t explain it but I can… I can just feel it. You understand, don’t you?” 
 
    Rena stared at Clayton, considering his words carefully. Jalise smiled and bowed her head. 
 
    “I believe in you, Clayton,” the sage said. “I will be by your side until the end.” 
 
    “As will I. The bond we have will never be broken.” 
 
    “Then we’re in agreement,” Clayton said. “We head to the Hollow Chasms.” 
 
    “I have only one request.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    Rena took a step closer. Her focused stare always got Clayton’s attention and right now wasn’t an exception. 
 
    “I know you are willing to do anything to put an end to this. You have put your life on the line too many times. You have fulfilled so many obligations. Yet you have to do something else.” 
 
    “I’m still waiting for you to tell me what that is—” 
 
    “Come back. Return from the Hollow Chasms. If you do not, I feel even defeating the Maledict will be an empty victory.” 
 
    Clayton couldn’t believe what he was hearing from Rena but the look in her eyes was sincere. 
 
    “She’s right,” Jalise said. “After everything we’ve accomplished… We’ve gotten this far together. We must finish it together.” 
 
    He knew how great of a task it would be. He couldn’t take it lightly. But he couldn’t refuse them either. 
 
    “I’ll beat Thomas. I’ll use the Zeal Blade to seal the Maledict away. And then we’ll return. Together.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    The Hollow Chasms sat to the west of the Serene Valley, beyond the woods. Clayton and his party encountered minor skirmishes but Regent Magne’s royal escort made sure there was no threat during the journey. When they arrived, Rena excused them, despite their protests. She was in agreement with Clayton and Jalise that they would be the ones to finish this. No others would have to risk themselves. 
 
    Clayton stood at the entrance. The chasms carved into the mountainside itself. Stone columns had crumbled with age. The intricate architecture had eroded over what could’ve been centuries. 
 
    “The chasms have been here since the beginning,” Jalise explained. “Nobody dares come near, even when the Maledict are in stasis.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Clayton said. “Doesn’t look like much these days.” He turned toward his companions. He knew there was a chance he wasn’t walking out but that wouldn’t stop him from moving forward. Their silence was the only approval he needed. 
 
    A set of steps led up to a small archway. Clayton stepped through and a flame burst on a torch right next to him, making him take a step back. 
 
    “Automatic lights… Someone knows we’re here.” As he proceeded down the path, more torches lit the way. 
 
    The walls of the cavern were carved the same as the entrance. Unintelligible images foreshadowed the dangers Clayton knew he was walking into. Rena had a hand on her hip, ready to draw her sword at the slightest movement. 
 
    “It’s quiet…” Clayton shifted his eyes around. “Too quiet.” 
 
    “Nobody has been within this chamber for a generation,” Jalise said. “I doubt we would find anybody who’d survived.” 
 
    “No kidding.” Clayton pointed toward a pile of bones on the side of their path. He wondered how the remains came to be, undoubtedly suffering something gruesome in a place like this. But he realized he didn’t want to think about how he could share the same fate. 
 
    The group pressed forward until they came upon a larger room. Art was carved into the walls the same as the hall they just walked through. The carvings also appeared on the ground and on the ceiling. 
 
    Clayton looked around and sighed. “I don’t see a way through. No doors. No switches. No place to drop my blood in.” 
 
    “There must be a way through,” Rena said. “There would not be a path simply for it to end.” 
 
    “Maybe the escort took us in the wrong direction. Maybe we’re not in the place where the Maledict are sealed and we’re actually just in some ancient scholar’s house.” 
 
    Rena was too busy looking for an exit to roll her eyes. Jalise moved up to the walls and examined some of the artwork. She ran her hand over one of the images. 
 
    “I’ve seen this before,” she said. “In one of the texts I read on the Maledict. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “I guess that answers the question of whether or not we’re in the right place.” Clayton walked up next to her while she continued running her fingers over the art. 
 
    “It says right here… ‘to conquer great malevolence takes great wisdom.’” 
 
    “Wisdom… Maybe I can blast my way through.” Clayton raised the Zeal Blade up and channeled fire into it. A burst of flames shot forward to one side of the room against the wall. “Didn’t leave a scratch… Are you sure you’re reading that right, Jalise?” 
 
    “I’m sure. It says that all around the room. Great wisdom…” 
 
    The group pondered in the silence of the empty room. Rena suddenly took up her sword to Clayton’s surprise. 
 
    “You all right there?” he said. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” the elf said. 
 
    “Hear what? You talking?” 
 
    “No… There is something here. We are not alone in this room.” 
 
    “Why do you always have to be so dramatic? If there was something else in this room, we’d be able to see it—” In a puff of smoke, a figure suddenly appeared in the center of the room. “Geez!” 
 
    Clayton quickly raised the Zeal Blade up and pointed it at the figure. But another one appeared. Then another. Then another. A white figure… A skeleton in a robe… Some kind of spirit or ghost, Clayton thought to himself. 
 
    “Wraiths,” Jalise said. 
 
    “Wraiths, wastes,” Clayton said. “Whatever. I don’t think they want to be our friends.” 
 
    The wraiths circled the group and converged on them. Clayton raised his weapon up and slashed. He hit nothing but air and nearly fell over from how hard he’d swung. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Clayton shook off his confusion and sliced again at the Wraith floating toward him. And again, his swing fell on nothing. “I can’t seem to hit these guys. Maybe I need a little more dexterity…” 
 
    Rena slashed at the wraiths but her weapons ran right through the figures. Clayton was sure her sword and dagger had landed. 
 
    “Wisdom!” Jalise yelled. “Great wisdom!” She charged a fireball in her hands and blasted one of the wraiths. It screeched as it reeled back and slammed into the wall behind it. “Clayton! Use your fire now!” 
 
    He channeled his energy into his hands and charged the sword up with flames. The spirit dashed toward him but was met with his fiery swing, engulfing it in flames. 
 
    Jalise imbued Rena’s sword with fire and the paladin was finally able to strike the wraiths. They worked together to down the continuous stream of spirits emerging from the walls. Clayton’s fatigue was beginning to get the best of him when the last wraith was downed. 
 
    “Look…” Jalise pointed at the wall. The entire room began to rumble. The ceiling shook with debris falling down from it. They all watched as a small opening revealed itself. 
 
    “Great wisdom.” Clayton gave his two companions a confident smile. “Piece of cake.” 
 
    Jalise and Rena ignored him as they headed through the entrance. Another hallway was followed by a set of steps that seemed to descend into darkness. More torches lit on their own, lighting their path until they came upon another empty room, similar to the previous one. 
 
    Jalise moved up to the wall and ran her fingers over it. 
 
    “What’s it say?” Clayton said. “More wisdom?” 
 
    “It’s different. ‘Where Malevolence is dark, there is light. Where it is strong, it is slow. Its strengths are its weaknesses.’” 
 
    “You know, it’d be nice if they could just tell us what we’re supposed to do. I mean, we’re trying to save the world here. Why do these ancients make it so hard?” 
 
    “Have you considered they do not want just anybody to come here?” Rena said. “It takes a certain kind of person to make it this far.” 
 
    “Yeah, a crazy person. I figure if I’ve come this far, they should be rolling out the red carpet. Another damn riddle… You know what? Screw this. I bet it’s just more wraiths who are trying to kill us. I can handle another fight—” 
 
    Clayton stepped forward, oblivious to what had appeared next to him. 
 
