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  Prologue

  
  




The gates of Fortress Red Rock had withstood the pounding of waves and the passing of centuries. Over its millennia long existence, the noble keep had repelled dozens of incursions by sea raiders, pirates, and even the odd invading force led by a 43rd century chieftain who had managed to briefly unite the normally fractious Walgung archipelago.

The only thing the castle hadn’t managed to repel was boredom.

“Oi, spin it for me again,” Alvar said.

“You’ve had more than your fair share of spins,” Luvar grunted.

He chewed on a tiff leaf as he stared blankly out the window at the overcast sky.

“What will you even bet?” Marju asked. “Next week’s pay is forfeit. Uniform doesn’t even belong to ya. All you got is your skivvies.”

“I bet you’d like to get your hands on those,” Alvar said.

He shifted his beetle brows upwards in a salacious gesture. A sour smile spread across Marju’s face.

“When shit rains down from the heavens,” she grunted.

That earned a chorus of groans from the lounging soldiers. Marju was known among the guard folk as much for her rough tongue, as for her obscenely large breasts. The pair brought her a great deal of attention from the crasser recruits.

“Come on, spin it ye sotten wench,” Alvar said. “I swear, I’ve got a lucky streak ahead of me. I feel it in my bones.”

He reached for the wooden top that lay in front of Marju. Quick as a wink, she grabbed hold of it with one hand while the other hand drew her dagger. Turning the blade around so the flat side was facing her compatriot, she slapped it heavily against his fingers.

Alvar’s hand shot back. The reflex was accompanied by a whimper and scattered laughter rose from the other guards. Defeated, Alvar walked over to the window where he pretended to look out at the sea.

After the laughter had died down, and his recent humiliation had become nothing more than a dull glow in his mind, his pretending gave way to real curiosity. Which is how he came to notice that the lower walls were uncharacteristically vacant.

“Oi,” he yelled. “Who’s supposed to be on rotation below? Cap’n will have their bloody heads when he finds out.”

Alvar chuckled, glad to no longer be the one in the hot seat. Something unnaturally large and hairy came into view on the lower walls.

“The hell is that?” he muttered.

With a shake of its shaggy head, the creature turned to look up at him, and all the blood drained away from Alvar’s face as he realized it was two bull’s eyes that were staring back at him. They shone with a bestial fury.

Alvar’s gaze traveled down to the short, broad blade the minotaur clutched in his right hand. Fresh blood dripped from its end in fat crimson drops. The minotaur tilted back its head and let out an earth-shattering roar.

“The walls been breached! Monsters on the inside, prepare to fight for your bloody lives!” Alvar shouted as panic overtook him.

He spun around and was greeted by Marju’s lifeless eyes. Her throat had been torn clean open. Thick runnels of blood ran down her chest. Luvar continued to stare from his corner, but his face had become paper white.

A slender dart extended from the base of his neck.

More corpses stared at him from different corners of the room, their watchful eyes accusing him, asking him how he dared to still live in their presence.

Then, he saw her. She was gorgeous beyond measure, a lioness with a fiery mane, and a biting sword. A light sheen of sweat covered her milky skin. Off to her side crouched a bizarre bat-like creature. It clutched a long wooden pipe in one hand.

Instinctively, Alvar backed against the window. His hand shot down to his long knife.

“Stop,” Emilia said, licking her lips.

She leaned down and wiped her cutlass on the edge of Marju’s tunic. Then, she sheathed the weapon. She wore only a brown leather halter top and a matching pair of snug fitting panties, but she carried herself as if she were a queen arrayed in her finest raiment.

“Good, now we’re even,” she said.

Alvar hesitated. He glanced at the bat creature.

What trickery was this?

As if reading his mind, Emilia’s smile broadened.

“I have no tricks up my sleeve, soldier. Not today,” she said. “I’m just an old pirate looking to test her mettle. Come now, I won’t wait forever.”

With shaking hands, Alvar drew his knife, and positioned it spear-like in front of his belly. A rasping breath flew from his throat. The nteopyr smirked as he watched the quavering blade. Though he was newly joined to her service, he’d already seen his mistress in action enough times to know what was coming next: enough times to know that he should savor every second of it.

The dread pirate darted off to the left, then to the right. Alvar slashed at empty air as he surged into a feint, and then Emilia’s heel was slicing up as she executed a wicked rear kick. The back of her foot made solid contact with Alvar’s wrist, and the knife flew from his grip.

Alvar clutched his hand. Sharp waves of agony radiated through his body. A second later, Emilia’s other foot came pinwheeling into his stomach, doubling him up in pain. Instinctively, he moved backwards, and the rough lip of the window ledge bit into his waist.

“Please no,” he rasped.

Emilia advanced on him; a predatory grin etched across her face.

“It will be over soon,” she said.

Alvar’s eyes widened as he realized what she intended to do. His hands shot out to the sides of the window. The stone sides rubbed rough and cool against his flesh. They found weak purchase just as Emilia dipped into a crouch before exploding out in a burst of fury.

Fast as a rifle shot, her feet sank into the soldier’s soft stomach, and then Alvar was plummeting through the misty air. He landed heavily beside the minotaur. Cloven hooves kicked his crumpled body, but they found nothing more than a corpse.

Emilia looked out from the high tower window.

For the first time in millennia, Fortress Red Rock had fallen. With its mightiest keep subdued, there would be little stopping her from plundering the rich interior of the Western peninsula.

Emilia laid her hands palm down on the rocky opening. With each passing day, more recruits flocked to her banner. Soon, her army would be large enough to march directly to the gates of the Lich King’s fortress.

And on that day, she would have her revenge on the only one who’d ever dared to betray her.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Two weeks and countless spells and potions and only now were the headaches starting to fade. After our disastrous excursion into the cave of the crystal, it’d taken all of our power to make our way back to the pirate ship before sun fall.

Finally, summoning what little power she had left, Grace scooped us up one by one and sent us flying through the air towards the deck of the ship. From there, we’d spent several days at anchor as we ate and rested. Alaya wore herself out casting healing spell after healing spell. Even her seemingly inexhaustible supply of small potion vials eventually ran empty.

After our bodies mostly resumed their normal functions, a sharp argument arose. Rayana and I fervently wanted to chase after Emilia to recover the crystal. Alaya was convinced that such a journey would be quixotic at best and suicidal at worst.

She wanted to return to the elven holdings where we could fortify our strength, and gain supplies and warriors. Grace and Agma were split, unwilling to come down on either side.

Grace seemed to want to keep up the chase, but I could tell the falling rocks in the cavern had really done a number on her- not just physically, but also psychologically.

Agma, I suspected, just didn’t want to take sides.

Funnily enough, what I thought would be my trump card turned out to be nothing but the opposite.

“Alaya,” I said. “We can’t go back. Not now, your sister tried to have you killed for God’s sake.”

Rayana froze next to me. Although she was on my side, Alaya was still her princess and her liege.

“There’s still so much you don’t know about me, John,” she said.

“Like?” I said.

“There have always been factions within the elven court. During our last stay at Castle Dragmoor, I was assiduous in cultivating mine,” she said.

A determined look flickered into her eyes.

“I never thought that my dearest sister would be so bold, nor so cruel as to direct an attack on my life. I did, however, suspect that she might’ve gotten up to something. Especially after her earlier claims against you. So, I arranged a secret resupply point with some of my most trusted followers. Not only will we be able to reprovision and rest there, but we can count on gaining some tactical support as well,” she said.

“Very well, my princess,” Rayana said, bowing her head.

“When you say tactical support, that would be for finding Emilia and the crystal,” I said.

“No John,” Alaya said. “I must strike swiftly against my sister. She’s already made one attempt against my life. We are locked in a deadly game, and there is only one way to win.”

My face flashed red.

“You can’t go starting a full-blown civil war, Alaya!” I shouted.

Shock blossomed on Agma’s and Grace’s faces, and I realized they’d never seen me this angry before. Rayana was torn, while Alaya’s features tightened.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “But we can’t just open up a new front on this war willy-nilly. Alaya, you heard Prozik. This crystal is the key to everything. If Grace or I get our hands on it, we can end this whole thing in a heartbeat. The Lich King won’t stand a chance against us.”

“And if the Lich King captures Emilia and the crystal,” Grace said.

She trailed off as she let the possibilities run through our heads. I grimaced.

Check-mate. Game over. Thanks for playing.

For better or worse, everything came back to the crystal. It was the king in our chess match. And right now, it was held by a highly dangerous, amoral rogue whose whereabouts were unknown.

The only saving grace was that the dread pirate Emilia wasn’t aether sensitive. If she had even the slightest command over the aether, well, then we’d be contending with a pirate demigod instead of a pirate queen.

But that didn’t mean we could rest easy. There was no telling what would happen either to Emilia or the crystal. Knowing her, she might very well sell, lose, or barter it. And that’s to say nothing of the possibility that the Lich King might send his forces after her should he realize what had happened.

It was just too risky leaving the crystal in her hands.

“That’s exactly why we need to reach the rendezvous point,” Alaya said. “Look, I know you’re eager to search after Emilia now. But I must warn you that such an undertaking is a fool’s errand. We will lose several weeks, yes. However, in exchange we will gain access to an army of elven spies, scouts, and warriors. They are the best in Zamina when it comes to finding and apprehending those who do not want to be found.”

“She has a point John,” Grace said.

I felt my support crumbling beneath me.

“Couldn’t you track her?” I said.

Grace shook her head from side to side.

“If I had a lock of her hair, or an article of her clothing, maybe. But, as things stand now, it would be impossible. I hate to go against you, but we need to play the long game here. If Alaya gains the throne, we’ll be so much better off,” Grace said.

Sensing that the tide was shifting in Alaya’s favor, Agma piled in.

“It makes sense. We can’t spend months wandering over the Crystal Sea, hoping that we run into Emilia. And even if we did, she still has that wyvern under her control. Who’s to say she won’t just fly away,” Agma said.

Outnumbered and out argued, I had to concede defeat.

“Fine,” I said, sighing.

Something turned in Alaya’s gaze, and she placed her hand on my shoulder.

“Don’t think I don’t understand your position. I understand it well. There’s nothing I would like to do more right now than squeeze my hands around that bitch’s throat. She’s taken so much from us. She won’t take anything more,” Alaya said.

“I know you want what’s best for Zamina,” I said.

Something was building in my throat. I swallowed.

“But,” I continued. “I won’t have any peace of mind until I have that damn crystal in my hand, and the Lich King is a pile of ashes at my feet.”

Alaya’s gaze never wavered.

“I feel the same,” she said. A ghostly smile wavered up the side of her face. “Let’s put that bastard to rest.”

* * *

After our little tete-a-tete, we dived into the arduous work of sailing a premodern vessel. As if by a sort of tacit agreement, we didn’t revisit our discussion about the future. Rayana charted a course for the small fishing village where Alaya had stationed her scouts.

Using the stars for guidance, she’d produced a rough estimate of our location on the high seas. We were almost there. Already, the burning heat of the tropical sun had moderated somewhat, although it was still much hotter than my body, so used to temperate, Northerly climes, was comfortable with.

I was on watch duty when I spotted the first speck on the horizon. It seemed to be nothing more than a simple fishing boat. Then a second boat appeared.

And another.

“Rayana, mind coming over here to get a look at this?” I said.

Rayana strode across the deck and took the spyglass from my waiting hand. She adjusted its end as she gazed out at the horizon. Not that she really needed it. By now, the fleet had come into clear resolve. A line of black dots bobbed against the edge of my field of vision.

Most of the ships were small fishing boats, or long galley type merchant ships. But there was also a sizeable contingent of smaller makeshift canoes.

“What do you figure this is?” I said.

“I can only guess,” said Rayana. “But it looks like they’re running from something.”

She put down the spyglass and passed it to me. Unfolding the map she held in her other hand, she placed it in front of me.

“We are approximately here,” she said, pointing to a space just off the Northern coast of Zamina.

The two wings that made up the vast Western and Eastern peninsulas curved up from either side, hemming in the edges of the Crystal Sea. We were slightly closer to the Western edge. Further off to the west, the Northern tip of the Silver Mountains touched down, just before the base of the Western peninsula. Due slightly Southeast from our position was the mouth of the river Qara.

“Koroldik is here,” she said, pointing at a small dot.

I glanced back up at the approaching ships. My eyes narrowed.

“What the hell happened?” I said.

“Let’s find out,” Rayana said.
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When we’d left the great port city, it was under attack by the dread pirate Emilia and her crew of scallywags. Equally important, we’d just killed the demon-witch who’d somehow manipulated her way into a position of ultimate authority. In effect, she’d acted as a sort of shadow government answering only to the Lich King.

With Vedma dead, I’d assumed life would go back to normal. Or as normal as things could get in Zamina. But the approaching fleet of boat people told me my assumption was probably incorrect.

We called the other girls over. After quickly appraising them of the situation, we settled on a course of action. Rayana redirected the ship so we would pass by the Western flank of the flotilla. That way, we’d leave our right flank open if we needed to get the hell out of there.

From there, we’d stop one of the passing ships to get news of, well, whatever this thing was. It was a simple plan, and it mostly worked except that as we began to approach the boats frantically turned away from us. This maneuvering was accompanied by much yelling and handwaving.

A few bows were also brandished in a concerning manner. As the other boats pulled away, one started then stopped. A splash and a string of curse words I could barely understand accompanied their only oar as it sank into the ocean depths.

We pulled up to its side and were met by a collection of dirty faces.

“Come no further pirate, or I’ll shoot,” a man in a mottled red tunic yelled.

He brandished a longbow. From the shaking of his hands and voice, it was obvious that he was feeling more than a little agitated.

A green, glimmering bubble drew up in front of my face. The man’s eyes widened, and in a flash he released his arrow. It soared through the air, before bursting into splinters mid-flight.

“Please,” I yelled. “We are not pirates.”

It struck me then that this was probably hard for the people to believe, given that we were standing on a pirate ship that’d been used in the past for multiple raids on the city they were fleeing.

The man squinted, before turning to his companions.

“I thought the she-demon had red hair. This one is just an ordinary bloke,” he said.

A rotund middle-aged woman cried out in a shrill voice.

“I don’t care who it is, just get me the hell away from that devil ship,” she said.

A small figure shimmered into being behind her. Two wings fluttered out, and a forked tale slyly reached around and poked into the woman’s back. The woman screeched and scurried back with a start.

The man quickly nocked another arrow and aimed it directly at Agma’s center of mass. Every muscle in my body contracted as my hands erupted in balls of fire.

What are you doing? I thought.

A small hand poked into my back.

“It’s okay John, I’m right here,” Agma whispered.

Just as she spoke, the man released his bow string and the arrow went soaring through Agma’s chest. Her body shimmered and for a second her flesh became hazy, like a cloud of imp shaped smoke.

“Please, we’re only here to help you,” Agma’s double said.

“You’re a ghost,” the man said.

“I’m an imp, and you’re just making things worse for yourself by wasting arrows. C’mon, put your bow away, and let’s talk,” she said.

The woman was frozen in place. The man’s face curved down into a frown, before he lowered the longbow, although he never quite let go of it.

“What he says is true. My party and I have captured this vessel from the dread pirate. If we meant you any harm, we would’ve done so by now,” Agma said.

“So, if you are not pirates, then what do you want with us?” the woman said.

Thick beads of sweat ran down her brow. A stab of pity struck my chest. Whatever she was going through, the woman was well and truly spooked.

“To understand,” Alaya said.

Her voice rang clear and true over the side of the deck.

“Why are you all fleeing Koroldik?” she said.

“You don’t know?” the man said.

An incredulous look flitted over his face. The woman’s face never lost its worry lines, but now when she spoke a hint of condescension seeped into her words.

“Of course not Harold, they’re coming from the opposite direction. Really, sometimes you don’t think, do you?” she said.

Harold winced. The pity I felt shifted from the woman to the man. It seemed that nagging wives was a phenomenon that transcended interdimensional borders. The woman turned and addressed us.

“Factions have overrun the city. There’s fighting in the street. Oh, it’s awful. Whole districts have been burned down. There’s no food to eat anywhere, some of the aqueducts have been smashed,” her voice took on a conspiratorial tone, “there’s even been rumors of well poisoning. Anyone with two legs and half a brain has already fled,” she said.

I turned to Alaya. She saw the look in my eyes and mouthed the word ‘no’.

I ignored her.

“We don’t have much to spare, but we can offer you some provisions for your journey,” I said.

The refugees’ eyes lit up.

“Thank you,” the man said. “We’d much appreciate it.”

“Oh, yes, yes, yes,” the woman muttered.

She pressed her chin down into her chest as she spoke, and several extra chins appeared. I wondered just how true her claims about rampant starvation were, before deciding that it didn’t matter. The fact was we had extra food and water, and we were a day’s journey from the resupply point.

“Rayana, Grace, mind helping out?” I asked.

The two followed me below deck where we plundered the larder. Rayana and I heaped what food we could in our arms: smoked ham, salted fish, a wheel of cheese, and pickled apricots. Meanwhile, Grace used her magic to lift up an entire cask of water. We brought our provisions up to the deck where Grace cast a spell to lift the containers into the other boat. When she was finished, Grace cast a hasty spell and a very damp- but still very usable- oar burst out of the water.

By this point, Agma had already dissipated her body double. Our meeting concluded, we waved as the couple paddled off to catch up with the rest of the flotilla. I spent a moment watching their ship grow smaller against the glittering waves. Content, I turned around and almost ran smack into Alaya.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” she said.

“What do you mean? We have more than enough food,” I said.

Alaya sighed and tapped her foot. I didn’t like where this was going.

“John, we have no idea if anyone is going to meet us at the rendezvous point. It’s entirely possible Aizere has discovered my plans. Or what if the supplies that are supposed to be waiting for us have been stolen by foraging villagers, or eaten by hungry animals,” she said.

I was floored. Of all my companions, Alaya had always been both the most reserved, and the most decisive. Somewhere along the line, we’d reached an informal and unspoken power sharing agreement.

Because of her upbringing as a princess, her cool head, good judgment, and regal bearing, I’d come to defer to her on most important decisions. But when it came to helping people desperately in need of assistance I couldn’t just sit idly by.

“What’s the deal?” I asked. “You heard what they said. Those people were starving, we had to help them.”

Alaya’s granite face softened just a smidgen as she let out a sigh.

“That’s your problem John. You think down here,” she said, jabbing at my chest an inch above my heart. “When you should be thinking up here.”

She moved her fingers slowly up my chest and neck, before giving the side of my head a solid rap.

Shock turned to anger.

How dare she treat me that way. Princess or no princess, who the hell did she think she was?

I took a step forward as I prepared to storm after her when an arm shot out across my chest.

“Let her go,” Rayana said in a low voice.

“I can’t do that,” I said through gritted teeth. “You saw what she did. I’m not about to let that go.”

“Yes, you are,” Rayana said.

She took a deep breath.

“Listen John, Alaya is in the wrong here. But please. You must trust me on this. I’ve known Alaya for much longer than you. Right now, she’s cursing you. Later, she’ll be cursing herself. Though she might seem careful to a fault on the outside, on the inside she’s just like you and I. She makes mistakes. She lets her temper get the better of her sometimes. But, when she’s in the wrong she always owns up to her mistakes. Give her time, that’s the best thing for you to do right now,” she said.

I sighed and looked Rayana straight in her eyes. Sincerity shone out from her emerald-green irises.

“Okay, I’ll trust you on this,” I said. “But I don’t like it.”

“Just give it some time, John. This whole endeavor has been immensely stressful on everyone,” Rayana said.

I stared at her for a moment, before leaning over and planting a peck on her cheek. Then, I turned and strode off down the length of the deck, trying to put as much distance as I could between Alaya and I as possible. I buried myself in work, and for a time steady repetition and the midday sun were enough to burn off my angst.

After sunset, I ate a quick meal by myself. The solitude was a nice change. As much as I loved my companions, I hadn’t had much time to myself since I’d arrived in Zamina. Being stuck together on a ship that, while spacious by Zaminan standards, was still relatively cramped, especially by 21st century American standards, it was a small wonder we weren’t all at each others’ throats constantly. I guess that’s a small testament to our group cohesion.

Staring out over the blackening ocean, my thoughts turned to life back on Earth. My seniors would be graduating. While I wasn’t the sort of professor to be super buddy buddy with my students, those guys had always given me the creeps, I did take an active interest in their goals and lives after graduating.

I was Facebook friends with more than a few of my former students, and it was always a treat to see them move on and up in the world as they began their careers, moved abroad, and got married.

Then, there were the other faculty members.

I couldn’t even imagine what Ann, Ron, and Kim had said to the police when they’d reported us missing.

Hello officer, two of our friends just went up in a puff of smoke. No, there weren’t any pyrotechnics involved. You see, we were playing a game of Dungeons and Dragons, and one of our members, a really bright foreign exchange student- that reminds me, you should get in touch with the Korean embassy. Anyways, she started reading from an ancient book of spells she’d bought at a used bookstore, and well…

Or would they even tell the truth? After all, who would believe it?

Then again, they were all academics, not hardened criminals. I had a hard time believing all three of them would hold up against a police interrogation. I winced in sympathy as I imagined the ordeal they must’ve gone through. There was also the issue with Grace’s family. Her being a Korean national would’ve elevated this to the status of an international incident.

While I was fine with staying in Zamina for the rest of my life- it’s not like I had much to go back to- Grace’s situation tugged at my heartstrings. From the sounds of it, she hadn’t been that close to her family, but still. It’s never easy to lose a daughter, and when the circumstances are clouded by magic- well, that’s just throwing fuel on the fire.

I finished the piece of salted fish I’d brought up from below decks and threw its bones into the dark waters. They landed with a barely audible plop. I propped my arms up on the railing and stared out over the sea for a while. When I caught my first yawn creeping up my throat, I knew it was time to head in.

I made my way back inside the ship. In the pitch black of the interior, it was impossible to see. Fortunately, I knew my way around well enough. I stripped out of my clothes and padded over to the bedside. The soft sound of breathing told me that some of the girls were already lying in the big bed in the center of the captain’s cabin. I clambered in beside them.

Then sleep overtook me and all was black.

* * *

The high mountains that guarded the Lich King’s inner realm tore up from the ground, a frightful array of teeth. I was floating high in the air. Baleful orange sunlight crept out over the blasted Earth, while shifting shadows danced among the cracks and crevices.

A ram’s horn blew. I winced as the very air shook around me. A pit formed in my gut. Something bad was about to happen.

I could feel it.

A lone figure emerged through the mountain pass. Although he bore a passing resemblance to the minotaurs, only the lower half of his body was bestial. His arms and torso were that of a man, albeit a very hairy one. Thick, knotted muscle covered his frame. A short goatee led down from his chin, and two curled horns twisted up from his head.

But it was the eyes that shattered the illusion of humanity. Horizontal black bars peaked out from a sea of electric blue. They stared out incuriously at the soot-stained plains below.

The creature was a faun.

I groaned. It was like I was watching the Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe on a bad trip. Cradled in one arm was a large, twisted ram’s horn. The faun put the horn to its lips and blew again, shaking the mountains and the plains below.

I zoomed towards the high mountain pass where I’d saved the high priestess not so long ago. Five minotaurs passed through. They walked shoulder to shoulder, resembling an early twentieth century military parade, sans the goose stepping. More followed behind.

As frightening as the minotaurs were that I’d encountered in the past, these were somehow even worse. Thickly armored in leather and plate, each carried a massive battle ax that was slung crosswise across their backs, attached by a broad leather belt. In their hands, they held pikes that must’ve been at least fifteen feet in length. Broad, rectangular shields were buckled to their forearms.

More minotaurs streamed in behind them, and soon there was a phalanx of these eight foot tall, half-man half-beast creatures pouring down the mountain side. Against a human army, they’d be virtually unassailable.

Wave after wave of the minotaurs marched down the mountain in lockstep. Then, just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse, the trolls arrived. Unlike the minotaurs, there was little discipline among their ranks. Great, grey skinned creatures with boar-like tusks that jutted out from their mouths, they wielded heavy clubs and thick, iron studded maces.

Racing between their legs were stout lizard men and sleek cocolars. Instinctively I sensed that these were the melee troops. They may have lacked the discipline to form up against a competent shield wall, but in the fray of battle their claws and fangs would prove deadly against any lone warrior.

Finally, came the orcs. Tall, twisted and ugly, they bore cruel iron weaponry. Tearing axes, and twisted swords glinted dully in their hands.

The whole procession must’ve taken hours to pass. I couldn’t tell you how many thousands of creatures poured out of that mountain pass. Yet, time barely seemed to move. Finally, I saw it.

A broad black silk litter carried on the backs of a dozen orcs. Marching along on either side were two human figures. My blood froze as I recognized both of them: Vedma and Janus.

Their faces were pale, bloodless really, and they walked at a robotic clip. Both of their eyes swirled a sickly, amber yellow.

How? We killed you! You’re dead!

I wanted to shout. Then, my eyes locked on the figure in the center of the litter. That terrible, armored giant. Twining antlers sprouted from either side of his head.

The Lich King is a powerful necromancer.

The words echoed through my mind as the grim reality of the situation overtook me: the Lich King had resurrected two of his most powerful lieutenants back from the dead.

That great antlered head leaned back, and, for a moment that was lost in time, its black visor stared directly into my soul.

Soon John. Soon all will be resolved.

The Lich King’s terrible voice echoed through me, and then I was startled awake into the darkness of the cabin. For the second time, the Lich King had visited me in my dreams. Unlike before, I got the distinct impression that today’s visit wasn’t a product of the Lich King’s machinations. Nor was it some bizarre fantasy world.

No, what I saw was a vision of something that was coming to pass in Zamina right now. Instinctively, I knew it was real.

All too real.

There would be no more sleep for me tonight. I padded silently out of bed, careful not to wake the girls who were slumbering beside me. Then, I was passing onto the deck and into the early morning sunlight.

The weak copper rays beat restlessly against the turquoise waves.

How was I going to defeat the Lich King?

Even with the crystal, it had seemed a tall order. Now, it was nigh on impossible.

A hand fell over my shoulder.

“Good morning, human.”

I turned around and came face to face with a pair of shimmering blue eyes.

“You’re up early,” I said, stifling a yawn.

“I could say the same for you,” Alaya said.

Her hand traced a line over my collarbone and up my neck, before coming to rest below my chin.

“I’ve been reflecting over our exchange yesterday,” she said.

“And?” I said.

The early morning sunlight painted her face in rosy hues and flaming oranges. Alaya’s features had somehow grown sharper, more serious. Her face dipped forward as she planted her lips against mine.

The soft smell of spring flowed over her tongue. She was sweet, light, and airy. Our lips held, and in that moment I felt we were one. Her hands fell across my back, and roamed over its muscular expanse in broad, purposeful strokes.

Finally, our lips parted. Her eyes caught mine, and a hint of sadness peeked out at me.

“I do not like arguing with you, John. It brings me great pain. I still don’t agree with your decision, but I understand why you chose to help those people,” she said.

I nodded gravely.

“Alaya, I appreciate the things that you do for the group. And I know that you always have not only our welfare, but the welfare of everyone in Zamina in mind when you make our decisions. But sometimes the bigger picture can obscure smaller, more important truths,” I said.

Alaya pursed her lips.

“We’ll have to agree to disagree,” she said.

She leaned in and planted a heady peck against my lips. I closed my eyes. A faintness drew through me.

“But let’s not argue anymore,” she said.

Her hands slid up under my shirt and over my stomach. Palpitations rose across my skin. I slipped my hands over her firm, heart shaped ass and let them rise over her back and then around to her shoulders. I squeezed her muscles and caressed her skin. Then, I let my hands fall to her hemline, and I was pulling her tunic up and over her head.

Her breasts flashed out, milky pale and each dotted with a strawberry pink nipple. I let my head fall to their fullness, before taking them each in my mouth one by one. I sucked and nibbled. Alaya’s back arched as she gasped.

I swirled my tongue slowly, flashing its rough wetness across each nipple in turn. I switched back and forth, before sneaking up to the hollow between her head and her shoulder. My lips found the tender skin at the crook of her neck, and then I was planting kiss after kiss.

“Please, don’t stop. Oh God, John, never stop, please!” Alaya said.

I briefly disengaged.

“I’m sorry, what did you say?” I asked, my voice low and teasing.

“Oh shut up and fuck me already,” Alaya said.

I gave her ass a sharp slap, and she let out a moan of pure desire.

“Whatever you say, princess,” I said.

My voice lowered further still, becoming gruff and heady. Two seconds was all it took for our remaining clothes to fall to the floor of the deck, and then we were both naked in dawn’s golden glow.

Soft, rich hues painted Alaya’s body in vivid colors, and for a moment I was convinced that I was standing in the presence of a goddess. Then, I grabbed hold of her waist and swung her over to the side of the boat.

Her skin was soft and pliant in my hands. She moved in tempo with me, eager and ready.

There would be no more foreplay.

With Alaya staring out over the side of the ship, I entered her from behind. My erect manhood slipped effortlessly into her wetness. Alaya arched her lower back as I filled her.

“By the goddess,” she gasped.

Then, I was pulsing with my hips. Planting both of my hands on either side of her hips, I simultaneously used my arms to bring Alaya’s ass back against my cock in swift, pulling motions.

I picked up the tempo, rocketing hot and heavy into her tight pussy before suddenly slowing down. I lowered my torso, until my face was beside her ear.

“Do you like it,” I said.

“Oh yes,” she cried.

Her eyes were closed, and an expression of pure rapture had plastered itself across her face.

“Do you want more,” I said.

“Please John,” she said.

Her voice was breathy, high and heady.

“Do you like my cock?” I asked.

“Yes, oh yes, John. It’s so big! Please, fuck me more. Fuck me harder,” Alaya said.

A smile curled up the side of my face.

“As you wish, Alaya,” I said.

I leaned back and began anew. Alaya grunted, and then leaned further onto the railing, pushing out her ass so her back was almost parallel to the ground. I rocked back on my heels as I thrust into her sweet ass over and over again.

I leaned down and gave a sharp little slap to her right ass cheek. Alaya groaned in heady pleasure, and then she was coming against my body. Her flesh shook into mine until she was nothing more than a quivering mass of jelly.

If the other girls weren’t already awake, they should be now. So loud was Alaya’s scream. Then, I was coming deep inside of her. The edges of my vision became softer as our two realities twined together.

Slipping out of her wetness, I snaked one arm around Alaya’s chest and pulled her close to me. Her mouth opened guppy like in soft expressions.

I planted my lips on hers and drew her in for a deep kiss.
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The other girls smirked a bit over breakfast, and Agma made a particularly pointed comment about how loud the seagulls had been that morning. Alaya’s face blushed an adorable shade of scarlet.

Otherwise, our early morning exertions went unremarked.

Taking a steaming cup of malik to the edge of the ship, I looked out over the horizon at the rapidly approaching spit of land we were to reach by midday. It was an abandoned cove no more than two hours walk to the rendezvous point.

Rayana had wisely pointed out that sailing a stolen pirate ship directly into the town’s harbor would attract more than a little unwanted attention.

The malik swirled hot and bitter in my mouth. Like coffee, it was a bit of an acquired taste. But, once you got used to it, it became mildly addictive. At this point, I had a hard time imagining going a single morning without the drink.

A small hand pressed itself into the small of my back.

“Hey you,” Grace said.

I slid my free hand around her waist.

“Hey there,” I said.

The waves lapped against the side of the ship, as we stood in silence drinking our malik.

“Sleep well?” I asked.

“Yes, although I believe there was a disturbance on the deck earlier this morning. It sounded like a dying seal decided to make our ship its home,” she said.

A sly smile tugged at the corners of her lips.

I rolled my eyes.

“Yes, well the dying seal was probably having the time of its life, errm, dying,” I finished lamely.

Grace burst out laughing.

“Just wait until I’ve had my malik,” I said, taking another swig of the bitter liquid.

“It’s okay. Honestly, I found it endearing, in a stupid, corny way,” she said.

“I was thinking about you the other day,” I said, suddenly taking on a serious tone.

“Oh, and what were you thinking?” she said.

Her voice became light and flirtatious.

“After we’ve gotten the crystal, and we’ve defeated the Lich King, I think you should go home,” I said.

“John, I thought we covered this,” Grace said.

Her face tightened.

“I’m in it for the long haul. You’re the love of my life, and all this,” she gestured expansively at the world around us, “You don’t know how much I love it here. How much I love being a mage. Trust me, I know you think I’m giving up an awful lot by staying in Zamina, but you should know as well as I do that the life of an academic can never compare to what we’re doing here. I’ve spent the better part of my life crammed into study rooms and libraries. I want to spend the rest of my life living.”

“But, what about your parents? Your family and friends?” I said. “You’re still 24 Grace. That’s so young. You have your whole life ahead of you.”

Grace took a deep breath and stared out at the horizon.