    “Look out!” Rena shouted and quickly grabbed Clayton by the arm, tugging him back just as a spear shot from the wall. The end was sharp and rusty but with how fast it moved, it was more than enough to pierce through Clayton’s chainmail. 
 
    Clayton breathed a sigh of relief, watching the spear recede into the wall. 
 
    “That thing almost impaled you,” Rena said. 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware… Hmm… I wonder…” Clayton took another step forward and the spear shot out again. Rena jerked him back again. 
 
    “You step forward one more time and I will stab you myself.” 
 
    “Okay, okay… Just wanted to see if the thing was still working.” 
 
    Jalise narrowed her eyes. “I think I see something,” she said. “On the other side of the room. I think that will stop us from setting off the traps.” 
 
    “There we go! You’re a godsend, Jalise. All I have to do is hit that switch and we’ve got a walk in the park.” 
 
    “And how exactly do you plan on getting the other side of the room without getting stabbed?” Rena crossed her arms, her eyes filled with skepticism. Clayton would’ve been offended if he weren’t so used to her looking the way she did. 
 
    “It’s called Brisk Rhythm. I can blink dash my way over there.” 
 
    “You don’t have the stamina to make it all the way across.” 
 
    Clayton looked to the other side and realized how many meters it was. A considerable length that would surely drain all his stamina. He couldn’t stop to recover because that would just result in him getting stabbed. 
 
    “Maybe if… Hmm… I just need to be fast enough to avoid the traps for as long as I can—” 
 
    “I can do it,” Rena said. 
 
    “You don’t have the abilities that I do?” 
 
    “I don’t need abilities. My agility is much higher than yours. I saw the spear twice. It cannot move as fast as I can.” 
 
    “Lady Rena… Are you sure about this?” The worry on Jalise’s face just made Rena smile. 
 
    “Watch closely, Brooks. There is no need for armor when you do not get hit.” 
 
    “Hey. Wait—” Clayton reached out to stop her but she’d already stepped forward. 
 
    The first spear shot out and she twirled out of the way. Another one came out from the other side of the wall, forcing Rena to move in the other direction. Suddenly, spears fired down from the ceiling. Jalise looked away but there was no need, as Rena ducked low enough and rolled forward. 
 
    The elf inched closer and closer to the switch, deftly avoiding the spears that tried to stab her. Clayton noticed the path she was making and realized he would never be able to make it even with his abilities. 
 
    Every step Rena took was more agonizing than the last. But she finally got to the other side of the room without a scratch. She wrapped her hand around the brick and lifted it up, switching the spears off. Clayton took a hesitant stepped forward and there was nothing. 
 
    “Come on.” He took Jalise’s hand and they rushed to the other side of the dormant room. Clayton noticed how Rena’s body was covered in a tinge of sweat. Even at a time like this, he was thinking the wrong things. 
 
    “Watch yourself, Brooks.” The elf glared at him before turning around and moving into the next room. 
 
    “What did I do?” Clayton shrugged with feigned ignorance at Jalise. She responded with a giggle and shook her head. “One moment she wants to sleep with me, the next she’s complaining about me staring at her…” 
 
    The group moved through the next hall and down another narrow set of stairs. Around them, the walls were gone with nothing but darkness in their place. Down below, Clayton saw a platform that looked like it was floating in the darkness. On one end, there was a set of double doors. Torches on each side of the doors lit the way. 
 
    Clayton walked right up to the doors and creaked his head up. “These doors are pretty big… I’m guessing something really big is behind them or the guys who built ’em just wanted to impress people with really big doors.” 
 
    Rena drew her blade. “We must prepare for the worst.” 
 
    Jalise readied a fire spell in her palm. Clayton looked at each of them before turning back to the doors. It took a considerable amount of strength to push them open but he had enough to do it. He took a step forward into the larger room and looked around. His attention was taken by the sword on his hip that resonated strongly enough for him to feel it. 
 
    “The Zeal Blade…” He pulled his weapon from his hip. “The Maledict… We’re close.” 
 
    The room was significantly larger than the previous rooms. But there was no intricate art carved into the walls. There were no ornate decorations on the ceiling or on the ground. The cavern walls were just that. 
 
    The group remained silent, holding their breath as they listened for something. But there was nothing. Clayton smiled then started to snicker to himself. 
 
    “I’m always worried about nothing. I think we’re done with the Hollow Chasms. All I have to do is find the tear and seal the Maledict away—” 
 
    “Brooks…” Rena cut him off, a focused look in her eyes. 
 
    Clayton watched as a black mist emerged from the cavern walls. The three of them readied themselves as the mist converged in the center of the room. It circled around until taking the form of a giant snake. The black snake coiled around itself. Its tongue stuck out with a hiss. It slithered toward Clayton. He knew it was moving slow but ready to strike at any moment. He dashed to the side just before it lunged at him. 
 
    Rena quickly rushed up and stabbed it in its side. Its squeal filled the cavern, shaking the room enough to cause rubble to fall from the ceiling. 
 
    Jalise threw a fireball at it and knocked it back. The snake quickly turned its attention to the sage and advanced toward her. Clayton took the opportunity to strike, leaping and stabbing the snake with a deep thrust. It screeched again and the room shook even more. 
 
    The snake kept advancing on Jalise though. Clayton quickly dashed forward and shielded her from a lunge, draining all of his stamina with his barrier. 
 
    Rena leaped and stabbed the snake on the top of the head. It writhed in pain, wriggling in every direction. Its massive tail swung so fast, it knocked Clayton onto his back. 
 
    “Clayton!” Jalise quickly rushed up to him and cast a healing spell. His injuries were soothed but his stamina hadn’t recovered. 
 
    Rena continued to try and down it but the Maledict snake continued to slither around the room. Clayton looked up and noticed just how much the room was crumbling. The ceiling shook so much he had to move out of the way from falling debris. 
 
    “I don’t think we can stay in this room for much longer… It feels like this place is falling apart…” He looked down and noticed the cracks appearing in the floor. “Jalise… You have to burn that thing down.” 
 
    She nodded and raised both hands into the air. Rena had its attention, so the snake wasn’t ready for the massive fireball headed right at it. 
 
    “Rena!” Clayton shouted a warning. “Get out of the way!” 
 
    Rena stabbed the snake in the head with one last thrust before pressing her heel into it and pushing herself into the air. The flames engulfed the snake, causing it to shake in every direction. It slammed its tail into the ground and made the room crumble even further. The sound of the ceiling falling became deafening. 
 
    “We have to get out of this place before it collapses!” Clayton rushed toward back to the entrance as the room continued to go down all around them. Rena raced forward with Jalise in tow. But the sage wasn’t as swift as either one of them, and she began to fall behind. Clayton came back for her. “Come on! Hurry!” 
 
    The ground beneath them had disappeared. The Maledict snake faded back into the mist it came from. All around them, the darkness continued to grow. 
 
    Rena got to the entrance first. “Quickly!” 
 
    She reached her hand out. Clayton grabbed Jalise by the waist and threw her forward just as the ground gave out beneath him. Rena caught Jalise’s hand. 
 
    “Crap!” Clayton reached out and grabbed Jalise by the ankle. On the edge of the doorways they just walked through, Jalise hung in Rena’s grip while Clayton hung on Jalise. 
 