“I have no deep friendships. Sure, there are some people back in Seoul, but I haven’t seen them in over a year now. As for my parents, well, to be honest John we were never that close. Please, I know you just want what’s best for me, but I’m a grown woman and I’ve made my decision. I’m staying,” she said.

I leaned over and kissed her forehead.

“I’m sorry for being presumptuous. I just want what’s best for you. But you’re right, it’s your decision to make,” I said.

Grace twisted around. Catching me off guard, she planted her lips against mine. The warm, bitter taste of malik floated on her breath. Pulling her head away, she stared deeply into my eyes. I lost myself in her rich brown irises.

“I know John,” she said. “Believe me, I know and I appreciate how much you care for me. How much you care for all of us.”

She slipped to my side, and playfully slapped my ass.

“Alright sailor, that’s enough serious talk for one morning. Back to work,” she said.

She flounced off, giggling as she made her way towards the other girls.

I shook my head as I watched her leave. She was one of a kind, truly. And I was grateful to have such an intelligent, thoughtful, and level-headed research assistant, companion, and lover.

* * *

We made landfall shortly before midday. The area Rayana had chosen was a perfect natural harbor and, much as before, we anchored the pirate ship a short distance from the shoreline.

Disembarking on the longboat, we made our way onto the beach. Hiding the longboat a short distance behind the tree line, we screened it with fallen branches and leaves.

Then, we began our march to the rendezvous point. Between our weapons, and packs we were each carrying a heavyish load, and soon despite the more Southernly clime, pools of sweat had erupted across our clothes and bodies.

Not for the first time, I envied Alaya and Rayana for their tight leather bodysuits. While they were downright salacious by Earth standards- the back was essentially a thong bikini- they allowed for free and easy movement while negating the possibility of overheating.

After a short push through the forest, we reached a small river. Agma and Grace stayed behind to guard the packs, while the elves and I went back for the longboat. It was a real pain in the ass carrying that thing through the scrubby trees, and billowing bushes of the forest, but the whole trip didn’t take more than ten minutes and then we were bobbing down the stream towards the town where hopefully Alaya’s faction were preparing to give us a warm welcome.

The sunlight filtered down through the deciduous tree leaves, sparkling in warm green colors along the riverbank. I stretched out in the back of the longboat. Agma cuddled in between my legs, and I cradled her head against my belly.

“How’s my favorite imp doing?” I said, scratching the base of her neck.

She giggled.

“Am I your pet dog?” she said.

I sighed.

“Bark bark,” she said, rolling onto my thigh. “Now give me a treat master.”

I leaned down and planted a peck on her lips.

“Better,” she said.

I leaned back, and watched the canopy stretch out overhead. At the other end of the boat, Rayana and Alaya gently steered the craft although there wasn’t too much work to be done. As long as we kept her close to the center of the river, we could rely on the pull of the current to do most of the heavy lifting.

After some time, I gently tapped Agma on the shoulder. We carefully got to our feet- well Agma stood up, I stayed crouching- and we switched places with Alaya and Rayana. For her part, Grace sat in the middle of the boat. She was gently chanting, and I noticed just the barest hint of a glimmer disturbing the air around us. Her force shield wasn’t especially strong now, but even still it would stop darts or arrows should we stumble into an ambush. Moreover, she could amp up the power at a moment’s notice.

But, for once our trip passed uneventfully and then we were coming out of the forest and onto a broad plain. Vast tracts of empty farmland surrounded a collection of small slate houses, and a few, larger wooden buildings clustered down near the seaside.

The ocean’s blue infinity stretched on for a lifetime, before melding seamlessly into the blue of the horizon. A few farmers were scattered here and there, hard at work in their fields. If they noticed us, they gave no sign.

We disembarked beneath a low wooden bridge. Hauling our longboat up under it, we stored it under the crook of the bridge where it would be safe from sight. Then, we set off down a hard packed dirt path towards the hodge podge collection of buildings where we would hopefully meet our contacts.

As we passed closer to the town, the number of farmers grew larger. They were a mixture of men and women. Short, hunched over figures with sun-bronzed skin clad in light colored linen tunics.

We caught more than a few stares- I doubt any of them had ever seen an elf before, let alone an imp. But no one accosted us. Then, we were on the outskirts of the village. Small hovels were scattered here and there. Many were surrounded by rough looking hedgerows, or stone walls made of irregularly fitted rocks.

The sound of barking dogs filled the air, and my hand instinctively flew down to the hilt of my blade. Alaya’s eyes followed my movements. She shook her head, and I released my grip.

The last thing I wanted to do was get into a fight with the family dog. I couldn’t think of a quicker way to earn us the unwelcome visitors label. But, at the same time I wasn’t about to sit back and let my girls be attacked.

Tied to a post just outside of someone’s yard was a dark, mottled dog. He barked again, more of a quivering yelp than anything angry. My heart dropped. His ribs were showing and his hair was falling out. Something was off about his face too, but it took me a moment to figure out what it was- the dog had ghost eyes.

“He’s hungry,” I said.

Alaya shot me a warning look, but after our conversation yesterday I didn’t anticipate any problems from that quarter. She might not approve of deviations from the plan, but she wasn’t about to stop me.

Reaching into my pack, I pulled out a strip of salted beef I’d been saving for a special occasion.

Well, this was as special a time as any.

Walking up to the dog, I knelt down and offered up the strip of meat. It sniffed cautiously at the air and took two little prancing steps forward.

“Come on, I don’t bite,” I said.

I let loose with a low whistle. It was something that my dad had taught me how to do as a child. The dog stiffened, and for a second I was afraid that I’d lost him. Then he crept forward half a foot. His back feet began to pump up and down, and he danced a little from side to side. His head darted forward and he snapped away the strip of beef from my hands.

“Watch him eat,” I said. “The poor thing’s starving.”

The dog was chowing down as if it’d been weeks since his last meal. For all I knew, maybe it had been that long. I glanced up at the house behind the dog. It looked abandoned. It was certainly dirty enough to be. The wind blew restlessly at tattered window drapes and I caught a patch of whitish flesh.

Then, the front door swung open on rusty hinges, and a middle-aged man who looked more skeletal than human was charging down the path towards me.

“Get the hell away from my dog, ya git,” he sputtered.

He held a long-necked bottle loosely in one hand, and I got the distinct impression he wasn’t one hundred percent sober.

“This animal hasn’t had a proper meal in days,” I said, straightening up.

I looked the man straight in his muddy brown eyes, as my lips drew together into a stern, flat line.

“And what? It’s my property you’re playing with there lad. Now, you best get away before I force you to,” he said.

He stopped uncomfortably close to me. Even on his tippy toes, the man would’ve barely reached my chin. If you added in his rather rancid breath, you had an unpleasant, but hardly threatening combination.

“Your property?” I said, incredulous. “That dog is a living thing, and you haven’t been taking care of it.

“And so what?” said the man.

A hand fell over my shoulder.

“John, please,” Alaya said. “There will be time enough for this later. We must complete the mission.”

A smile broke over the man’s face.

“Aye, best listen to your bitch, lad. And stay the hell away from mine,” he said.

That tore it.

Without even thinking, my hand flew up from my waist in a vicious right hook. My knuckles connected with the short man’s chin, and then he was laid out flat on the ground.

Alaya sighed, while Agma and Grace cheered.

A heavy hand clapped against my back.

“Well done, John. Just like we practiced,” Rayana said.

I’d never been much of a hand to hand fighter, but Rayana had been teaching me the basics of boxing and wrestling during our daily sparring sessions. Granted, this guy- whoever he was- was hardly much of an opponent.

And my hand hurt like hell.

But I didn’t care. No one insulted my girls. Especially not some dog mistreating, alcoholic piece of shit.

“Well, at least he’s a drunk, and if the state of his home is any indication, I can’t imagine he has many friends among the other villagers,” Alaya said.

“We’re keeping him,” I said.

“The drunk?” Alaya said.

Her brows arched together in momentary confusion before it struck her.

“Oh John, no,” she said.

But I’d already drawn my knife. With my other hand, I plucked out a salted fish from my pack.

“Here girl,” I said, whistling.

The only upside to the man’s bad manners was that now I knew the dog was a girl, and not a boy. Not that the dog knew or cared of course, but it was a nice piece of information to have.

The dog appeared nonplussed by her putative owner’s unconscious state. Blindly ignoring his body, she skittered out towards me. This time, there was no hesitation. Wrapping her mouth around the fish, she gently tugged it out of my hand before she began to gently chew.

I stalked around to her backside and got to work sawing at the rope that bound her to the stake. It only took a few strokes, and then she was free. Although, she hardly seemed to notice, so engrossed in the fish was she.

I held onto the cut off edge of the rope for a moment as an idea formed in my mind. A wicked smile folded over my face, as I grabbed hold of the man’s arms. I’d almost gotten to the rank of Eagle Scout as a teenager. Just an unfortunately timed bout of appendicitis had prevented me from attaining the final rank on the scouting ladder.

Aside from my memories of camping under the stars, and hiking in national parks, the other thing I’d carried from my scouting experiences into my adult life was the ability to execute some really gnarly knots.

I hadn’t put my knot tying skills to use in well over a decade, but as I began to loop the rope over and under the man’s wrists in increasingly complicated patterns, I discovered that knot tying wasn’t too much different from riding a bike- you never forget.

“John,” Alaya scolded. “What will happen when he wakes up?”

“Well, hopefully this will keep him off the booze long enough to realize that owning a dog is serious business,” I said grimly.

Alaya opened her mouth to argue further, but she must’ve caught something in my eyes that told her this wasn’t the hill to die on.

“It’ll be okay, Alaya,” Agma said.

She took hold of the taller woman’s hand in a heartwarming display of sisterly affection.

“Look around,” she continued. “There are plenty of houses within shouting distance. His neighbors are probably used to his antics by now.”

“Yes, very well,” Alaya said.

Her eyes clouded over.

“Well, no use standing around. Let’s get a move on,” she said.

I could tell where her mind was. The last thing she wanted to do was draw unnecessary attention to herself, and I’d just potentially drawn a hell of a lot of it down on us. We’d probably be fine for now, but in a few hours once the drunkard woke up from his nap and his neighbors started filtering home.

Well, it’d behoove us to be well on the road by that point.

While I felt bad for Alaya, I didn’t regret my actions in the slightest. I’d always had a soft spot in my heart for animals. No living thing deserved the treatment this dog had endured.

By now, the dog had finished chewing through the fish, leaving only the bones.

“What do you think?” I said, looking down. “Want to come with us?”

I held out my hand. The dog shuffled towards me. She lifted her head and cautiously sniffed my fingers, before a dull pink emerged and began to lap at my hand.

“I’ll call you Ghost,” I said. “On account of the ghost eyes.”

“Call her whatever you want, John. But we need to get on the road,” Alaya said.

I whistled, and Ghost nuzzled up against my ankles.

Alaya had already set off back on the path towards town. I hastened to follow. Padding quietly by my side was Ghost, her mottled fur brushing restlessly against my leg with every other step.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




“So, this is the place?” I said.

“They should have a permanent room in the inn, yes. My agents came to an agreement with the inn keeper a while back. In exchange for a generous sum of gold, my people have a room, meals, and, most importantly, a blind eye turned to their activities,” Alaya said.

“So, do we just walk in there, and…?” I trailed off.

“There is a password. Do not worry, John. I will take care of everything. You just follow along, and provide the eye candy,” her voice lilted weirdly at the end.

I stifled a groan. Yet another of my Earth expressions that I’d taught the girls. This one had come up during a late-night drinking bout.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Grace stifle a giggle while confusion flitted over Rayana’s face.

“Eyes are not candy?” she said.

I rolled my eyes. She’d been passed out by that point.

“Hey, where’s Agma?” I said.

My eyes flickered up towards the end of the street where a small figure was flinging a stick down the deserted dirt road. An even smaller form scampered after it. I realized that the nearly continuous presence I’d felt by my side for the past fifteen minutes had disappeared.

“It seems she is playing with the ghost,” Rayana said.

I opened my mouth to correct her, but then thought better of it. At least she wasn’t still on the eye candy bit.

Alaya pushed open the door to the inn, and we walked inside. It was easily the largest building in that little fishing village. Of course, that didn’t mean much. The tavern that dominated the bottom floor was like most of the other human taverns that we’d stopped in: small, dirty, and dark.

A fire crackled in a broad, brick fireplace against the far wall, making the room hot and stuffy. The less time we spent here, the better.

Alaya strode purposefully forward. From what she’d told me on the ship, she’d never actually visited this village before. But her agents had kept her well-informed and she moved with a confidence that spoke volumes about the trust that she placed in her subordinates.

Poking out from behind a low bar that covered the middle half of the room was a stout ham hock of a woman. She glanced up; a sour expression spread across her face. Despite the heat, she wore a heavy, faded pink dress with lace tassels.

Her hair stuck to her forehead in long, stringy strands. A fat bead of sweat loitered on her forehead.

“What can I do you for?” she said.

“Hello, I would like a room with a gold key,” said Alaya.

The barmaid froze. Her sour expression flickered, and something resembling fear flashed across her eyes.

“I got no room with a gold key. You’d best be getting out,” she said.

She spat on the floor.

My face fell. Obviously, something had gone wrong. Perhaps, Alaya was confused about the location, or maybe the elves had abandoned the rendezvous point. After all, we had been gone for a while on our quest to the Crystal sea. Add in Aizere’s failed assassination attempt, and it’s entirely possible that Aizere just declared Alaya dead.

Alaya placed her hands on the counter and leaned her body forward. It was clear that she wasn’t going anywhere.

“All that glitters is not gold,” Alaya said.

The barmaid reached below the counter and produced a gold colored key which she wordlessly slid across the counter towards Alaya. Without looking at it, Alaya picked it up, and slipped it in her pocket.

“Many thanks,” she said, inclining her head.

The barmaid acted as if she couldn’t hear her. Already, she’d begun polishing a pewter mug with a rag that was probably too dirty to do the job well. Alaya moved towards the back of the room where a staircase led up to a second floor.

The other girls and I followed close behind. The faded pine wood stairs squeaked and groaned under our footfalls. To think that this was the most modern building in the entire village!

I’d spent a good portion of my career studying what life would be like for the average peasant in medieval France and England, but no amount of pouring over ancient vellum could prepare me for this.

A narrow hallway crossed out perpendicular to the stairs, forming a T. Without hesitation, Alaya hooked a left before stopping at the last door on the right. Narrow windows at either end of the hallway allowed for spotty patches of rich, yellow sunlight to fall in.

It was late afternoon now, and the sun motes drifted in helpless patterns, caught in their eternal vortex. Alaya knocked in a complicated tattoo, beating out a series of sharp and dull raps against the door.

“Who goes there?” a voice emanated from inside the room.

“One who is gone, but not forgotten,” Alaya said.

This must’ve ended the ritual, because no more sounds issued from inside the room. She paused for a ten count, then fitted the key into the lock.

She swung the door open. On the other side was a loaded crossbow.
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“Alaya,” I shouted.

Everything seemed to move in slow motion. Behind me, I heard Grace start chanting, even as I sprinted forward. But we were seconds behind in a game where every millisecond counted.

Fast as lightning, Alaya’s hand shot down, pushing the crossbow towards the floor. The explosive twang of the heavy drawstring filled the narrow hallway and the bolt sunk heavily into the rough wooden planks.

In a single, fluid motion her right foot moved back. Her ankles and hips twisted as she brought her arm up in a vicious right hook. The soft thud of bone on bone was followed by a gasp and the sound of crumpling flesh.

Then, I was at the doorway. Alaya moved off to the side, out of the line of fire should any other assassins be waiting inside. I posted up on the opposite side of the door. The whole incident had seemed like an eternity, though I’m sure it took only a few seconds from start to finish.

My heart was jammed somewhere high up in my throat. A light sheen of sweat covered my skin.

“What the hell happened?” I said.

“Aizere,” Alaya said. “I’m going to kill that bitch.”

She was positively apoplectic. Hot, bubbling anger seethed out through her words. I couldn’t blame her. I’d be furious too, if my only sister kept going out of her way to try and assassinate me.

By this point, Grace’s force bubble had appeared over the doorway. Experience had taught me it functioned much like a one-way mirror. Objects could pass out, but they couldn’t come back in.

“Let’s form up,” I said. “Rayana you get beside me. Grace and Alaya, you guys take up your normal positions in the rear.”

“No, John,” Alaya said. “This is personal.”

She swiftly drew her long knife, and then she was charging into the room.

“Fuck,” I muttered as I drew my sword and charged in after her.

The clang of steel on steel met my ears. Two elven women in flexible leather get ups similar to the ones worn by Alaya and Rayana were locked in heated combat with my warrior princess.

They both wielded short swords. Despite outnumbering her two to one, Alaya had them on the ropes. Her knife flashed forward in quick bursts of silver, clanging harshly against their blades.

The room’s low ceiling hampered the sword women’s movements further. But what was most striking was the fear on their faces, and the ferocity in Alaya’s eyes. I wasted no time. Charging in from the left, I flanked the outermost swordswoman. Caught between Alaya’s needling blade on one side, and my slashing broadsword on the other, we made quick work of her.

Her sword caught against one of Alaya’s thrusts. Seeing my opening, I darted forward and stabbed deeply into her side. She crumpled to the floor in a puddle of bloody screams.

I moved forward to flank the last assassin.

“I’ve got this one,” Alaya said.

She took a step back, and the assassin put her sword into a guard position. Alaya had managed to open up several shallow wounds on her upper arms and on her right thigh.

“Isgerd,” Alaya said.

“My princess,” the assassin said.

Her tone was one of deference. When Alaya spoke again, a hard edge had entered her voice.

“How dare you betray me. Was it not I who taught you how to track? How to draw a bow, skin a deer, and gut a fish? Was it not I who bestowed the laurel leaf on your cloak, signifying your advancement into the royal guard? Was it not I who protected you from that wild cocolar attack which so nearly ended your life? And this is how you repay me- a cowardly ambush and a sword to my throat,” Alaya said.

Her normally icy stare flickered with blue hell fire.

“My princess, please. It was Aizere’s doing. None of us wanted to do this, but she is our queen,” Isgerd said.

She was panting now. Her right leg bent slightly at the knee, making it obvious that Alaya’s wound went deeper than it appeared from the surface.

“You are lower than pond scum. Your name will not be spoken among our people, except as a byword for betrayer. You will be struck from the family registries and for a thousand years no generation will bear the name Isgerd among its numbers,” Alaya said.

Tears sprouted from the corners of Isgerd’s eyes. I don’t know exactly what caused this fascination with names among the Zaminan people, but it obviously held a deep resonance with them.

“Princess Alaya, you cannot do this. You must,” but Isgerd’s words were cut off by a turgid gurgling as Alaya’s knife sprouted from the base of her neck. She’d moved so fast, I’d barely caught sight of the knife as it flicked away from her hand in a flashing silver arc. Isgerd toppled to the floor.

“I must do what?” Alaya said.

She spat on the already cooling corpse.

Curtains fluttered from the back of the room where a broad, glassless window had been cut into the wall. The barking of a dog, and a woman’s happy calls filtered up on the warm wind. I walked to the back of the room and peeked out at the alleyway behind the inn.

Agma and Ghost were playing fetch. Catching sight of the moving curtain, Agma glanced up at me. Her face split into a broad, white smile as she waved up at me. I waved weakly back.

Ghost raced back across the hard packed dirt, a branch in his mouth and Agma’s attention was diverted back to the newest member of our motley band. A whimper sounded, and for a second I thought it was Ghost, before I realized that it was coming from behind me.

“There’s someone back here,” Rayana cried out.

I turned around to the sound of rustling fabric, and then a dry voice rasped out:

“Please help me.”

* * *

In the confusion of the battle, I hadn’t paid much attention to the general layout of the room. By medieval, human standards it was actually quite spacious and well apportioned. A broad bed took up one corner of the room, while two chairs and a table were perched in the opposite corner. A small bookshelf was crowded with yellowed texts. It was obvious that Alaya’s forces had spared no expenses in setting up this operation.

But what really drew my attention was the closet. It was rather small, especially by Earth standards. A few tunics, and several of those leather body suits favored by the elven warriors were hung from a wire that stretched over the top of the closet. Sitting beneath the clothes was a silver haired elf woman. Her hands were bound behind her, and her ankles in front. A blindfold and gag were pulled down around her neck.

“By the goddess, what did they do to you Lilsi?” Rayana said.

Lilsi opened her mouth to answer, but only a dry cough came out.

“They did a real number on you, that’s for sure. Listen, I’m going to lift you out of this damn closet and then we’ll take care of those ropes, okay?” Rayana said.

Lilsi nodded her head weakly. Rayana turned her head back towards the room.

“Grace, see if you can find some water for this poor girl,” she said.

“Yes ma’am,” Grace said softly.

She hurried over to the side table where a porcelain pitcher sat next to two glass cups. They were the first glass objects I’d spotted in the village, and their finely cut expanse suggested Elven craftswomanship.

Rayana gently scooped up the elf with one arm under her knees, and the other arm beneath her back. She carried her over to the bed and placed her gently on the downy covers. Then, she got to work sawing through the ropes.

I took the opportunity to peek out into the hallway. Despite the brief battle and grisly deaths, none of the other doors opened. I got the distinct impression that the inn was deserted. In a small fishing village like this one, it was entirely possible that we were the only visitors.

The barmaid had surely heard us, but with her surly demeanor and longstanding business relationship with the elves that was predicated in large part on hush money, it was likely that she was willing to let sleeping dogs lie. Although, we’d likely part with a not insignificant sum of gold for the privilege.

The tinkling sound of pouring water drew me back into the room. By now, Rayana had freed Lilsi and the silver haired elf was gently massaging her wrists and ankles. Grace passed her a cup of water, and Lilsi inclined her head in a slight bow.

“Thank you, sister,” she said.

She took a deep draught of water and shook her head. Premature wrinkles pulled at her skin. I shook my head. I could only imagine what she’d been through.

“Lilsi, where are the others?” Alaya said.

Her voice was gentle, but I detected an undercurrent of worry in her tone. Lilsi answered with a sigh.

“I am sorry my liege, but Tulsara and Rileri are no longer with us,” she said.

Lilsi stared vacantly at the far wall. A fat tear formed in the corner of her eye, and then she was sobbing. Her hands fell to her knees as the terrors of the recent past crept up and overwhelmed her. Alaya plunked down on the bedside and wrapped Lilsi in her arms.

It was then that I noticed the tears forming in her own eyes. Having no emotional connection to any of these people, I didn’t share in their grief. But I understood it. Rayana sat down beside the two, joining them in their group hug while Grace drifted over to stand by me.

Alaya glanced up.

“Why don’t you two go downstairs for a drink,” she said.

I nodded mutely, and then we were out the door, grateful to be out of the way. Despite the commotion we’d caused, the barkeep barely lifted her head when we reached the bottom of the stairs. While I wasn’t crazy about her hygienic practices, I was incredibly thirsty and after a day of travel and fighting the last thing I wanted to do was go outside and wander around some strange village.

Especially after we dognapped the town drunk’s dog. Not that I was worried too much about Agma or Ghost. Agma was a scrappy fighter, and with her illusion powers she was in little danger from any suspicious peasant farmers.

I walked up to the bar.

“Two beers please,” I said.

“Two coppers,” she said.

I plucked the coins from my pocket and laid them on the wooden counter. She gave them a cursory look, before turning back to the mug she was cleaning.

“Coming right up,” she said.

Grace and I found a table as far away from the fireplace as possible and sat down. I reached my arms across the table and took her hands in mine. For a moment, I silently observed them: so small, so soft, and pliant. Yet, so powerful.

I opened my mouth to speak but found I didn’t have anything to say. We sat in companionable silence for some time. After an interminable period passed, the barkeep placed two pewter mugs before us.

I cautiously lifted mine and examined its rim. Deciding it was clean enough, I put the mug to my lips and drank deeply. Its warmth flowed through my veins, and all the good associations I’d built up over the years splashed over me like a light summer rain.

We finished our first round, and Grace went up for a second. We were on our third round when the doors swung open and a party of warriors stepped through. Hard boiled leather armor, and clinking chainmail covered their bodies, lending a fierce aspect to their appearance.

But, while the weapons that were lashed to their belts and backs spelled trouble, their faces bespoke nothing more than road weariness. A tough female voice called out from the crowd.

“Barkeep, a half dozen pitchers of mead, and whatever pork and stew you have bubbling in your kitchen. We’ve been on the road many a day, and we’ll pay you handsomely for a warm meal.”

I stiffened.

I knew that voice. A familiar figure stepped to the front of the group, and then her eyes widened as she took Grace and I in.

“John,” she bellowed.

“Katye,” I said.

We stood up. Even as we did so, several of the soldiers dropped to their knees. Confusion ran through me as I watched more and more soldiers genuflect. Whispers of ‘redeemer’ ran through the small crowd. I glanced towards Katye, hoping for an explanation, but by this point she was leading the crowd. Her face was parallel with the floor.

“Uhmm, Katye what’s going on?” I said.

“Redeemer, I beg your pardon to rise,” she said.

“Pardon granted,” I said.

Katye stood up, and with a solemn expression on her face, she made her way across the room. Coming within a hair’s breadth of me, she dropped her voice to a whisper.

“John, much has happened in Koroldik. I must brief you in private,” she said.

Taking a step back, she executed a stiff quarter bow from the waist.

“Redeemer, as your loyal servants, we pledge our fealty to you. Will you accept it?” she said.

My eyes went wide. I glanced towards Grace. She rolled her eyes and mouthed the word ‘yes’ to me.

“Yes, of course,” I said.

Katye knelt on one knee before me, a gesture I was coming to find a tad excessive. With her eyes downcast, she began to speak.

“Sir, my troops are weary from their time on the road. Will you permit them leave to drink and sup?” she said.

“Permission granted,” I said.

It took every fiber of my being not to haul Katye to her feet, and yell at her to speak like a normal person. But obviously something was up. It was probably best to play it cool until I could figure out what was going on.

Katye turned around and addressed the troops.

“The redeemer has spoken. Drink, eat and be merry. I will be upstairs conversing privately with the redeemer and his party. Tursla, you may bring up food and drink for us. But otherwise we are not to be disturbed. Is that understood,” she said.

She cast an iron gaze at her soldiers. They nodded gravely.

“You may stand,” I said.

I tried my best to sound beneficent, but really, I was just super uncomfortable with the whole kneeling thing.

It’s not like I was a god. Or was I?

As one, the soldiers got to their feet, but otherwise they didn’t move. I got the distinct impression that they were going to continue on like that until we left the room, so twining my fingers around Grace’s hand we made our way for the stairs. Katye followed a short distance behind.

Any buzz I’d gotten from the alcohol had long since dissipated. This day just couldn’t get any stranger. I squeezed Grace’s hand. Sensing my discomfort, she squeezed back.

My muscles relaxed ever so slightly. At least I had Grace by my side. With my girls, I felt like I could take on the world and win. Without them, well I shuddered at the thought.
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Not wanting to disturb the elves, we took a room at random. As I’d suspected, it was empty. After checking the closet and corners for any hidden assassins, Grace and I plunked down on the bed. Katye pulled a chair over and sat down next to us.

“A lot has happened since we parted,” I said.

“Quite a bit,” she said.

I raised an eyebrow. She sighed.

“Let me start at the beginning. I didn’t mean to go back to Koroldik. In fact, I was planning on pledging my services to a Western fortress called Red Rock. But, by the time my ship arrived, the pirate flag already waved from its gates. Fortunately, I wasn’t spotted, and I was able to beat a hasty retreat. I turned south, intending to resupply myself at Maksim’s village. That’s when I ran into the first of the refugees,” she said.

“We encountered a rather large wave ourselves,” I said.

She nodded.

“Yes, the process has only accelerated. Koroldik is no more than a shadow of what it was even just a season past. You see, after our encounter with Vedma, the dread pirate Emilia went on a bit of a rampage throughout the city. Rumors that the oligarchs were demon worshippers combined with the reality that they were unable to protect the common people, and civil war broke out. It’s been a vicious struggle, and so many lay dead. At first, the opposition was weak and dispersed. The oligarchs still wielded great power, and their mercenaries almost crushed the protestors entirely. But, by this point rumors about you, your powers, and origins had begun to swirl through the crowds,” she said.

“Oh really, and where did these rumors come from?” I said.

Katye shrugged.

“I’m not sure really. I’d love to take credit for them, but I can’t. They’re an amalgamation of different eye-witness accounts mixed with the gossip of a crackpot scientist and filtered through the religious beliefs of a rather powerful sect,” she said.

I flashed back to the large church we’d passed in Koroldik, and the explanation I’d received about the redeemer cult, religion, whatever you wanted to call it.

“So, I take it, I’m the redeemer figure,” I said.

“The primary one, yes. There’s a mother figure of some secondary importance in the mythology. Grace, that would be you. But you don’t have quite the name recognition among the rank and file,” Katye said.

I was blown away. Overnight, I’d been transformed into some sort of larger than life religious figure. A Quetzalcoatl for this mythical world. I was still pondering what this meant for us when Grace broke in.

“So, what is the status of the civil war?” she said.

In one sense it’s over. In another more real sense, it’s still waging fiercely. You must understand that while the major cities ringing the Crystal Sea are nominally independent, in reality there’s a complex patronage network joining them in ties of alliance, union, and enmity. Complicating matters further is the shared sovereignty that many cities enjoy, with important men and women occupying multiple jobs within multiple cities. Basically, the whole thing is a tangled spider web of conflicting roles, dueling personal incentives, and general fuckery,” Katye said.

I stifled a groan. This was Europe on the eve of the first world; the Delian league on the precipice of the Peloponnesian war. Apparently, the coastland hemming in the Crystal Sea was the powder keg of Zamina.

And we’d just played a pivotal role in setting it off.

Fantastic. Just fantastic.

“The forces of the redeemer hold the city, but it is a hollow victory: Koroldik is virtually deserted. Meanwhile, most of the oligarchs have fled to their independent power bases where they are gathering forces to retake the city. Complicating matters further is the fact that uprisings have occurred in at least a dozen other major or semi-major port cities. The cult of the redeemer is strong, and its roots extend further than I’d realized,” she said.

Grace slapped my shoulder.

“John, do you know what this means?” she said.

“That we have a massive new headache to deal with on top of everything else?” I said, groaning.

Grace’s eyes narrowed.

“No, it means you’ve stumbled into control of an army. A real, live army,” she said.

A tightness grew in my chest. The largest group of people I’d ever managed before was a rowdy group of eighteen year old freshmen.

Now, I was expected to command an entire army?

* * *

A knock at the door interrupted our conversation, and just in time too. After everything Katye had laid on us, I was in no mood to continue talking.

“Come in,” Katye called.

The door swung open and one of the soldiers from earlier walked into the room. She set down a wooden platter upon which was perched a steaming bowl of soup, a generous hunk of crusty white bread, and a slab of what I could only assume was some cut of pork.

The whole display looked simultaneously rustic and delicious. My stomach growled, reminding me that it’d been a while since we’d eaten.

“Thank you Tursla,” Katye said.

“I will be back up with the beer in a moment,” Tursla said.

“Make that water for us,” I said.

Tursla looked at the ground, and blushed. Her bright red cheeks contrasted nicely with her strawberry blonde hair. Despite the heavy leather armor she wore, her frame was slender and petite. She couldn’t have been older than one of my undergrads.

“Yes redeemer,” she said, bowing low in my direction before exiting the room.

She left, and my eyes drifted towards the food, eager to lose myself in the hearty cornucopia. Katye stood up.

“I think I’ll take this as my signal to go as well,” the warrior said.

We began to protest, but Katye cut us off.

“My troops need me, and I noticed that you’re missing several of your companions. If the voices in the next room are any indication of their location, maybe you should call them in and brief them on everything I’ve just told you,” she said.

“And Agma too,” I said, as I suddenly remembered my imp girl playing with our new canine companion in the back alleyway.

“What about me?” Agma said.

She flickered into existence on the far chair. Ghost lay curled up in her lap.

“Were you there the whole time?” I said.

“For every word, yup. Once I saw those big, bad soldiers walk into the bar, I knew I had to go incognito in case you guys needed back-up,” she said.

I rolled my eyes.

“Well, since you’ve heard all of the redeemer stuff, that’s one less person to explain it to. Hold on you guys, I’m going to go check in on our elf friends,” I said.

Katye and I got up at the same time. As I followed her out the door, I couldn’t help but flash back to the night of her rescue and our brief, nude interlude after I’d incinerated all of our clothes.

Despite being somewhat older than my other companions, Katye’s rigorous lifestyle had kept her in amazing shape for a woman of any age. Apparently, the appreciation I’d felt for her body had been mutual, because she’d let out an almost nonstop stream of compliments regarding my more intimate areas.

As soon as we closed the door behind us, Katye whipped around. One hand went for my crotch while her lips locked deeply against mine. I closed my eyes surprised but determined to savor the moment.

Her breath was honeyed mead. Through the thin material of my leggings, she caressed the outlines of my manhood. Then, as suddenly as it’d begun, Katye parted.