    Clayton looked down into the nothingness beneath him. Then he looked up, admiring for just a second underneath Jalise’s skirt. He would’ve laughed at the stark contrast between the two views if he weren’t about to die again. 
 
    “I… I can’t… I don’t have the strength…” Rena strained as she tried to pull the two of them up. She dug her heels into the ground and pulled with everything she had. Jalise and Clayton dangled over the darkness. 
 
    “Rena… Your hand is slipping…” Jalise’s voice grew desperate. 
 
    “Dammit…” Clayton could dash up but he’d wasted all of his stamina. Rena couldn’t hold on long enough for him to recover. “Crap…” 
 
    He knew he had no choice. There was nothing else he could do. Not if it meant all three of them suffering the same fate. 
 
    “Rena! Jalise! It’s okay… Gather my essence… I’ll be all right…” 
 
    Clayton was surprised at how calm he was, considering he was about to plummet to his death. He looked into Rena’s eyes as she continued to strain. Jalise’s desperation was clear. Clayton gave each of them one last glance before closing his eyes and letting go. 
 
    Their screams grew distant as he fell into the darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    “Stupid death penalty… So close…” 
 
    Clayton groaned in the darkness, the pain reverberating through his body. He was prepared for it but somehow, death was never pleasant. Then again, it would be silly to think dying would be pleasant. 
 
    There was something different about this death though. There was no weakness in his muscles. He couldn’t feel the loss of his essence. It was as if he hadn’t died at all. 
 
    He blinked his eyes open. The empty chasm he’d just fallen into had disappeared. To the side, he saw a torch hanging on the wall. It lit a pathway that was clear to a small opening in a cavern wall in the distance. 
 
    His hands pressed against the cold floor, he pushed himself up to his feet. 
 
    “I’m… I’m still alive.” He patted his hands on his chest. His chainmail was still intact despite the bruised body underneath it. The Zeal Blade shimmered red from the corner of his eye and he moved to pick it up. 
 
    “Rena! Jalise!” His screams bounced off the endless cavern walls but went unanswered. The entrance in the distance had taken his attention. “Looks like it’s up to me…” 
 
    He raised the Zeal Blade and viewed his stats to make sure he was ready for whatever was waiting for him. 
 
      
 
    Clayton Brooks 
 
    Essence Level 40 
 
    Available Points 2 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 500 
 
    Stamina 100 
 
    Strength 15 
 
    Constitution 10 
 
    Agility 13 
 
    Dexterity 11 
 
    Wisdom 13 
 
      
 
    He put the last two points he had into constitution, hoping it would be the difference he needed. 
 
    Clayton was still unsure if he were dreaming at this point. Maybe dying in the Hollow Chasms made him delusional. Whatever the case, he inched forward down the large cavern path and through the entrance the torch had led him to. On the other side, the cavernous room was empty. He could see the walls on each side. And from the looks of things, the ceiling and floor seemed sturdier than the last room he was in. 
 
    But Clayton’s attention was drawn by what he saw in front of him. On the cavern wall, there was a large rectangular shape, the size of a movie theater screen. It seemed to glimmer underneath the torchlight, almost like a mirror. His gaze narrowed as he moved closer. Then he saw it. A black cloud rolling in the rectangle, filling it up completely. 
 
    “The Maledict…” 
 
    “Yes, the Maledict.” 
 
    Clayton jerked his head around and saw Thomas standing there. He had his hands behind his back as he paced back and forth. 
 
    “That’s it,” Thomas said. “The last seal the Maledict can come through. You’ve done so much with that weapon of yours, the Maledict have nowhere else to squeeze through. You seal this rift and it will take them another generation to break through. On the other side of that, they’ll be stuck. I’ll be there, too.” 
 
    “I’m sorry it had to be this way.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, too. The Maledict have consumed my essence. But if I were to be stuck on the other side, I would welcome it. You see, it’s not an idle existence. My essence would only strengthen. I would harness my power as much as possible. And then when the time came and the rift was open again, I would come through. You’re a formidable opponent, Clay. But the one that wields the blade after you… I’ll be strong enough to defeat them.” 
 
    “If the Maledict come back, I’ll be here.” 
 
    “Hmph…” Thomas chuckled in that smug way of his. “Have you ever wondered what happened to the other Ferrum? It wasn’t that long ago when the Maledict last came through. Surely one of them, if not the one who wielded the Zeal Blade, should still be around. Did you ever consider that?” 
 
    “What does it matter?” 
 
    “It matters because I know this is all you have. Your entire life has been leading up to this moment. What will you do after you finish?” 
 
    “I’ll celebrate my accomplishment and move on to the next one.” 
 
    “The next one?” Thomas shook his index finger. “The next one won’t compare to this achievement. You’ll have served your purpose. You’ll be forgotten. Just another Ferrum in history who never really mattered.” 
 
    Clayton looked away from Thomas. He didn’t wanna think about what would happen after. Partly because he was afraid to admit this was everything to him. Clayton’s whole life revolved around his achievements in the games he played. This achievement really would make the ones that followed seem less important. 
 
    “Say whatever you wanna say,” Clayton said. “It won’t save you.” 
 
    “But it might save you. Step down, Clay. Let the Maledict run free in this world. Think about it. As long as the Maledict are still around, you can keep being a hero. Let me consolidate the power of the Maledict for myself.” 
 
    Clayton shook his head in disbelief. “You can’t be serious. I won’t let the people in this world suffer just so I can save them.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t be suffering. They would just be lower on the totem pole. And you… You would be their champion. The Ferrum they needed not just for a few days but for all eternity. What do you say?” 
 
    “A permanent champion… A hero the world needed for the rest of my life…” 
 
    Thomas inched toward Clayton, holding his arms into the air and welcoming him. “Come on, Clay. You know it’s what you’ve always wanted. The Maledict can sense your desires in your heart.” 
 
    Clayton shut his eyes. He could see all of them. Rena. Jalise. Regent Magne. Consort Faith. Velour. Ixia. Their faces were clear in the darkness. The bonds he’d made burned within his heart. He smiled, knowing what the true desires in him were. He had no lust for power. No lust for glory. No lust for riches. It was only… lust. And nothing more. 
 
    The Zeal Blade pulsed with life against his hip. 
 
    “Don’t make a mistake now. You’ll be giving up everything you’ve ever wanted.” 
 
    Clayton slowly opened his eyes. “I know exactly what I want.” He quickly pulled his weapon up and thrust at Thomas. Thomas stepped back to narrowly avoid the blow and summoned a greatsword from the black mist into his palm. 
 
    “Clay,” he sighed and shook his head. “You just made the biggest mistake of your soon-to-be-ending life.” 
 
    They swung at each other and their swords clashed. 
 
    “Your levels have you overconfident,” Clayton muttered through gritted teeth. “It will take more than your essence to beat me this time.” 
 
    “Exactly what someone weak would say!” 
 
    He pushed Clayton back but Clayton had enough strength to stay on his feet. They rushed back at one another, their swords crashing with every violent swing. 
 
    Back and forth, they dueled around the room, neither man able to land a hit. When Thomas appeared to have the advantage, Clayton dashed out of the way. He managed his stamina just enough to have what he needed to avoid getting hit. But using his stamina to dodge meant he had few opportunities to attack. Opportunities Thomas easily parried and avoided. 
 
    Clayton used the combat experience from every battle he fought. Every spider he stabbed. Every boar he slashed. Every skeleton whose bones he shattered. He was no longer a novice. He held his own with Thomas. 
 
    But the Maledict Ferrum’s level advantage seemed like too much to overcome. Clayton didn’t have the strength to overcome his opponent. He didn’t have the speed to beat him to the punch. And with every glancing blow Clayton landed, Thomas landed two. Even with the help of his chainmail, Clayton could feel the burden of the fight wearing on him. 
 
    He pushed away the thoughts of victory escaping him. To fall at this point meant everything before was for naught. It drove Clayton more than anything. But inevitably, fatigue began to take its toll. Stamina depleted, every swing took more energy. Every dodge was slower. Every blow was more easily parried. 
 
    On the other side, the Maledict continued pressing forward with confidence despite every blow from the Zeal Blade he’d taken. 
 
    Clayton mustered up what he could then dashed forward behind Thomas and slashed him on the arm. Thomas responded with a swing that caught Clayton in the thigh and made his leg buckle. Clayton stumbled back but regained his footing by digging his sword into the ground. 
 
    “You can’t beat me.” Thomas held his arms out like he’d already won. “I grew stronger on the other side. The Maledict amplified my essence. Whatever levels you gained in Xeylon, I gained as well. Don’t you see the difference?” 
 
    “On top of the summit… You would’ve beaten me. I was weak. I can admit that. But you’re a Maledict now. Not even you can withstand this weapon.” 
 
    Clayton knew he couldn’t keep this up. Thomas would eventually overpower him. 
 
    “I have to finish this now.” Clayton stopped thinking. 
 
    Clayton used his stamina to dash right up to Thomas in a blink. Thomas swung but Clayton dashed forward again, right through him and quickly spun around. A massive cleave caught Thomas in the side, knocking him down and nearly splitting him in half. Clayton used what little stamina he had left and rushed to finish him off. 
 
    “It’s over, Thomas… The Zeal Blade is too powerful. Even for you.” 
 
    Hands raised in confidence, Clayton prepared to strike. Thomas quickly bounced back up to his feet and drove his blade right into Clayton’s gut. It pierced through the metal chainmail and stuck out the other side. 
 
    “Oh… Crap…” Clayton could only think it, as a combination of surprise, fear and disappointment all kept the words trapped in his throat. 
 
    “And here I was thinking I was the one who’d be overconfident.” 
 
    Thomas pulled his sword out and kicked Clayton to the ground. The Maledict Thomas raised his arms in triumph, pacing back and forth before Clayton’s fallen body. 
 
    “Not again…” Clayton crawled forward. His hand on his stomach, he felt the blood gushing from his wound and wetting the floor. The unpleasant taste of copper flooded his tongue. He coughed a splatter of blood on the floor. The battle with Thomas had taken its toll. The final blow meant death was inevitable. Clayton’s life was fading quickly. 
 
    “There’ll be no coming back this time,” Thomas said. “Your essence will be consumed by the Zeal Blade. And I can wield it, since I am still a Ferrum after all. Unless your companions are near an Essence Tablet, they won’t be able to recover your being in time.” 
 
    Clayton couldn’t believe it. As the life drained from him, all he could think about was how close he was. There’d be no reset this time. He had to finish the fight. 
 
    “I have to admit, Clay. You got me pretty good. That was a powerful swing. Must’ve put all your stats into strength. Shame you didn’t put more. But… It looks like you made the wrong build.” 
 
    “There has to be a way… I can get out of this… Anything, Clayton… Come on!” Clayton searched for an answer he couldn’t find. He slowly crawled away with the Zeal Blade still in his hand. Thomas kept stalking him, ready to deliver the final blow. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Once the Maledict consume your essence, you’ll realize it’s not so bad. We’ll even be able to revisit all the people you did. Like that village on the other side of the sea.” 
 
    “Wenham…” Clayton thought about Hersch. Then that’s when it hit him. “Wait a second…” 
 
    He sneaked his bloody hand underneath his stomach to the pouch on his belt. He quickly grabbed the two vials resting inside and saw the green liquid. “I knew I saved these until the end for a reason…” He turned his head to hide his face from Thomas as he uncapped the vials with his teeth and swallowed the contents. He immediately began feeling the effects. The blood in his mouth went away. The pain in his stomach subsided. The bleeding stopped completely. His strength had returned to him. 
 
    “Any last words, Clay?” Thomas raised his sword up above his head. 
 
    “Just a few…” Clayton slowly crawled up to his knees, feigning like his wound was still there, then quickly spun around and drove the Zeal Blade right into the heart of Thomas. He popped up to his feet and looked into Thomas’s eyes as they widened with shock. “You might be overleveled… But even you’re not strong enough to withstand Zeal.” 
 
    He raised the weapon up and split the Maledict Thomas’s torso in two. Thomas collapsed to the ground then disappeared into mist. Clayton looked around but there was no sign of Thomas anywhere. 
 
    His attention turned to the rectangular plane on the wall. There was no more time to waste. 
 
    Clayton raised the Zeal Blade up and focused all of his energy. The hilt rumbled in his grip. It was shaking so much that Clayton had to use all his strength not to drop it. The aura around the blade grew until the red light filled the room. Suddenly, a burst of energy fired from the Zeal Blade and clashed into the rift. The black mist started to fade until suddenly, the rectangular shape was empty, the same color as the cavern wall. 
 
    Clayton couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “Clay…” 
 
    The voice made him jerk his head. His brow twisted in confusion as he saw the man lying on the floor. “Thomas?” 
 
    Thomas lay on the ground. His body naked but completely human. There didn’t seem to be a trace of the Maledict with him. He helped him up to his feet and the two of them chuckled at one another. 
 
    “I thought you were gone…” Clayton said. 
 
    “Me, too. I guess the Maledict lost control of me when you sealed them away.” 
 
    Their laughter grew and filled the cavern. With no more threat, both men had every reason to smile. 
 
    Thomas looked down at his naked body and shrugged. “Glad it’s over… I’ll be heading back to Earth.” 
 
    “You won’t stay in Xeylon?” 
 
    “Nah… Here I’m just a chosen warrior. On Earth, I’ve got a yacht, a mansion, a dozen women looking to blow me every night. Why would I trade my fortune for that? The power of the Maledict doesn’t sound too appealing anymore. You can keep the fancy sword, Clay. It looks good on you.” 
 
    “Thanks… There’s just one more thing.” 
 
    “And what’s that—” 
 
    Clayton drove the Zeal Blade into Thomas’s stomach. Thomas’s jaw dropped and his eyes widened in disbelief. He looked down to find that indeed the sword had impaled him. 
 
    “Stick around.” Clayton smirked with a satisfaction he hadn’t felt in a long time. “You could afford to hang out in Nalore for a few more days.” 
 
    “Ungh… I guess I deserve that.” 
 
    Clayton pulled the bloody blade away and Thomas fell down to the floor. Clayton took a knee down next to him. 
 
    “What’s it like… death…” 
 
    “While you’re dead, it doesn’t feel like anything. But when you wake up, you will be weak. You won’t be able to move very well.” 
 