A wicked smile curved up her face.

“That’s a thank you for saving my life,” she said.

I gasped.

“You’re uh, very welcome,” I said.

“If you ever want more, you know where to find me,” she said, flashing a wink.

Then, she was walking down the stairs and back into the din of the tavern. I shook my head, trying to clear away some of the headiness before I visited the elves. I needn’t have bothered.

Turning around, I saw three pairs of eyes staring directly at me.

“Katye has returned,” Alaya said dryly.

“Yes,” I said.

In spite of the open nature of our relationship, I blushed. There was something instinctually embarrassing about being caught out like that, I suppose. Alaya rolled her eyes and grabbed ahold of my forearm.

“John, we have some important information to tell you,” she said.

“Same here,” I said. “Let’s head back into our room. They’ve brought up dinner for us.”

Alaya nodded.

“We could use the food,” she said.

Grateful for the turning subject, I opened the door and passed back into the room with Grace and Agma. Rayana looked around, before walked back into the hallway. She returned a moment later with several extra chairs. Then, Tursla appeared in the doorway with a heavy jug of water in one hand and a collection of cups on a tray that she had balanced on her other hand.

Keeping her eyes downcast, the young warrior placed the water jug and the cups on the table beside the food.

“Will there be anything else,” she said.

“No, thank you Tursla. You’ve done marvelously,” I said.

She blushed and walked out of the room.

“Oooh, someone has a crush,” Agma said.

“It seems John is picking up more than his fair share of admirers these days,” Alaya said.

She winked, slow and sardonically to let me know she was kidding. Wanting to get off this topic, I turned to Lilsi.

“Here, you eat first. You must be starving,” I said, as I scooped up a rich ladleful of stew into a bowl. I passed it over to the grateful looking elf, along with a hefty chunk of bread.

Then, I served up the other girls. Grace poured us all water, to Agma’s evident disappointment.

“There’s beer downstairs,” I said. “Go have your fill after our meeting.”

“I might do just that,” Agma muttered.

Once we all had our food and drink in front of us, Alaya and Rayana took turns relaying what Lilsi had just told them. Lilsi interjected occasionally to correct or expand on an item, but for the most part she stared off blankly into space when she wasn’t chowing down.

It was obvious that her ordeal had taken a real number on her mental health. Hopefully, the effects wouldn’t be long-lasting.

Basically, Isgerd had acted as a mole within Alaya’s support network. She’d been one of the three warriors assigned to the rendezvous point. In addition to the room in the inn, the elves kept a cache of weapons, and supplies deep in the forest surrounding the town.

It was on a routine check-up visit to the cache that Isgerd had slain the third elf companion. The trip had taken place during the night, so none of the local farmers would catch them out. That meant that when Isgerd returned to the inn, Lilsi was fast asleep. Isgerd had overpowered her, before stuffing her in the closet.

Of the three warriors, Lilsi was the most senior, and that was the only reason she hadn’t been killed. Shortly after being bound and imprisoned, two more of Aizere’s supporters shown up. That’d been about a week ago.

Looking at the silver haired elf, I couldn’t even begin to imagine what her week from hell had looked like. I shuddered to think what would’ve happened if we’d arrived any later.

According to Lilsi, conditions had quietly deteriorated at Castle Dragmoor since we’d left. Garbage wasn’t being collected. The streets weren’t being cleaned. The water pipes had broken down, and public servants weren’t being paid.

Aizere spent most of her time locked in her private chambers. Rumors have been swirling around of unsavory characters visiting her in the dark hours of the night. Popular discontent was growing among the rank and file elves, but between their lethargy and the fact that Aizere had kept the coffers open to her troops, it seemed that little was likely to change in the near future.

However, Lilsi felt confident that if Alaya could just present herself to the elves, the popular support would be enough for her to instigate a coup d’etat. I shivered slightly at the notion, but apparently coups were not unknown, if uncommon, in elven history.

It reminded me a little of the Chinese concept of the Mandate of Heaven. If disaster were to strike the elven people, and it were deemed the fault of the Queen then in the eyes of her people she’d lost the divine right to rule, and she could be legitimately deposed.

After Rayana and Alaya filled us in on that, we quickly summarized what Katye had told us. By this point, we’d finished the food that Tursla had brought up for us. Our bellies full, we leaned back in our seats and stared up at the ceiling.

“It seems that we have two options,” ventured Rayana. “We can join up with the humans, and use their help to find the dread pirate, or we can return to Castle Dragmoor, help Alaya retake the throne, and then use her forces for the same purpose.”

The third option, splitting up, laid pregnant in the air. Unspoken, but acknowledged by all. All eyes turned to me. It was obvious where Alaya and Rayana stood. For their parts, Grace and Agma would follow my lead, wherever I might go or whatever I might choose.

I weighed my words heavily, and then spoke.

“We should go to Castle Dragmoor. The human forces are a ragtag bunch- as nice as their army might be, they can’t compare to the disciplined elven forces and spy network. Also, and more importantly, if we don’t take care of Aizere now, she’ll only continue to be a thorn in our side. I say, we take back the elven throne and then loop back up here to join the humans. With a hybrid army under our belt, it should take no time at all to bring Emilia to heel. And once we have the crystal, everything else will fall into line,” I said.

A smile flickered over Alaya’s face.

“It is decided then,” she said.
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After a hearty breakfast and my, by now customary, cup of malik, we set off on the road. Rayana, Alaya, Agma, Grace, and I cut South towards the road that would bring us to the North-Eastern edge of the Silver Mountains. From there, we would take a narrow, but well-maintained secret road used and maintained by Alaya’s faction. Hopefully, we would also be able to link up with some of her supporters as we made our way to Castle Dragmoor.

Meanwhile, Katye and her troops would continue up the coast on their mission.

Lilsi was to stay at the inn. It was a tough decision to make, and one I wasn’t sure she would agree to given her recent trauma. But we needed someone to remain on point there, and frankly she was in no state to travel with us.

In a time and place without cellphones or other lines of instant communication, it was a bit of a risk- there was no telling when- or even if- we’d be able to meet up again. But it was what we had to do, and we’d simply have to make the best of it. From the small sea-side village it should be a journey of several weeks to Castle Dragmoor, assuming of course that everything went well.

After saying our farewells, we set off and it wasn’t long before the first wrinkle in our travel plans appeared. The steady clip-clop of hooves on the hard packed dirt road announced an unexpected visitor. Turning around, I caught sight of a lithe figure decked out in boiled leather armor.

I stopped my horse, and my companions followed suit. Turning around, I called out to the approaching figure.

“Katye, what’s the matter?”

Katye pulled up alongside me. Her piercing grey eyes were flushed with excitement.

“I’ve made a decision- I’m coming with you,” she said.

I exchanged looks with Alaya.

“Look Katye, we appreciate all of the help you’ve done for us so far, but-” she cut me off.

“No buts about it. Listen, I’ve thought it over. Now, hear me out. My troops will get along well enough without me. I’ve entrusted their care to my top lieutenant, Tursla, you’ve met her. Anyways, she’ll do a fine job. As for me, the biggest help I can render to both of our causes is acting as a liaison between our two camps. You really don’t understand John, these people see you as a sort of God figure. That puts you in a delicate situation. If you say or do the wrong thing, you could mess up the whole shebang. Not to mention that you’re going to have to establish ties with your army at some point. I’m just the woman for the job,” she said.

“Katye, our mission is dangerous,” Alaya began cautiously.

Katye snorted.

“All the more reason to bring me along. I was out fighting skirmishes in the wastelands when you were in your diapers, no offense intended,” she said.

Alaya pursed her lips and looked at me. I inclined my head ever so slightly. Uncouth though she may be, Katye was obviously an able warrior and outdoorswoman. Not to mention her help would be indispensable once we were finally ready to contact my army.

“Very well then,” I said.

Katye’s eyes lit up.

“Awesome,” she said.

Her tongue darted out against her upper lip.

I felt like groaning. It was obvious she had ulterior motives in tagging along. Well, as long as she could keep it in her pants, at least for the time being, we’d be fine. Not that I’d be totally opposed to sleeping with her. But, with all these problems floating around, it was best to keep my eye on the prize and deal with one thing at a time.

We set off along the dusty trail that led out of town. Far off in the distance, farmers looked up from their work, before quickly glancing back down. Our activities in town must not have gone wholly unnoticed. The stake in front of Ghost’s old house had been removed. I wondered if one of the drunk’s neighbors had taken pity on him, or if he’d had to yank it out himself. That couldn’t have been an easy task, bound as he was.

The curtains in his window flickered, and for a second I thought I saw vacant, alcohol soused eyes staring back at me from the darkened interior. A shiver ran down my spine. I’d never had any problems with alcohol, but I’ve had a few unfortunate opportunities to watch what it can do to those it sinks its tenterhooks in.

The appellation demon in a bottle is well-deserved.

Then, we were passing into the forest, and out from under the clawing eye of civilization.

* * *

The journey passed comfortably as day blurred into day, and the passionless rhythm of the road overtook the excitement of our recent adventures. Katye proved to be an able outdoorswoman, identifying edible plants and trapping small animals for our meals.

After our evening meal, she would stretch out her bedding some distance from the tent I shared with our main companions. When Agma asked if she wouldn’t rather be sleeping with us, she answered with a wry grin.

After traveling for so long, she explained, she’d grown used to sleeping under the stars. A tent would feel stifling, not to mention she would miss the company of her glittering companions.

Of course, after her comments in Koroldik I suspected that her interest was piqued, but she wanted the invitation to come from me. I don’t know just what was holding me back. Maybe after having suffered through so many trials and tribulations with my girls, I’d come to value how tight knit our group had come to be. None of us were opposed to new members, but they had to prove their worth before they could join our bed.

Everything changed on the ninth day.

The bushes rustled.

“Did you see that?” I said.

Alaya responded by sliding her bow off of her shoulder.

“It’s probably nothing,” Rayana said.

But her hand reached towards the spear that was lashed to her horse’s side. The air grew still and oppressive. Time slowed down. Then, a cool wind blew, and my horse reared up on its hind legs.

The trees exploded with movement as dark shapes burst out of the forest. My horse brought her hooves down heavily on a darting black shape. A roaring hiss that sounded something like a cross between a snake and a lion shook the trees. I peered over the side of my mount and came face to face with a dead cocolar. Its sleek, black body lay crushed into the dirt path.

Unconsciously, my hand reached up to my face and touched the red whorl of scars that the last cocolar attack had left on my body. I drew my sword with my right hand and summoned a ball of fire with my left.

“No, John,” Katye said. “The forest is too dry for your fire-casting. The whole thing could go up in flames.”

Reluctantly, I extinguished the fire.

A hissing roar sounded from my left. I turned to the side and saw a crouching cocolar. It bared its teeth in a ferocious display, two ivory sabers glistening in the dull heat of midday. The creature unwound like a spring as it leapt towards me. In an arcing flash, I brought my sword down against it.

It never touched the cocolar’s damp skin.

Quick as a comet, a flash of crimson shot through the air and skewered the hell-beast in mid-flight. It tumbled before my horse, acidic blood oozing out of two broad holes along either side of its torso. The javelin thrower pulled up alongside me, her bay horse snorting great gusts of steam.

“Miss me yet?” Katye said.

Without waiting for an answer, she flashed me a flirtatious wink before surging off towards a different point in the fray. A pair of hard green eyes peered out from the tree-line, and then another cocolar was bounding towards me. Timing was everything. In the split second after it’d launched itself into the air, I brought my saber down heavily onto its neck, opening up a wide gash.

Acid blood spurted out in a thin geyser, and I raised one arm to protect my face. Droplets scattered across my leather bracers. Then, the beast was writhing on the ground. My mount took over, stomping the creature into the dirt.

Grabbing hold of my reins, I turned the horse around.

Why hasn’t Grace cast her energy shield? I thought.

A pit dropped in my stomach as my worst fears were confirmed. It didn’t take long for Grace to cast a spell. Typically, the lag time was only a few seconds. But even a single second distraction could prove fatal.

A rather large cocolar was stalking my former research assistant. Every few seconds, Grace would start up her chant. Then, it would strike. The massive cat-salamander hybrid would dart in, claws swinging wildly. Her horse would draw up, its sharp hooves rearing down in piston-like strokes. Then the cocolar would swing back and the stalemate would continue.

That the cocolar would only attack when Grace began her chant gave me an inkling that this wasn’t some random hunting pack. In fact, remembering the lone cocolar that’d attacked Rayana, Alaya, and I so long ago, I doubted these fearsome creatures normally hunted in packs at all.

Like the wyverns before, more likely than not these creatures were agents of the Lich King. Flashes of that ugly horned bastard flashed through my mind as I yelled out my battle cry. Clamping my heels into the side of my horse, I sent it charging towards Grace.

The cocolar swung its head back towards me, where it was met by a flash of steel. Its head lopped off and flew far into the trees. Grace flashed me a grateful smile, and then she was chanting. The ancient words of her spell echoed through the forest and then a bubble began expanding out from her body.

“To Grace,” I yelled.

Rayana clicked her heels into her horse’s side. The great bay stallion whinnied as it cantered around. Then it was off, racing at a dead sprint towards us. Like a medieval knight, Rayana lowered her spear until it was parallel with the ground. A look of fierce determination shone in her eyes.

What the hell is she doing?

That’s when I saw it. Slung low to the ground, the cocolar had laid itself flat just outside the edge of our bubble. When I’d first glanced at it, I’d assumed it was dead. Then, I noticed two blood red eyes staring out straight ahead.

A sense of overwhelming evil emanated off of the wild cat. I charged out of the bubble, my sword held high overhead, but the cocolar was already moving. It bounded towards Rayana in a blur of fast flying limbs. Three quick leaps, and then it was soaring through the air like a cruise missile aimed dead center at the snout of Rayana’s horse.

In a pinch, she repositioned her lance spearing the deadly animal through. It gave out an ear-grinding yelp as Rayana’s spear sunk deep into its chest. The tear-drop steel blade sprouted out from the wildcat’s back in a pluming mist of acid blood. I jolted back towards the safety of Grace’s force shield.

I made it just in time. The cloud of blood misted as it sunk against the outer layer of the force bubble. Rayana dropped the lance onto the roadside and drove her horse into Grace’s magical bubble.

I turned around and saw that the other girls had joined us. Alaya’s bow twanged as she shot out a rapid fire flurry of shots. A cacophony of mewling met our ears, and then silence spread over the forest.

“Is everyone okay?” I said, glancing from girl to girl.

A chorus of grim faces, and solemn nods met my question. Then, I noticed Katye.

The former guardswoman was clutching her upper arm tightly. She flashed a pained smile.

“I’m afraid one of those buggers caught me unawares,” she said.

“Let me look,” Alaya said.

She put down her bow and walked over to Katye. Gently lifting her hand away from the wound, she began to examine the extent of the damage.

The cocolar’s claws had torn a hole straight through the boiled leather armor. Crusted red blood lined the perimeter of the cut.

“I’ll have to remove your armor first,” Alaya said.

“Sure, yeah, whatever,” Katye grunted.

She placed her hands around her waist, as if to pull the armor right over her head. But Alaya stopped her.

“I’ll do it,” she said.

“Someone, please lay down a blanket,” she added, without turning her head.

Agma walked over to her horse. Because she was so small, her mount had become something of a pack animal by default. She removed a blanket from its side, before unfurling it onto the ground.

It was just in time.

As the blanket hit the ground, Katye stumbled forwards. Alaya’s arms shot around her waist, steadying the warrior. I approached her other side to help hold her still.

Then, we were lowering her steadily down.

Just as I let go of her body, a growl split the air.

Ghost!

In the heat of battle, I’d completely lost track of him. I felt like hitting myself. If I ended up freeing the poor guy, just for him to get eaten by cocolars…

I shook my head, trying to dispel the thought as I searched wildly for the dog. The growl started up again. I swiveled towards the tree-line. There was Ghost, sinking into the bushes. Standing in front of him was the last remaining cocolar.

My blood froze.

Alaya was hard at work tending to Katye’s wound. By the time she got an arrow nocked, it’d be too late.

Drawing my sword, I sprinted towards the cocolar as I let forth with the most raucous war cry my lungs could muster. Seriously, I put in every ounce of energy that my body had left to make myself as loud as possible.

It worked.

The cocolar’s ears perked up, and then it was turning around just as I swung for its neck. It dodged to the right, moving with a terrible feline grace.

This cocolar was a little smaller than his fellows- that was probably how he’d managed to avoid detection- but that made him none the less deadly. It found its footing and then it was pouncing at me. I dodged its flying body at the last minute. Stabbing out with my sword, I tore a long line down the side of the creature’s body.

It yowled and yelped as it hit the ground.

Then, it turned around. I positioned my sword into a guard stance and waited. I didn’t have to wait long. As the cocolar repositioned itself into a crouching stance, Ghost tore out from the tree-line.

Her canine face was transformed into a thing of bestial terror. She let out three hard barks and then she was launching herself at the cocolar’s right haunch. Ghost’s teeth sunk deeply into the animal’s thigh, and then the cocolar’s face was twisting in pain.

Not wasting any time, I stepped forward and raised my sword overhead. The cocolar stared up at me, pure rage plastered across its animal face. But it was too late. I cleaved down with my sword, and the Cocolar’s head severed from its body.

I jumped back as a spurt of deadly acid blood plumed high up into the air. That’s when it hit me.

“No Ghost, its blood is deadly,” I shouted.

The dog didn’t pay me any mind. It was still hard at work tearing at the amphibious creature’s haunch. A hand fell over my shoulder.

“Don’t worry, John,” Rayana said. “The cocolar’s blood is deadly to humans, elves, and other sentient beings, but it will not affect an animal like Ghost.”

“Why not?” I said.

“Cocolars weren’t like this always. They used to be smaller, and without claws or teeth. It was the Lich King who transformed them into the monsters they are today. Part of the process he conducted in his deep underground laboratories involved a curse that was put upon the blood of the cocolar to make them odious to his enemies,” she said.

I watched Ghost tear apart the dead cat-salamander hybrid.

“While I’m glad he didn’t include dogs on the list of his mortal enemies,” I said.

Rayana laughed.

“Me too John,” she said. “Me too.”
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We turned back towards the others. Katye was already trying to sit up, despite Alaya’s best efforts to keep her down.

“I’m okay, really,” Katye said.

“I’m sure you are, but just to be on the safe side, lie still for me,” Alaya said.

Katye rolled her eyes, before complying with Alaya’s request.

“She’s a tough one,” I said.

“That she is,” Rayana said.

A moment of silence passed between us before she continued.

“She is exceptionally brave for a human.”

“For a human,” I said, raising one eyebrow.

“You know what I mean,” she said.

Her cheeks flushed pink.

I decided not to make an issue of it. Little passing moments of chauvinism like this were enough to remind me that Zamina still had about five hundred years to go before political correctness took root.

“Do you want to keep her?” I said.

My tone had taken on a light teasing lilt. Her eyes widened.

“John, she is not a dog!” Rayana said.

“I was joking, love,” I said.

I reached out and squeezed her hand. She squeezed back. Then, it hit me. I’d used the ‘L’ word. Not only had I used it, but Rayana had barely reacted. After so long on the road together, it was something that didn’t need to be said. It just felt… natural.

We got our things together, and after numerous protests on Katye’s part that she really was okay, we hit the road. The rest of the day passed uneventfully, though Grace did put a warder around our party.

A warder is essentially an early warning detection system consisting of a number of lazily streaking, neon yellow miniature comets that orbited our party about fifty yards out.

As night began to fall, I summoned several balls of witch-light and then we got to work looking for a good place to rest. We’d passed out of the low land forest, and now we were in the foothills.

“Over here,” I said, as I spotted a low overhang up and to our right.

We made our way up the narrow hillside to a small area of level ground. It was just perfect for a campsite, maybe a hundred square yards with a steep cliff wall protecting our rear and drop offs to our right and left.

Quickly, we got to work setting up our camp. Rayana and I pitched the tent, while Agma and Alaya busied themselves with the food. Grace set up warders and traps around the edges.

Which only left Katye unaccounted for.

“John,” Katye said.

Her voice was much quieter than usual.

“Yes,” I said.

“After what happened today, I think it would be better if I joined you and the girls tonight,” she said.

“Of course,” I said. “We’d be happy to have you.”

“Do you need any help setting up the tent,” she said.

“No, we just about have it,” I said.

Her arm slid around my waist.

“Let’s go eat,” she said.

* * *

“I hope you like ogia,” Agma said. She flashed a grin. “Because it’s all we’re going to be eating for the next three weeks.”

I suppressed a groan. Alaya lightly tapped Agma on the head with a wooden cooking spoon.

“Don’t be so grim. We have pork and stew as well,” she said. “Katye was even so kind as to pack some root vegetables.”

I turned to our newest member, a grin taking hold of my face.

“I knew there was a reason we brought you along,” I said.

“Is that it? Well, in that case I have much sweeter treasures than carrots for you to eat,” she said.

The other girls stifled guffaws while my cheeks started to burn. Katye flashed a saucy wink. Alaya served out the stew in wooden bowls. Joking aside, the carrots and potatoes made an excellent addition to the stew, adding some much needed depth to its flavor. By this point, the ogia essentially tasted like nothing.

After we’d eaten, we drew lots for whose turn it was to clean the dishes. Katye drew the first lot, and the hair on my body rose on end. An electricity entered the air as Grace announced my name.

I swear, a slight smirk flashed across her face for just a moment, and I got a feeling the pairing might not have been as random as it was supposed to be. After Grace cast a special warder around our bodies, we gathered up the dirty dishes and made our way down the hill side towards a river we’d replenished our canteens at about two hundred yards from our campsite.

We walked in silence through the still forest. My witchlight provided enough illumination to see, but we still had to be careful about roots and low hanging branches. When we finally reached the river, I carefully set the dishes down on a wet patch of grass.

I turned to Katye and cleared my throat.

“You showed a lot of bravery today,” I began awkwardly.

I wasn’t really sure where I was going with this, but I felt like I had to say something.

“Oh shut up and kiss me already,” she said.

Katye had already dumped her dishes on the ground, and she was staring at me like a wolf about to devour her prey. I leaned forward and wrapped my lips around hers. She grabbed me by the back of the head and pulled me in closer.

Sweet cinnamon rolled through her mouth into mine. Her hands ran down my back, drawing a shiver from my skin. Then, she was at my butt, squeezing and playing with my flesh.

After what seemed like an eternity, she drew her head back. Her piercing grey eyes stared playfully into mine.

“Like what you see, soldier?” she said.

“Why does your mouth taste so good?” I said, ignoring her question.

She chuckled.

“I told you I had something sweeter planned for dessert, didn’t I?” she said.

Removing her hands from my butt, she reached into her pocket and removed a slender, green stalk.

“Chew on this,” she said.

I placed it gingerly in my mouth and began to chew. Bursts of sugar and cinnamon splashed across my taste buds. I rolled the stem around my mouth, until the flavor lost its edge. Reluctantly, I swallowed. A lingering aftertaste warmed my senses.

“Wow, what is that?” I said.

Katye unbuckled her cuirass and let the heavy armor fall to the ground. Quickly, she repeated the process with her bracers and greaves. Slipping her hands down to the edge of her tunic, she pulled it over her head revealing that she was wearing nothing beneath. Finally, she knelt down and tugged her boots off. She took her time with this last step, gently teasing me with her body.

When she stood up again, the ravenous hunger had re-entered her eyes.

“Tell you later, soldier,” she said. “Now, you seem woefully overdressed.”

She licked her lips.

“Mind if I help you out of that?”

My mind went blank as she reached around for the back of my cuirass. Her hands flitted along the strings holding my armor up. Then, it dropped to the ground with a heavy thud. It didn’t take long before the cool night air whispered over my naked skin.

We stood in front of each other, and electricity filled the space between. It’s not like this was the first time we’d seen each other naked. But our last foray into nudity had been in the context of us escaping a heavily fortified castle after being attacked by a demon, so the atmosphere was just a tad different, to say the least.

Katye was breathing heavily.

“You don’t know how long I’ve wanted this,” she said.

“Since the night I killed Vedma, and you said I had a nice cock?” I said.

She cocked her head.

“Oh yeah, I guess you do know,” she said.

Without further ado, she dropped to her knees. One hand wrapped over my erect manhood. She stroked it eagerly.

“I’m going to give you a night you won’t forget,” she said, looking up at me with a wicked grin plastered across her face.

Before I could reply, she took me in her mouth. And when I say she took me in, I mean she took me all the way in.

“Oh fuck,” I said, my eyes watering.

Her head bobbed seductively between my thighs. I reached one hand down, and stroked her hair as she moved in long, slow movements up and down the length of my cock. I closed my eyes as starbursts clouded my field of vision.

I was bumping up against the edges of orgasm when Katye pulled her head back. Lust crinkled the edges of her eyes.

“Not so fast there. Wait until I’ve had my turn,” she said.

Then, she was standing up. I drank in her full body: her compact breasts, flat stomach, and the narrow V that nestled between her thighs which was covered by a well-maintained landing strip.

“What do you want?” I said.

“This,” she said, grabbing hold of my cock.

She twisted around and let go of my cock. Then she took three steps forward and planted her palms against the trunk of a nearby tree. She arched her torso, creating a small depression in the small of her back. Her tear-drop shaped ass was now presenting directly towards me.

I took a minute to soak it all in. She was magnificent, a real work of beauty.

“Are you just going to stand there all night, or are you going to fuck me?” Katye called; her voice rough with desire.

I stepped forward and inserted my cock into her tender wetness. I slipped in with hardly any resistance.

“Jesus, it’s like the Amazon down there,” I grunted.

Katye merely groaned in reply.

I began to thrust forward with my hips. Her hair spread alluringly down her back, and I soaked up the beautiful view as I increased the pace.

“Yes John, oh fuck yes. I’ve been waiting so long,” Katye cried out.

I bit my lower lip. Leaning over, I gave her ass a generous slap. She pushed back heavily against me.

“Oh fuck yes,” she said.

Just when I thought I was about to come, I silently slipped out.

“What the hell are you doing?” Katye said.

Without answering, I grabbed hold of her waist and swung her around so our torsos were facing. Her nipples poked heavily into my chest. I dipped my head down and wrapped my lips around hers. The heady scent of cinnamon soared through me. My arms wrapped around her waist. Her body flew into the air, and then I was settling her back down onto my cock.

It took a second for me to adjust. One heady second as I pressed her body close to me, her naked flesh gripping mine. Then, I was rocketing into her, back and forth as my cock surged through her most secret places.

She came first. An electrifying spasm gripped her muscles, as she clenched down heavily onto me. Unable to control myself any longer, I lost myself deep inside of her.

* * *

“That took a while. Did you get lost on your way back?” Grace said.

Her eyes were wide and an innocent expression spread across her face, but it was obvious that she was doing everything in her power not to burst out laughing.

“I must admit, I was afraid you’d been attacked by wild animals. I heard some rather fearsome noises coming up from the stream,” Alaya said dryly.

Agma merely looked from Katye to me and then back to Katye. Her smirk said it all.

“The dishes are clean. As for the lateness, John distracted me: he left a rather large bone in his bowl, and it took a while for me to clean it out,” Katye said.

Rayana and Agma guffawed, while Grace rolled her eyes. Alaya did not dignify the comment with so much as a glance, although I thought I saw her eyes crinkle in amusement.

We all went to bed soon after that. For the first time, Katye shared our tent and in the morning, I could feel her relationship to the group had changed somehow. She’d come closer to acceptance.

For this, my heart was glad.
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The days melded together. After the Lich King’s disastrous first attack, we encountered no more resistance. Whether that was because he was holding back for some reason, or because Grace’s warder spells and cloaking charms were working, the effect was the same.

In a way, it was a nice little vacation from our recent travails. Of course, there was nothing easy about our plunge into the Silver Mountains and we pushed ourselves close to the breaking point most days. Even still, the honest effort, physical exertion and lack of external threats was a welcome break.

And that was to say nothing of the fact that I was surrounded by five women who were all willing to give their lives for me on a moment’s notice. Not that I would ever let them. Still, it was a humbling realization, and a testament to their bravery and love.

After several weeks of arduous travel, we finally reached the trail where Rayana, Alaya, and I had set out not so long ago, though it felt like ages now, on our journey to find the high priestess.

We stopped before we reached the tableland that Castle Dragmoor sat on. Gesturing with her hand, Alaya led us off to the side of the road, and then onto a thin dirt path that took us a short distance beyond a screen of trees into the forest.

She slid off her mount, and the rest of us followed suit. After tying up her horse, she sat down on a fallen log.

“Time to game plan,” she said.

I recognized the phrase as one she’d picked up from me.

“Now, according to Lilsi prior to the attack on the rendezvous point, popular support for my cause had been growing as Aizere had proven herself to be both incompetent and secretive. Moreover, my faction saw strong recruitment growth through its secret channels. But all of that news is at least a month old. Things could be radically different by now. So, here’s what I’m thinking. Agma, are you able to cloak others using your powers?” Alaya said.

“Yes ma’am,” Agma said, bubbly as ever.

“Excellent,” Alaya said. “You, John, and I will infiltrate the palace walls. From there, we’ll make contact with whoever we can. Hopefully, not all of my contacts have been compromised, although we need to prepare for the possibility.”

A tree branch broke.

Alaya’s eyes widened. I reached for my sword and started to my feet. Alaya’s finger flew up to her mouth in the universal motion for silence.

I nodded, and slowly twisted around. A group of orcs had entered the clearing beyond the edge of the trees. What was most disconcerting was how casual they all were about being out in the open. While they were all armed, none of them had their weapons in their hands. Two of them had their heads lifted back in mirth, their ugly laughter spilling through the trees to our ears.

I made eye contact with each of my girls in turn. Rayana gripped her spear. Agma shimmered and disappeared, before several replica Agmas came back into existence around the perimeter of our makeshift camp. Alaya silently reached for her bow and gave me a nod.

It was over before it started.

Rayana, Katye, and I charged through the trees, trading stealth for speed. As we came upon the patrol, arrows whizzed out from behind us. The orc closest to the tree-line staggered to the ground as a white, goose fletched arrow sprouted from his throat.

The other orcs were reaching for their weapons when we descended upon them. With a silent fury, Rayana buried her spear deep into a seven foot tall behemoth’s belly. It crashed to the ground with a splutter and a grimace.

Katye’s blade found purchase in the neck of a smaller, grey skinned foe. Greenish blood oozed from the deep wound she’d opened up.

“By Morsligoth, what is this?” grunted a linebacker of an Orc as he slid an absolutely massive broadsword out from its sheath on his back. He launched himself at Katye.

I surged forward and swung up with my blade. It connected solidly against the hefty orc’s sword. He grunted and shifted his blade down against mine. I spun back and darted in towards the back of his legs. The orc awkwardly shifted his weight back. It wasn’t a pretty move, but it worked. My blade banged ineffectively against his leg armor.

Dropping his sword entirely, he swung out with his elbow. It was a short, vicious strike and I’m sure that had it hit my head I’d be done for entirely. But instead it got me directly on the shoulder.

All the air left my body as the worst pain I’d ever felt in my life tore through me. Every single bone in my shoulder girdle broke at once. Then, I was on my ass. Tears streamed involuntarily from my eyes.

What the hell was I thinking, taking on a seven foot tall orc by myself?

A smile flashed over the ugly creature’s face. I expected some sort of monologue about how humans were the inferior race, and Zamina belonged to the Orcs. Or something like that. I don’t know. But then I remembered that this was real life and not a movie.

The orc lifted his foot to stomp on me and I lifted my good hand in front of me. The pain was unreal. It was among the worst I’d ever experienced in my life. But I knew that if I didn’t take action soon, that life wouldn’t last much longer.

A concentrated flow of fire flew out of my palm and wrapped itself around the orc’s head. His smile flickered away into an expression of hell-born agony before that too crumpled into a cindery mush.

“Yah,” Katye cried as she leaped over the orc’s shoulder in an acrobatic display.

Her sword bit down deeply into the monster’s neck, and the flaming remains of his head rolled away onto the forest floor.

A sort of furious excitement danced behind her eyes. It transformed almost immediately into concern as she took me in.

“Alaya, come quickly,” she said. “John’s been badly hurt.”

A cold sweat had broken out on my forehead. I leaned over to my side and puked.

Why did everything hurt so much?

A warm, rough something lapped at the side of my face. I groaned.

“Not now, Ghost,” I said.

Katye reached down and gently scooped up the dog in her arms. A pair of gentle hands made their way over my collarbone.

“By the goddess John, he really got you,” Alaya muttered.

I opened my mouth to reply, and instantly began retching.

“I’m going to put you to sleep,” Alaya said. “The wound will take a day to heal. John, you’ve been very brave. Rest well my warrior.”

She began chanting in that strange language, and a warmth flooded through my veins. Sunlight washed my vision, and it hurt to see. I closed my eyes and darkness overtook me.