    “A few days in the rejuvenation pool won’t be so bad. But then I’ll be going home after that.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Remember, you killed me twice, Tommy.” Clayton held up two fingers to emphasize his point. Despite the life draining from his body, Thomas still managed to work a smile onto his face. 
 
    “Nice job, Clay.” He used his last bit of strength to pat Clayton on the shoulder before his essence faded into the air and nothing remained of him. 
 
    “Now I’ve gotta figure out a way to get outta this place…” 
 
    Clayton left the room and headed back into the darkness where he’d fallen. He channeled some fire onto the blade to light his path. He kept moving until eventually finding a set of steps. The ascent was long and tiring but his surroundings became familiar with no threat of an attack. 
 
    He walked out of the Hollow Chasms to find Jalise and Rena sitting on the steps, their backs turned to him. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Did somebody die or something?” 
 
    They both quickly turned around and jumped to their feet when they saw him. 
 
    “Clayton!” Jalise rushed up and wrapped her arms around him, nearly tackling him to the ground. 
 
    “You accomplished your task, Ferrum?” Rena said. 
 
    All Clayton had to do was smile for her to know the answer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    “For centuries, the city of Nalore has stood alone in this world. Our history has shown how the wars with other nations have ravaged us. How technological innovations have advanced our society. How we have laughed and cried. How we have cheered and prayed. How the Maledict have threatened the peace of our civilization. Through the success and failures in our history, we have remained standing. This day is no different. 
 
    “A Ferrum has arrived, fulfilling his destiny and ours as well. We were at the lowest part of our proud nation’s history. It humbles me to tell you that. But though my reign experienced something truly terrible, the nightmare is over. The Maledict have been pushed back. The champion has risen.” 
 
    Regent Magne stood up from her throne and held her hand out to Clayton. 
 
    “There is no more doubt. Let it be known. The hero of Nalore. Lord Clayton Brooks!” 
 
    The audience in the Great Hall erupted in a cheer loud enough to shake the walls. Clayton took a deep breath, holding his head high. Another man would have basked in the glory of it all. And if he were being honest with himself, Clayton enjoyed seeing the people cheer. But nothing satisfied him more than simply knowing he’d succeeded. 
 
    “The Maledict are gone. By royal decree, I declare the entire city in a state of celebration. Let it be known on this day, Lord Brooks vanquished the Maledict!” 
 
    Another cheer made the entire keep quake. Trumpets blared to begin the festivities. The conversation was lively and energetic. The laughter was loud and smiles were on every face. Servers prepared enough food to feast upon for weeks. 
 
    “Well done, Ferrum.” Rena put a hand on Clayton’s shoulder to congratulate him. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “I… I still can’t believe it,” Clayton said. “After everything we’ve been through, I can’t believe it’s over.” 
 
    “It was a long journey,” Jalise said. “But it would eventually come to an end. There was no doubt of that.” 
 
    “Lord Brooks.” Regent Magne interrupted their moment together. The white-haired queen bowed her head and held her hand out. “The Regent humbly requests a private audience with you.” 
 
    “Of course.” Clayton nodded and walked with the Regent out of the Great Hall. As they made their way through the keep, he wondered what it was she could say to him. It didn’t matter though. He was just glad it was all finally done with. 
 
    They moved down a long hallway that Clayton didn’t recognize. She stopped in front of a doorway and turned to him with a smile. He raised an eyebrow in curiosity but bit his tongue. 
 
    “You have only been in Xeylon for so many days but you have already made your impact felt. This world has always been your home. Nalore has always been your home. I want to show you something, Lord Brooks.” 
 
    She pushed the door open and stepped inside. Clayton followed close behind her and looked around. 
 
    Daylight shined in through the windows and illuminated the large room. Shelves lined the walls, each one of them filled with books. It appeared to be a library. 
 
    “This is the Hall of the Ferrum. Every Ferrum who ever lived. Every person who wielded the Zeal Blade. A journal is kept of their existence.” 
 
    Clayton pulled one of the books from its shelf and sorted through it. He flipped through the pages and saw the pictures of a person, a Ferrum from the time before him. 
 
    “Your life will be recorded in one of these books. The story of your triumph will be known for future generations. Your place in history is secure.” 
 
    Clayton walked up to the wall when he noticed something on it. He ran his fingers over the names carved into it. 
 
    “Your name will be added there as well. There can never be enough permanence for your achievement.” 
 
    “Achievement…” The word made Clayton smile. He turned to the Regent and nodded. “Thank you. For everything.” 
 
    “I should be thanking you. For a moment, I would be the Regent when Nalore fell to the Maledict. You saved my legacy as well.” 
 
    The Regent walked toward Clayton with a kind smile upon her lips. She had the regal quality of someone twice her age. It was impossible for Clayton not to admire her. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” he said. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “You said there’s a record of every Ferrum here. I don’t know how long it was since the last Ferrum had to save this city. What happened to them?” 
 
    “…When I became Regent, I knew the time when the Maledict would arrive was inevitable. The stories of the last Ferrum inspired me enough to keep my head held high. In the face of incredible adversity, I had to maintain my confidence. Solitude in this room helped me do that.” She moved toward the shelves and ran her fingers over the books. “The Ferrum before you left the Zeal Blade behind. They retired.” 
 
    “Where are they now?” 
 
    “I do not know. The records only show their accomplishments while fighting the Maledict and the events shortly after. By now, they are at peace, either here in Xeylon or back in the place you know as home. You have an opportunity to find that peace for yourself now. There is no need for you to wield the Zeal Blade any longer.” 
 
    Clayton looked down and saw his weapon no longer pulsed with the energy it once had. It appeared to be just another sword. It was at that moment he remembered what Thomas said to him. 
 
    A feeling of emptiness he couldn’t shake. 
 
    His task was done. There was no need for him any longer. He was just a Ferrum and nothing more. 
 
    “Regent… What if I want to keep this weapon?” 
 
    Regent Magne arched an eyebrow at him. “I have read stories of other Ferrum who have kept it. But when it was their time, their essence faded and the blade found its place back here.” She walked up to him and smiled softly. “Is that something you would like to do, Ferrum?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know.” 
 
    “There is no need for you to make a decision now. I imagine the city will be celebrating for quite some time now that there is no immediate threat.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “Perhaps it would be a good idea for you to hold onto it. Oracle Shen has recovered the essence of Thomas Stanton. I was told he is recovering from the effects of his death. He could prove to be a problem.” 
 
    “Thomas won’t be a problem.” Clayton snickered, shaking his head at the thought of Thomas taking up arms again. “I could see it in his eyes. He’s had enough of Xeylon. The life he left behind is too much to resist.” 
 
    “That is a relief. Come now, Lord Brooks. Your audience awaits you. The celebration has only just begun.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    The green waters of the rejuvenation pool bubbled all around Clayton. He leaned back, his arms stretched out and his face pointed at the ceiling. 
 
    “…A spider the size of a house. Just the thought of it is enough to give me nightmares.” 
 
    “Heh… Sometimes you just gotta face your fears when you have to get the job done. Hell, the first boss I faced was a dangerous coyote.” 
 
    “Coyote?” Consort Faith scrunched her face in confusion. Clayton would’ve been offended if he didn’t think she was so cute when she did it. 
 
    “Never mind,” he sighed. 
 
    He sank deeper into his seat and let the waters wash over him. He ate just enough to satisfy his hunger before retiring to his chambers. The festivities in the keep continued while he let his health replenish completely. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to serve you, Lord Brooks.” 
 
    “You don’t have to call me Lord Brooks. Just call me Clayton.” 
 
    “Clayton… Hero of Nalore. You’ve grown considerably since the last time I saw you.” She splashed some of the water on his chest and felt his muscles underneath her palm. Clayton wasn’t hulking but his strength and constitution had given him a bulk that was noticeable. He snickered to himself while the consort continued to run her hands over his chest. 
 
    “When the darkness came, I thought it was the end of my life. Then you returned. You saved me. I can never repay that debt.” She leaned forward and gave him a tender kiss. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have been able to do what I did without you. Your bond helped me in my battles. Thank you, Faith.” He helped himself to another kiss. The consort wasn’t shy about sliding her tongue between his lips. 
 
    “What is it you desire, Clayton? Tell me what pleases you and I will do it.” 
 
    “I’d like nothing more than to take you right now… But I’m afraid even these waters are no substitute for sleep.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    They stepped out of the pool together. He enjoyed the feeling of her drying him off before she excused herself. 
 
    He collapsed onto his spacious bed and sighed. He hadn’t the finest room in the keep, though he didn’t need it. Right now, all he wanted was to rest his head on the soft pillow. 
 
    “This is the life…” He lay naked on the bed, a smile on his lips as he drifted off to sleep. 
 
    His slumber was broken when his bedroom door opened up. He jerked his head up. “Jalise? Rena? What are you…” 
 
    Jalise walked toward him… There was something in her eyes. Normally so demure, Jalise couldn’t hide the mischievous glint in her stare. When he turned toward Rena, even she looked like she was up to something with the way she smirked. He knew something was up. 
 
    “Relax,” Jalise took her place on the bed next to him. “Your journey has been long. Even the festivities have made you weary. But I can assure you, Lady Rena and I are here for your benefit.” 
 
    “And what benefit is that exactly?” Clayton shifted his eyes between the two, wondering what they were up to. 
 
    Jalise stood back and moved next to Rena. Their hands moved to each other. Rena took the sage’s top in her fingers and undid it, letting her breasts fall free. Jalise returned the favor and undid Rena’s metal armor. Clayton kept staring, his eyes unblinking and his throat suddenly dry. 
 
    “I think he’s enjoying it.” Jalise smiled and moved her hands toward Rena’s skirt. 
 
    They continued undressing each other, removing their clothes and ornaments until their bodies were bare. 
 
    The elf’s body was hard and athletic. Her lean muscles were so appealing. But Jalise’s petite shape was just as intriguing. Clayton found himself wanting to stare at both of them at the same time. 
 
    They moved closer to one another until their bodies were rubbing. Clayton already enjoyed the sight, the blood not so subtly thickening the length between his legs. Rena took a peek and was unable to hide her smile. 
 
    “It appears you are enjoying it,” she said. “Perhaps we should give him a little something more, Jalise?” 
 
    “Of course, Lady Rena.” 
 
    They looked into one another’s eyes then moved close for a kiss. Clayton’s heart stopped for a moment. The sight of the two women kissing, their tongues swirling around one another’s, swelled his shaft so much it was almost painful. He reached down between his legs. Usually, he’d be in front of his PC monitor when he did this. Now he had two live women putting on a show that seemed too good to be true. 
 
    Jalise took note of what he was doing and crawled onto the bed. Rena followed and moved to his side. 
 
    “You… You don’t have to do this.” Clayton still couldn’t believe what was happening. “I’ve powered the Zeal Blade up enough.” 
 
    “You have,” Rena whispered. “But the bonds we made will never be broken. This… This is just an appreciation of our bonds.” 
 
    Jalise took her place between his legs and put her mouth on him. He wanted to enjoy the sight but Rena turned his face to hers. 
 
    “Jalise on me while tasting Rena… This is it…” The sensations running through Clayton’s body were overwhelming. Rena smiled as she pulled away, moving down to join the sage. 
 
    “Just lay back.” Rena pressed a hand on his chest and he sank into the mattress. He propped his head on a pillow to look down and enjoy the sight. The elf and the sage worked together to please every inch of his length. Their lips smacked. Their tongues licked. The sloppy kisses and deep moans sent an unending wave of spasms through his body. He was trembling violently, gripping the sheets to try and brace himself. 
 
    “I cannot hold back any longer.” Jalise crawled up the bed and kissed him. “Take me… Hero of Nalore.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around the sage and put her on her back. She spread her legs and invited him closer. The heat emanating from her folds made him twitch. He pushed forward and found her wetness. His tip pressed against her before he plunged his length completely inside of her with a deep stroke. 
 
    Her eyes closed, Jalise’s jaw dropped and a deep moan escaped her throat. Clayton sat up and began grinding his hips against her. He looked down and enjoyed the view of his wet shaft sliding in and out. Her breasts heaved with every hard stroke. 
 
    Rena sat by his side, again putting her hands on his chin and forcing him to kiss her. “You are a lustful man,” she whispered between his lips. “Never lose it. That is what gives you your strength.” 
 
    He nodded and turned his attention back to Jalise. He grabbed her thighs and pulled her closer, thumping his hilt against her folds harder and harder until she begged for mercy. 
 
    “Clayton… Clayton, I can’t…” Her mouth dropped even lower before she finally lost control. He tightened his grip on her legs as her body spasmed. Her walls tightened around his length. Jalise trembled from an orgasm so strong that the entire bed seemed to shake. Clayton kept pumping into her until the sage collapsed back into the bed. She bit her lip, smiling with an undeniable giddiness. “It’s your turn…” 
 
    She and Clayton both shifted their eyes toward Rena. 
 
    “It is my turn…” The elf lay down on the bed but Jalise grabbed her and turned her onto her stomach. Rena looked at her in surprise. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Clayton is the champion of this city. You will feel all of him this way.” 
 
    Rena didn’t protest though her cheeks were red with embarrassment. Clayton moved behind her, grinning in anticipation. Seeing Rena on all fours and presenting herself made his length more rigid than it already was. The pink between her legs had never looked more inviting. 
 
    “I’d never thought I’d see the day,” he sighed. “You on all fours… Desperate for me…” 
 
    “I am not desperate—Ahh!” Rena cried out as he plunged into her without warning. “You… You bastard…” 
 
    Clayton chuckled as he began thumping into her. He gripped her waist tight, holding her in place so he could dig as deep into her as he could. Jalise watched with an undeniable giddiness. 
 
    “Let him take you.” Jalise leaned forward and gave the elf another kiss. “It is good to relent sometimes.” 
 
    “What would… they think… of me?” Rena grunted. “A paladin of the Royal Guard… being taken from behind.” 
 
    “They would be jealous they are not the ones being taken by the Ferrum.” 
 
    Clayton’s grip was firm on the elf’s slim waist, slamming into her. The loud sound of his hilt slapping her cheeks echoed through the chambers. The bed shifted with every thrust. 
 
    Rena’s firm body began to drip with sweat. She trembled more and more. Clayton felt her tightening around him. He shifted his hips faster, pushing her closer to the edge he knew she was near. 
 
    “Ferrum… Ferrum… I cannot hold on…” 
 
    “Let go,” Clayton growled. “Let go, Rena.” 
 