* * *

I jolted awake. It was night. I was in a strange place.

The trees swayed reassuringly overhead. My sleep had been deep and dreamless and now I was filled with energy.

“John, are you awake?” said Agma.

Her small hand folded over mine. I squeezed her tiny fingers and was surprised to feel no pain.

“How are you?” she said.

“It’s incredible,” I said. “It’s as if nothing had happened.”

I sat up and moved my arm through its full range of motion. Agma chuckled.

“You have Alaya to thank for that,” she said. “We should let the others know.”

She made no move to step away. I placed my hands lightly around her waist and plucked her into the air before setting her on my lap.

“We haven’t had much time together lately, have we,” I said.

Agma nestled her head into the crook between my head and shoulder.

“No,” she said softly.

I cradled her in the stillness of the night for a timeless period. The silver light of the moon washed down upon us.

“And I miss it,” she added in a voice so small I could barely make out her words.

“So do I,” I said.

Her warmth seeped into my body, and my warmth seeped into hers. My little monster girl. The brave, intrepid, and oftentimes funny imp who rounded out our ragtag group.

What would I do without her?

We made love that night as soft as a whisper beneath the broad oak canopies, and slumbering sky. Starlight glistened against Agma’s pale skin, as she bounced up and down on my hard manhood, riding me like a jockey.

Her round ass slapped hard against my thighs. I let loose with a solid slap against her firm flesh, and she responded with a fierce moan. Agma pushed her hands against my chest and pushed down and over my skin, feeling every inch of my body.

Then, I was leaning forward. I brought her chest to my mouth as I bit against her nipples, swirling my tongue along their pert forms. I leaned back, cupping her compact breasts in my fingers as she reared her head skywards. We fell together in ecstasy on a carpet of clover, our naked bodies twisting luxuriously in the cool air.

After an eternity passed, we stood up, dressed, and got the other girls.
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“John, I am glad to see that the spell has taken,” Alaya said.

“I don’t know how you did it. I feel good as new,” I said.

I reached out and waved around with my arm.

“You look so proud of yourself,” Grace said.

She stifled a giggle.

“You just watch what I can do with this bad-boy,” I said.

“Okay John,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“We had to move camp after slaughtering those orcs. We’re farther down the mountain, and off to the side. It’ll be a bit of a hike to get back, but we’re safe for now,” Rayana said.

“Speaking of which, did Agma tell you the bad news?” Grace said.

“No, what is it?” I asked.

Agma swallowed.

“I didn’t want to kill your good mood. Especially after what you just went through. But, uhm, Castle Dragmoor is under siege,” she said.

I swore quietly under my breath.

I looked from Agma to Alaya. She nodded in confirmation.

“After we hid the orc bodies in the forest, Agma went up on a scouting mission. Castle Dragmoor is completely surrounded by the Lich King’s forces,” she said.

I flashed back to the dream- or was it a vision- I’d had of that massive army streaming forth from the Lich King’s realm.

“Well, this changes things,” I said.

“In some ways yes, but in others no,” Alaya said.

I arched an eyebrow.

“With Agma’s stealth magic, it will still be possible to sneak into Castle Dragmoor. As grim as it sounds, the Lich King has strengthened our hand. Deposing Aizere will be considerably easier with a demon army knocking on her doorstep,” she said.

“Right, but then we have to deal with the demon army,” I said.

“Well, that’s the tough part,” Alaya said.

Behind her, Rayana rolled her eyes, and crossed her arms over her chest. I knew she was trying to look flippant, but nothing could disguise the worry in her eyes. Once, the elves had been a fearsome people. But, over the past millennia they’d slowly sunk into a malaise.

I steeled myself. We could only do what we were capable of, and no more. That thought was comforting to me.

“Okay, what does the army look like?” I said.

“Well, here’s the good news,” said Agma. “I don’t believe it’s the Lich King’s full army. Nor do I believe that the Lich King himself is commanding the siege.”

“Why?” I said.

“Well, good news bad news I guess. If the Lich King isn’t here, then he must think there’s something even more important,” Alaya said.

She saw my eyes light up and sighed.

“Yes, it might be the crystal,” she continued. “I really don’t know, John. The Lich King is a strange and ancient being. He keeps his own counsel. But yes, that would be the logical conclusion. However, this changes nothing. We will rid the elven throne of Aizere. We will repel the Lich King’s army, and I will use my people in service of our quest to find the crystal. There is no other path.”

She was right. It seemed that for every step forward that we took, two more obstacles sprang up in our way. But, if we were to make the best of things, this was still our strongest opportunity.

We sketched out our plan of attack. This time, we decided that the entirety of our group would invade Castle Dragmoor. With the Lich King’s army camped outside its gates, the stakes were simply too high to leave anyone behind.

Before we left, we set our horses loose. Grace cast a charm on them that would simultaneously allow us to recall them should we return, while also making sure that they didn’t stray too far afield. For Ghost, we left behind a small pile of food. There was a stream no more than a few hundred yards away. Grace put a similar spell on the dog. We hid our heavy bags as best as we could, and then we waited for night to fall.

We spent the day eating, napping, and resting. When the sun dipped low along the horizon, Agma cast a cloaking spell over us. I gave Ghost a final belly rub, and then we were moving back up the path and towards Castle Dragmoor.

We reached the tableland surrounding the city as the last rays of sunlight touched the horizon. The sheer size and scale of the enemy camp was enough to make my knees weak. I had flashbacks to our assault on Janus.

If this wasn’t even the Lich King’s full army, I shuddered to think what that would entail. While rows of tents lined the edge of the tablelands, the area closest to the castle walls was a patchwork of trenches. Beyond that was a sort of no man’s land that extended for as far as I assumed the elven archers could fire.

We crept our way around the edges of the army. Looming figures were made ghastly by the scattered flames of the campfires. Bestial noises rang out through the night. The hunched forms of lizardmen mingled with Goliathan minotaurs.

Alaya held hands with Agma and the two led us around the perimeter of the table land and through the outskirts of the enemy camp. We were able to make it to the outer wall of Castle Dragmoor. Far away from the main gate, this portion of the wall directly abutted the mountainside. Long, curling vines covered the stony exterior.

Alaya knelt down at the place where the wall met the mountain and passed her hand over its surface. She chanted a few words in that arcane tongue and made a series of twisting motions with her hands.

A dull orange glow emanated from the stone in the rough outline of a low, half-oval door.

“Don’t worry,” Alaya said without looking back. “It’s only visible to us.”

A low, grinding whine sounded as the vines and rock faded, and were replaced by a battered looking iron sally port. Judging from Alaya’s lack of concern, the sounds were also likely limited to our party.

“What is this?” I said.

“A royal secret,” Alaya said. “It’s something only those of the blood can access.”

She turned around now, a grim look on her face.

“We are walking into a viper’s den. From this point out, you will do exactly what I say, when I say it. We are creeping along the edge of a precipice, and one wrong move will send us hurtling down. Am I understood?” she said.

We nodded in unison. Alaya took a breath, and for the first time that night I caught a glimpse of how really, genuinely worrying this was for her. For Alaya, everything was riding on the outcome of our little excursion: The throne. The crystal. Her vendetta against her sister. Her status among her people.

Everything.

Without thinking, I reached out and placed my hand on her shoulder.

“I won’t let you down,” I said.

Alaya’s lips pursed together, and I thought I saw the glint of a teardrop forming in the corner of her eye.

“We won’t let you down,” Rayana said.

The other girls echoed after her, their voices stifled by the oppressive night air. Five pairs of hands reached out to touch the elven princess, to lend her strength and support.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“I thank you, all. Truly, I could ask for no greater friends,” she said.

Then, she opened her eyes, a renewed sense of purpose shining through her icy-blue irises.

One by one, she reached up and squeezed each of our hands in turn, releasing us as she went. She reached me last and held me the longest. Then, she turned around and swung open the sally door.

Between Agma’s cloaking magic, and whatever ancient spells were operating on this section of the wall, we were able to make it inside with the Lich King’s army none the wiser. We stepped into a cramped, stone lined corridor. Alaya shut the door behind us, casting us into darkness.

“John, a light please,” Alaya said.

I cast a ball of heatless witchlight into the air. The passageway was small, and it had the musty smell of a place untouched by living flesh for centuries, if not longer.

“If this corridor is only known to the royal family, then isn’t it possible that Aizere might have set a trap for us?” I said.

“It’s possible, but unlikely. I only found out about this passageway by accident, while reading in one of the ancient libraries. Aizere was never much for learning. I don’t think I ever saw her hold a book in the absence of one of her tutors,” she said.

We set off down the passageway. It twisted and turned up and down. It seemed a rather large, labyrinthine complex of tunnels ran below Castle Dragmoor. Finally, we reached a small crawl space where we were forced to shuffle on our hands and knees for a solid half a mile before arriving at a wooden door that couldn’t have been more than two feet square.

Alaya repeated the arcane spell and hand motions she’d signed earlier, and the door slid away, revealing a heavy slab of wood.

“Grace, would you mind moving this out of the way for us,” Alaya whispered.

Grace began an arcane chant of her own, and then the heavy wooden obstruction was sweeping silently to the side. A darkened room was revealed. As we crawled out into this new space, I sent my witchlight floating through the tunnel and into the room beyond.

Heavy wooden bookcases lined the wall. It appeared we were in some sort of forgotten basement library. Dust hung heavy on the two overstuffed chairs, and from a broad tapestry that lined one wall. I stopped to examine the artwork. A fierce looking elven warrior who bore more than a passing resemblance to Alaya was mounted on a white stallion. Wielding a saber in one hand, she was locked in pitched combat with a rather fearsome looking wyvern.

“My great-grandmother, the good queen Aerie,” Alaya said.

“She looks like a bad-ass,” Grace said.

Alaya snorted.

“I do not know the status of her ass, but she was considered in her day to a rather fearsome warrior,” Alaya said.

“So, where do we go from here?” I said.

“It’s imperative that we meet up with my supporters. There’s a safe house they’ve maintained in the city,” Alaya said. “Grace, can you disguise our appearances?”

“Sure,” she said. “I can cast a glamour. To anyone who passes us on the street, we’ll just be another group of nondescript female elves.”

She cast a significant look my way.

“You mean I’m going to be a woman?” I said.

Grace snorted.

“Don’t get too excited, big boy. That’s just for other people. You’ll still see a man when you look at yourself,” Grace said.

“Oomph, one hundred percent man, my man,” Agma purred, running one hand up my abs.

Alaya rolled her eyes, while I stifled a groan. Agma certainly had a talent for breaking the tension with her cheesy flirtations. She licked her finger, and lightly touched my chest before quickly drawing her hand away.

“Hot to the touch,” she said.

A saucy expression spread over her face, as she began to suck on her finger.

I tried my best to ignore her as I turned to Grace.

“Okay, let’s get this over with,” I said.
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The streets were mostly empty in the predawn stillness. I expected to see more soldiers walking around, but it seemed that they were all manning the walls. It certainly didn’t feel like the city was under siege. If anything, the whole place felt deserted.

The safe house was an undecorated stone building located off a back alleyway. Alaya gave a series of sharp raps. A small rectangular metal slide slid away from the top of the door, exposing a pair of steel grey eyes.

“Who goes there?”

“One who is gone, but not forgotten,” Alaya said, repeating the words she’d spoken at the inn.

“I do not recognize your face. You are not among our number.”

“Grace,” Alaya said.

A mumbled incantation sounded from behind me, and then the glamour fell away.

The grey eyes widened as they took in Alaya.

“Your majesty,” a soft voice gasped.

The door swung inwards, and we were being gestured inside by a slender elf clad in the same type of leather bodysuit favored by Alaya and Rayana. Beyond the door was a circular room pierced by two doorways, one that opened up onto a flight of stairs and one that opened up onto a darkened kitchen. A broad fireplace glowed dully. Whatever logs had once burned there had long since been reduced to ashes.

“Please, take a seat. You must be weary from your travels. Is there anything I can get you: food or water?” she said.

“Thank you, sister, it has been a long night. Do you have water for my companions and I?” Alaya said.

“Of course,” the elf nodded, and made her way into the kitchen.

I couldn’t help but notice that the backside of the elf’s bodysuit opened up onto a thong, exposing two generous, round cheeks. Agma elbowed me gently.

“It’s okay John, you can look. You’re not the only one,” she said quietly, flashing me a wink.

I blushed and averted my eyes, taking a seat on the large, horse-hair couch that took up most of the far wall. My girls squeezed in beside me. Agma wound up on my lap, although there was an empty spot just to my right.

“Are you comfortable?” I said dryly.

“Very,” the imp responded, wiggling her tight butt against the seat of my pants.

I bit my lower lip and looked straight ahead. Rayana reached out and put a light hand over Agma’s arm.

“We need to be serious now, sister. Great things are at stake here,” she said.

Agma nodded, and her face took on a solemn cast.

“Should I move, John,” she said.

“Well, not now,” I said, sighing. “Give me a minute.”

She leaned over and looked at me. A glint of mirth shone in her eyes. Then, the grey-eyed elf re-entered the room and Agma was all business.

She set a tray filled with crystalline cups on the low table in front of us. Then, she pulled over a wood backed chair from the corner of the room and positioned herself on the opposite side of the table.

“My liege,” she began. “It is both an honor and a relief to see your face again. Some weeks prior, before the Lich King’s army encamped itself outside our walls, Aizere announced that you had died in a tragic accident. She’d claimed that your body was lost at sea, and it was unrecoverable. Of course, we didn’t believe her, but Aizere had ordered a state funeral nonetheless.”

“As you can see, I’m very much alive,” Alaya said.

Her eyes took on a hard cast. She drew in a breath and continued.

“However, Aizere did try to have me killed,” she said, before quickly relaying the story of the nteopyr assassin.

“So, what do you want to do?” the elf asked when Alaya was done.

“There’s only one option left for me,” Alaya said.

Rayana and the other elf nodded. I looked between them. A pit had begun to form in my stomach.

“What is it?” I said.

“In ancient elven society, it is acceptable for elves of the noble classes to resolve their disputes with a duel. Of course, provocation is a necessary element. However, given that Aizere ordered Alaya’s death, well that’s more than adequate grounds for issuing a summons to a duel,” Rayana said.

“What if she refuses?” said Agma.

Alaya’s lips tightened.

“She won’t,” she said. “Once I’ve made the details of her assassination attempt clear, her only options will be to face me in a duel or flee the throne. There is no third choice.”

* * *

After that, it didn’t take long to hash out our plan. Grace would cast another glamour allowing us safe passage through the city. Visima, the elf who ran the safe house, would contact several of her guard friends and they would help us into the throne room.

Perhaps most surprising of all was how well it worked.

After our conference, we went upstairs for a quick nap. There was no use in rushing out. We wouldn’t be able to confront Aizere unless she was surrounded by her royal retinue. To that end, we’d have to wait for mid-morning when she would begin her war council. Alaya’s spies on the inside had reports that Aizere spent most of her time locked up in her bed chambers, and that only a select number of the high military command were to be let through. But, every day, like clockwork, from ten in the morning to one in the afternoon, she emerged from her hidey hole to meet with a broad selection of the top military brass, and her advisors.

The Lich King’s army had put everyone on edge. So far, there’d been little in the way of actual fighting. The elven fortifications were stout enough to keep the Lich King’s forces at bay, though the elves lacked either the strength or the will to sally forth and scatter them. Thus, the two sides were locked in a stalemate.

Still, the daily skirmishes were taking a toll on the city’s fighting forces, and that was to say nothing of the food supply. A series of freshwater springs below the city kept them well supplied with potable water, but Alaya’s sources warned that Castle Dragmoor was just a few weeks away from full-fledged starvation.

It was a desperate situation. Fortunately, that was just what we needed.

As we crossed through the city streets, we happened upon cluster after cluster of bedraggled elves. Most looked as if they’d barely slept or showered in weeks. Already, many showed the wan color of the malnourished.

When we arrived at the castle, we looped around to the side where one of Alaya’s spies led us through a discreet porter’s entrance. From there, we walked through a series of bare stone corridors that reminded me of the warren of tunnels that extended below most sport and event stadiums.

The spy was short, and spritely. Under normal circumstances, I got the feeling that she would’ve been bubbly and bright, but now she was all business. Her face could’ve been carved from granite.

In no time at all, she’d brought us up to the main floor of the palace. I began to recognize portions of the castle grounds: Rooms and corridors that I’d walked through before.

Then, we were coming up on the throne room. I gulped. This was the place where Aizere had tried to have me killed way back when I’d first arrived in Zamina. Somehow, this visit promised to be even darker than the first.

We stopped in front of the massive throne room doors.

“All ready,” Alaya said.

“Piece of cake,” Grace said.

She huffed a deep breath, and her pupils dilated.

I hope to God she doesn’t faint or we’re all gonna die.

With a few words and signs, she removed the glamour. Then, Grace began her chant and a shimmering wall swelled up around the group. Rayana and I walked forward, shielded now by Grace’s force bubble and we set our shoulders against the massive throne room doors.

“One, two, three,” Rayana said.

I shoved with all of my strength, and the door flew open. The inside of the throne room was just as I remembered. Sweeping marble walls curved up towards an airy ceiling. Large windows with real glass let in yellow beams of sunlight. At the far end of the room, a crowd of elves were murmuring among themselves.

A hush fell over the room, and then I felt two hate filled eyes alight on me.

“What are you doing here,” Aizere’s voice rang out hard and cold across the throne room.

“Hello sister,” Alaya said.

She stepped forward, and a gasp rose up from the assembled elves. An ironic smile tugged at the corner of her lips.

“Surprised to see me?”

* * *

All of the blood drained from Aizere’s face. She looked like she’d seen a ghost.

Maybe in her mind she had.

Just as quickly as the shock had appeared, it was replaced by anger.

“Guards, arrest these miscreants immediately. Some sorcerer has created a replicate of my dearly departed sister in an inane farce,” Aizere said.

Her tone was a mix of panic, rage, and surprise. She seemed to half-believe her own words, even if no one else did.

When none of the guards made a move, she launched into the queen bitch routine that I’d come to know so well.

“Don’t just stand there. I am your queen, and I command that you move,” Aizere shouted.

Several of the guards made a half-hearted start down the throne room, only to stop as Alaya fixed them one by one with her death stare. I couldn’t help but be reminded by Napoleon’s return from exile and his confrontation with the French army. Ever the history buff, his immortal words flashed through my brain: “If there is any man among you who would kill his emperor, here I stand!”

Of course, Alaya, being from another dimension, didn’t quote the great Corsican. In fact, she didn’t say anything at all. Her regal stare was enough to bring the royal guard to heel.

That was pretty bad ass in and of itself.

Her eyes flickered up towards her sister. A masque of pure, unadulterated hatred had etched itself across her face.

“You have tried to kill me,” Alaya said.

Aizere began to protest, but with a motion that would brook no dissent, Alaya stomped her foot heavily against the ground.

“You will not argue with me sister. I have my proof. You sent an assassin after me, your own flesh and blood for selfish, nefarious purposes. Well, the assassin did not survive his encounter with me, and neither will you. You have insulted my life, and my honor. Now, you will duel me,” Alaya said.

“You propose to duel me? I’d forgotten how arrogant you are, sister. And what do you propose be the prize of this duel?” Aizere said.

“Life. Yours or mine,” Alaya said.

Aizere looked like a rat caught in a trap. Her tongue darted out and wetted her upper lip.

“Very well then,” she said.

She stood up and walked down to the foot of her throne.

“Guards, bring me my sword,” she barked.

Two of the guards closest to the door scrambled into action. As for the others, they kind of milled around. It was obvious the other elves didn’t quite know what to make of this royal spat. Although, I thought I caught more than a few hopeful glances flicker towards Alaya.

If Aizere was even half as unpleasant towards the elven gentry as she’d been to Alaya and I, then it was unlikely she could count on much in the way of popular support. Not that it really mattered. Moving forward, the only thing that counted was the cold steel of elven forged blades.
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Alaya armed herself with the slender steel saber I’d seen her contact give her back at the safe house. She began a series of stretches and what I could only describe as shadow boxing, but with a sword.

Unlike Alaya, who was still dressed in her revealing leather bodysuit, Aizere wore long, flowing white robes. I was sure that she was going to excuse herself to go get changed into some sort of heavy armor, when she clicked her fingers, and two guards flew from the edge of the wall towards her back. As one, they got to work on her clasps.

With a whoosh her robes fell to the floor, revealing a sort of lacy white lingerie. Low cut panties were scooped beneath Aizere’s flat stomach. Meanwhile, her rounded breasts crowded up and out of her bra.

Is she really going to fight like that?

The side door opened and the two guards who’d left earlier reappeared. One held a slender saber with a richly decorated hilt, while the other carried a sort of leather bodysuit similar to the one worn by Alaya.

Her guards helped her into the bodysuit, although much like Alaya’s it did little more to cover her than her lingerie did. It was a rich, black leather, and as much as I hated her, I had to admit that Alaya’s sister looked sexy as hell in that get-up. Then, the other guard passed Aizere her saber, and she began to warm up in the same manner as Alaya, slashing and stabbing at the air with expert precision.

I swallowed hard.

This wasn’t going to be a walk in the park. As deadly as Alaya was, watching Aizere I got the impression that the two sisters were more or less equally matched.

This was going to be a grim fight to the death. I clenched my fist. I could end this right now with my fire casting.

As if reading my mind, a hand shot out and gripped my upper arm.

“No John,” Rayana said, in a low murmur. “You cannot interfere under any circumstances. It pains me too, but this is an important elven ritual. It is deeply rooted in our culture. The outcome can only be determined by the combatants. It is in the hands of the goddess now.”

She was right. But goddamn was that the last thing I wanted to hear right now.

An elderly crone stepped into the center of the floor.

“Are you both appraised of the rules,” she said.

Alaya nodded her head. A grimace flashed over Aizere’s face.

“Just get on with it,” she said.

“The ritual must be observed,” the crone said.

“Fine, yes. I’m aware of the rules,” Aizere said.

Turning to Alaya, she continued: “I will take great pleasure in separating your head from your body, dearest sister.”

A gasp rose from the crowd. Not that anyone should’ve been surprised by that. Not after everything Aizere had done.

“You will be limited to the use of your blades, and your bodies. Neither magic nor additional weapons are to be permitted. The fight will end with the death of the first combatant. Once the fight has begun, it must be finished. Blood answers blood. Now, you will swear to the Goddess to uphold the rules of the fight, your honor, and the honor of your people,” the crone said.

“I accept,” Alaya said.

Aizere spat on the floor. Hatred burned in her eyes.

“I accept,” she said.

“Very well, noncombatants will move to the side. And let me remind you all,” the crone raised her voice, and cast a piercing stare around the room. “That the price of interference extends beyond death. Anyone who steps outside the bounds of what is permissible will have their names stricken from both the birth registries, and the ancestral scrolls. A curse will be laid upon your name, and not for a thousand years will it be spoken again.”

She clapped her hands, and the crowd of elves moved off to the side. A hand took hold of my elbow. I whipped my head around and saw Rayana mouth the word move. Grace, Agma, and Katye had already flattened themselves against the far walls. I hastened to join them.

Now, the only ones left were Alaya, Aizere and the crone. She flashed a puckered gaze between the two royal sisters, before taking a step back. Raising one hand in the air, she began to count: “Three, two, one- go!”

Alaya was off like a flash. Darting right, then left she sprinted up towards Aizere before arcing her saber down in a pinwheel move. A burst of sparks exploded over the two elves as the screeching echo of steel on steel rang against my ears.

Alaya executed a flawless somersault as she tumbled onto the floor. In a second, she was back on her feet. Her sword flashed in a whirl of dizzying slashes. Aizere turned around but otherwise remained stationary. From the back, her taunt butt and smooth back were on full display. Aizere looked every inch the killing machine. Sleek muscle covered her frame, giving her a lithe, almost feline appearance.

She advanced on Alaya, swinging her sword in lazy figure eights in front of her body. When she’d gotten within a dozen feet of her foe, she pounced. Unlike Alaya, she didn’t bother with any fancy feints. Moving forward aggressively, her sword met Alaya’s in a cyclone of steel.

The sisters danced around the room, their blades moving more quickly than the eye could follow. A constant, sheering clatter was the only sign that they were fighting at all. However the elves forged their blades, it had to be somehow special. From my experiences with Hema, no Earthly blades would be able to withstand the sheer ferocity, and relentless back and forth of their sword play.

I bit down on my tongue.

Aizere had the upper hand, if only slightly. She was in control. Through nonstop pressure fighting, she was steadily pushing Alaya back. The direction of the fight changed towards me, and for the first time since the bout began, I was able to get a good look at the two.

Sweat streamed down both of their bodies. Alaya’s face had tightened until her skin was pulled as taunt as the surface of a drum. Her sharp blue eyes were locked in concentration.

What stress she must be under! I thought.

A single missed stroke, and not only the fight, but our aspirations to save all of Zamina, would end as well. If only I could help. A single blast of fire would take Aizere permanently out of commission. But, in saving Alaya, I’d be dooming us all.

There was only one desirable outcome: Alaya had to take out Aizere.

Something caught my attention. Alaya’s face had relaxed ever so slightly. Her heavy breathing had grown shallow, and she was retreating much more rapidly than before. Aizere was a she-lion stalking triumphantly forward. Grim victory lit up her face, and then Alaya made her move.

In a flash of silver, her wrist dipped down, and her blade shot up. Aizere’s sword clattered out of her hand and flew across the room. Now, Alaya was on the offensive as Aizere darted back in an acrobatic retreat, tumbling wildly across the throne room floor in a display that would’ve earned her a spot in circus solei.

Alaya never let up. Advancing slowly but steadily, she was pushing Aizere into a far corner of the room. A space from which there could be no escape. Suddenly, she surged forward. Aizere leapt back, but the suddenness of the movement overwhelmed her, and then she was splayed out on her back. Her feet shuffled across the floor, as she desperately tried to escape her sister.

In the movies, this would’ve been the point where Alaya would launch into a speech about the necessity of choosing justice over evil. Or perhaps Aizere would plead for her life, before reminding Alaya of the familial bond they shared.

But this was no movie, and no moving melodrama accompanied the final acts of this morbid scene. What did finally occur was far, far worse. Aizere wriggled, and then her hand shot down to her calf. A flash of bright metal slipped away from her high-topped leather boots.

“Alaya, she has a knife,” I shouted.

Alaya surged forward, her sword raised high overhead, but it was too late. Aizere’s hand flickered out, and then the knife was slicing through the air. It buried itself deeply in Alaya’s shoulder, above her left breast and then she was sinking to the floor.

“Treachery! Base treachery!” the crone shouted.

Furious cries rose up from the crowd of elves, but I was barely cognizant of any of it. Flames swirled around my fingertips. I stepped away from the wall, as Aizere stumbled to her feet, grabbing Alaya’s dropped saber in the process. A sinister smirk slipped over her face.

“Goodbye sister,” she said as she raised the sword over her head.

Then, she was gone. Vanished. Disappeared.

I lowered my hands, the surging flames fizzled out.

“What the hell,” Grace said.

The knife blade faded into nothingness, and then Alaya’s body slowly lifted into the air. When she was maybe a dozen feet up, her body flipped and turned vertical before descending until she was no more than two or three feet above the ground.

All throughout the process her eyes were closed, as if she’d fallen into a deep sleep. Her leather bodysuit dissolved, revealing her luscious naked body marred by the deep knife wound that extended over her upper chest.

That too disappeared. A flurry of light surrounded her body, spinning in a sweep of deep yellow sparkles. Then, she was dressed in the same white robes that’d adorned Aizere when we’d first stepped foot into the chamber.

A slender gold circlet formed from the sun motes high overhead, and gently descended until it brushed against her brow. Alaya’s eyes opened, a calm, glacial blue.

Her body lowered until her feet touched the floor. The crone walked over and took Alaya’s hand in hers.

“By dint of cruel treachery, Aizere has defeated herself. Heed my words well, this is the last time her name will be spoken among our people for millennia. Histories of her reign will be rewritten, and she will be known only as the deceiver. Alaya, by right of conquest the elven throne has passed into your hands. May you use your newfound power and authority wisely,” the crone said.

She gripped Alaya’s hand firmly, before parting from the newly crowned queen. Alaya executed a fluid quarter bow.

“I thank you grandmother, for your fairness and grace,” she said.

She stepped forward, and gripped the crone’s hand once more, before bringing it to her lips. She dipped her head and planted a light kiss on the old woman’s hand.

The two parted for a second time.

Alaya raised her head and took in the room.

“My sister,” she began. “The one who will not be named, led a weak and cowardly defense of Castle Dragmoor, our ancient and sacred home. No more. Tomorrow, we will take the fight to the monstrous horde camped outside our city walls. We will wipe their unclean bodies from the heights of our mountains. No longer will these demons feel safe in elven territory. Like a cleansing rain, we will flood away the forces of the void and restore tranquility not just here, but to every corner of Zamina!”

At this, the assembled generals, notables, and nobility cheered. I joined in the outpour, caught up in the excitement of this new dawn.

* * *

The rest of the day passed in a blur. Grace, Katye, Rayana, Agma, and I, followed Alaya around in a sort of daze. Finally, sensing that we were more of a hindrance than a help, I suggested to Alaya that the girls and I inspect the walls and ascertain the current status of the fighting.

Alaya flashed me a grateful smile and agreed that that would be for the best. Calling over one of the many hanger ons she’d rapidly accumulated, she asked her to show us to the wall and to appraise us of the current status of the defenses and fighting.

The elven warrior was a smart looking girl in her mid-twenties, dressed in the heavier mail and leather armor favored by the heavy elven infantry.

“Yes, my liege,” she said automatically, before dipping into a deep bow.

“That will be all,” said Alaya, before turning around.

The elf started for the door. The girls and I followed closely behind. The warrior took us out of the castle and down a flight of stairs. As we descended through the lower layers of the city, it seemed as if an electricity had overtaken the elven rank and file. The listlessness we’d seen earlier had vanished, replaced by a new energy.

It was as if the news of Alaya’s ascent to the throne had spread throughout the entirety of Castle Dragmoor in mere hours, imbuing the citizenry with a new purpose and energy. In no time at all, we were climbing the outer walls of the city.

Not much had changed.

The Lich King’s forces were still arrayed beyond the city walls, and despite the hustle and bustle of the encamped army, it didn’t seem like anyone was willing to do anything to end the stand-off.

“What’s the status of the fighting?” I said.

The elf captain snorted.

“Nothing much to report. Scattered combat here and there. The first few days were marked by sorties against us. Cold elven steel, and the stout walls of Castle Dragmoor have turned the hearts of the Lich King’s forces. More recently, they’ve contented themselves with building these infernal trenches and waiting. I think they mean to starve us out. That bitch,” she stopped and spat, “the one who shall not be named rejected all proposals to sally forth from our gates. The rank coward,” she said.

Further along the wall stood a middle-aged elven warrior in buffed leather armor. She held a narrow, brass spyglass with which she was looking out at the enemy camp. I flashed back to the nteopyr assassin, and his elven forged scope.

“Can I have one of those,” I said, gesturing towards the soldier.

“Certainly,” the captain said. “Hey, Marigold.”

I winced. She’d shouted just a hair too loud. She waved her arm in a wide loop to accompany the call. Marigold stiffened, before gliding over to us. As she approached, she seemed to slouch just ever so slightly into her own body. A sour expression spread over her face.

“Yes cap’n,” she said.

“Show this man here how to use the spyglass,” said the captain.

“Yes ma’am,” Marigold said.

She extended her arm to its full extent as she held the spyglass straight out from her body towards me.

“He’s not going to give you man cooties, soldier,” the captain barked.

Marigold flushed a pretty shade of red and coughed.

“Yes ma’am,” she said.

I took hold of the spyglass, holding back a smirk as I did so. Then, I fitted it to my eye. The enemy camp suddenly became so much clearer. Back from the trenches, I spotted a clutch of orcs cavorting around a fire. Further towards the edge of the cliff were a huddled group of five cave trolls, each monstrously massive, muscle bound and tusked. Their grey skin gave them a slate like appearance, and if it weren’t for their giant clubs and occasional movements, I could’ve mistaken them for lumps of stone.

All the air left my lungs as a demonic figure slunk into view. Its movements were reptilian, its eyes red and piercing.

It was Vedma, no longer in her human form.

“What the hell?” I muttered.

“What is it?” Rayana said.

It shouldn’t have surprised me. Not after my prophetic dream. But, still seeing her alive, and in the flesh just felt- unreal.

I’d killed her. I’d watched her smash through the side of my tower and fall more than a hundred feet to the cobblestones below. All while she was being consumed by my mage fire. Even with all her arcane enchantments, that should’ve been more than enough to kill her.

And it was. But, with the Lich King’s powerful necromancy, he’d managed to bring his demon lieutenant back to life. The cluster of red shaded eyes suddenly swung up towards the battlements, and I felt the heat of Vedma’s stare on my skin.

We must’ve been at least half a mile away. There was no way she should’ve been able to see me. But she did. I was sure of it. Her mouth opened, and a long, wagging tongue drooped down to her chest. It was hard to believe this creature had once been a beautiful human sorceress. It was harder still to believe that she’d actually wanted to become this.

That she was the architect of her own demise.

The tube-like tongue lolled back and forth. With a sickening pinch in my stomach, I realized that she was smiling at me. She was laughing. This undead demon wanted a rematch. I lowered the spyglass and passed it back to Marigold without even bothering to look at her. I felt like puking.

“John, what is it?” Rayana said.

“It’s Vedma. She’s back. She’s leading the Lich King’s forces,” I said.

Rayana swore.

“This is dark sorcery indeed,” she said.

A beat of silence passed between us.

“Is there anything else you’d like to examine,” the captain said.

“No,” Rayana said. “We’ve seen enough.”

* * *

Back at the palace, Alaya was still meeting with the top brass. A slender elf in a stylish grey gown hurried over to us.

“The queen is busy at the moment, but she instructed me to take care of your needs while she’s indisposed,” she said.

A professional smile flashed across her pert face. I glanced at Rayana, then Grace who lifted her shoulders in a small shrug.

“That sounds amazing,” Agma said.

Reaching out with the confidence of a politician on campaign, she shook the elf’s hand.

“And may I have your name, young lady,” she said, winking.

“I’m Reeyla,” the elf said, the professional smile never leaving her face.

Rayana looked as if she were dying inside. Grace stifled a grin. Even in the face of overwhelming odds, I was happy to have such an eclectic collection of characters by my side.

Reeyla led us down to the steam baths where we were able to clean off several weeks’ worth of muck and grime from our skin. I’d almost forgotten what it was like to have a good, hot bath, and after so long on the road the sensation of clean skin and relaxed muscles was, well, nothing short of amazing.

After a thorough scrubbing, Reeyla showed us to a table where white linen robes had been laid out for us. I’d long since grown used to being nude around strange women, so her presence left me relatively nonplussed.

Somehow, they’d more or less perfectly guessed our sizes. The robe fit perfectly, and the fabric was light, soft as air. Then, she took us up to our chambers. A tray of fresh fruit had been laid out on a small table. A pitcher of spring water sat nearby, ringed by several crystal glasses. I helped myself to an already peeled orange. Its sweet, twangy citrus juice felt good against my dry throat. I chased it down with a glass of water, before collapsing onto the bed. Grace was already fast asleep. The others joined soon afterwards.
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A soft hand jostled me awake.

My eyes opened to two soft pools of crystal blue staring down at me.

“John, we have much to talk about,” said Alaya.

“My queen,” I said, trying to twist my head into a half-bow.

Alaya’s face didn’t break, and I instantly felt like a fool.

“There will be time enough for joking later, John. I have learned much these past hours. Great things are afoot. Tomorrow, we will launch a full-frontal assault against the Lich King’s forces, and you are going to play a pivotal role in the fighting,” she said.

“Wait, back up here,” I said.

I glanced around. Agma lay curled up in a small ball near the edge of the bed, but the other girls had disappeared. Alaya followed my eyes.

“I’ve already conferred with the other girls. Now, they are in preparation. However, this plan does involve Agma, so if you would please,” she trailed off.

“Oh yeah, sure. No problem,” I said.

I leaned over and shook Agma’s shoulder.

She started and kicked at the air.

“What is it?” she said.

“Alaya’s sending us on a suicide mission,” I said.

Alaya shot daggers with her eyes, but it worked. Agma sat up instantly. A smile spread across her face.

“Finally,” she gasped.

The plan was both simple and complicated. My part of the plan was actually very simple. Maybe a little too much so. It reminded me quite a bit of our assault on Janus. Agma was to conceal herself, Grace, and I with a glamour. We were to move in towards Vedma’s tent. Given that she’d already spotted me on the castle walls, it was unlikely that we would take her completely unawares. However, if we’d lost something in the way of surprise, at least we wouldn’t have to worry about the entirety of the Lich King’s army turning on us as we took out their linchpin.

Shortly before the assault, we were to send a signal to Alaya. Once she got the signal, the full-frontal assault would begin. Rayana had been tapped to lead a calvary charge from the right wing of the castle, while the main infantry force was to spring forth from the main gate.

Beyond that, the details became increasingly complex, as Alaya’s crack array of tacticians, generals, sorcerers, and archers had spent weeks preparing plan after plan only to be struck down repeatedly by Aizere.

Now, with a new queen on the throne, the elves of Castle Dragmoor were ready to take fate back into their own hands. Once we’d taken out Vedma, Agma would recast the glamour and hopefully we’d be able to sneak around and join back up with the main forces.

It was a smart plan. It was a well-considered plan.

And it stank of suicide.

“John, are you sure you want to go through with this?” Alaya said, after she’d finished explaining the plan.

“Absolutely, I’m going to send that bitch back to hell where she belongs,” I said.

Agma ‘s hand slapped against mine in a high five.

A small smile crept up Alaya’s face.

“I thought that would be your response. Very well then, you will need this,” she said.

She pressed something warm and hard into my palm. Her hand drew away, revealing a slender necklace of woven silver. A well-cut ruby flashed fragmented shimmers of light across the room. She held up a matching necklace.

“What you hold in your hand belonged to my mother, the former queen. If you rub the jewel three times, it will connect you to the jewel in my hand,” she said. “Once you’ve done that, you can communicate whatever you want. All you have to do is merely think or feel it, and I will feel your feelings and think your thoughts. Be careful with it, however. It is an ancient heirloom. You will be the first outside of the royal family to control that jewel.”

“I won’t let you down,” I said.

Without my meaning to, my voice had taken on a low, husky tone. Alaya reached across the bed and hugged me.

“I know you won’t. I just hope I don’t let you down,” Alaya said.

She briefed me on a few more details, before withdrawing to her own chambers to rest. It made sense that she’d sleep alone now, given her recent ascension to the throne. But she would still be sorely missed in our bed.

Hopefully, this wouldn’t be a permanent shift.

The other girls had gone off on various errands as they prepared for the following day’s fighting. Surprisingly enough, despite her heavy new responsibilities as calvary commander. it was Rayana who came back first.

She’d changed out of the white robe into leggings, and an embroidered forest green tunic. It matched her eyes quite prettily, and I was opening my mouth to say so when the elven warrior straddled my waist and pressed her mouth heavily against mine.

I closed my eyes, as her tongue pushed into my mouth. Her hands searched my back. There was something new in her touch, a desperate hurriedness that was foreign to the normally cool warrior.

My hands flew around and gripped her ass. I gently kneaded the flesh between my fingers, before giving her left ass cheek a sharp slap. She arched her neck back and moaned.

When she lowered her head and looked me in the eyes, I saw it. The fear. Not of death, but of parting. Then, I understood. This battle represented an opportunity for loss. And if there was even a chance that I might slip away from her, she was going to preserve me in her memory first.

I snaked my head around to the space between her head and shoulder. Soft skin melted against my lips as I danced across her neck. Tremors shook her body, and then her head was twisting against mine. Her lips brushed my lips, and I smelled lilac and honey.

Rayana put one hand on my chest and pushed me back. Then, she wrapped her arms around her waist and pulled her tunic over her head revealing her perfectly rounded breasts. I took one strawberry nipple in my mouth and began to suck gently on its length. She purred, a low, deadly sound.

I switched to her other nipple, and Rayana arched her head back again in another fit of pleasure. I swung my arms around her legs and back, and then I was hoisting her high in the air. I swung her body around and positioned her so her face was against the wall.

Heavy breaths racked her body. Her flesh fluttered in anticipation. Taking one hand along either side of her hips, I yanked her leggings down to her ankles. Her perfect tear-drop ass came fully into view. Her pussy lips were faintly visible from below.

“Take me, John. Make me yours. I don’t know how many hours, days, or years we will share together, but so long as I remain in Zamina I desire to belong to no man, but you,” she said.

I didn’t need any further invitation. My clothes fell to the floor, and I advanced on Rayana. Her jet-black hair spilled alluringly down her back and shoulders. I rubbed my manhood against the outside of her generous ass, and Rayana moaned in a deep fit of pleasure.

No longer content merely to tease her, I dropped my hips until I was well below her. Then, I was tracing my cock along the outer edges of her pussy lips. She shivered with anticipation.

The head of my cock slipped swiftly into her wetness, and then I was gripping her hips as I drove in and out of her body in a cascading fury of thrusts. The sharp slap of flesh against flesh filled the chamber.

“Oh fuck yes, John. John, John, please don’t stop,” Rayana said.

Rayana threw her head back as her body rattled in ecstasy. A vast swelling surged up in my body, and then I was exploding inside of her. We stood there for a second, panting, naked and sweaty, before I pushed into her for one final stroke.

Rayana gasped.

My arms wrapped around her waist, and under her knees. I carried her back to bed. I carefully laid her out, before lying down beside her. Instantly, Rayana’s arms wrapped around my head and shoulders as she rolled herself onto my chest. The top of her head came to rest just below my chin. I dipped down and planted a rough kiss on her hair.

The wild scent of hot sweat and frenzied sex filled my nostrils.

“I am yours,” Rayana said.

“You are mine,” I said.

* * *

The assault was to take place at daybreak. Which meant that Agma, Grace, and I had to depart before the sun rose. Thank God I’d taken that nap last night. The elven armorers had outfitted us with the best mail they could muster, and I felt a lot better now that I knew I’d be protected from most slashing blades.

Still, if another orc decided to shoulder check me, I would be absolutely wrecked. Our small party made its way down through the warren of tunnels that crisscrossed the lower reaches of the castle. We were led by the same elf captain who’d shown us the battlements yesterday. As she led us down to a different sally port from the one in which we’d initially gained entrance, I turned to her and put my hand on her shoulder.

A small blush appeared on the tops of her cheeks.

“Soldier, what is your name?” I said.

“I am Elksa, of the house Saar,” she said.

“Elksa of the house Saar, you have rendered my friends and I great service. We thank you for your help,” I said.

I removed my hand and bowed my head. Beside me, the girls did the same. Elksa was quick to return our gesture. As she lifted her head, I noticed that the blush had grown.

Not wanting this to become any more awkward than it had to be, I turned to Agma.

“Ready to go?” I said.

“You know it, daddio,” she said.

She flashed me twin finger guns. I stifled a groan. I was really coming to regret teaching her Earth slang.

A flash of iridescent light filled the chamber.

“That’s it,” Agma said. “The glamour’s up. If anyone sees us, we’ll look like a pack of orcs.”

Elksa opened the sally port, and we hurried out. She shut the door behind us with nary a whisper, and then we were on the tablelands, beyond the protection of the walls of Castle Dragmoor.

The predawn darkness covered our bodies. The sentries along this portion of the wall had been warned that three orcs would be exiting out through the side walls. Which meant our only worry came from the line of trenches ahead of us. Keeping to the perimeter of the tableland, we made our way towards the first trench.

“We’ll have to go down,” Grace said.

I bit my lower lip. The detour would slow us considerably, but it was necessary. Skipping over the tops of the trenches would expose us unnecessarily. And even with Agma’s glamour, the last thing we needed right now was unnecessary attention.

Not that I liked being in close quarters with an army of monsters any better.

We’d arrived at the far edge of the first line of trenches. To any sentries looking out from the Lich King’s camp, we would appear as nothing more than an orcish party back home from a late-night expedition.

“I’ll go first,” I said.

Steeling my nerves, I crept up to the edge of the trench.

Here goes nothing.

I leapt down into the blackness and landed on something soft and fleshy.

Dear God no!

A pained grunt sounded from beneath me. Without thinking, I drew my dagger and turned over. It was almost impossible to make out anything in the darkness of the trench. But I could just barely see the faint outlines of a downed orc. A largish wine skin lay several feet away from his body.

The orc gurgled, as his limbs clumsily moved to bring him up from the ground. I stabbed down at the part of his body that I thought was his neck. My blade bit deeply into his flesh, and he spasmed. Frantic now, I dug the dagger in deeper, and began to saw off his head.

In no time at all, it was severed. A salty bead of sweat dripped from the bridge of my nose into my mouth.

Fuck, that was close.

I reached out and grabbed hold of the wine skin. The strong odor of alcohol confirmed my suspicions- the orc was drunk as a skunk. I shook my head. I couldn’t expect to always be so lucky.

Looking down the trench, it seemed more or less clear of obstructions. A roughly patched together blanket flapped out into the tunnel, and the echoing roar of a cavern full of sleeping orcs filled the air.

So, there were orcs- and probably some other assorted monsters- sleeping here. They were in dormitories that’d been carved out from the sides of the trenches. The headless orc at my feet had been unlucky. If he’d only stumbled forward another dozen yards, he’d be sleeping soundly right now.

Grace poked her head over the side.

“Everything okay?” she said in a breathless whisper.

I flashed her the thumbs up sign. She nodded her head, and turned around, flinging her feet over the side of the trench. I caught them in my hands and lowered her to the ground.

I was still holding Grace when Agma began her descent. Fluttering down with her bat wings, the imp slowly drifted beside me.

“Hey handsome,” she whispered. “Next time, I’m going to make you carry me too. That looked like fun.”

Standing up on her tiptoes, she planted a dry peck on my cheek.

We made our way down the labyrinth of trenches. Fortunately, the Lich King’s army wasn’t exactly a highly disciplined fighting force. While we did spot the occasional sentry positioned overhead, the sleeping camp was largely wide open. They probably figured that if the elves were to attack, it’d be during the daylight hours. That jibed with everything I’d read about ancient warfare, where nighttime raids were a rarity.

We pressed back further into the camp until finally the last trench led out onto level ground. Tents were scattered aimlessly across the tablelands, and clustered between and among the tents were bundles of blanket swaddled orcs, lizard men, minotaurs, and some creatures whose origin I couldn’t even begin to guess at.

The sky had lightened somewhat, and it was becoming easier to pick our way between the sleeping bodies. A current of anxiety ran up through my body. We didn’t have much time before the camp awoke.

A chorus of snarls and hisses rose from our left. My right hand shot down to my sword, while a swirling ball of fire burst from my left. A pack of cocolars snapped and surged towards the girls and I. A metallic clank rang in my ears, and the hell-beasts stopped short.

“The glamour doesn’t work on animals,” Agma whispered. “I mean, they see orcs, but they smell us.”

I put my hand on her back, and speed walked forward. Behind us came the heavy click-clack of nail studded leather boots on slate rock. I looked behind me, and saw a very large, very pissed off looking orc bring a long wooden club crashing down on the cocolar that was furthest out from the group.

Its head swung down, and the fierce growling transformed into a soft mewling.

“Damn bastard animals, can’t let me sleep in peace,” the orc muttered.

He glanced up, and his eyes narrowed.

“In Morsligoth’s name, what are you doing sneaking around in the dark? Honest folk are resting,” the orc rasped.

“We, uh, got to take a leak, brother,” I said, speaking in what I hoped was my most convincing, raspy orc voice.

“The hell is wrong with your voice? And I ain’t your brother, maggot,” the orc said. “Come to think of it, why would three orc-men go to piss at once. You’re not covering for some buggery in the woods, are ye?”

He started to advance on us. As he did, he began to swing his club in lazy figure eights.

A hurried chant faintly reached my ears. The orc froze in mid-step. His face contorted, and for a moment I feared he’d scream. But his mouth was glued shut. Then, his head began to shrink.

It was a slow, subtle process. At first, I thought I was imagining it. But soon it was undeniable. Like a balloon that was slowly running out of air, the orc’s head shrunk smaller and smaller. Anger turned to confusion quickly followed by fear. When his shriveled head had become no larger than my fist it burst in a soundless anti-climax.

The chanting stopped.

“We should go,” Grace whispered.

I turned around, and wrapped her in a bear hug, not caring who saw me.

We left.

* * *

The rest of the journey to Vedma proved to be uneventful. The lack of conflict made it no less hair raising. From the tangled clusters of sleeping lizard men to the slumbering trolls, it was clear that one false step could mean the difference between life and death.

As it turned out, Vedma did not have a tent.

Positioned out against the edge of the tableland was an obsidian plinth. It was a large, sheer column perhaps a dozen feet tall. Like a gargoyle, Vedma had perched herself atop the smooth rock pillar. Because of its height, we were able to spot Vedma long before we reached her.

Her nine red eyes were open, but they were not fixed on anything. She simply seemed to be- staring.

“What do you think she’s doing?” I said.

Grace pursed her lips.

“My knowledge of necromancy is truncated. Little is written of it in the books I’ve read. However, I can tell you that once a being has been resurrected, it’s never quite the same,” Grace said.

“In what ways?” I said.

“Well, for one thing, they do not sleep. As for the why, it has something to do with their connection to the spirit world being severed. That would actually make for pretty interesting reading,” Grace said. “Oh, and because their connection to the spirit world is severed, if they’re killed again then that’s it. Permanent death. Not even the Lich King can resurrect the same person- or creature- twice.”

“Well, that’s good to know,” I said.

We continued on. Another point in our favor was the wide swath of empty territory around Vedma’s resurrected corpse. Apparently, not even the other monsters wanted to be anywhere near the zombie demon. That would win us precious extra seconds when it came time to launch our assault.

It would also mark us as outsiders once we breached Vedma’s dead zone. But, hopefully by that point the fighting will have commenced at the front of the camp, and all focus will be directed away from the awful Vedma.

We stopped at the edge of the dead zone. One hundred yards, give or take, of empty space surrounded the plinth. Taking the amulet from my pocket, I rubbed the crystal three times and then focused as heavily as I could on a single thought: start the attack.

From the distant gates of Castle Dragmoor, the clarion call of a ram’s horn sounded. The portcullis raised with a challenging crank, and the stampeding crash of hoof on stone split the predawn stillness. A hail of arrows arced across the sky, whizzing with a furious hornet’s cry.

As if on cue, the dawn’s blood-orange rays pierced the veil of night. The first cries of death flew out from the Lich King’s camp to greet the new day’s birth.

The darkling demon with its nine red eyes unfixed on the monstrous camp came to life. Two hideous bat wings extended from its back. They arched and pushed out.

“Grace, now,” I barked.

A chanting filled the air, and then the hissing crackle of static electricity rippled around me as Grace’s force bubble popped into existence. I summoned all of my strength and cast a ball of fire straight at Vedma.

The nine eyed bitch launched herself into the air, swerving to narrowly miss my fireball. Then, she was high in the sky, far too high for my flames to reach her.

“Where is she going?” I growled.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a platoon of minotaurs rousing themselves. A particularly ugly bastard with dark brown matted fur lifted his head towards the pinkish dawn and let out a low roar, before swinging his bestial gaze back down towards me.

A second later his head was gone, consumed in a ball of fire.

That got the cows going.

The minotaurs forwent their armor, grabbing at the nearest weapons they could find before charging towards us. Some of them didn’t even bother with weapons.

Fair enough. I didn’t intend to bother with them. Sweeping my arms wide around me, I swept up a wide, flaming briar. It formed a broad rectangle on three sides, with the fourth side consisting of the cliff at the edge of the table land.

Cries of frustration carried over the flames, but there was nothing they could do. The hell fire reached skyward, ten, twenty feet of cackling inferno.

And Vedma was still nothing more than a dot in the sky.

I paced back and forth across the length of Grace’s energy shield. Flames swirled up and down the length of my arms. I’d never felt so powerful.

I’d never felt so ready to kick some ass.

She fell like a comet. One second, she was a black speck floating with the clouds, and the next this monstrous clacking mouth was tearing at the edges of Grace’s energy shield.

Her curved claws tore dagger-like at the magical energy. Any other foe would have been immediately repulsed, thrown back and even torn apart by Grace’s magic. But Vedma was a powerful sorceress imbued with the powers of the void.

How do you kill something that’s already dead?

I locked eyes with the zombie demon. I should’ve been scared, but I wasn’t.

I was furious.

Huffing a deep breath, I extended my arms outwards and tapped deep into the aether that flowed through me- the aether that flowed through all of Zamina. My lungs expanded, pushing my chest outwards.

Then, I exhaled. Fire shot out from my hands. The twin pillars of inferno knocked heavily against Vedma, sending her tumbling backwards onto the table land. The flames raged around her body, and for a moment she looked like nothing so much as a piece of roadkill: a bat that’d been hit by an eighteen-wheeler.

But, only for a moment. The cloven feet shrank, and turned into something soft, white and dainty. The monstrous bat wings sloughed off her back like autumn leaves, and the hair receded. Her body shrunk, and her red eyes melted away. The forked, lolling tongue retracted into her mouth, and the last of the flames were extinguished.

Lying a dozen feet away from us was not Vedma the demon, but Vedma the human. Vedma as she had once been. Her skin was a soft white, her hair a finely wrought silver.

She was naked, and she was beautiful.

She was also dead: Eternally, permanently dead.

“I’m going to go kick the bitch,” Agma huffed.

I put my hand on her shoulder.

“We don’t know for certain yet,” I said. “Vedma’s proven herself to be a wily sorceress. We’ll go as one.”

Impatience steamed off of Agma’s skin, but she didn’t move. Still, I kept my hand on her shoulder as we moved down the field towards Vedma. If the sorceress was playing opossum, she was doing a damn fine job of it. Finally, we stopped just a foot away from the body. I tapped back into the aether and felt the energy flow through me.

Thick curtains of flames issued forth from my fingertips. The flickering orange-blue light reflected back at me, heatless beyond the protective covering of Grace’s energy shield.

When Vedma’s body had been reduced to a pile of ashes, I closed my eyes. The fresh air filled my lungs. It was late Spring, and the air was bursting with the scent of renewal: of frantic life, and frenetic energy.

I opened my eyes, and I raised my arms high above my shoulders. I embraced the world, the sky, these precious days. A heady power coursed through my veins.

Instinctively, I knew that this was the power of the aether.

This was the power that would set things right.

I dropped my arms, and the protective pillar of flames dropped with them. Beyond the burned perimeter of grass, a fierce battle was raging. The forces of the Lich King had forgotten about us, had forgotten about their undead demon master.

All that could be remembered on the field of battle was that it was good to live, and bad to die. This was the universal truth all warriors- man or monster- must acknowledge.

I turned to my girls. Beads of sweat ran down Grace’s forehead, but a lively spirit burned in her eyes. Agma clutched two long daggers- one in each hand. A budding excitement flew up through me.

“For Zamina,” I roared.

“For Zamina!”
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I summoned a sheet of fire, and sent it sweeping ahead of us into the Lich King’s rear lines. The deathly cry of frying orcs and burning lizard men filled the air. Agma shimmered and disappeared.

My mouth tugged down in a frown. I didn’t like her getting away from the safety of Grace’s force bubble, but with her concealing magic, I knew she’d probably be okay. We moved up through the battlefield. Grace kept us safe, while I doused everything in front of us with a cleansing fire.

Trolls, orcs, lizard men, and minotaurs- they all turned to ashes before me. I’d never felt so powerful. Not in the cavern with the goblin king, not when I’d defeated Vedma for the first time. It was if the aether were a mighty river, and I was channeling the entirety of its length and flow through my body.

I pushed ahead, devouring monster flesh as I moved, reducing whole squadrons to cinders. I had almost reached the thickest knot of the fighting when I hit my first road bump.

Standing before me was a black knight. Its thick armor was covered in ashes, but it was otherwise unaffected by my spell-casting.

Fuck.

The giant took a step towards me. A wide-bladed battle ax hung loosely from one hand. I drew my sword and took a step back.

“Agma,” I called out.

I heard a scurrying to my left. The black knight continued his advance, before suddenly pitching forward onto his knees. A pained groan issued from the narrow slit in his visor, and his battle ax clattered forward onto the ground. I took my chance.

Leaping forward, I brought my sword around to the base of his neck. Steel met dead flesh, and the black knight’s head popped off. Standing behind the toppled giant was my favorite imp. Her wings fluttered limply, and her tail snaked around her body. It poked the giant’s leg in a probing gesture.

“Yup boss, I think he’s dead,” she said.

She gazed up at me, her smile curled all the way up her face. Joy glittered across her eyes.

An ear-splitting scream sounded from up ahead. My ears pricked up. That was no monster- that was an elf. All of the levity left Agma’s face.

“Let’s go,” I said.

She nodded.

As a team, the three of us advanced on where the fighting had grown thickest. I was starting to tire. My fire came less easily, and in weaker spurts. Soon I’d be capable of little more than a match’s flicker. I wasn’t the only one. Grace’s shield was growing pale and patchy.

It was imperative we met up with the main fighting force. Up ahead, I saw a familiar face looming over the battlefield.

“Rayana!” I called out hoarsely.

She looked every inch the noble warrior atop her stallion. With sharp, thrusting strokes her spear bit into the flesh of her enemies, tearing and ripping through orc flesh with a dancer’s grace.

Righteous fury was etched across her face. When her eyes flickered up to meet mine, I felt like I was seeing Rayana for the first time. This was the real Rayana, and this is where she was meant to be.

On the field of battle, she was the Morning Star. The fiery angel of death. Her emerald eyes glittered as she stabbed and slashed her way through the Lich King’s army.

Grace and I pushed our way towards her. My fire came in spurts instead of jets, and Grace’s shield was bowing under the pressure of the orc’s battle axes and clubs. A familiar lithe figure popped into sight.

Katye fought like a wildcat, darting below and between the cumbersome orcs and the clumsy lizard men. Her silver blade bit deep into their monstrous flesh, and the death meeting cries of the Lich King’s forces echoed after her footfalls.

In the heat of the fray, the two lines had broken and the warriors fought in tangled knots. Which is how the minotaur was able to come behind Katye. He raised his battle axe in preparation for a deadly cleaving motion.

“Katye!” I yelled. “Behind you.”

She turned on her heels just as the axe swung down. Quick as a whip, quiet as a whisper, she slid gracefully below the swinging blade. Her sword came up in a flashing arc and pierced the muscular belly of the bull-man beast.

He yowled, before falling to the ground, deathly still.

We’d reached the elven line and repositioned ourselves to fight alongside our comrades when the roar of a ram’s horn rose over the cacophony of clashing steel and the cries of the mortally wounded.

A lull fell over the fighting.

“The demon-witch is dead!” an orc’s raspy voice sounded.

A hard edge of desperation colored his tone.

“The demon-witch is dead,” a murmur lifted from the monstrous masses.

The creatures side-eyed one another, and then like a dam-bursting they fled in a panicked wave.

“A rout it is,” Rayana said to herself.

A smile flickered across her face.

“Take no prisoners,” she shouted. “Blood answers blood!”

“Blood answers blood,” the elves closest to her chorused.

Despite their slender frames, and finely wrought beauty, there was a maddening terror that danced behind their eyes. It made me afraid. The cry caught on across the elven line, as a sea of spears crashed down upon the fleeing beasts.

Grace and I were swept along with the turning tide of war. None could stand before us. I brought my sword down deeply against a lizard man’s neck. The stout monster crashed to the Earth with his back to the sun. A coward’s death.

I spat on his corpse.

Off at the far edge of the cliff, the elven line had surrounded a party of trolls. Employing a porcupine offense, the elves had surrounded the massive greyling creatures with a wall of pikes.

There would be no push of pikes here. Not as it was known in the human world. No, here the elves were pushing, but the trolls were scarce able to resist. With the needling elven steel tearing at their thick flesh, they were cast off the side of the tablelands one by one.

The hell-beasts roared, but to no avail. Under the merciless glare of the blood red sky they died. Of all the monsters in the Lich King’s forces, it was only the minotaurs who stood and fought.

Perhaps they were the bravest of the foes. More likely than not they were the stupidest.

It mattered little.

Formidable thought they might be, the God of war frowned at their bristling figures on that day. With the full strength of the elven army descending upon them, and with their brothers in arms sprinting for the edge of the table land, there was naught they could do but die an honorable death.

So, they did die, and when they were gone their corpses were ground into the dust by the heels of the elven warriors. Later, they were burned in great heaping piles with the others, and their brave bodies were indistinguishable from the cowards. For they all burned the same and the next morning their ashes comingled and rose on a common wind for death respects neither courage nor cowardice but takes all equally.

* * *

We followed the fleeing orcs and lizard men down the mountain, continuing the rout until the sun touched the lip of the horizon. Not wanting to continue the hunt in the dark, Rayana ordered our forces back up to Castle Dragmoor.

We reached the tableland as the first stars appeared in the night sky. The moon hung fat and heavy, a glowing white orb dangling in the deep blue-blackness. We reached the castle gates, and I nearly collapsed from exhaustion.

How did I get so damn tired?

A soft hand fell over mine. I glanced over at Grace and read the same tiredness in her eyes. It had been quite the day. Corpses littered the grounds surrounding Castle Dragmoor. Abandoned tents, and broken siege equipment were littered half-haphazardly here and there.

Tomorrow, it would all be collected and burned. But that was the future, and now it looked as though a ghost army had set up stakes outside of the great elven city-fortress.

“I can’t believe we did it all in one day,” Grace said.

She stifled a yawn.

“That was just an expeditionary force,” I said. “The main battle still lies ahead of us.”

“Don’t kill my vibe, homie,” Grace said.

I turned to look at my former research assistant. Her eyes were closed, and her face was drawn. So tired, so close, she looked younger than her years. I pulled her against me. Her body was soft and warm, like a pillow.

“You’re right, babe,” I said. I kissed the top of her forehead. “We did a great thing today.”
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Word passed down to us that a great feast was to be held later that night in the main hall. Despite the overwhelming tiredness that we felt, somehow it seemed appropriate that the hour of our triumph should be marked by a party.

And I was eager to see how the elves partied down.

But first we had to clean ourselves up. The day’s fighting had left us all bedraggled, and filthy. To that end, the other warriors and I filtered into the steam rooms.

Under different circumstances, the experience would’ve been any man’s fantasy. Surrounded by a sea of gorgeous, naked elves in a room with pools of warm water, and billows of steaming mist.

But, after the exertions of the day, I was content just to let my tired muscles soak in the hot spring’s waters. Grabbing a rough bar of handmade soap, I got to work on the grime that covered me.

After I’d rubbed myself clean, I found a nearly empty pool. A strange elf woman was lying across one side. I tapped her on the shoulder. She looked up and smiled.

“Do you mind if I join you?” I said.

“No, not at all,” she said.

Her voice was soft and coquettish. Her pale blue eyes glanced down at my cock, and a small smile spread across her face. She closed her eyes, but the smile remained. I walked around to the other side of the pool, and sunk in. The warm water flowed over my tired bones.

After the exertions of the day, I didn’t want to think or talk or move.

So, I didn’t.

A blank canvas stretched across my interior vision, and for a timeless period, I let my body sink into the primeval warmth of the hot spring. Two hot lips fell over mine. Instinctively, my hands lifted from the water. One hand gripped a naked waist, while the other curled around a taunt back. Perky breasts poked into my stomach.

The lips parted, and I opened my eyes.

The elf had left the pool. Staring back at me were two warm, grey irises.

“Katye,” I said.

“You saved my life today,” she murmured. “I thought some repayment was in order.”

Before I could speak, Katye had lowered her tight cunt beneath the water. Positioning it with one hand, she ably slipped it around my cock. I gasped. Placing both of her hands on my shoulders, she began to ride me. Her gently rocking body moved over mine, sending shockwaves of ecstasy coursing through me.

With her solemn grey eyes, and graceful athlete’s body, she could’ve passed for Pallas Athena, the ancient goddess of war and wisdom. I placed my hands around her hips, and we moved together in a sensuous harmony. After the exertions of the day, we were both content to go slow and sweet.

A few curious eyes glanced over from the other pools, and I noticed a few hands dipped below the water as the relaxing female warriors pleasured themselves to our love making.

I didn’t mind.

Our bodies moved as one. Her taunt ass slipped through the water, and crashed against my thighs in an unhurried, rhythmic motion. I placed my mouth over her breasts and nibbled gently against her nipples.

She let out a low moan as they slowly became erect against the soft roughness of my tongue.

She began to speed up. As she did, she called my name again and again. She came and collapsed in a hot quivering heap against me. But her hips never stopped moving. If anything, they sped up, rocketing against me faster and faster until I could hold it no longer.

I came inside of her. Hot stringy bursts of pleasure erupted through me and into her, and then our bodies were pressed tightly together, and I couldn’t say where I ended and where Katye began.

* * *

After our exertions in the pool, we cleaned ourselves off and Katye settled in beside me for a soak. The sounds emanating from the other pools signaled that more than a few of the elves had gotten themselves off, hardly a taboo in the virtually all-female society.

A good fifteen minutes passed, and then we toweled ourselves off. Reeyla appeared out of the mist. She was naked. I quickly averted my eyes, more out of habit than anything else, before glancing back at her.

A smile swept over her face. Even naked, she had the professional demeanor of a hotel concierge.

“Are you two ready for the party?” she asked.

We nodded our heads.

“Excellent,” she smiled. “Because the party is ready for you. Let me show you to your clothes.”