    “Ahh!” The elf cried out as her orgasm racked her body. She trembled violently. Clayton held her tight in his grip, enjoying the feeling of her shaking so much. To see a woman like Rena lose control was just as satisfying as meeting his own end. 
 
    Clayton kept pumping until she fell forward, no longer able to stay on all fours. Rena was defeated. 
 
    “Now… It’s time for you.” Jalise gave Clayton a deep kiss then took his hand. “Over here.” 
 
    She led him over to the side of the bed and sat him down. She fell to her knees and Rena found the strength to join her. They were on their knees before him, staring up with a satisfied lust in their eyes. 
 
    “You deserve everything that comes with completing your journey,” Jalise said. “Find your end. Don’t hold back.” 
 
    “I won’t have much trouble doing that,” he sighed. 
 
    Jalise and Rena took turns putting their mouth back on him. It didn’t take very long for him to get close. Sensing he was near, Jalise put her mouth on him and bobbed her head back and forth. 
 
    Clayton held on for as long as he could before letting go. He held his breath for a moment then let his body take control. His orgasm made him shake. His length throbbed with thick pulses of his seed. Jalise sealed her lips around him and gulped. The loud sound of her swallowing made his orgasm that much more satisfying. 
 
    The sage pulled every last drop out of him before pulling off. She licked her lips and smiled. She wasn’t finished yet though. She reached for her clothes and pulled something from it. 
 
    “What is that—” Before Clayton could finish asking, she shoved what was between her fingers between his lips. It was sweet. Something like a berry or other fruit. He swallowed it down and immediately noticed something changing in his body. His length thickened again and his desire returned to him. 
 
    “Oracle Shen has powerful aphrodisiacs for every situation,” Jalise said. 
 
    “How lucky for me…” Rena smiled softly as she put her mouth on Clayton. He rolled his head back, never wanting the elf as bad as he did now. He was so sensitive it didn’t take very much to bring him back to the edge. 
 
    The elf sucked on him with the same fervor she had on the battlefield. Her head moved back and forth quickly. He couldn’t fight her. No man could. 
 
    He reached down and put his hands on her shoulders. He squeezed tight and thrust forward, driving his shaft as deep as he could and lost himself once again. Rena swallowed his seed willingly, moaning with every throb she tasted. Clayton enjoyed the wet warmth of her mouth as long as he could before falling back on the bed. 
 
    “Please… No more.” He’d never felt so desperate to give up. 
 
    Jalise and Rena spared him, helping him back onto the center of the bed. They laid at both of his sides. The room was silent except for their contented breathing. 
 
    Clayton had a smile on his face as his fatigue finally got the best of him. Jalise and Rena were just as exhausted, their celebration over for the time being. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    Clayton looked up at the sky and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Never noticed how smoggy it is around here…” He coughed softly. 
 
    “You never complained about the smog before.” 
 
    “You’re right… I wonder if my body will ever get used to it.” 
 
    Clayton leaned up against the wall and took a bite of pizza. The sauce. The cheese. The crust. It wasn’t anything fancy. You couldn’t ask for much when you were eating cheap, convenience-store pizza. Clayton enjoyed every last bit of it though. 
 
    “I missed this,” he sighed. 
 
    “I’ll bet. You were gone for more than a week. Almost started getting worried about you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about me, Leo. I’ve got everything under control.” 
 
    “I bet you went some place real fancy. It’s good that you took a trip. With the kind of money you got, you should be heading out there and traveling the world.” 
 
    “Traveling the world…” Clayton laughed at the thought. 
 
    He didn’t tell Leo the details. Leo never would’ve believed him. Clayton knew Leo was never the type to pry though, so Leo was only asking out of concern. 
 
    “Pizza and soda…” Clayton chugged some of his cola down and let out a satisfied burp. He looked at himself and noticed his body had reverted to the same form he had before he left for Xeylon. His essence level didn’t matter back home. 
 
    As the two enjoyed their late-night meal outside of the convenience store, Leo chomped on a slice of pizza while Clayton kept staring up at the sky. 
 
    “You ever wonder what’s out there, Leo?” 
 
    “Out where? The sky?” 
 
    “The sky. The world. Outer space and beyond.” 
 
    “I try not to think too much about that. I have enough trouble figuring out my own life.” 
 
    “Good point.” Clayton snickered and smacked his lips on another bite of pizza. “I don’t know what’s out there but something is. Sometimes I feel like it’s calling out to me. Like I need to go and see for myself what it is.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me where you went but from the sound of things, sounds like you had some kinda epiphany.” 
 
    “I’ve spent most of my life sitting in front of my PC, playing games and piling up achievements. I wouldn’t have it any other way. I’ve got enough money to live comfortably for the rest of my life and I’m having fun doing it. But I think there are bigger achievements out there for me.” 
 
    “That’s one way of looking at it. In the end, life is just one big chase for an achievement.” 
 
    “A platinum trophy in life. I wonder if I’ll ever get it.” 
 
    “You won’t get it if you don’t try.” 
 
    Clayton turned to Leo. The middle-aged convenience store clerk smiled at Clayton like he already knew what was coming. 
 
    “I have to check on my place and make sure everything is in order. I paid a year’s worth of rent and my bills are on autopay but I’ll still be around. There’s no reason for me to leave for good. No one makes pizza as good as you do.” 
 
    “Hey. You don’t gotta explain anything to me. You’re your own man, Clayton. I’m glad you found another goal to chase, wherever the hell it is you’re going.” 
 
    Clayton finished his slice and dusted his hands off. While most people in the city were sleeping, Clayton was just getting started. 
 
    “Heading back home?” Leo asked. 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “Nothing like a late-night gaming session.” 
 
    “You got that right.” 
 
    Clayton grabbed his box of pizza and headed back to his apartment. Leo watched him walk down the street. He knew he wouldn’t be seeing him as often as before but he smiled, knowing he was heading somewhere important. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Pizza.” 
 
    “Pizza.” 
 
    Jalise repeated after Clayton. The small slice in her hands, she examined it closely before taking a bite. Rena watched intently. Clayton had to laugh at how fascinated the two of them were. 
 
    “How is it?” Rena asked. 
 
    “It is…” Jalise smacked her lips, her cheeks full as she nodded. “It is… interesting. Cheese. Tomato-based sauce. The meat on it has a bit of spice on it. The bread is oily… But overall enjoyable. I never would have thought about putting these ingredients together.” 
 
    Clayton turned to Rena and raised an eyebrow at her. The proud elf bowed her head then took a bite of the pizza. She smiled softly in approval and the three of them indulged in the late-night meal. 
 
    He was just an ordinary man a few days ago. Now he was having pizza with an elf and a sage. He wondered what people would think if anybody saw this picture. He could hardly believe it himself. 
 
    “We have these ingredients available in Nalore,” Rena said. “They would not be able to replicate the amount of grease this pizza seems to have but the taste would be comparable.” 
 
    “Now that I think about it, I never really got a chance to explore the city,” Clayton said. “I was so busy with the trials and then dealing with the Maledict… I’m sure there are a lot of interesting places to hang-out.” 
 
    “And considering you are the Hero of Nalore, I am sure most of the merchants and shopkeepers would be more than willing to open their doors to you.” 
 
    “Of course, you two could just stick around here.” 
 
    “We cannot,” Jalise said. “We are not Ironblood. If we stayed here long enough, we would eventually weaken and fade away.” 
 
    “Are you sure you wish to return to Nalore?” Rena asked. 
 
    Clayton looked around his apartment. It was mostly barren, just like he remembered it. He had no need for anything else outside of his PC, a bed and a fridge. 
 
    “I’m safe here,” he said. “I’m comfortable. I have fun every night. And I’m free to do whatever I want.” 
 
    “No one would think less of you for returning to your life,” Jalise said. 
 
    “I know. But I have the freedom to do what I want. I can do anything. I feel like I’ve done everything I can here. I can’t pass up a new opportunity like this. Besides, if the bakers and chefs in Nalore can’t make pizza the way I like it, I can always come back.” 
 
    “That is a sensible plan, Clayton.” 
 
    Clayton enjoyed his meal with his two companions. Being back home was another reminder of the great task he’d accomplished. He wanted to savor this moment for as long as he could because he didn’t know when, if ever, he would return. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    The streets of Nalore were bustling. Merchants set up shop and peddled their wares in the bazaar, shouting at every potential customer. All sorts of foods and trinkets and potions were available. Citizens went about their days and searched for the ingredients they needed for meals later that night. 
 
    Shopkeepers had their doors open and their services available. Blacksmiths and bankers. Weavers and craftsmen. Armorers and alchemists. If there was something you needed, there was a shop where you could find it. 
 
    The royal guard roamed the streets on horseback. Just their presence alone was enough to keep the peace. Nobody wanted to mess with a man clad in full-plated armor. 
 
    But that didn’t mean everything was out in the open. Down some alleys, men and women offered personal attention for a steep amount of gold coin. There was always someone looking to get away from the ordinary tasks of their life, whether it was working in the mines, fishing on the docks, or moving mortar to aid the expansion of the city. 
 
    The sun shined bright above, accompanied by a few puffy white clouds. You wouldn’t have known the city was on the brink of eternal darkness just a few days ago. The atmosphere was festive and didn’t appear like it would die down any moment soon. 
 
    “Here. Try this.” Jalise held the small berry between her fingers and put it up to Clayton’s lips. 
 
    “This isn’t one of those berries, is it?” He raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Oracle Shen has better things to do than to keep providing me with aphrodisiacs. I can assure you, I know the time and place for that.” She pushed the berry into his mouth and he chewed on it. 
 
    “It’s good… Sweet and tangy. What is it?” 
 
    “A strawberry.” 
 
    “A straw…” He cut himself off and chuckled. 
 
    “Xeylon is not so different from Earth. I’m sure you realized that by now.” 
 
    “Different. Similar. Doesn’t matter. It’s fun either way.” 
 
    “We should probably go now. Lady Rena is waiting for us. Is there anything else you need to do?” 
 
    “Let’s see… We’ve been up and down most of these streets. I’ve sampled all of the savories and sweets. I’ve cleaned up my armor and I’ve stocked myself with a few potions. I’ve done the important tasks.” 
 
    “There is still an opportunity for you to stay. You could live a peaceful, enjoyable life in Nalore.” 
 
    “I could.” Clayton smirked at her. “But you know I can’t. How about you? Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    “The texts of the ancient scholars can offer me little more. There is more for me out there. I know it.” 
 
    They walked together through the streets and got to the docks. Clayton stood on the edge of the pier, looking out into the waters. The view of the clear blue sky matched the gentle waves of the sea beneath it. A deep breath cleared his lungs and his thoughts. 
 
    Rena walked up and greeted him with a nod. “Brooks. You finally arrived. I was beginning to think you changed your mind.” 
 
    “I didn’t change my mind,” he said. “Jalise was just showing me around. Got my chainmail cleaned up. Tempered the Zeal Blade a little bit, too.” 
 
    “I noticed…” Rena glanced down at the sword on his hip. It no longer glowed with an aura but the steel didn’t look any less formidable. 
 
    “I see you got your armor polished as well. I take it the Regent is okay with your decision.” 
 
    “Serving in the Regent’s Guard was the greatest honor I had in my life. Any paladin would be grateful for the opportunity. But this is something I cannot pass up. To be by your side… That is a task that requires me to be at my best. That includes donning appropriate attire.” 
 
    Clayton admired the elf’s physique. Her armor polished and free of rust, he could actually see how shiny the silver was underneath. It didn’t hurt that it accentuated her athletic body. He couldn’t help himself, moving close and kissing her. The elf blushed for a moment before turning her head away. 
 
    “We must go while we have as much sunlight as possible. The sea is more beautiful when you can see it.” 
 
    Rena and Jalise moved into the boat. While they prepared themselves, Clayton took the time to speak to the man who’d been watching this entire time. 
 
    “I remember when I first saw you. I wondered if you were truly the one who would vanquish the Maledict.” Iolas smiled. 
 
    “I was just an ordinary man not long ago. Now I feel like… I feel like a warrior.” 
 
    “You are a warrior. You’re an adventurer. You’ve fulfilled your destiny without question. Are you sure you wish to continue?” 
 
    Clayton looked out into the water. The sea stretched for miles in every direction, beyond the horizon. “I’ve accomplished many things in this life. But Xeylon is much bigger than Nalore. I will find that out for myself.” 
 
    “Then I wish you good luck. Before you go, a gift.” He held his hand out and placed something into Clayton’s palm. “A compass. Should you have trouble finding your way, head west. You will find land. The kingdom of Nalore will always welcome you. You are the Ferrum who saved it from eternal darkness.” 
 
    “Thank you for everything, Iolas.” 
 
    “I’m grateful to have met you, Clayton Brooks.” 
 
    As they shook hands, Iolas raised his chin up and looked down at Clayton proudly. Clayton thought for a moment, reminiscing about the first time he saw the big fisherman. He smiled at the memory before bowing his head and stepping into the boat. 
 
    “Last chance before I start rowing,” Rena said. 
 
    The three companions looked at one another. They knew there was nothing left to achieve in Nalore, their silence and smiles acknowledgment of their accomplishments. As the boat drifted forward, Clayton gave looked out toward the seemingly endless sea. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Jalise asked. “Perhaps another visit to Wenham to see how Hersch is doing.” 
 
    “That’s one idea…” Clayton said. “All of Xeylon is out there waiting for us.” 
 
    “When you put it like that… I never realized how much I haven’t seen.” 
 
    “There is much out there,” Rena said. “I am eager to find it.” 
 
    As Nalore grew smaller in the distance, Clayton couldn’t help but think about how much he’d grown. His body had changed. His outfit was new. The experiences of combat and the people he met turned him into a completely different person. 
 
    “I accomplished a lot in my life. I have a list of achievements on my computer so long I can’t even remember a fraction of it. This though… This will be the greatest achievement I’ve ever accomplished. There’s a platinum trophy out there waiting for me. I’ll get it like I have all the others.” 
 
    He looked toward Jalise and Rena. Rena appeared as proud as she always did. The demure sage Jalise smiled softly, nodding in approval at his confidence. Both of them inspired him in a way like nothing else could. 
 
    Clayton didn’t know what was out there waiting for him. But it didn’t matter. He learned how to wield his weapon. He gained the affection of his beautiful companions. His strength had grown and his knowledge had increased. 
 
    He beat the Maledict and fulfilled his destiny. 
 
    There was no challenge in Xeylon he wasn’t ready for. 
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