She lightly grabbed hold of my right hand and Katye’s left, and then she was leading us both towards the edge of the steam bath. Her ass was just a shade too large for her otherwise slender body, and I couldn’t help but be hypnotized by its gently shifting expanse.

Katye glanced over at me and rolled her eyes. I flashed a sheepish grin, and she inclined her head towards the elven ass. Her smile said, go ahead and look.

So, I did.

The trip ended too soon. Laid out on a long table were a collection of loose flowing tunics, leggings, and trousers. Reeyla passed back some basic underthings to Katye and I. We quickly slipped them on. Then, Reeyla grabbed hold of a light green tunic, and a pair of trousers that were two shades darker. They fit comfortably over me.

For Katye, she selected a flattering scarlet tunic with a low-cut neckline, and a pair of crimson leggings. Finally, she dressed herself in solid Earth-tones.

I was sad to see her ass disappear from view. Katye must’ve seen the look that passed over my face, because she tapped her elbow lightly against my ribs.

“Poor you,” she whispered.

I rolled my eyes.

Then, Reeyla led us up through the warren of underground tunnels to the main feasting hall. Rows of long wooden tables had been laid out across the floor. Low benches lined their edges. Tankards of beer and mead were laid out at regular intervals, while whole roasted swans competed with honey glazed wild boars for table space. Baskets stacked with baked potatoes jostled against crispy loaves of piping hot white bread. Elaborate stacks of fruit sat next to complicated arrangements of crisp, green vegetables.

It was far and away the greatest arrangement of food that I’d laid eyes on since arriving in Zamina. Somehow, they’d managed to pack what seemed like the entirety of Castle Dragmoor into that one room. Of course, I knew that couldn’t be true, because two broad doors led outside. Peeking out into the blackness of the night, I saw a sea of candles spread beyond the edge of the room into the city streets beyond.

At the head of the room on a raised dais sat Alaya. A long table stretched out crosswise, perpendicular to the main feasting hall. Seated next to Alaya were an array of the elven top brass: generals, royalty, and advisors. I recognized the high priestess seated down at the very end. Compared to our last visit, she looked hale and hearty although I felt like a strong wind could still topple her over.

Surrounding Alaya were the rest of our crew: Agma, Grace, and Rayana. Two empty seats were open on either side of her. We made our way up to the dais. Alaya looked every inch the queen tonight.

She’d changed back into her broad, flowing white robes. A soft gleaming circlet of gold ringed her brow.

She stood up to greet us, a subtle smile on her face. We made our way around the table. As we passed by the other girls, Agma reached out a small hand towards me. I gripped her palm tightly before arriving before my queen.

Alaya greeted us both with a quick peck on our cheeks. Her eyes were warm with relief. I couldn’t imagine how much the events of the day had lightened her mood.

“Please, be seated,” she said.

We sat. Alaya turned to address the room. A hush fell over the chattering voices as all eyes shot towards the new queen.

“Elves of Castle Dragmoor, today marks the beginning of a new era. We’ve successfully repelled the Lich King’s forces. Those few who’ve escaped the crushing might of hard steel will spread the news of a Queendom rejuvenated in spirit and vigor,” a roar of applause met this pronouncement. Alaya gazed out calmly at the ecstatic elven crowd. A smile played across her eyes, but her mouth remained pressed tightly together in a firm line. When the cheers and claps died down, Alaya began again. “Still, it is not enough. The Lich King has been dealt a setback, yes, but even still the bulk of his forces remain untouched. Even now, his evil army is marching forth from the wastelands, ready and willing to put all of Zamina to the sword. If he has his way, the Lich King will tear apart the fabric of our existence. A triumph for the Lich King is a triumph for the void, and should he succeed all life as we know it will perish. Zamina will be nothing more than a vast desert, inhabited only by twisted, shambling dead things animated by the wicked power of the void.”

She paused and cleared her throat. Here was the crux of the matter.

“A powerful talisman exists. With its power, our friends will gain the strength necessary to beat back this darkness,” she turned and gestured towards Grace and I. The blood left my face as I realized that every eye in the room had turned towards me.

“Tonight, we feast. Tonight, we will remember the glories of our victory, we will dance and drink to the memories of our piercing blades, and we will weep for those we’ve lost. But, come the morrow we ride North. Together, we will locate the dread pirate Emilia, and from her corpse we will wrest the talisman with which we will assure Zamina’s destiny,” Alaya said.

A second cheer met this pronouncement, although it was noticeably smaller than the first one.

Rayana leapt to her feet.

“Enough speechmaking. Warriors, the night is yours. Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow you will die!” she said.

A louder roar met this Biblical declaration- I’d taught it to her some while back, of course- and then the hall was buzzing with laughter, song, and the light chatter of a thousand condemned souls who’d been granted a last second reprieve.

The spritely elf captain from earlier came up to my table bearing a heavy looking wooden platter. How she was able to carry it on her shoulder without spilling a single fleck of food was a mystery, but the easy smile on her face told me she’d mastered some balancing trick.

“Will you have the fish, sir?” she said.

“What would you recommend,” I said.

“Definitely the fish. It’s glazed with a secret citrus sauce. I’ve been trying to get my hands on it for eons, but good look prying that one away from the cook,” she laughed.

“Alright, sounds like a plan. And what’s there to drink?” I said.

“Three choices: mead, mead, and mead. Pick your poison,” she said.

I chuckled.

“It’s a tough choice, but I guess I’ll go with the mead,” I said.

“Smart boy,” she said, flashing me a wink.

Beside me, Grace groaned. A rush of blood ran up to my face. The elf captain did a poor job of holding back a smirk as she lowered the platter, before delicately placing a platter of some sort of crispy, baked fish in front of me. She followed this up with a frosty mug of mead- how they cooled it, I had no idea. Although knowing the elves, it was probably magical in nature.

She gave me a final wink, before turning around and sauntering off. I swear she gave her ass just a little extra shake as she walked away.

“See something you like?” Grace said.

I hurriedly looked away, but she just laughed.

“Please, after what you and Katye got up to in the steam baths, I can hardly be jealous of a little looking,” she said.

“You saw that?” I said.

A hazy smile passed over Grace’s face.

“John, everyone saw that, and if I’m being completely honest with you, it was fucking hot,” she said.

She reached below the table and put her hand in my lap. I felt myself grow.

The rest of the night passed in an alcohol fueled blur. There was dancing, yelling, and drinking. At some point a fight broke out, but I couldn’t tell you who was involved. I woke up the next morning well before the first light of dawn.

I was laid out naked across my bed. Surrounding me were my girls in various states of undress. Unlike the night before, Alaya had decided to join us. Her golden hair swept off the side of the bed. Her bare breasts hung free, and only a pair of thong panties covered her modesty.

I got up, and gently repositioned her along with the rest of the girls. Then, I went over to the window and stared out at the predawn darkness. For better or worse, this would soon be all over.

I really hoped it was for the better.
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With the revelries of the night prior still hanging over our heads, our day started off with a muted beginning. Still, it was a testament to Alaya’s capacity as a leader that she was able to muster the full force of the elven army and be on the road by midday.

Before the main party set out, Rayana and I crept off into the woods surrounding Castle Dragmoor. Our mounts were still there, nibbling on grass and just as happy as can be. Ghost practically knocked me over. After three big licks with his rough, pink tongue he was dancing by my side. I’d brought a few strips of dried beef just for the occasion.

“Sit,” I commanded.

Ghost tackled my stomach. An oomph flew out of my lungs, as I almost fell over backwards onto the grass. Rayana stifled a laugh.

“You can teach the dog tricks later,” she said.

She was right. Regaining my feet, I meted out a small strip of dried meat to the dog. In an instant, it was tugging and tearing at the strip of dead cow. Then, it looked up with its mismatched eyes, and let out a happy yelp.

It took another few minutes to get everything together, and then we were on our way back to Castle Dragmoor. By the time we arrived, the full expeditionary force was arrayed outside of the walls. Mounds of corpses were stacked high across the tablelands, lending a somber feel to the air. All of the levity passed from my body. It would be hard work clearing the fields. Already, black robed figures were in the process of stacking and burning the dead bodies of the orcs and lizard folk.

At the far end of the tableland, a roaring fire licked its way across the downed body of a dead troll. The rich red flames rolled over and consumed its grey length. I averted my eyes.

Now was not the time for looking back.

I rode up to the front of the column and took my place beside Alaya. I glanced over my shoulder. The column was tremendous, stretching back to the gates of the city.

“Jesus, how many elves did you muster?” I said.

“Every able bodied woman of fighting age,” Alaya said grimly.

“But, if the Lich King attacks again?” I said.

“The old women are will clear the land surrounding Castle Dragmoor, and then they are going to lead the children into the mountains where they will stay with the menfolk. It is rarely done, but for now it is the best option,” she said.

I was floored.

“Wait, so we’re just going to leave Castle Dragmoor abandoned,” I said.

A frown tugged down the corners of Alaya’s mouth.

“I like it no better than you, John. But, if the Lich King is successful in his designs, there will be no place safe in Zamina for anyone. Not even within the stout walls of Castle Dragmoor. I would gladly surrender all of my holdings if it meant putting a stop to the Lich King, and the murderous Void that he serves,” she said.

With that, she cantered over to a solemn looking elf woman who sat astride a white stallion. She carried a curved ram’s horn in her right hand. Alaya put one hand on hers, and the woman nodded.

Alaya trotted away as the elf put the ram’s horn to her mouth. I covered my ears as she blew into the horn’s tip. A raucous cry tore through the sultry mid-day air.

Another cry. Then a third, and we were on the move.

We made little progress that day. But, the next was better. If the Lich King saw us riding North, he allowed us to make our journey unmolested. Most likely, he simply didn’t have the capacity to bother the full might of the elven forces. At least, not where we were.

The time passed gently, and in those soft sunshine-hours I could almost forget that we were traveling towards a cataclysmic confrontation with the very manifestation of darkness itself.

The weeks passed by in a pleasant haze, and soon enough the trees began to clear, and then we were on the outskirts of the fishing village where we’d left Lilsi. It didn’t take long to realize that something was wrong.

The fields were empty. It was a bright sunny day. A workday, and there was nary a farmer in sight. Moreover, deep, muddied streaks tore straight through several of the neatly tilled fields. Then, I smelled it.

The scent of burning wood hung heavy on the air. I wrinkled my nose.

By the time we reached the outer edge of huts, I was hardly surprised to see a smoldering pile of ruins. A few bodies were strewn about. Kicking over one pale corpse with my foot, I was greeted by a pair of muddied brown eyes. Not more than a few feet from his fingers was a smashed bottle of liquor.

I sighed, and knelt down. I passed my fingers over his eyes, drawing down his eyelids as I went.

Then, I straightened up, and rejoined the caravan. While the outer huts had been burned and smashed, the town center was mostly intact. More likely than not, the raiding force had camped out in the central buildings, and had simply not bothered to torch them upon departure.

A ball formed in my stomach as we neared the inn. After everything she’d already been put through, it hardly seemed fair that Lilsi should meet such a brutal fate. I sighed, and pledged to bring the scoundrels who’d meted out such a random and violent punishment to justice.

It wasn’t much, but it was the least I could do. To my surprise, Alaya veered off and headed towards the inn. I rode up and tapped her shoulder.

“What are you doing?” I said.

“If Lilsi is still here, she will be waiting for us at the agreed spot. Besides, the raiders might’ve left some food behind, and we’re running low on victuals,” she said.

I didn’t argue, but I wasn’t looking forward to exploring the inn’s interior. I knew what we would find, and it wasn’t going to be pretty.

Two warriors in hard-boiled leather armor rode ahead of Alaya and opened the door for her. Behind us, Grace started up her chant and an iridescent bubble formed around us.

The interior of the inn was silent. The tables and benches were in disarray. The sour smell of evaporated beer wafted outwards. Piles of scattered glass and broken staves attested to past debaucheries.

We drifted upstairs. I sparked a ball of fire in my hands, wary of ambushes. It was unlikely the Lich King’s army had already passed so far North, but if it had I wouldn’t put it past him to leave a nasty surprise behind for us.

We arrived on the second floor. All of the doors were swung wide open. Inside, the beds were unmade and scraps of broken porcelain littered the floor. It was obvious whoever had stopped by hadn’t taken good care of the place.

The last door was also open, and my heartbeat slowed to a crawl. I knew there was no way she could’ve survived, but still to see it in person. Alaya reached the doorway and stopped. Her eyes widened. In a second, I was by her side.

The interior of the safe room was neatly put together, and freshly swept. Sitting on the side of the bed was Lilsi. A small smile curved up her face. In a single fluid motion, she got to her feet, and then she was genuflecting against the ground.

“My queen,” she said, her head bowed low.
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“You’re alive,” I blurted out.

A sharp elbow dug into my side. I glanced over at Rayana. Her facial expression shut me right up. Lilsi didn’t seem to mind. Neither did Alaya. The two were caught up in a dance of their own. Alaya passed over to the kneeling elf. Placing one hand on her shoulder, she bid the elf to rise.

Lilsi did so, and then the two elves embraced. Alaya’s golden hair swept over Lilsi’s silvery locks, and I was reminded of nothing so much as the sun and the moon. Lilsi reluctantly parted from her liege.

“My queen,” she began.

“Please, sit down. Then, you can tell us all about it,” said Alaya.

Lilsi nodded, then moved to obey the elf queen. The rest of us filtered into the room, taking up positions on the furniture that Lilsi had dragged into her quarters. It was clear that Lilsi had gathered up whatever was salvageable from the rest of the inn. I settled into a deep armchair. Agma clambered up on my lap. She dug her tight little ass against my crotch, and I did my best to remain nonplussed by her actions.

Grace sat across from me in a wooden rocking chair, and Katye took up a position on a short wooden bench beside Rayana. Alaya pulled a straight backed wooden chair over in front of the bed, and sat down facing Lilsi.

“Tell us what happened,” she said.

“There was a pirate attack,” Lilsi said. “I was off in the woods gathering herbs when I saw the first flames rise up from the village. They came in off the ocean on a fleet of tall masted ships. My queen, these were no regular pirates.”

Something caught in her throat, and though Lilsi was looking straight ahead I could tell that she wasn’t there.

“How so?” said Alaya.

“Numbered among their ranks were monsters. Fierce monsters of the sort I thought only lived in the wastelands. A minotaur stalked through the town with a battle ax as broad across as his shoulders,” she pointed towards me, and a chill traveled down my spine. “From the trees I watched him behead the few villagers who’d tried to put up a fight. Most didn’t, and the road filled with their corpses,” she said.

“We didn’t see any bodies on the road,” Alaya said gently.

“The lizard men dragged them away. I believe to be eaten,” she said.

She closed her eyes. When she reopened them, her cadence slowed and her voice dropped to a whisper.

“There were humans among their number. Most were humans, in fact, though I’d never seen humans such as these. They fought with abandon, and behaved like carnal creatures. With their sharp, curved blades and biting arrows, they were little more than animals in the guise of women and men,” she said.

“But,” she continued. “Most fearsome of them all was their leader. A tall, red-headed woman who rode into the fray on a wyvern. I watched her drag the innkeeper out onto the street by the scruff of her neck. She beheaded her in the middle of the road, and when she was done she led her wyvern to the corpse and watched as her demon-mount feasted on the dead woman.”

“Emilia,” I said.

I took a deep breath.

“Do you know where she went?” I said. “It’s imperative that we find her. She is the key to everything.”

“I wish I could tell you,” Lilsi said. “The pirates stayed a single night, and on the morrow their tall-masted ships swept out to sea with the morning fog.”

“Lilsi, did you see a large crystal or jewel on the red-haired woman?” Grace said.

“I was very far away, hiding among the boughs of a tall tree, and watching through a spy-glass. But, yes, I believe she had something of the sort mounted on a chain that hung around her neck,” said Lilsi.

“Well, at least she still has it,” I said, breathing a sigh of relief.

“And what if she’s able to make use of its powers,” Rayana said sharply.

Grace shook her head, frowning.

“No, that would be impossible. The jewel is a magnifying glass. It multiplies one’s existing connection to the aether. If Emilia doesn’t already have a connection, well, zero times infinity is still zero,” she said.

“But, you heard Lilsi. She has all manner of monster in her service now. Even if Emilia’s not magic sensitive, it’s entirely likely that she has a sorcerer or sorceress in her employ,” she said.

“No,” Alaya said. “Emilia is a proud woman. Even if she has a magician working under her wing, she would never allow them access to the crystal. For one thing, she likely doesn’t even know what it does. If she did, she absolutely would not give it up. Why would she hand that sort of power over to someone who works under her.”

“Well, what are we to do then?” I said.

I banged the armrest, and Agma shifted uncomfortably against my groin.

“I do not know, John,” Alaya said.

She pursed her lips, and looked out the window.

“It is getting late in the day, and we have been on the road for quite some time. Let’s set up camp early tonight. If there’s still any untouched liquor, we can pass it to the women. Things will look clearer on the morrow,” Alaya said.

As it turned out, there were several barrels of sweet mead hidden in a secret back room in the basement of the inn. Despite her surly disposition, Lilsi had evidently struck up something of a friendship with the innkeeper during her long stay there, and she knew exactly where the key was.

The alcohol was passed out to the unit commanders with orders that it be strictly rationed, and an eye was to be kept out for excessive drunkenness.

I went to bed early that night. The bed wasn’t big enough for all of us, so by a sort of tacit agreement Grace came to sleep with me. Rayana and Alaya were needed with their soldiers, Agma was drinking- quite heavily, it must be said. Obviously, the injunction against excessive drunkenness didn’t extend to sprites nor spirits- while Katye had taken her place among the troops.

With the curtains drawn, the room was illuminated only by a faint twilight, a husky whispering light that filtered in through the distant pine trees. Grace pressed her body against mine, small and warm. Her short arm folded over my mid-section and then I was plunging into darkness.

The smokey smell of ashes filled my nostrils, and I didn’t know where I was.

Not at first.

Heavy, blackened timbers lay heaped about in haphazard piles. Heaps of ashes covered the ground, and half-melted appliances were scattered throughout. I bent down and picked up a faded purple-pink hair dryer. Its top end was scorched, blackened and pressed by some terrible heat.

My eyes adjusted to the dim light. It wasn’t the full blackness of night, but neither did daylight intrude on my surroundings. The best descriptor I could was grayness. A thick gray light filtered by innumerable layers of cloud overhead, and softened by a bank of piss-yellow sodium lights on the roadside.

The road.

Its familiar sinuous curves stretched away from the ruins of my house, and then I knew where I was. Bloodless flesh tapped the back of my hand. A shiver ran up my arm at the cold touch.

I wanted to turn and embrace her. But, I couldn’t. My feet were glued to the ashes.

The nightmare Orphic vision had returned. But, to what purpose I could not imagine.

“John.”

“Elena.”

“You can turn around John. It will be alright,” she said.

Her voice was soft, lilting, but leavened by the knowledge of the dead. I knew when I turned I’d not only see my wife. There was something more. The passage of time; the transition from life to death left no one untouched.

Summoning up all of my strength, I turned around and came face to face with the pale face of a corpse. She was beautiful in that muted half-light. Her skin was like marble, her features flawless. All of the pockmarks, the adult acne, and scars that’d given her face character in life had been erased, eroded by the gentle flow of eternity.

“What are you doing here?” I said.

“It’s good to see you too,” Elena said.

Her hand swept up to my cheek. Her skin was colder than the air surrounding it. The faint scent of formaldehyde had entered the air. Concern tugged at the corners of her smile, and I felt lost.

“Baby,” I gasped.

A half-sob wracked my body. I collapsed onto her shoulder, as her hands surged over me- over my back and my heart and all the untouched places, the longing flesh.

It was then that I understood: this was the grey place.

Two hands reached my cheeks, and then I was being pulled up and forward. Soft, dry lips passed over mine. Flickering brown irises connected with mine, and in those dead eyes I saw so many things: relief, lust, worry, a longing not just for me, but for the life that was forevermore beyond her reach.

But, most of all I saw urgency. She pushed my head ever so slightly back, and her lips parted.

“John, we don’t have much time,” she said.








  
  
  Chapter 17

  
  




“What do you mean?” I said.

“It’s the Lich King. He knows more than you think,” Elena said.

She swallowed: a dry, whistling noise that resembled an updraft of air through the tight, stone confines of a cave. I tried not to cringe at the inhuman sound.

“He knows all about Emilia and the Crystal. He knows that you plan to use it to stop him. He knows about your army, and he knows that the elves have flocked to Alaya’s banner,” Elena continued.

“Jesus, is there anything this guy doesn’t know?” I said.

A ghostly smile flickered over Elena’s features.

“He doesn’t know that you’re going to stop him,” Elena said. “And that I’m going to help you do it.”

“How is it you’re able to talk to me? Is it even you? The real you I mean,” I said.

Elena’s lips pursed together.

“When the Lich King drew you into the dreamtime, he thought he was purely manifesting your thoughts and memories. What he didn’t know is that memories have a power of their own, and the dreamtime is an unpredictable arena. For all of his arrogance, there is still so much that lies even beyond the ken of the Lich King. When he arranged for my memory to appear, he called out a whisper of my soul from the beyond. And around that whisper grew a kernel. John, there is so much waiting for you,” she stopped, and drew in a dry, raspy breath. But, I was no longer perturbed by that. All of my attention was drawn to the brilliant light that’d begun to shine through her eyes.

I pressed my hand tightly against hers. She shook her head.

“But, those are secrets I cannot share. John, there is so much I have to tell you, there is so much you will learn. All of that must wait, for now you belong to the world of the living. Zamina needs you John. Now, here is what you must do,” she said.

My eyes widened as Elena hurriedly whispered a series of arcane words and secrets to me. Somehow, I knew I wouldn’t forget any of it. Not the words in a language I did not speak, nor the practiced hand motions she showed me. Finally, her hand reached out to grip mine. For the first time since we’d met in these twilit ruins, moisture seeped into my skin.

“What is this?” I asked.

“Soil from a distant land. Grace will need it to complete the spell,” Elena said.

The light had begun to grow brighter. I looked up and realized that the cloud cover had thinned while we’d stood here talking. Elena’s eyes flickered up too. A roll of creases flew up over her forehead.

“We don’t have much time,” she said.

I intertwined my fingers with hers, and gripped her palm with my free hand. With my other hand, I carefully curled my fingers around the dirt, unwilling to let even a single speck escape from my grip.

“I have one more thing to tell you,” she said.

Elena’s clear brown eyes stared up into mine. My heart beat faster.

“What is it baby?” I said.

“I never stopped loving you. Not even in death,” she said.

“I love you, too,” I said.

I dipped my head down. Just as my lips grazed against her cool flesh, the sky opened and a piercing ray of sunlight erased her. I was no longer standing in the ruins of my house. Thick yellow walls of illumination surrounded me on all sides and but for the solid light I could not see, nor could I feel save for its warmth and the cool, damp of the Earth I held in my hand.

I never stopped loving you.

The muffled voice echoed through my head.

I woke up.

“Grace,” I gently pushed the sleeping girl beside me.

“Ughhmhnn,” she grumbled.

“Wake up,” I said. “It’s important.”

“What time is it?” she asked.

The curtains flapped gently through the open window. The first of line of dawn filtered into the room.

“How should I know?” I said.

Without my meaning to, exasperation crept into my voice.

“Right,” she said.

Propping herself up on the pillows, she pushed her body into a sort of sitting position. Her eyes flickered open, before shutting again.

“What’s up?” she said.

I took a deep breath.

Control yourself. This is going to all sound crazy, so you need to be calm.

“I had a dream last night. Actually, I’m pretty sure it was more than a dream,” I said.

Grace stiffened, but her eyes remained closed.

“I’m listening,” she said.

Quickly, I relayed the events of my dream, recapping my earlier dream with the Lich King where I felt it was appropriate. I only left out the final part of the dream, not because I thought Grace would be jealous- I knew she wouldn’t- but, because it was private. And as close as Grace and I had become, there were still some things that belonged only to Elena and I.

“Do you still have it?” Grace asked.

“Have what?” I said.

“The dirt,” she said.

A pit formed in my stomach. I raised my hands to examine them in the wan light of the early morning. Not that I needed to. They were just as white and clean as they’d been the night before when I’d gone to bed.

Grace opened her eyes. Concern lined her face.

“John, I know this has been a stressful time for you. It’s been a stressful time for me too. For all of us,” she said.

She reached across the bed and wrapped me in a hug.

“Sometimes a dream is just a dream,” she whispered into my ear.

Something hot, wet and salty pressed against my cheek. When she parted, she left behind two teary imprints. Grace wiped her face with the edge of the blanket.

“Do you want to go back to bed?” she said.

I sighed.

“Might as well get moving,” I said. “I don’t think I’m going to sleep again after that. Care to join me for a cup of malik downstairs?”

Grace nodded her head mutely. I stood up and slipped on my pants from the day before. If there was one thing that I missed about Earth, it was the regular laundry. After a few weeks on the road, my pants had grown stiff and musty. As I brought my pants over my hips, I felt something push against my outer thigh.

I slipped my hand into my pocket. Goose pimples rose on my forearms.

“Grace,” I said.

She’d just slipped a tunic over her head, and she was in the process of putting on her leggings.

“What is it- oh my God,” she said as she caught sight of the mound of dirt in my hand. A worm poked its grey-pink out and stared blindly across the room.

Alaya was already awake.

She sat alone on a wooden bench, clenching a steaming cup of malik. A tired smile flickered up the side of her face as she spotted us.

“Hey there,” she said weakly. “I brewed a pot of malik. Grab yourselves cups.”

I went over to the bar, and picked out two of the cleaner looking pewter mugs before heading over to the table. Grace had already taken up her place next to Alaya. She’d placed one small, pale hand over the elf-woman’s.

“You look like you haven’t slept a wink,” I said.

Alaya stifled a yawn.

“It’s different John,” she said, staring blearily ahead. “I thought I was prepared for the responsibility, but-”

She cut off. I waited a moment for her to continue, and when she didn’t I reached across the table and gently pried her sleeping fingers off her mug. I squeezed her palm, and she sighed.

“Things will get better,” she continued. “As soon as we gain the crystal, all will be put to right.”

I took a deep breath.

“I think that might be happening sooner than we’d expected,” I said.

“How do you mean?” Alaya said.

A sharpness had returned to her crystal blue eyes. I quickly relayed the events of my dream, stopping after my discovery of the soil in my pocket.

Alaya’s mouth pinched together.

“This is deep magic. I’d wager it goes well beyond the monstrosities created by the Lich King. No, this is the work of the Goddess,” she said.

She turned to Grace.

“Do you think you can do it?” she said.

“I’m not exactly familiar with the spell. But, John has already told me the words, and the hand motions. Based on what I know, it seems like it should be able to work. If nothing else, we won’t lose anything,” Grace said.

Alaya nodded curtly.

“Very well, and you can return to us by the same magic,” she said.

“Yes, as long as I have some dirt,” Grace said.

“How many can you take with you?” Alaya said.

I hesitated.

“Just Grace and I,” I said. “Elena was very clear about that. The spell is incredibly taxing. For Grace to take even one more person will stretch her powers to the breaking point.”

From the look on her face, I could tell Alaya wasn’t happy about this new information. But, she merely nodded.

“We will stay camped here for you. If you are not back in three days, I will leave a contingent to guard this location, while the rest of our forces seek you and the dread pirate out,” Alaya said.

“Understood,” I said.

I glanced over at Grace. Apprehension mixed with excitement in her eyes.

“Alright, how are we going to do this?” I said.

“Well, first I’ll need to get some dirt from around here,” Grace said.

“I will wake a guard,” Alaya said.

“No, I should do it,” Grace said. “I will need a satchel, however. Or something to carry it in.”

“Very well,” Alaya said.

The two women got up and went outside. I closed my eyes and focused on the malik. It’d gotten to the point where I preferred the drink to coffee, especially on a morning like this with so many things buzzing around my mind.

I glanced around the room, allowing my eyes to roam over the half-timbered logs, the lazy motes that danced in the early morning sunlight, and the distant tapestry that hung from the far wall. Goose-pimples prickled across my skin.

It wasn’t there the last time I’d stayed at the inn. Of that, I was sure. Cradling my malik close to my chest, I stood up and crossed the room. The warmth from the pewter mug felt good against my skin, a counterbalance to the crisp early morning air that was drifting in from the open windows.

The tapestry was roughly made. If it wasn’t locally sewn, I doubted it came from any great entrepot like Koroldik. Nonetheless, the images were clearly laid out and easy to see. In a society like Zamina where literacy rates were likely low, and paper was a valuable resource, tapestries likely functioned as a mnemonic story telling device.

I bit my lower lip. Something about the tapestry was familiar. If only I could put my finger on what it was. I got a strong sensation of deja-vu from looking at it.

A man in a light green tunic was choking out what could only be described as a demon serpent. Its long black body coiled around the edges of the tapestry, before running up to the man’s ankle. From there, it wrapped tightly across the man’s right calf all the way up to the knee. The serpent’s head was crowned by a thick-branching forest of antlers, and its eyes shone a hateful ruby-red.

A look of sheer determination was plastered over the man’s face. One hand clutched the serpent’s throat while another held a ball of fire high overhead. At the top of the tapestry read the legend: The redeemer slays the draakon.

The man was blond, tall and slender. Despite the rough stitching, power and anger positively glowed from his eyes. I felt like I’d been hit with a hammer. Of course I knew who the man was: he was a dead ringer for me.

I reached up and felt the scraggly red-blond beard that’d grown over the lower half of my face during the course of my journey. Give me a good shave, and I could easily pass for the man in the tapestry. And the serpent- I looked back at its antlered head, before shaking my own.

There was no mistaking what it was. A shiver ran down my spine.

The redeemer cult predated my arrival in Zamina. Of course, it could all just be a coincidence. There were plenty of men with similar looking features running around out there. But, somehow I didn’t think that was the case.

A small hand tapped me on my shoulder.

“Looking at something cool,” Grace said.

I stepped to the side, and inclined my head toward the tapestry.

“See anyone you recognize?” I said.

Grace looked for a minute, and then her eyes widened.

“Oh wow, John,” she said. “It’s you.”

“A part of me thinks that it’s impossible,” I said.

“No,” Grace said. “Not in Zamina it isn’t.”

She turned and looked at me.

“We don’t come from this world. Prophecies are something we cannot afford to take lightly,” she said.

“I’m not some redeemer figure,” I said.

The idea was wild. It almost felt sacrilegious, as if I- the nerdy college professor- were destined to save an entire world from an ultimate evil. A memory flashed through me. The vasim and their underwater palace. They placed the book in the bookshop. They brought me here for a purpose.

I swallowed a dry ball of nothing.

The standard rules no longer applied. I was chosen for a reason. I cringed just thinking about that.

You’re not Luke Skywalker. You’re not some chosen one. Get your head out of your ass!

The thoughts cascaded across my mind. Then, they stopped. Two short, slender arms were wrapped around my waist.

“Whatever else happens, I’m glad I was here with you,” Grace said.

My heart stilled. I half-turned, and embraced the brave Earth-woman by my side.

“I love you, Grace,” I said.

“I love you too, John,” she said.
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Grace spilled the dirt out in a loose circle on the floor of the upper room where Lilsi had once lived. Alaya was the only one else in the room with us. Rayana was hard at work commanding her troops, while Agma was apparently sleeping off a wicked hangover.

A look of tired concern- something that’d become almost a permanent feature since her coronation- covered Alaya’s face. She watched us without saying a word, and I got the distinct impression of a mother watching her child run off to school for the first time alone.

When she did speak, her voice was so weighted down with worry that it barely left the floor to reach our ears.

“All reports indicate Emilia has amassed a rather large army,” Alaya said. “So, don’t try anything stupid. Get in, get the crystal, and by the Goddess come back as soon as you can.”

Grace looked up from where she was tidying the edges of the dirt circle.

“Yes mother,” she said in a lilting voice.

When Alaya’s expression didn’t change, Grace’s tone changed into something more serious.

“We’ll be careful. Trust me, I have no desire to stay even a second longer than what is absolutely, strictly necessary,” she said.

“Same here,” I said.

I strode across the room and gripped Alaya’s upper arm, before pulling her in close to me for a kiss. Her breath was honey and clover. Our tongues met in a graceful dance, and then I was pulling away.

I fixed her clear blue eyes with my own. A distant sadness swelled within them, like storm clouds forming above a calm sea.

“Don’t worry, love,” I said. “I won’t let anything happen to us.”

I moved my hand lightly down her arm and gave her hand a squeeze.

Alaya blinked away tears, and with a shock I realized that my stoic elf-queen, my brave bad-ass who’d faced down death on so many occasions, was on the verge of crying.

I pulled her in towards me, and crushed her skin against mine. A sob wracked her body. I planted a heavy kiss against the side of her head, and took a step back.

“What’s different this time?” I whispered.

“I won’t be with you,” she said in a small voice.

I gave her hand another squeeze. There were no words left for me to say. So, I retreated back towards the circle of dirt. I joined Grace in the center. Alaya did her best to clear her face of emotion and for a second she succeeded. The regal elf-queen I knew so well shone through.

Then, a glint of sunlight reflected off the corner of her eye, and the spell was broken. The elf-queen was replaced by a woman in love, a woman who was as afraid of loss and heartbreak as any other person on this planet or any other.

I looked down, because I felt the same way.

The arcane sounds that Grace had made swirled through the air. They seeped into my consciousness, and then I was moving, drifting through a blackness without depth. It was an endless, starless void. It was infinitely far. It reached out and touched me. A terrible silence rang in my ears. It spoke of things that were not, and would never be.

Then, I was crouched in a sort of rough flower trough beside Grace. A mighty fortress was laid out before us, half-bathed in fog. Sea waves crashed and clamored against the rocks below.

I peered over the side of the crenellated wall. The fortress seemed completely abandoned. I swung my leg over the side of the stone flower box, and turned around.

“Oh-,” Grace said.

The crash of a particularly large wave erased what I’m sure was an inventive invective. I waited for the quiet to resume before I swore. If I was going to die, I wanted my last words to be too obscene for death’s registry.

Laid out before us was a broad public square bounded on three sides by the walls of the fortress. Really, it was more of a courtyard. Placed into the ground at regular intervals were stakes, atop which were a motley collection of skulls. Most had been picked clean by ravens and the weather, but the occasional surviving loose flap of flesh told me these bones were not long removed from life.

That, however, was not what had caught our attention. Seated on a large black throne that looked as if it’d been carved out of solid obsidian- and for all I know it had been- was Emilia. Flanking her on either side were two massive cocolars. Their lips drew back in twin snarls. Kneeling before her were a menagerie of minotaurs, lizard men, regular men, sexy pirate babes in outfits that would make any grandmother blush, a few nteopyrs and a collection of creatures that defied easy description including something that looked like a cross between a puffer fish, a frog, and a used car salesman.

Emilia’s mouth was wide open, and it looked as though I’d caught her in the midst of a speech. However, it did not stay in that position for long. Her lips slowly twisted up into a smile.

“It seems we have company,” she said softly.

The rustle and scrape of cloven hooves against cobblestones accompanied the movements of about thirty mean looking minotaurs- are there any other kind?- as they rose to their feet.

I expected Grace to start chanting at any minute, and I was dismayed when instead she slumped against my shoulder- her face wan. I felt like slapping myself. Of course she was exhausted by the trip over. It’s not like I hadn’t been warned. Not that I was expecting to pop out right in front of the dread pirate herself.

I pulled Grace in close, nestling her in the crook of my arm. Then, I extended my hands. Twin fireballs burst into being. A particularly nasty looking minotaur strode toward me, deadly purpose creasing its features and a notched battle ax in its hands.

Emilia let out a shrill whistle. The beast stopped mid-stride. Its nostrils flared, and if looks could kill- oh boy, well I’d be six feet under right about now.

“Please Tariq, he’s a guest. Show some respect,” Emilia said.

To my surprise, the minotaur made a stiff quarter bow at the waist, before pivoting on its ankles to return to its seat on the stony ground. I extinguished my fireballs.

They have names? They can understand human speech?

There was still so much I didn’t know about Zamina.

And so much I didn’t know about the enigmatic pirate who had caused me so much grief.

“You’ve traveled far to see me,” she said. “You must really like me.”

Emilia giggled, an incongruously girlish laugh against the backdrop of her fearsome appearance.

“The crystal Emilia,” I said. “I need it. You don’t understand,” my voice cracked, “we need it to defeat the Lich King. Please, we share a common enemy.”

“You’re cute,” Emilia said, a smile playing over her face. “And I’m no friend to the Lich King. But, what you don’t understand is that I kowtow to no man. The crystal is mine by right of combat, and I’m not about to surrender it just because you asked nicely.”

I drew my sword. The monsters and pirates shifted uncomfortably in their seats. A flurry of sparks flew through the air as the minotaur scraped his claws across the cobblestones.

“Then, I will have to fight you,” I said.

Emilia stifled a yawn.

“Haven’t we done the whole duel thing? I must say, the constant fighting has becoming somewhat tiresome. No, what I propose is something far more interesting,” she said.

“And that is?” I said.

“A wager,” she said. “If you win, you get to keep the crystal. If I win, I get to keep you.”

What the hell kind of bet is that?

“When you say that you’ll get to keep me?” I trailed off.

“Don’t be thick. My harem of manservants grows smaller by the day. They keep meeting with such unfortunate accidents,” she said.

Her lips drew up into a pout, but it was a smile that danced across her eyes.

Grace gripped my hand.

“You don’t have to do this John. We can take them,” she said.

“You don’t have to do this John,” Emilia whined in a high-pitched mocking tone. Her face became serious. “You do have to do this John. This fortress is filled with my army, it is filled with creatures of the night, beings too fearsome to haunt your nightmares. For all your powers, you will not leave this fortress save by my leave. Now, do you accept?”

“Regardless of whether I win or lose, you must promise Grace safe passage,” I said.

The pout reappeared.

“Ah, I was hoping she would stick around. My woman harem is also in need of some fresh blood. Very well, the girl is vouchsafed safe passage back to whatever hell-hole she chooses to go back to,” Emilia said.

She lifted her lips ever so slightly at the word blood, revealing her canines. A shiver ran down my spine.

“John, no,” Grace said.

But, I was already stepping forward. Emilia descended from the throne. She wore a black leather halter top over a low cut bikini bottom. Her rich red hair bounced over her shoulders with each step, and her glittering green cat eyes shone with her ever present amusement.

She turned her head and barked off something in a language that did not sound like it should be able to come out of a human body. The puffer fish creature shot to its feet, and disappeared into the fortress. By the time it reemerged, Emilia had met me in the middle of the square. In response to some unspoken cue, the pirate army stood up and slowly moved back towards the walls forming a sort of rough circle around us. A small hand lightly touched my back, and the warmth of Grace’s touch flowed up through my body.

The puffer fish thing re-emerged a minute later, waddling comically on its too big feet. It held what looked like a wooden top out in front of it, clasped in two damp, web-covered appendages.

Without turning around, Emilia extended a hand. The creature bowed as it slowly placed the top in her palm. Emilia snorted something between a croak and a roar, and the puffer-frog returned it in kind. Then, it rushed off to join the restless circle that’d formed up around us.

“This is a simple game. It is a soldier’s game. We call it juhus. Here is how you play,” Emilia said.

She gave a quick run down on how to play the game. I nodded as she spoke. Despite the incredibly high stakes, I felt myself growing bored. Juhus was no different from any other game of chance. In fact, it was quite a bit simpler than most of the games I’d played on Earth. In terms of complexity, I’d rank it up there with Go Fish. The sides of the top were painted in alternating squares of black and white.

It was a simple game for children.

And I was about to stake my entire life on it.

“Finally, we never play just once,” said Emilia. “The winner will be whoever gets the best out of three.”

She flashed me a wicked smile.

“Still game?” she said.

“I’ll take black,” I grunted.

“A man of action,” she purred.

She bit her lower lip, and batted her lashes at me. It was so stupidly over the top that I almost busted out laughing. Then, my eyes flickered up and I took in a minotaur not ten yards away. A dull, notched battle ax hung loosely from one hand.

She took the top and without further ado she sent it spinning across the square. It twirled slowly on its cedar tip before falling lightly against the ground.

Emilia’s eyes flashed as it came to rest white side up.

“One point for me,” she whispered.

Her tongue danced back and forth across a row of tombstone-shaped teeth.
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“I’ll spin next,” I said.

Emilia nodded her head mutely.

I stood up and made my way across the square. It was harder doing this with a motley collection of monsters and hard-bitten pirates staring at me as I moved. I glanced up and came face to face with a petite blonde pirate. Her hair was tied back in a kerchief, and she was otherwise naked save for a dainty, linen loincloth that fluttered in the rough sea breeze. A blush ran up my cheeks as a particularly strong gust forced it to the side, revealing that she was wearing nothing beneath it.

She flashed me a saucy smile. Two fingers crept up to her chest, and she began to play with her nipples. I looked away, and hurriedly grabbed the top before rushing back to Emilia.

“I see you’ve met Lutsi, she’s a bit of a slutsi,” Emilia said in an eerily childish sing-song voice. She laughed. “You two will become better acquainted soon. I am generous with my affections, John. You will be sharing my bed with some interesting characters.”

I set the top on the ground, and did my best to concentrate.

How did I get myself into this mess?

I’d never been much of a gambler. Probably the closest I’d ever gotten was when a bunch of my college friends had dragged me to a tribal casino. I ended up losing a month’s rent, which translated to a metric ass-ton of extra shifts at Blockbuster. Not to mention, it’d taken weeks for the stench of cigar smoke to completely leave my shirt.

My grandmother, now she was a gambler through and through. She’d had her first and third heart attack at the same penny slots (the second came in a Wendy’s bathroom). The casino had elevated her to preferred customer status after the third one. Back when I was young, and my parents still let me see her, she’d told me it was all in your head.

You had to imagine success. You had to believe that good things were coming your way.

I tensed my wrist. Belief hadn’t stopped the bank from foreclosing on her house after she stopped paying her reverse mortgage. But, maybe it would help me here.

I slid the top across the cobblestones, and closed my eyes.

“Black!” Grace yelled out triumphantly.

I opened my eyes and saw the top laid black side up. My heartbeat quickened. It was all tied up. The last spin would decide not just my fate, but the fate of all of Zamina.

“My spin,” Emilia grunted.

The laughter had left her eyes. Lutsi the slutsi quietly picked up the top, and brought it over to the pirate queen. This time, she kept her eyes downcast, not deigning to offer me a come on.

Fine by me. I had all the women I could handle already. What I really needed was that goddamn stone around Emilia’s neck. The jewel glittered prettily in the weak sunlight. All I had to do was reach out and take it. It could be mine, if I just-

“Why are you doing that?” I said.

“Doing what?” Emilia said, not looking up from the top.

“You tipped it back,” I said.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said.

The memory of the top in my hands roared back into my mind. Its center of balance had been just slightly off kilter. With everything going on around me, I hadn’t taken the time to properly notice it.

“Let me see the top,” I said.

Emilia glanced up. Her face was carved from stone.

“No, John,” she said.

“It’s rigged,” I said.

The smile returned to her face, but this time it did not reach her eyes. A hateful fire flared behind her irises.

“That’s a serious accusation,” she said.

Before she could move, I reached down and swiped the top away from her fingers. The monsters stepped forward. The rasp of metal on leather sounded as a dozen cutlasses were drawn.

Emilia raised one hand, and the small army stopped its advance. With her characteristic feline grace, the pirate queen slipped to her feet.

“You’re making a grave mistake,” she said.

I ignored her, and passed the top back behind me.

“Grace, examine this please,” I said.

She came up by my side, and uttered a few words in that ancient, arcane language. The top lifted into the air, before splitting apart into a cloud of wooden splinters. Just as I’d suspect, a small ball of lead emerged from the top’s far side.

“Well,” I said, arching an eye-brow.

“Never trust a pirate,” Emilia said.

Her foot shot out, knocking me off balance. A flash of silver sparkled above me as the dread pirate Emilia drew her cutlass. Then she was flying back across the square. Emilia landed at a crumpled heap at the base of her throne chair. Emilia’s forces surged forward, just as Grace’s force bubble popped up around us.

I sprang to my feet. Without thinking, I cast a ball of fire forward at the sprawled out pirate queen. Fast as lightning, she reached up her black medallion. The fire swirled into nothingness. Then, the first of the monsters reached the force field. A heavy battle ax slammed off of the flickering iridescent wall no more than a foot away from Grace’s head.

I saw red. A savage bloodlust tore through my veins. My teeth gritted together.

“How dare you,” I said.

Rich curtains of flames pinwheeled from my hands out into the crowd. An updraft from the ocean filled the force bubble with the smell of singed fur and flesh, while outside a chorus of heartrending cries filled the air.

Lutsi the slutsi sprinted past, her loincloth withered away in a curtain of flames. She cast herself over the edge of the crenellated wall. She was followed by several more burning pirates, and a lizard man. The lizard man’s scaly skin had burned away and broad stretches of white bone glistened in the sun as it leapt by us.

Emilia had clambered up cat-like onto the obsidian throne, out of reach from the flames that were swirling around her.

“Now! Fire you fools!” she cried.

From the windows and darkened doors overhead came a heaving crash. A meteor crashed against the outer edges of the force field with a heavy thud before exploding into a thousand black shards.

The arquebus, I thought.

The singing twang of a longbows and crossbows split the air as a curtain of deadly darts descended upon us. I shot up sheet after sheet of raging hell-fire, until the hollow rooms and black curved windows were flaming and silent and only the seared scent of charred flesh was left to fill the tired air.

Great streams of cold sweat poured down my face. My knees wobbled, and almost gave out. Two familiar cat-eyes peeked out from behind the obsidian throne.

Emilia hissed.

With an acrobatic leap, she tumbled over the throne and sprinted dead towards. I sent a withering blast of flames towards her, but they merely dissolved around the edges of her black disc.

I tensed my whole body. It was a move rarely executed, something I’d learned early in my days fighting hema. Emilia ran with one hand stretched out in front of her. She gripped the black medallion tightly, a ward against our magic. In her hand she clutched her cutlass, a biting death waited in its steely length.

I would have to time this perfectly. If I was even a second late, or a second early, that cleaving blade would swing true. The small hairs on the back of my arms shot up stiff.

My sword swept up just as the talisman hit the edge of Grace’s force bubble. It flickered from existence, and in a second it was gone. But, that second was the all time I’d needed. The tip of my blade came crashing against the edge of the black disc. It flew high from her hand, arcing back through the air until it landed with a crash behind the obsidian throne.

Time slowed and a storm of light washed over the walls of Fortress Red Rock, illuminating everything in a flash of sheer brilliance.

Triumph turned to shock which in turn dissolved into an inhuman fury. The lines of Emilia’s face stretched back into a thing almost demonic, and then the cutlass came crashing down.

But, it did not reach its mark.

My sword rose up and the two blades met in an arm numbing clash of steel. The reverberations shot through my skeleton. I brought my blade down for a counter-attack, but Emilia was already on the run. Furious though she may be, the dread pirate was never one to let emotion cloud her mind, and with her amulet out of reach and her forces decimated she knew she was no match for two spell-casters.

I let loose with a flaming tongue. Emilia zagged right, and eluded the burning fire by a hair’s breadth. She was almost at the edge of the wall. Beyond and below was a sheer drop. Surely, she’d stop. We had her cornered.

Emilia sped up, and with a graceful leap she executed a swan dive over the edge of the balcony and into the emptiness below.

I turned and exchanged a worried look with Grace. A pit had formed in my stomach.

“She’s not dead, is she?” I said.

“No,” Grace said.

A shrill whistle split the air.

We rushed to the edge of the wall just in time to see the dread pirate fall onto the back of her wyvern. The small dragon creature hooked a hard left and swept out towards sea.

The familiar fury surged back up through me, and then I was sending another blast of flames out through the air. I didn’t let up this time. Every remaining ounce of energy pushed into the stream of fire streaking from my hands.

An updraft off the ocean sent the wyvern angling so that its wings were perpendicular to the water. It was in this position that my fire met the dragon’s softly scaled underbelly, and then it was falling, sinking through the air like a downed fighter jet. Thick, black curling smoke scattered skywards and then it was crashing, splashing into the heavy green waves.

The dragon and its rider were gone in an instant.

I swore loudly.

“The crystal was around her neck,” Grace said, softly to herself.

I swore more loudly.

The twang of a crossbow echoed across the dead plaza. Grace let out a high pitched shriek. Turning around, I caught her against myself. I enveloped her small body in mine as I desperately searched the blackened windows. A glimmer of something metallic.

I reached out with my hands and shot out a pillar of flames. An inhuman cry echoed out, as a flame covered nteopyr fell awkwardly from its perch. Rage filled me, and I bathed the entirety of the looming, staring windows in thick sheets of fire for the second time.

“John,” Grace said.

I looked down. Her face was contorted in pain. A crossbow bolt stuck crosswise from her calf, twisting the skin and bending the leg at an odd angle. Beads of sweat trickled down her brow.

“You need to get me to Alaya. I can cast the spell to transport us there, but you need to spread the dirt,” she sputtered.

Without a word, I grabbed the bag from her neck and quickly unfastened the opening. Tilting the bag downwards, I sprinkled out a rough circle of dirt. Despite the urgency of the situation, I forced myself to slow down. To be thorough. If I messed this up, I wouldn’t get another chance.

When I was finished, I stepped back inside the circle and knelt down beside Grace. She was sitting in a sort of criss-cross applesauce position. Her skin had turned corpse-pale and she looked as if she’d pass out at any moment.

“Let’s go baby,” I said.

“John, everything is blurry,” Grace croaked.

A low moan left her lips.

“Come on Grace,” I said. “I don’t want to be stranded here with these things. Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go.”

I repeated the mantra, not thinking but merely talking as I rubbed her shoulders. Grace’s eyes snapped open and then she began to intone in a low voice, so different from how normally she spoke.

The arcane language broke and puffed apart in breathy whispers.

It’s not going to work, the thought seeped through my mind. Grace is too weak. She’ll pass out, and we’ll be stranded out here in the ass-end of God knows where. Stuck in a castle full of monsters.

As if on cue, reality fractured and an inky blackness spilled through the cracks, and then I was swirling into an endless oblivion. In all the numb, sensationless width of that dead space, I clung tightly to Grace’s small warmth.

We spilled out onto a patch of rough, hard-packed dirt. A pine tree spread its boughs high overhead. They waved lazily in the wind. I turned my head. The inn was a stone throw’s away.

“Alaya!” I shouted.

I stumbled to my feet. Grace’s eyes were closed, and her face had gone deathly pale. I scooped her up in my arms. She was so light. Her body swung gently against mine.

I shouted until my voice was hoarse, and my throat had begun to prickle with thin needles.

Finely crafted elven faces poked out from around the corner of the inn. I recognized Lilsi. Her eyes went wide. A bark went up from behind me, and then a wet nostril was poking at my legs.

I glanced down and caught two familiar mismatched eyes.

“Go get Alaya boy,” I said.

Ghost shot off for the inn. I followed close behind. The bright green grass crushed heavily beneath my heels. The gentle sunlight warmed the nape of my neck, and everywhere the smell of life hung in profusion around me.

Yet in my arms lay something small and dying and untouched by nature’s magic.

Alaya’s crystal blue eyes pierced the dimness of the inn’s drinking hall.

“John, what happened?” she said.

“Grace has been hurt. She took a crossbow bolt to the leg,” I said.

Alaya swore.

“I’ll be right back. Lay her out on one of the tables. Make her comfortable,” she said.

Lilsi appeared by my side. In a sweeping, fluid motion she cleared off a few lingering breakfast dishes on one of the long tables. Then, she took hold of Grace’s ankles, and helped me lay her down along its length.

She took off her cloak, and bundled it up before throwing it at me. I caught it in mid-air, and carefully placed it beneath Grace’s head. As a pillow, it certainly left a lot to be desired, but it would have to do for the moment.

Alaya reappeared. A small leather satchel hung from her hand. She wasted no time in getting to work.

“This is going to hurt, but only for a moment,” she whispered to Grace.

Grace made no reply. Her leg kicked out at a phantom pain. I touched her forehead, it was warm and clammy.

“Stand back John,” Alaya said sharply.

She took hold of the crossbow bolt, and pulled it out with a jolt. A thick splurt of blood oozed out from the hole in her leg. Alaya began chanting. As she chanted, she reached into her satchel and pulled out a small vial.

With a practiced motion she removed the wax seal, before dumping the contents of the vial on Grace’s open wound. All the while she chanted. Her enigmatic words flowed through the room in a calming stream.

The wound began to knit itself of its own accord. The pale flesh reached out across the reddish pit that’d opened in Grace’s leg and what had once been one became whole again.

Grace’s chest began to rise and fall at an increasingly rapid pace before slowing to a crawl. Alaya’s chant warbled and flickered to a close as Grace’s eyes flashed open.

“We didn’t get the crystal,” Grace said.

I reached out, and took hold of Grace’s hand. Her soft flesh was lukewarm and clammy.

“No Grace, we didn’t,” I said.
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It didn’t take long for the army of the redeemer to coalesce around us. Spontaneous uprisings had erupted in many of the major cities around the Crystal Sea. It reminded me of the quip about change happening slowly, then all at once. Who’d said that? Mark Twain? Ernest Hemingway?

I’ll go with Twain. Isn’t that who gets the credit for most unattributed quips and one-liners anyways?

It doesn’t matter.

Like the French Revolution or the Arab Spring it was a spontaneous outpouring of anger that was decades, maybe centuries, in the making. Zamina’s Ancien Regime never had a chance. Not with the Lich King knocking on their door, and a rogue pirate queen on the warpath.

Well, at least they didn’t have to worry about the latter anymore. For all of her seeming indestructibility, even Emilia wasn’t going to survive being pitched into the ocean depths. At least, I didn’t think so. But, that still left the Lich King.

The big bad.

I’d faced him down once, and he’d come close to wiping my companions and I off the face of Zamina. Only a furious outpouring of flames had disabled him at the last moment. He would be better prepared this time. With his entire army surrounding him, and with an intimate knowledge of my powers, and Grace’s capabilities he’d prove a staunch opponent.

I don’t think I’d be able to defeat him on my own. My powers had come back stronger than ever. I’d refined my fire casting abilities. Grace’s powers had grown as well. But, we had nothing in our arsenals that could compete against the Lich King’s strength.

His was an ancient magic, honed over centuries and linked directly to the terrible power of the void. We needed that crystal, and now it was lost to eternity.

I’d spent the day meditating in the forest. Meditation was something I’d experimented with in the past, especially during my brief flirtation with Buddhism- a right of passage for all overly educated Western yuppies- but, I’d reacquainted myself with the practice during my stay in Zamina.

I came out of it feeling calmer, but no less prepared to face down the might of the Lich King. Alaya, Rayana, Katye, and other human leaders I didn’t know and didn’t care to meet had spent most of the past few days in war councils.

Everyday, scouts brought new reports about the Lich King and his army. The small city of Isah had been wiped from the map. Though its roguish citizenry were not mourned, the town remained a dangerous portent of things to come. Great waves of refugees fled the borderlands, more canaries in the coal mine. The once great city of Koroldik was the next to fall. Or rather be occupied. After the vicissitudes it’d suffered, there was scarcely more than a token force holding the city.

They fled like rats from a sinking ship before the Lich King’s advance.

His army had decamped from the great city after a single day and a single night. Now, they were headed straight for us. Flocks of ravens filled the skies in the early morning and the twilit hours. Spies of the Lich King too cowardly to venture forth under the sun’s watchful eye.

A small hand patted my thigh.

“Hey there big guy. The other girls are being suuuuper boring. No one wants to have fun anymore,” Agma pouted.

I said nothing, which she took as an invitation to clamber up into my lap. Her small butt pushed up against my crotch. Her tail wound out around my leg, while her wings folded comfortably against her back.

“You’ve forgotten that this is serious business we’re dealing with,” I said.

“Bah, and you’ve forgotten that life is for the living,” Agma said.

She arched her head around. Her lips grazed against mine, and I drank in her silky sweet breath. She tasted of fresh strawberries and rich cream, fluffy white bread with just a hint of bitter malik.

Her lips drew back from mine.

“What purpose is this life if it is not lived,” she breathed into me.

I scooped her up beneath her armpits and turned her around so she was facing a nearby tree. She readily put her hands against its surface.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” she purred.

Agma was wearing nothing more than a simple white shift. I didn’t even bother taking it off her body. Flapping it up, I revealed her tight white ass uncovered save for the flimsy string of her thong panties. With a tight jerk, I brought them down to her knees. I stepped out of my pants, and rubbed my erect manhood against the outer edges of her small ass.

“Oh fuck yes, I’m so wet for you baby,” said Agma.

I propped myself up against her body. My head came to rest against hers, and when I spoke my hot breath seeped into her ear.

“Do you want me to fuck you?” I said.

“Oh yes,” Agma said.

She bit her lower lip.

“How hard?” I said.

“Hard,” Agma answered.

I brought my hand down hard and heavy against her small, rounded ass. It connected with a satisfying crack. Agma let out a little yelp, and her eyelids fluttered. Her tail snaked out and wrapped itself against my thigh. She tried to pull me closer.

I refused.

“That’s not good enough,” I said.

“Oh, please fuck me John. Make me yours,” Agma said.

“How hard?” I repeated.

“So hard. I want you to fuck me side-ways. Fuck me until I can’t walk. Show me your power,” Agma said.

“Well, there you go. All you had to do was ask,” I said.

I straightened up, and repositioned myself behind her. My fat cock found the waiting wetness of her tight pussy lips. Then, I was inside of her, rocketing back and forth on the heels of my feet.

Her tight little ass was perfectly proportioned. Her narrow waist extended into a pair of wide hips and with each thrust the ass flesh jiggled and bounced in gentle waves. Her slick wetness gripped my cock as I slid back and forth through her tight little body.

I slapped her fat ass, and she let out a satisfied groan. A smile flickered up my face as I watched her ass jiggle. Her soft pussy walls contracted around my hard cock, and I moaned in ecstasy.

Unable to contain myself any longer, I came deep inside of her. As I came, I felt her body stiffen as all of her muscles tightened and then she was coming as well. She pushed herself heavily onto me. I closed my eyes, and breath came out hot and heavy.

“Oh fuck, you’re perfect,” I said.

I placed my hand on her shoulder, and let it run up her neck, and across her cheek. My finger popped in her mouth, and she sucked longingly, desperately along its length. I ran my finger down to her chin, and then I was leaning over. Her head twisted. Still inside of her, still a part of her, I drew her in for a deep kiss.

She tasted of fresh flowers and hot sweat. Her eyes opened, and I caught myself in their power.

“I love you John,” she said.

I leaned down and planted another kiss against her lips. This time it was slight, grazing, soft and sensual. My lips slid around her cheek, and over to the soft cartilage of her ear.

“I love you too, Agma,” I said.

Interlude

The sea rushed up to swallow her in a terrible gulp. Hitting the water knocked the air out of her body, and then the dread pirate was subsumed by its icy waves. The fall had left her stunned, and she was losing body heat fast.

For once in her life, the dread pirate Emilia was out of tricks.

With her eyes tight closed against the biting salt, she didn’t notice the sea floor shift and rise up towards her. Nor did she see the wide gaping mouth of the leviathan as it swallowed her whole.

It was not until the water drained from its mouth and she was seated on the sea creature’s rough tongue that she opened her eyes. Not that there was much to see. Inky blackness filled the chamber.

Where am I?

Among the cult of the redeemer was a story of a wicked man who’d been swallowed by a massive sea creature, much like the fabled leviathan. Emilia shook her head. She’d never been much for old wive’s tales.

Wherever she was and why she was there were two questions Emilia couldn’t answer. What she did know was that wherever she was, she was there for a purpose. What she also knew was that she should be ready.

She drew her sword and stretched her legs along the black length of the tongue. It was good to clear her mind. Escape plans swirled through her mind.

A green glowing light shone from the back of the cavern. It was small at first, and then it grew larger.

Emilia stopped and waited. The cutlass hovered 30 degrees up from her leg.

Greetings pirate queen.

Emilia blinked.

“Greetings,” she replied. “Who do I have the honor of addressing?”

We are nameless for we are one. But, you may call me Pozik.

In a single fluid motion, Emilia sheathed her sword and extended her hand downwards. A slender tentacle reached up and wrapped around her hand. Its grip was surprisingly strong.

An unfamiliar emotion flowed through Emilia’s chest: unease. She made to withdraw her hand, but the tentacle did not loosen its grip. Her mouth opened in protest, and then she saw it.

A darkling sky barred the sun from the ground. Blasted soil and salted fields. Death hung heavy, and the wind was flat and still.The great cities of man lay ruined, their foundation stones eroded by the brackish waters of the rising Crystal Sea. The only movement belonged to the shambling remains of the once living. Far to the South, the Lich King watched over all, seated atop his black throne.

Emilia blinked open her eyes. Something warm and wet ran down her cheek. Pozik gripped her hand more tightly. Just when she was sure her bones were about to crack, he released her.

That is the future that awaits us all if you selfishly retain that crystal, Pozik said.

The thought reverberated through her mind. All of the air left her lungs, as she dropped into a crouch. Her hands braced against the top of her knees, and her vision swam. A fat bead of sweat formed atop her brow. She was a runner at the end of a grueling race.

“What must I do?” Emilia.

You know what you must do. Yield the crystal to the otherworlders. Only they can stop the spreading darkness. Only they can push back against the void.

A rich silence spread between them. When Emilia spoke it was with a voice uncharacteristic: cracked, tired, but most of all earnest.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I will.”
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The elven engineers had been hard at work designing the breast works, the trenches, and whatever other temporary fortifications they could throw up before the might of the Lich King’s army was upon them.

They’d positioned themselves on the far banks of the river that we’d ridden into the town on what felt like an eternity ago. The inn had become army headquarters while many of the inner buildings served as barracks and storehouses. The outer cottages had mostly been dismembered and reassembled into walls and fences.

The swelling army gave me some hope. Everyday, more soldiers flocked to our banner. They came in singly and in small groups. They came in grand battalions and in fleets of war canoes. Some were ghostly pale, while others had skin the rich ochre of damp clay. They came outfitted in mail and scale, plate armor and boiled leather. One warrior tribe of female warriors wore nothing but bright blue body paint and a collection of fierce tattoos running from their ankles to their wrists. There were archers and slingers, pikemen and swordsmen, calvary and siege equipment.

Riding in the evening tide of tired, orange light came a small contingent of nteopyrs. They descended on the empty space outside of the inn. Rayana and I had finished our evening sparring, and I was drinking deeply from a pewter mug as the hollow-boned figures swept in from the air.

I put down the mug and strode forward.

“Karaksi,” I said.

“John,” he said.

We clasped hands. His rough fingers scraped the length of my forearm. Twin black pits reached into my eyes.

“Our spies have followed the progress of the Lich King out from the wastelands. Not in living memory has he moved so. We fear great things are afoot,” Karaksi said.

“You are right,” I said.

I briefly filled him on all that had happened. When he heard of the nteopyr who’d almost assassinated Alaya, he shook his head gravely. I finished and he spoke:

“I am sorry for the actions of my brother. Please know that we are a fractious race. Though we might wish it otherwise, it is rare to find us united in purpose,” he said.

A wry smile flitted over my face.

“No apology needed, friend. Humans are scarcely different,” I said. “I am just glad that you have chosen to join us.”

Karaksi inclined his head in a slight bow.

“It is our honor to fight alongside you and your people. Millennia past, another great war was fought against the Lich King and his forces. That war ended with the wholesale desolation of the fields of Angnorak. Today, Zamina is but a pale shadow of what it once was. If the Lich King should succeed, there will be nothing left for anyone anywhere,” he said.

“I’m glad you understand the gravity of the situation. It is not a pretty task, but we will do everything in our power to reverse the tides of destruction,” I said, clapping the bat-person on his hairy shoulder.

“Karaksi, well met,” Alaya said.

I glanced over at my elf queen. She looked tired and harried. Slender lines had appeared at the corners of her eyes. Nonetheless, her voice was strong and even. Karaksi bowed even lower this time.

“Your majesty,” he said.

“Please, there’s no need to stand on ceremony. Your numbers are small, but we both know the true worth of a fighting force cannot be measured so simply. My commanders are eager to speak with you,” she said.

Karaksi turned and bade farewell to me. I returned his goodbye, and watched the two figures retreat into the darkness of the inn. A rough, wet tongue slipped over my hand.

“Hey Ghost,” I said.

I absentmindedly petted his scruffy neck as I pondered over the events of the day. A group of blue tattooed women strode past me. They stopped and bowed stiffly at the waist.

“Redeemer,” they said in a solemn chorus.

I tried my best not to stare at the sea of bouncing breasts, at the taunt muscles, or the collection of neatly shaven pussies.

“Carry on soldiers,” I said.

The faintest whisper of a blush reached my cheeks, and one of the soldiers stifled a giggle. As she turned to leave, it seemed that she shook her ass with just a little more oomph than the others. Or maybe I was imagining things.

“Like what you see?” said Rayana.

“As the redeemer, it’s important that I interact with the troops. We need to keep morale up,” I said.

My voice came out gruffer than I’d intended, and Rayana let out a snicker. The air left my lungs as her hand lightly gripped my crotch.

“Don’t you worry about keeping it up, soldier. I’ll take care of that for you,” she said, flashing me a wink.

I turned and kissed her. Her lips folded around mine, and her tongue danced behind my teeth.

Goddamn, I loved that woman sometimes.
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Fighting commenced early the next morning. Battle lines were drawn up in the metallic blue light of predawn. When the first copper rays of sunlight crept over the horizon, they were met by two great, jostling lines. Arrayed beyond the river bank were the first line of warriors. Human and elves stood shoulder to shoulder. Their shields overlapped like the scales of some great variegated dragon. Heavy pikes poked out in a porcupine defense. Beyond the phalanx were the archers. Fine elven bows of seasoned yew were already taunt, pulled taunt by heavy bow strings. The humans sported an array of projectile weapons from slings to long bows, shorter bows and cross-bows, laminate recurved bows, and the tribe of nude Amazonians wielded a sort of crude atatl similar to the ones I’d studied during my post-grad expedition to the Yucatan.

The Lich King’s army appeared no less motley. Lizard men jostled with orcs and trolls. A few goblins ran underfoot, although after my encounter with them in the forest I doubted their effectiveness as a fighting force. Cocolars slipped in and out of the Lich King’s lines.

I did not see minotaurs, and their absence troubled me. I’d positioned myself alongside Alaya, Grace, and Agma in a sort of makeshift watch tower that overlooked the battlefield. The nteopyrs huddled nervously close by. They were not natural fighters. Not in the way that many of the other races of Zamina had evolved to be.

No, they served well as assassins, spies, scouts, and sneaks. But, their bones were too light for pitched combat, their frames too fragile.

The blast of a horn commenced the fighting. A sea of lizard men surged forward. Their hooked claws clattered across the rock strewn ground. When they reached the far side of the river bank they launched a vicious volley of javelins over the swirling waters. The phalanx raised their shields to the sky, and then the archers replied in turn. A cloud of black fletched darts scattered over the powder blue sky and then death was raining upon the rough scaled hides of the lizard men.

They sank in droves. Driven to the ground by iron tipped death. Blood spurted from their pockmarked wounds, and the gurgling, choking cries of their reptilian death expanded to fill the battlefield.

With grim satisfaction, I looked down upon our line. We’d sustained only minor damage from the initial volley.

“Now,” I said.

Two furred hands reached under my armpits and tightened securely over my chest. The beat of broad bat wings signaled our ascent, and then Karaksi was hefting me skywards.

In seconds, we were floating over the retreating mass of skirmishers. I opened my hands and cast down broad swatches of flames against the retreating lizard men. Those who were not felled by the volley of arrows, burned under my licking flames. The twang of bow strings sounded. We’d gone just a hair too far. A slender steel-tipped dart filled my field of vision before violently bouncing off a bubble of shimmering iridescence.

Grace’s shield was holding strong.

I patted Karaksi’s arm. He responded by gracefully looping around back towards the watch tower. We descended and my feet whispered onto the rough wooden boards. Grace held out her hand. I reached across and high fived her.

“Nice work,” she said.

“Couldn’t have done it without you,” I replied.

“Hey guys, I don’t want to interrupt, but uhm, they have catapults,” Agma said.

I glanced over the railing and swore under my breath. Fortunately, Agma picked up on my swearing and swore again, more loudly this time, for the benefit of those who hadn’t initially heard me.

The Lich King’s forces didn’t just have catapults. They had onagers. The nasty, donkey-kick engines of destruction that could spread a hail of heavy stones over a sea of soldiers, crushing and killing numerous warriors in one fell swoop.

They were being rolled across the field by the same reptilian hell beasts [FACT CHECK] that had pulled the high priestess’s cart. Surrounding each onager was a company of heavily armored orcs. More lightly armored orcish archers huddled close to the massive wooden contraptions.

I took in a deep breath and turned to Karaksi.

“We have to go back,” I said.

Alaya put her hand on my arm.

“John, it’s suicide,” she said.

“We have no choice,” I said. “Those things will scatter our lines. The battle will turn into a rout [WORD CHECK] in a heartbeat. Trust me, back on Earth I studied this sort of thing. I know how quickly the tide of war can turn.”

A small hand reached out and grabbed my own.

“I’ll go with you,” Agma said.

I looked down at her tiny body. She seemed so slight, so weak. But, a fierce determination shone through her eyes, and her grip brooked no disagreement. I sighed.

“Very well,” I said. “Stay cloaked the entire time.”

She snorted.

“As if I’d do anything else. Please John, I’m not stupid,” she said.

“I may as well go with you then. Without me, you’ll be nothing more than a stack of pin cushions,” Grace said.

I nodded.

“Enough chattering,” Alaya said. She blinked and I thought I saw a wet glint at the corner of her eye. “They’re almost within firing range. Go.”

I scooped up Agma in my arms.

“Karaksi,” I said.

He grabbed hold of me. Another nteopyr stepped forward to grab Grace, but she shook her head.

“That won’t be necessary,” she said.

She produced a feather from her pocket, and blew on it. Her feet lifted six inches off the ground. I shook my head. That girl would never cease to amaze me.

“Stick close to us, and I’ll shield you as best as I can,” Agma said.

We set off.

The ground swept away from beneath our feet, and our legs floated out on the open air. It wasn’t so much a feeling of weightlessness as it was of being suspended, much like a carnival ride.

Despite being directly overhead the onagers, none of the archers shot up at us. Evidently, Agma’s glamour was holding. We sank slowly to Earth, drifting like autumn leaves until we were directly hovering over the middle onager.

Grace floated off to my left, invisible to all but Agma, Karaksi, and I. I turned my head and locked eyes with her. Then, I dropped Agma directly onto the onager. Grace began chanting, although her words were drowned out by the shocked cries of the orcs below.

A flurry of arrows shot up and bounced harmlessly against our force bubble. I cast a fire ball at the cluster of archers closest to us, careful not to torch the onager on which a small, spritely woman was busy hack sawing away at the heavy ropes that gave the machine its tension.

One rope snapped, and then the cup like lever flung forward and to the side, crushing a squat armored orc beneath its heavy wooden expanse. Karaksi drove hard to the right. Grace followed alongside, never trailing further away than my elbow. The arrows flew fast and heavy, clattering off of Grace’s shield like so many rain drops in a driving storm.

All the while, I burned. The grass withered and stones cracked. Flesh burbled and bones popped. The onagers charred and ropes snapped. A few flung their payloads, only to splash down harmlessly in the muddy banks of the river.

When we’d eliminated the last of the onagers on our line, we swooped around and turned back towards the center. The other wing of onagers had been virtually abandoned as their orcish guards surged towards us.

The heavy twang of a snapped chord filled the air, and one of the distant onager arms snapped in a swiveling motion, before pitching onto to its side. I shook my head. Bad decision by the orcs. I closed my eyes, and tapped deeply into the invisible river of aether that flowed through me. That flowed through everything.

Then, I was raining hellfire and destruction on the company of orcish soldiers. They cooked inside the ovens of their plate. A heady rush flowed through my veins. I felt lighter than air, mightier than a storm cloud. I was so far removed from my former life as a tweed wearing, tea sipping historian as to find the whole concept laughable.

I was no academic, no timorous greyling locked in a world of peer reviewed papers, academic conferences, and student assessments. No, I was death incarnate.

I was the black masque of desolation.

Pestilence. Famine. Plague.

None could match the awesome power of my immolating flames.

A soft hand stung my cheek.

“John, snap out of it. They’re gone John, they’re dead. We need to pick up Agma, and get the hell out of here,” Grace said.

Below me lay a smoldering pile of corpses. Down the line were a few more onagers, untouched by my flames but ruined nonetheless. Agma sat perched on the edge of the closest one. A concerned look covered her face.

What had I been thinking?

“Got a little carried away there,” I muttered.

Karaksi swooped down and plucked up Agma. We swooped back around and made for our lines. When we touched down there were no high fives this time. Instead, I doubled up with my hands on my knees.

“Oomph,” I muttered.

I felt light headed and woozy. Alaya caught me as I swayed on my feet, and nearly pitched over. I hadn’t realized just how much the fire-casting had cost me until it was over and done with.

“John,” Grace said.

I glanced up, bleary eyed.

“What is it?” I said.

Grace bit her lower lip.

“Nothing, it’s- no, nothing,” she said.

I knew she’d seen it. The fury in my eyes. The moment when I’d almost lost control. Ever since that first incident in the chamber of the goblin king, I’d struggled to keep my fire-casting abilities in check. And I’d almost succeeded in achieving something resembling mastery of the aether and the fire that flowed through me.

Which made it all the more terrifying that I’d completely lost my shit on those orcs back there. Alaya hooked her arms under my armpits and lifted me up. She placed a brass telescope in my hand.

“Take a look,” she said.

Grateful for the distraction, I saw the Lich King’s line advance. I sucked in a breath. Our daring air raid strategy wasn’t going to work again. A line of heavily armored minotaur shock troops advanced across the field. Interspersed at broad intervals were men and women in black cloaks.

A deathly chanting rose up from across the river, and a wall of shimmering crimson advanced out in front of the Lich King’s line.

“Mages,” I said.

The tired look had returned to Alaya’s eyes. Any elation she’d felt over our earlier successes had long since departed.

“We can deal with them,” I said, looking at Grace.

She returned my stare, tight lipped.

“No, there are too many of them,” Alaya said.

“Well, what are we to do then?” I said.

“Don’t think we haven’t planned for this John. You’ve done well so far, but it takes an army to win a war. You’ve done your part for today, now rest,” Alaya said sternly.

I wobbled to my feet, and opened my mouth in protest. Before, almost pitching over backwards.

A slender arm, taunt with muscle steadied my body.

“Watch,” Alaya said.

I wasn’t happy about it, but I knew there was nothing left for me to do. So, I lifted the spyglass to my eye and looked out at the battlefield. A line of white cloaked figures had emerged from the elven line and a chant of their own rose into the air. This chant was different. Whereas the other chant echoed with images of misty rot, of long dead places, and creeping entropy, this chant sounded of life and birth, of spring, of the blossoming of flowers, and a warm wind that would dispel winter’s biting breath.

A shimmer of blue stretched across the elven line and pushed forward. The two walls collided in a clash of sparks. They merged and became something purplish. A violent wall of cackling energy. The mages stopped. The elves stood along the bank of the river, the fast swirling waters surging and lapping below their feet, while the dread spellcasters of the Lich King became tiny puddles of grey surrounded by a jostling sea of heavily armored minotaurs.

I swallowed.

Each minotaur stood gigantic, more beast than man. They were seven or eight feet tall apiece, and with their thick plate armor they must’ve weighed a good half ton. They marched in a phalanx, strong shields pushed out towards the elven lines, and long halberds propped against their shoulders.

Standing between the opposing forces was the broad, muddy bank of the river and its fast moving current. Where were they headed?

The minotaur line turned and hooked left, answering my question. A broad wooden bridge crossed the river about two thirds of the way up the elven line. And clattering across its length was Rayana and a battalion of elven calvary. Sabers rattled against their waists, but it was the lances that the outer edges of the group carried that caught my attention.

Long, ashen rods tipped with deadly slivers of hard elven steel. Every hair on my body stood on end.

What were they thinking?

It was madness. It was suicide.

The minotaur line lowered their halberds against the onslaught. I waited with bated breath. The elven line parted at the last second, wheeling around on the outside to reveal a procession of horse archers. The twang of snapping bows filled the air with a sharp clatter, as the elves released a volley at point blank range into the line of man-beasts.

Long elven arrows sprouted from necks, eye sockets and joints. Wherever the armor ran thin, and a vulnerable patch of flesh appeared, an arrow sprouted. The minotaur’s front line collapsed, and with it their discipline. But, this was no rout.

No, the minotaurs surged forward at a dead sprint as they chased the elves back towards the water.

What the hell are they doing?

Rayana answered my question a moment later when she slowed her horse for only a moment, before sliding off its back and onto the ground at the river’s edge. As soon as she’d left its back, the horse tore off for the bridge. The rest of Rayana’s troops followed her lead. With an acrobatic grace that even an Olympic gymnast would be hard pressed to match they rolled off of the backs of their mounts and onto the edge of the riverbank.

The last of the horses galloped safely across the length of the bridge, and then the elves gave a shout and two well-muscled warrior women darted out towards the sides of the bridge. Wielding heavy axes, they slashed at the ropes binding the bridge to the shore and it swung into the rapids.

My eyes flickered back to the elven warriors, and most importantly to Rayana. The elves were scrambling towards the river. None of them wore heavy armor. For the most part, they were clad in the leather one piece that Rayana and Alaya had worn when I’d first met them. While lightweight and flexible, it would do little to deter a minotaur’s battle ax. Then again, neither would heavier armor.

I expected them to dive into the river and swim for safety, but instead they formed up into a thin line in the shallows of the river. Rayana hefted her spear. Other elves wielded sabers, glaives, and a few had held onto their bows.

The first of the undisciplined minotaur line reached the outer reaches of the river bank and then I saw the genius of their plan when the first minotaur’s hoof sank deeply into the muddy ground. Its face shifted from murderous rage to shock to panic in a matter of seconds as its body pitched forward into the soft river mud. It tried to pick itself up, but it only succeeded in burying its body deeper into the mud.

It let out a billowing roar that was lost in a sea of confused excitement as more minotaurs collapsed around it in a puddle of howling flesh. The elves waited, quiet and patient in the ankle deep water until the flat muddied surface lay heavy with trapped, writhing bodies.

They looked for all the world like flies trapped in a long string of sticky paper.

The elves marched out of the water and advanced on the bellowing bulls. Steel struck true, and the roars of panic and rage turned to cries of fear and death. A new river formed in parallel to the old. A turgid red dripping affair, sticky and hot. The last echoes of life departed.

When they were done, the elves turned wordless and plunged into the river. The waters were shallows and the elves were strong swimmers. They made it to the far banks swiftly and without incident.

The mages had long since exhausted themselves in their ghostly warfare. Without warning, the violet shield had cackled and dissipated, and the black cloaked mages had dissolved back into the Lich King’s line and the white cloaked mages had dissolved back into the elven line.

Night was nigh and the field lay littered with the dying bodies of the Lich King’s forces. Save for some minor wounds, and a few unfortunate deaths from the lizard men’s initial assault and a few elvish horsewomen who hadn’t been so fleet footed as their companions, the human-elf alliance stood strong along the far banks of the nameless river.

Night fell and the armies returned to their camps. Little was resolved, but we had taken heart from the events of the day and sleep embraced us in her warm bosom.
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The battle lines were redrawn before the first ray of sunlight warmed the cool morning air.

Alaya, Agma, Grace and I stood once again atop the watch tower her troops had somehow patched together from the remains of the huts that’d once made up the outer reaches of the village.

I wondered if the plank below my feet had come from the hut of the drunkard we’d take Ghost from. What fate had befallen the drunkard, I shuddered to consider. He’d been a sorry excuse for a man, but maybe deep inside of him there was still something of a former self. A soul swaddled away beneath the corrosive layers of drink and self-abuse.

A cool gusting breeze flew in from the ocean and knocked me out of my reverie. It was pointless speculation. What I had to worry about now was what was in front of me. The Lich King did not try anything fancy today. There was no skirmish line of lizard men, no rumbling onagers, nor ranks of armored minotaurs.

He simply brought the horde, and at its head he strode afoot.

Streaming behind his black armored body was an ocean of darkness. A black cloud tens of thousands deep. Back and to his right and left flanking him on either side were two massive trolls. Despite the massive army at his back, the only thing I found myself paying attention to was the creature at the head of the army.

Broad shouldered, clad in black plate armor, and with broad, branching antlers that stretched out far to either side. He wielded a powerful mace that not two men together would be able to lift, yet he carried it loosely in one hand.

He stopped well back from the banks of the river, before the dirt turned to mud. During the night, agents of the Lich King must’ve scoured the river banks, because they were now free of the minotaurs’ lifeless bodies. Although what they could’ve done with such a mountain of flesh, I did not know. Surely, I would have seen or smelt a funeral pyre.

When the Lich King spoke, it was not aloud, but his voice echoed through the minds of all who were there to bear witness.

Much blood has been spilled already, yet the flow has scarcely begun. My army is without feeling, savage and relentless. They will build a bridge of corpses if need be. The ache of death lies heavily over this land. I feel it in my marrow. Your troops have acquitted themselves bravely. This is meaningless. Bravery cannot triumph over the sweeping vastness of the void.

The voice ceased, and a profound silence settled over the battlefield. Anger battled against terror in my chest. I didn’t give a damn what this bastard had to say.

“John, what are you doing?” Alaya said, her eyes growing wide.

Not stopping to answer, not bothering to think, I stepped forward and sent a streaking ball of fire across the heads of the elven troops. The Lich King’s mace shot up in a blur of silvery steel. It smashed against the meteoric fireball with the quick tempered contempt of a professional baseball player at bat.

The fireball exploded in a burst of whirling pyrotechnics.

Alaya leveled a withering stare at me from the side. I didn’t care.

“John, now is not the time for theatrics. We have a chance to defeat him, but only if we stick to the plan,” she hissed.

A tight smile pulled at the corners of my mouth.

“I am the plan,” I said. Something had clicked inside of my head while the Lich King was talking, and I knew I spoke the truth. I reached out and gripped Grace’s hand. “We are.”

As if in confirmation of my sudden revelation, a voice entered our heads.

Otherworlders, you can spare them. Come fight me directly. There is no need for such slaughter as I can visit upon you. Spare the bloodshed.

“John,” Alaya’s voice cracked.

What I saw was no longer the ghost of a tear.

“It has to be done,” I whispered. I closed my eyes. “Grace.”

My body felt light as Grace began to chant. It was if I’d suddenly become incorporeal. For all I knew, I had. Regardless, it was far more elegant than being carried bodily by a bat-person.

We floated over the massive human-elf hybrid army. I flashed back to what Rayana had said during my first days in Zamina about how humans were considered a lesser species. Seeing the two races in lockstep against a common enemy made me feel something in the back of my throat. If we all somehow managed to make it out of this alive, perhaps things would be different between the two peoples.

If only, if only, if only.

We touched down a stone’s throw from the armor clad giant. The last time I’d seen him in person, he’d nearly succeeded in killing not just me, but the entirety of my little group, to say nothing of the high priestess. In his metallic, black armor, with only a black slit in his visor he appeared more robotic than anything human. In a way, he reminded me of the gigantic robot from the old film The Day the Earth Stood Still.

Hollywood had remade the movie in the 2000s. It wasn’t very good. A travesty, if we’re being honest.

The Lich King slammed the butt of his mace against the ground and I nearly shat myself.

Get it together John.

I was trying to distract myself. The mind has a tremendous capacity for obfuscating unpleasant truths. And eight feet of wicked unpleasantness stood in front of me. A bubble of nervousness filtered up from my stomach to my chest. Grace pressed her hand tightly to mine, and the bubble popped.

The familiar anger rose in its stead.

“How dare you,” I said.

I was surprised by the tenor of my own voice. It was low and steady, sharp edged and elemental.

I didn’t wait for the Lich King to reply.

“As if the people of Zamina didn’t have enough shit to deal with, you had to march out of your dank little hidey-hole and be the biggest asshole on the planet. I’m tired of your antics, of your ugly minions, and your stupid dreams. Burn in hell,” I said.

I spat on the ground. A fitting finish to my impromptu speech. I thought the Lich King might respond to my angry words.

I thought wrong.

Without a word, the Lich King raised his mace over his head and in a brutal downward motion he slammed it heavily against the ground. A shockwave tore through the Earth and then I was on my back.

The wind was knocked out of my lungs.

Quick as the wind, quiet as a whisper, the Lich King loomed over my body. The mace rose from the ground, and I knew that this time it wouldn’t be a mere shockwave rocking my body.

I gritted my teeth and put my hands together, aiming them directly up at the ugly bastard’s face.

What the hell was I thinking?

The aether flowed through me, and then I was tapping into its flow. The energy erupted through me, and then it was bursting outwards in a cyclonic fury. The Lich King stumbled backwards as his head was consumed in a flaming crown.

I spun on my side to the right, over to where I thought Grace would be. Almond eyes plastered over with surprise hung suspended over an orb of pale skin.

“A little help,” I said, as I stumbled to my feet.

“You first,” she groaned.

I reached out and helped Grace up. She began to chant, and soon a bubble of glowing iridescence had sprung up around us.

Across from us, the Lich King had finished his retreat. His helmet glowed a burnt red, and from the way he was casting his head about, I got the impression he might not be able to see.

I don’t pretend to know all of the ins and outs of magic, or how aether works. But, I was sure that the Lich King didn’t see by normal sight mechanisms. I was also sure that my fire was no regular fire.

I took a deep breath.

“Do you have any ideas?” I said.

Grace gripped my hand more tightly.

“I love you John,” Grace said.

We were fucked.

“I love you,” I said. I drew in a breath. “A final burst of energy. You and I both at the same time. That’s all we can do.”

Grace nodded.

“Three, two-,” I never reached one, because just then the ocean exploded. Grace and I turned our heads left, the Lich King forgotten for a single blissful second as the unexpected, but supremely welcome gigantic head of the Leviathan flopped out from the steel-grey waters and onto the damp sandy beach.

Remembering myself, I glanced back at the Lich King, but for once the great harbinger of death himself seemed at a loss for words. Out of the great, shadowy depths of the Leviathan’s mouth sauntered a familiar figure.

“You started the party without me?” Emilia pouted.

Her words barely registered in my ears. Glittering around her neck, undimmed by her passage beneath the waves, was the crystal.

Without a word or thought, I rushed towards the dread pirate. She couldn’t have been more than several hundred yards distant. My legs burned, and the cool wind tore at my lungs.

A burst of blackness exploded across from me as the Lich King kicked into action. For the first time, I saw how he was able to move so quickly despite his massive frame. The demon rose into the air until he was hovering maybe six inches off the ground. Then, he was off, shooting frictionlessly towards Emilia.

Towards the crystal.

His mace trailed out from behind him, a black flanged parachute.

I was going to be too late.

It almost happened too quickly for me to see. One second, the Lich King was rushing in front of me, almost at the dread pirate. Emilia’s eyes widened, but otherwise she stood strong.

Her lips formed words, and I knew she was cursing the Lich King’s name. Then, it sprang from the waters. Large, heavy, and quick-moving, the tentacle smashed against the Lich King with all the grace of an overturned freight train. The heavy thud sounded for miles, and then the black armored demon was flying.

I sped up. Hot lead ran through my legs. Emilia carefully removed the crystal from her neck, turned, and sprinted towards me, her movements light and effortless. Merry revenge danced in her eyes. A sprightly smile crossed her face.

The rough edges of the crystal rubbed against my palm, and just in time too. Looking up, I saw a black speck framed against the cerulean sky. Wispy clouds painted the blue, lightening it with streaks of pale mashed-potato white.

A black speck hung motionless overhead.

The Lich King’s cry was wordless, incoherent, and eye-wateringly loud. In a shadowy bolt, the hell-spawn drove himself Earthbound. I raised the crystal skywards, and the aether flowed through me and became me.

The Lich King zoomed faster, loomed larger but I did not fear him. Fire rose from my skin. It scattered through my pores. This was a pale fire. Unbearably hot. Incomparably bright.

The Lich King’s shadow scattered as its master was cast in a perfect illumination. The black armor melted away, and still he hastened towards me. A greyling mass of flesh from whom life had fled millennia past tore and crumbled, and then it too was burning brightly as the greatest agent of the void was consumed and was no more.

The flames pulsed outwards. Evermore and anon they rode hot and greedy, expanding with burning tongues that sought to satisfy an unquenchable thirst.

I doubled over as a sharp pain wracked my mid-section. I wanted to stop. But, I couldn’t. I was no longer merely a human. I was a conduit. An opened valve. A burst damn.

The hell-fire spread mindlessly outwards in every direction. A suffocating horror flattened my lungs as I watched Zamina crumble before me. The Lich King’s forces were reduced to ashes alongside the human-elf army I’d so proudly ridden over just moments ago.

Alaya, Rayana, Agma, and so many more- all the women I’d come to know and love. The people I’d sacrificed so much to save. The land I’d pledged my life to preserving.

All of it burned beneath my fingertips.

I was death incarnate. I was pestilence. I was plague.

My head felt tight.

After a terrible, inestimable period, I fell softly into the bed of ashes I’d created for myself. Hot, sticky tears welled in my eyes. The sky stared down at me, iron-grey and accusing.

Gone was the gently calming cerulean blue, gone the wisping clouds. Ashes rained lightly down upon my too-tight head. A thousand dull, cutting knives tore at my insides, and I wished for the comforting release of oblivion.

I was alive in a dead world.

Soft flesh brushed against my side.

“It’s okay, John,” a soft voice said.
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Grace smiled shyly down at me.

She was naked. We both were. The fire had burned away everything. The grey uniformity of ashes had lent Zamina an otherworldly appearance. The ground stretched away in an unchanging infinity.

Ahead of us was a broad trough that sloped gently downwards the horizon. With a shock, I realized that I’d boiled away the ocean itself.

“You were meant for a singular purpose. I see that now. You were imbued with fire, because of all the substances fire exists only to destroy. This was your destiny, John. It would be wrong of you to fight it,” Grace said.

She leaned down and kissed my head.

Despite our nudity, it was an oddly innocent gesture and for a moment I was reminded of Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden, before their disastrous fall from grace.

“It was given to you to destroy and you’ve accomplished your task wonderfully. I was given a fuller set of powers. You see, of the two of us I was given the more complex task. Not the more important. No, but certainly the more complicated. Hand me the crystal,” Grace said.

I slipped my hand over its rough surface, before passing it over.

Grace cradled the glowing jewel

“I can feel it. Life. It’s bubbling just below the surface,” Grace said.

She closed her eyes. When she opened them a smile danced across her irises.

“It’s okay. It’s all there, remembered in the aether,” she said.

She began to chant. The ancient words filled the air with their solemn intonations. The sadness left me, and a curious nothing seeped into my lungs. The iron grey sky broke, and a patch of butter yellow sunlight fell warm on my head.

The tension in my muscles eased, and I felt the truth in Grace’s words. All around me, a sandstorm was taking place. Great heaping drifts of ashes fluffed up into the air. The darkling particles coalesced into figures and shapes. The soft linen of my clothes, and the hard metal of my armor closed back over my body.

An army of men, women, and elvish warriors sprang into existence. Flowers bloomed, and trees burst from the ground like gunshots, spaceships reaching out with aching fingers for the stars.

A watch tower loomed off in the distance, and a small figure with golden hair swirled out from the aether. My heart leapt into my throat.

In what might have been seconds or hours or days- in this bizarre recreation of existence time held no sway- Zamina as I’d known reknit itself from the terrible burning I’d subjected it to.

Off in the ocean, the mammoth bulk of the Leviathan propped itself against the shoreline. The only thing that did not reappear was the Lich King and his forces. In fact, it was as if they’d never been here to begin with. No campfires dotted the ground, nor did their earthworks scar the hills.

I turned to Grace. She was floating several feet off the ground, wrapped in a cocoon of purest white light. A final word passed her lips, and she descended slowly to the ground.

An otherworldly light shone in her eyes. She stumbled towards me, and embraced me in a rough hug. Her lips found mine. I drank in her taste. She tasted of sweet sugar, and soft blackberries.

I tilted my head back. An easy smile spread across my face.

“You did it baby,” I said.

Small arms encircled me in a hug.

“We did it,” Grace said.

A spontaneous cheer arose from behind us. Whether they were celebrating victory or the dawning of a new day was anyone’s guess.

I’d like to think they were cheering the triumph of life.
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In a timeless land, history quickly takes on the veneer of legend, and tales that should not be taken at face value of battles past and brave warriors are told over smokey hearths and cool mugs of ale.

Among the most popular of these tales is that of the otherworlder. The man who pierced the veil separating the worlds. The man who freed Zamina from the tyranny of the Lich King.

Once, and this claim was oft met with incredulity by the younger generations who’d grown up only knowing the gentle plenty produced by the fields of Angnorak, the remnants of humanity had been driven away from the broad belly of Zamina. A terrible warlord, it was said, cast a spell that’d withered and desiccated the rich fields. Children looked out their windows at the softly waving fields of wheat, and their eyes filled with terror at imagined images: Lizard men stalking through the fields, or goblins hiding in the shadows of the apple orchards.

This man did not come alone. With him was Grace, the one some cults still worshipped as the all mother. Many families built small shrines to her, and with the coming of spring they made small offerings of burnt morsels in the hopes that she would bless them with great fertility.

Stories of Alaya, the great elf-queen who forged strong ties with the human race, erasing centuries of mutual contempt and enmity in the process, and her noble captain of the guards, Rayana were also told.

Most popular among the drunks and children were those stories of Agma, the mischievous imp. Of course, the more salacious of those stories were saved for the former audience, typically when the tavern candles were flickering low and hours of cheerful drinking had loosened tongues.

Intertwined with this pantheon of heroes was the roguish Emilia. Her memory was controversial. Even centuries later, her name was not spoken among many of the peoples her forces had raided and pillaged.

Even among those who spoke of the pirate queen, little was known and less remembered. Her origins and fate were both clouded by the shadows of time. No one forgot her cruelty however, no less did they forget the pivotal role she played in saving Zamina.

The best preserved copies of this tale used to be found hidden deep in the royal library at Castle Dragmoor. There you could find diaries written in the hands of John and Grace, Alaya and Rayana, and even sprightly Agma.

Three centuries after John’s death, a rather daring splinter group of the cult of the redeemer gained access to the library. They died in a shootout with the royal guards at a small fishing village along the edge of the Crystal Sea. The panicked elves searched their bodies again and again, but the diaries were never recovered.

Fret not, dear reader, for the words of our heroes are not lost to time. Rather they are waiting in a crystalline castle, far below the lapping ocean waves. A lost race of stewards have taken it upon themselves to safeguard the history that has become legend.

And when the need arises for a new hero, they will be waiting in their city on the ocean floor.

For no story ever truly ends.

* * *

Don’t put down the book yet!

Still around? Awesome!

If you enjoyed this novel, and would like to see more like it, please leave a review on Amazon. Writing is a process of trial and error. By leaving a review, you can let me know which books deserve a sequel, and more importantly what I can do to make my writing better for you, the reader.

Follow me on my author page at Amazon to receive updates on my latest works.

Sign up for my newsletter by clicking here. As a token of gratitude, you will receive a short adventure featuring the dread pirate Emilia.

Want to get in touch with me personally? Email me at AuthorRolandCarlsson@Gmail.com.

This is the end of our Zaminan adventures my friends. It’s been a rush tramping over the Silver mountains, across the wastelands, and over the Crystal Sea with you. But, don’t think the adventure is over yet. My new series, “Rebirth: Escape from Purgatory” will be out soon. Keep your eyes peeled, and your ears to the ground.




Until next time, happy travels fellow wanderers.
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Glossary

Aether: A mystical life force that corresponds to a manifestation of the magic that undergirds Zamina in the elven mythology.

Angnorak, the fields of- A wide area of flat land to the East of the Silver Mountains, and the Elven holdings. For thousands of years it functioned as the breadbasket of Zamina before a terrible battle between the Void and the Elven hosts rendered it an infertile wasteland haunted by the dead, and other strange creatures.

Aral- A small island situated at the edge of the Crystal Sea. Numerous expeditions have been launched to map its interior. None have returned.

Barlang- Medicinal herb used in the production of healing potions, and sedatives.

Castle Dragmoor- The main Elven keep for the Northern territories.

Cocolar- An amphibious mountain lion like creature with acidic blood. While wild cocolars exist, most serve the Void as something akin to non sentient foot soldiers.

Crystal Sea: A broad sub-tropical sea located adjacent to the Northernmost tip of Zamina. This broad, half-circle of a sea is abutted by the great ocean.

Daemon- A representative spirit that animates an inanimate object such as a tree, lake, or castle

Isah- A town of rogues built along the banks of the river Qara

Koroldik- A cosmopolitan port city built at the mouth of the river Qara where it enters into the Crystal Sea.

Malik- Bitter-sweet beverage analogous to coffee. It is drunk for its energy giving and satiating properties.

Nteopyr- A race of bat people

Ogia- Nutrient dense flatbread. A small piece contains enough calories to keep a grown man on his feet all day.

Perisi- A type of semi-domesticated species of freshwater whale, used to tow boats along the river Qara.

Qara- A long river running through the wastelands. It directly abuts the Lich King’s territory

Silver Mountains- A large mountain range taking up much of the Western half of Zamina. It is primarily inhabited by elves.

Talgong- A distance equivalent to roughly 3.5 miles (5.6 km).

Tiff leave- A mildly narcotic leaf chewed on by the inhabitants of the western peninsula that faces out towards the Crystal Sea.

Vasim- A species of sentient octopi that inhabit the crystal sea. Among the Zaminan races, they are the longest lived. They are also generally regarded as the most intelligent.

Wyvern: A creature similar in appearance to a dragon. With only two legs, it is roughly the size of a large bull, although it is longer in length stretching up to twelve feet. Its body is covered in black scales. Wyverns are fearsome melee fighters with razor sharp teeth, and poisonous breath.

Zamina- The magical realm where John is transported to after Grace performs her disastrous spell.
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